
 
 

Climate Psychology Alliance Scotland 1
st

 Annual 
Conference  
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Climate Psychology Alliance Scotland’s (CPA-S) inaugural conference was held at 
the Glasgow School of Art on Saturday, 21 April 2018.  
 
 
SESSION 1: Successfully discussing climate change 
 
How we react to disagreements and arguments is often centred around the content 
of what we say rather than looking more deeply at why people say what they do. By 
concentrating more on process rather than content, suggests Rosemary Randall, we 
might be able to understand better why someone disagrees with an idea that might 
be obvious to us. This might be true of someone who denies climate change. Maybe 
that person denies the facts, or the content, for emotional reasons that we need to 
tune in to.  
 
Rosemary Randall led a workshop looking at how we discuss issues, and the levels 
within them. Any discussion can be broken down into certain areas:  
 

Content – the subject matter 
Mood and emotion – how people feel and are feeling moment to moment 
Agenda – what people hope to get out of the conversation 
Perception – how people see each other, their assumptions about each other 

 
Through a series of workshop interactions participants tackled issues within 
discussions, looking at how we should concentrate not on content, but on process.  
 
It is important to develop empathy, to understand why someone is ambivalent, to roll 
with their resistance, to promote self-efficacy (someone’s ability to deal effectively 
with a task to reach a goal) and picking a good time and place.  
 

Developing Empathy involves appreciating someone else’s dilemmas, 
imagining what it is like to be someone else, listening and respecting their 



point of view, showing warmth and understanding, and avoiding blame, 
criticism and judgement.  
 
People are often ambivalent and resist other points of view (I’d love to 
but…It’s all so complicated…I agree it’s important but….It’s probably too 
late…Advice keeps changing…There’s nothing we can do….) 
We should follow their feelings and respond directly to that.  
 

It’s important that we check our impatience, rage or contempt for 
others’ views, because in that way we are better able to continue a 
conversation. People often have good intentions, which are emotionally 
based and can clash with what they know to be facts. For example, you know 
the facts of the damage that flying does to climate change but you have a son 
or daughter who lives in Australia. The love of someone close (which we can 
all understand) may take over the objective facts of carbon emission. 
 
Time and place is all. Know when to back down, choose when to stand your 
ground, and assert your right, and theirs, to differ. Recognise that some 
feelings such as deep cynicism for a view may have roots in other causes, 
such as a previous disappointment or emotionally damaging encounter.  

 
SESSION 2: What is Enough?  
 
Paul Hoggett reflected on comfort, conscience, the joy of action, forgiveness of self 
and varieties of bad faith. Facing up to climate change is a traumatic experience with 
little help from governments who seem complacent in their lack of action. How then 
do we measure our response, what is commensurate with our actions and to what is 
happening?  
 
Do we recognise that we live privileged lives, and ones which are overwhelmingly 
the cause of the Climate Change crisis? Many of us easily fall prey to 
exceptionalism. Paul demonstrated this by asking all of us to confront the internal 
propaganda that we engage with in order to make exceptions for ourselves. 
 
We need to ask: What do we need? What are the effects of our privileged lives?  
By what standard can I measure my effects and make changes and take action? 
Just how bad is it, and what is justifiable? Should I stop? What is enough?  How can 
I emerge as moral?  

 
“Putting your whole body in the way of what’s happening feels quite cathartic, 
you’re actually doing something because you’re whole body’s involved” 

 
How do we as individuals react to existential threat? Paul drew on the experiences of 
holocaust survivor Primo Levi to discuss the privilege of western living, the effects of 
our wants and desires on the World, and how we perceive our duty to the planet.  
 

“You Who Live Safe in Your Warm Houses” are the opening words to Primo 
Levi’s book If This is a Man They represent the call upon us from the 
condemned of the world. How can we respond to a world on fire? When is our 
response enough?  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/apr/22/primo-levi-auschwitz-if-this-is-a-man-memoir-70-years
https://www.amazon.co.uk/This-Man-Truce-Primo-Levi/dp/0349100136


 
There is evidence to suggest that people in Nazi Germany knew but did not know 
about the holocaust; they wanted to know as little as possible, and to lead a life 
outside of sometimes obvious reality of the horrors of the Nazi system. This reaction 
is known as “doubling”, like leading a double existence, and can also be seen as our 
response to the existential threat of climate change. We might religiously recycle our 
plastics on the one hand and then fly to the Caribbean for a holiday on the other. 
 

Witnesses to traumatic events can cause us to live a double existence. There 
is a Balkanisation of memory, where Holocaust memories and normal 
memories are assigned to two, sometimes hostile territories….Consider a few 
phrases witnesses use: ‘a double existence’, ‘another world’, ‘two worlds’, ‘two 
different planets’.” Kraft, R. (2002) Memory Perceived: Recalling the 
Holocaust. 

 
Climate Change is a traumatic event, one to which we do not seem to be reacting. 
Are we “doubling” in order to avoid or escape from facing up to the horror of climate 
change? Catherine Happer chaired a discussion on the talk.  
 
SESSION 3: Social Dreaming 
 
Julian Manley led a social dreaming group exercise where participants had the 
opportunity to think and feel differently through sharing their dreams and 
associations on climate change. By reflecting upon our theme for the day in this way, 
we were able to open out new perspectives on climate change that would otherwise 
not get aired.  
 
Among the many dream images and associations that emerged, that of the rat in 
different guises made a repeated appearance. Maybe this represented the ‘rat inside 
all of us’, symbolising the knowledge we have deep inside that we are not capable of 
lifting to the surface, preferring, as we do, the complacency of keeping the horrible 
ideas about climate change hidden inside us, like rats that are hidden from view. The 
story of the Pied Piper of Hamelin emerges in this context suggesting that if we deny 
the rats, then our children – i.e. our future – might disappear. This sounds ominous 
and disturbing when considered in the light of climate change. The hidden nature of 
our knowledge of climate change was further evoked by the idea of ‘he who shall not 
be named’.  
 
At the end of the session, participants were invited to write down a 
thought/feeling/image that remained with them on a post-it which was stuck to the 
wall. 
 
For more on social dreaming www.socialdreaming.com/socialdreaming 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.socialdreaming.com/socialdreaming


 



 
Biographies of Invited Speakers & Chairs 
 
Dr Rosemary Randall is a psychoanalytic psychotherapist (retired) who has worked 
widely on the use of small groups to foster social change. She is co-founder of the 
community group Cambridge Carbon Footprint and co-founder of the Carbon 
Conversations project. She has written widely on the psychology of climate change 
and is co-author with Andy Brown of In Time for Tomorrow? The Carbon 
Conversations Handbook. She is a founder member of the CPA and on the Advisory 
Board. 
 
Prof. Paul Hoggett is Chair of the Climate Psychology Alliance. He has been an 
‘activist’ off and on (more off than on) for over 40 years and wrote a book Partisans 
in an Uncertain World about the contradictions of political engagement 25 years ago. 
He is Emeritus Professor of Social Policy at UWE, Bristol, an OPUS Fellow and a 
psychoanalytic psychotherapist. 
 
Dr Catherine Happer, co-Chair of CPA-S, is a member of the Glasgow University 
Media Group. She is a sociologist with a special interest in the way in which the 
media shapes public understanding and belief across various audience groups.  
 
Dr Julian Manley, co-Chair of CPA-S, has many years of experience in the field of 
psychosocial studies. His current research interests concern the use of the visual 
imagination and emotional awareness to open up new pathways to understanding 
human relationships.  
 
John Thorne, Secretary of CPA-S, is the Sustainability Coordinator at the Glasgow 
School of Art. He has a particular interest in issues of engagement with Climate 
Change, and the practical application of creative practice to help people better 
understand and act on Climate Change issues.  
 
 
Membership and attendance at Climate Psychology Alliance Scotland’s meetings is 
open to anyone with an interest in how to use psycho-social approaches to engage 
people more effectively with Climate Change.  
More: www.facebook.com/ClimatePsychologyAllianceScotland/  
 
To become a member of CPA Scotland, which gives you discounts on events in 
Scotland and in other parts of the UK, as well as supporting the day to day running of 
the organisation, please go to the join up section of the web page: 
www.climatepsychologyalliance.org/  

http://www.facebook.com/ClimatePsychologyAllianceScotland/
http://www.climatepsychologyalliance.org/

