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HOME GROWN
Hunter research is giving insight into climate change denial and apathy, writes Linda Connor.

Don’t worry, be happy
AS an anthropologist interested in
human culture, I am studying the
question of what climate change
means to people, how our core
values shape our understanding of
it, and the seemingly rapid
reduction in community concern
about climate threat.
Surveys here and abroad tell us
that climate change scepticism,
denial and apathy is on the rise.
Climate change concern peaked in
surveys in 2006-07, then began to
decline. Local surveys by the Hunter
Valley Research Foundation show
that the number of people who
agreed that climate change would
have a direct impact on their life in
the next 20 years dropped from
80 per cent in 2006 to 60 per cent in
2009.
At the same time, climate
scientists continued to collect
diverse and compelling evidence
showing that global warming is real,
a position restated a few weeks ago
by the Australian Bureau of
Meteorology and CSIRO. Recent
reports about errors in the IPCC 4th
Report, or suppression of counterevidence and complexity by
scientists at East Anglia University,
worrying as they are, do not really
challenge the overall picture.
While these two trends seem at
odds, they are connected. It is not
just the power of the carbon lobby
and other vested interests that have
strengthened scepticism and denial.
Anthropologist Ernest Becker
argued that the denial of death and
the perpetuation of self and social
group (what he called “immortality
projects”) is the defining aspect of
human cultures everywhere.
Religion is traditionally the main
source of immortality ideas in
human cultures, but non-religious
versions, especially consumerism,
are also important in the modern
world. Consumer capitalism is not
just an economic system but also a

powerful cultural system that
promotes the illusion of happiness
and immortality through its values
and practices of materialism,
acquisition, affluence, endless
exploitation of nature, novelty, and
perpetual renewal.
Negative messages about the
future, such as those found in stories
of climate crisis, are a challenge to
our yearning for immortality.
Negative messages connected
with death and decline of the planet
(and ourselves!), bring about
conscious and unconscious defence
reactions. We deny these messages
and find comfort instead in the
‘‘happiness’’ messages of consumer
capitalism.
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What to plant now
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On the other hand, death
messages about climate change
were gaining pace recently with the
alliance of the Prime Minister and
former Opposition leader Malcolm
Turnbull confirming climate change
reality, the saturation media
coverage of the ETS, and the
Copenhagen summit in 2009.
The crisis of climate change is not
just an environmental crisis. It is
also a cultural crisis and a crisis of
leadership. What system of cultural
values in Australia today could
replace the life-affirming messages
of consumer capitalism? Arguably it
won’t be the “no growth” scenarios
of many environmental activists.
“Growth” is a primary and absolute

cultural value that cannot be denied
– children grow, plants grow,
knowledge grows. The unconscious
defences that mobilise against “no
growth” ideas are very strong. There
must be positive messages
accompanying the shift to a carbonneutral world.
Where will the wellsprings of new
forms of meaning and action that
will resolve the problems of
planetary destruction come from?
Our research in the Hunter suggests
that the diversity of community
groups will make important
contributions to climate change
solutions. Co-operation between
scientists and environmentalists can
provide knowledge and political
strategies that can become a
resource for community groups of
many persuasions.
The real potential of climate
change action at present resides not
only in political campaigns. In
surveys, our own and others’, only a
small minority of respondents
report they are prepared to engage
in any form of direct action in regard
to environmental matters (such as
attending public meetings or
demonstrations).
However, people will mobilise
around specific issues of concern. In
the Hunter Valley, these most
notably are threats to land (as a
source of identity, indigenous and
non-indigenous), property values
and livelihood, and health
(especially of children). Successful
environmental and climate-related
actions speak to these concerns.

IN her book Fabulous food from
every small garden (2009), Mary
Horsfall lists 10 good reasons to
grow some of your own food at
home.
Because there are so many
reasons to garden, it is easy to
forget one or two of them from
time to time.
One of these reasons is physical
exercise and its part in staying
healthy.
This was brought home to me
recently when I had occasion to do
some communal gardening with a
diverse group of people.
The most senior member of our
party, now retired but not elderly,
worked throughout the morning
with great stamina.
It was a warmish day and the
work was quite physically
demanding, mostly involving
pushing full wheelbarrows of
mulch around on very uneven
ground.
Filling the barrows with the
mulch was also a tough job and
after a couple of hours you knew
you had earned your morning tea.
I am reasonably fit through
cycling most days, although not in
the Tony Abbott sense of fitness.
I also do a fair bit of gardening,
although not as much as I’d like.
Anyway, as I and many other
stout yeomen began to noticeably
wilt towards lunchtime, the
retired chap kept on keeping on,
embarrassing me at one stage by
offering to take over my barrow!
Apparently I was looking
tuckered out.
The secret of this man’s fitness –
apart from a healthy constitution –
turns out to be his daily gardening
routine.
He has a large sloping block of
land and has been self-sufficient
in fruit and vegetables for
decades.
In fact, while working full-time,
he kept a family of five supplied
with his land’s produce.
The moral of this story?
A lifetime of serious gardening
can keep you fit and spry well into
retirement.
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! Artichoke, globe
! Beans, broad ! Beetroot
! Broccoli ! Cabbage ! Carrots
! Chinese cabbage ! Garlic
! Leeks ! Lentils
! Lettuce, winter ! Onion
! Parsnip ! Peas ! Radish
! Shallots ! Silverbeet
! Strawberries ! Swede ! Turnip
Source: Hunter Organic Growers Society
hunterorganicgrowerssociety.org.au
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