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Abstract 

The thesis focuses on the role that humor can have in climate communication. After an 

initial definition of humor and its main theories, the work presents the main aspects and 

limitations of climate communication. To this follow the recounting of theories 

regarding scientific communication and the effectiveness of humor in incrementing 

awareness and information retention.  

Different actors participate in climate obstruction, through lobbying and science 

misinformation: the main tactics operated by fossil fuel companies and other actors are 

indicated along the strategies to counter them. The thesis takes into consideration 

practices of greenwashing and strategic litigations against public participation 

(SLAPPs), as means of enforcing climate inaction.  

The psychological aspects of climate communication provide insights in 

understanding the reaction of large portions of society to the messaging proposed by 

scientists and to the lack of measures by governments to tackle climate change. 

The work highlights the limits of current mainstream environmentalism, under the 

lens of Nicole Seymour’s “Bad Affect”, central in proposing communication strategies 

that rely on humor. The case studies highlight how humor is already of use in science 

communication: the works of Matt Winning, Climate Science Breakthrough, John 

Oliver, Oli Frost, PENG! Collective, FillPill, and the Clown Army illustrate examples of 

possible formats that contribute to societal transformation by using humor.  

The work finally delves into the limits of the use of humor in the context of the 

current challenges in the realm of freedom of speech and changed political climate.  
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1 Introduction 

 

The framework to communicate climate change has narrowed down over the past years. 

This is due to the concurring obstruction carried out by fossil fuel industries in 

partnership with neoliberal governments dismissive of taking effective climate action, 

the fear-inducing and shaming narratives proposed by scientists and activists, the 

psychological barriers in elaborating such narratives, as well as the increased 

criminalization of expression of dissent. In this context, the thesis explores whether 

humor can help in continuing to foster attention and awareness even in these adverse 

conditions.  

The use of humor and satire in the context of climate communication seeks to deal 

creatively with the imposed restrictions: instead of ignoring the feedback coming from 

the current system, it recognizes and integrates it. The underlying aim is to create 

formats and conversations that can make space for the intrinsic complexity that living 

within the current neoliberal framework implies. Far from being a new tactic, satire and 

comedy date as far back as Ancient Greece to Aristophanes’ comedies as tools to 

simultaneously entertain and render visible and immediately comprehensible the faults 

and idiosyncrasies of ruling powers. So far, this strategy has been an under-exploited 

resource (pun intended) in the context of communicating climate change.  

After the sweeping support granted to environmental movements at the end of the 

2010s, and halfway through the decade that should see the realization of the Sustainable 

Development Goals and climate goals set with the 2015 Paris Agreement, the political 

climate has significantly changed. The Trump administration withdrew from the climate 

agreement as soon as he entered office earlier this year, and the major shifts in the 

European Union budget to fund the strengthening of defense measures all speak of 

significantly different intents and interests as compared to 10 years ago (Bearak 2025; 

European Commission 2025b).  

This shift in the political agenda has resulted in hostile conditions for climate 

communication. A 2024 report drafted by a team based at the University of Bristol titled 

Criminalisation and Repression of Climate and Environmental Protests has pinpointed 
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problematic aspects of the current wave of backlash that is hitting the manifestations 

pushing for the liability of governmental and corporate actors in adopting effective 

climate action (Berglund et al. 2024). The report focuses on 14 nations, representing 

both the Global North and Global South, showing a trend that links liberal democracies 

and electoral autocracies, namely Australia, Brazil, France, Germany, India, Norway, 

Peru, Philippines, Russia, South Africa, Turkey, Uganda, United Kingdom and United 

States.  

Climate activists, who are mainly present in the urban Global North and began their 

activity in the early 2000s and saw a resurgence in 2018, were targeted with an 

incremental intensification of restrictions. The criminal selectivity they are teased with 

relies on the over-criminalization of protests on the one hand, and on the under-

criminalization of the behaviors that cause environmental harm and climate disruption 

on the other (Weis 2021). The mechanisms put in place to achieve this hampering are 

anti-protest laws, criminalization through prosecution and courts, even if the 

accusations are dropped, and interference through police action. The legal frameworks 

used to substantiate the legal actions are anti-terrorism and anti-organized crime laws 

(Berglund et al. 2024). However, the legal prosecution for efforts explicitly dedicated to 

halting climate manifestations is just a facet of the causes that contribute to the 

difficulties climate communication runs up against.  

The very spreading of climate science has been systematically doubted and countered 

in the last 50 years by the joint action of actors in close collaboration with fossil fuel 

companies and governments. Adding to that, media ownership and economic interests 

have significantly contributed to the lack of presence of climate change in mainstream 

media. It is central that knowledge and awareness on the state of climate is widespread, 

so as to contribute to the necessary societal change that supports the mitigation 

measures needed to achieve climate goals and avoid extreme climate disruption.  

The nature of climate change also partly contributes to the difficulty of perception, as 

well as its narrativization: the framing of climate change in terms of abstract CO2 

emissions misses the very tangible disruption it is already unfolding in areas with little 

availability of preparedness measures. The words of climate activist Vanessa Nakate put 

this in very clear terms: “Climate change is no longer a ticking time bomb. It is already 
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exploding” (Tsui 2023, 85). It is therefore central that climate change, when 

communicated, is explained in terms that stress its immediacy, also with the aim to 

achieve climate justice, in particular for the most impacted regions and people.  

Climate change and consequently climate change communication, as it has been 

formulated by scientists, has psychological implications that should not be overlooked 

in the process of designing communication formats. Feelings of overwhelm, fear, and 

shame need to be acknowledged to be appropriately addressed and accounted for. These 

feelings can indeed be helpful signals in showing where an opening up of the 

perspective is needed: from the extremely local focus nationalist discourses have 

adopted, it is necessary to work towards the inevitable entanglement of action at the 

international level that tackling climate change demands. In this process, historical 

responsibilities should be stressed again and again, so that mitigation burdens and 

preparedness means are shared fairly across the world.  

Providing information about climate change that is sound, reliable, and not overly 

fear-inducing can contribute to the construction of a civil society that is not in denial of 

the current situation, but actively demands its governments and co-shapes the path of 

climate action. Humor, comedy, and satire can provide a fruitful terrain for the 

discussion on how to achieve this, being able to offer an alternative to the preaching 

attitudes of mainstream activism, while offering a common base on which to negotiate 

assumptions and get to know possible solutions entertainingly. In a situation in which 

the expression of dissent is narrowing, finding alternative forms involving enjoyable 

moments does not mean to disown the dire situation, but to find productive ways to 

cope with it, while also exploiting the freedom of expression that artistic forms have.  

The perspective adopted to write the current thesis takes into account sources that 

come from the Anglosphere: the sources relate mostly to English-speaking contexts, 

with some exceptions for some sources in Italian and German. This criterion shapes the 

results of the research, but also the forms of humor considered. Also, the area analyzed 

is principally that of the European Union and the US: this aspect is also relevant to 

acknowledge the legal frameworks that are considered in relation to the allowances of 

freedom of speech and artistic expression, as well as those related to public 

participation.  
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The research questions guiding the thesis are: How does humor enable to translate 

complex concepts in a way that they are graspable to different kinds of audiences? Can 

humor contribute to a shift in the perception of the urgency and need to act on the 

consequences of climate change on an emotional and bodily level? Which are the 

dimensions involved in the production and spreading of climate communication, and 

how do these contrast with its diffusion? What are examples of the use of humor in 

climate communication, and what are its limitations? 

The thesis in structured in a way that intends to answer these questions: chapter 2 

addresses the main theories of humor, drawing on concepts from feminist and literary 

critique, while chapter 3 charts the scope of climate communication, devoting particular 

attention to the role narrative models used by scientists inform the messages produced 

by them. Chapter 4 revolves around the shapes of climate obstruction, namely all those 

strategies involved in the hampering of climate messaging and enacting of climate 

action, while chapter 5 addresses the psychological aspects that influence people’s 

perception of climate change in the Western context. Chapter 6 problematizes the stance 

of mainstream environmentalism and introduces bad environmentalism as a counter-

strategy, as well as a series of tactics that can have been leveraged in the context of the 

making of humorous climate communication. Chapter 7 takes into closer analysis of the 

limitations of these formats and outlines the legal framework for humorous climate 

communication.  

The questions are deeply embedded in the quest of the environmental humanities to 

contribute to the cultural shift that society requires to adapt to the socio-environmental 

challenges posed by climate change. Humor is trans-disciplinary: its study has been 

treated in animal studies, cultural anthropology, evolutionary biology, linguistics, 

cultural and literary studies, philosophy, psychology, sociology, and theology. Comic 

amusement relishes in the crossovers and thrives in the contamination of different 

realms of reality and human experiences, activating different realms of experience in the 

people who experience it. But what exactly is humor? 

 

  



 

5 

 

2 Humor: Definitions and Theories 

 

Humor is akin to breathing: on the surface, it looks like an easy, straightforward, and 

enjoyable process. However, if investigated in depth, it unravels as a highly mysterious 

phenomenon that has stirred a lot of interest throughout the millennia and whose 

complexity still remains to be fully grasped.  

Laughing at the workings of the world is widespread all across the globe and thus has 

been defined and expressed in different terms and forms. Massih Zekavat and Tabea 

Scheel, in their 2023 book Humor, Satire and Environmental Crises, provide a lot of 

useful insights in better understanding the genealogy and various articulations of the 

topic. They have dealt comprehensively with the use of humor and satire in the context 

of the climate crisis and the societal transformations needed to cope with them. The 

definition they provide for humor is borrowed from the one crystallized by Martin and 

Ford (2018), and according to them, humor can be defined as:  

a broad, multifaceted term that represents anything that people say or do that others perceive as funny 

and tends to make them laugh, as well as the mental processes that go into both creating and 

perceiving such an amusing stimulus, and also the emotional response of mirth involved in the 

enjoyment of it (Zekavat and Scheel 2023, 14).  

Noël Carrol in his Humour: A Very Short Introduction (2014) reflects in 

philosophical terms on the scope and theories linked to what humor is and its inner 

workings, and he proposes that the word humor defines all those objects that give rise to 

comic amusement.  

Humor’s etymology is linked to the Latin word for fluid. The word is originally 

derived from the theorization of the Greek physician Hippocrates (460-370 BC), which 

was later reproposed by the Roman/Greek physician Galen (129-216 AD), who 

conceptualized the fluid body theory. According to this theory, there are four fluids in 

the body that need to be in good balance for a person’s health to be optimal. These 

fluids are blood, yellow bile, phlegm, and black bile, which correspond to the four 

elements, namely air, fire, water, and earth. Every excess in a certain type of fluid gives 

rise to a peculiar temperament: sanguine, choleric, phlegmatic, and melancholic.  



 

6 

 

In a semantic twist occurred in the end of the 16th century, Ben Jonson (1572-1637), 

the English Renaissance poet and playwright, in his play Every Man in his Humour 

presents humorous characters, namely characters in which their main traits are 

characteristics are to be linked to the four temperaments introduced above. Their being 

humorous, namely imbalanced in their bodily humors, renders them source of mirth.  

The semantic change that occurred in English is paralleled in several European 

languages, including Catalan, Portuguese, Italian, Dutch, and German (Hempelmann 

2017). The term humor was popularized in the 18th and early 19th century, when it 

became the definition for the comic arising from individual eccentricities. In that 

instance, however, it was not associated with the critical aim it has today. This shift 

makes the term a very modern one, which assumed the meaning it possesses today only 

in the 20th century. Many terms, including laughter, wit, comedy, raillery, jesting, scorn, 

ridicule, mirth, or the risible, were used in texts on the topic before the establishment of 

the connection between the humorous and the comic. These terms were used to describe 

various manifestations of the phenomenon and to describe various attitudes and 

approaches to it (Larkin-Galiñanes 2017). 

Humor has thus been the subject of various speculations over the centuries, and to 

grasp its mechanisms different theories were developed: starting from the reflections of 

Plato and Aristotle up until the most recent developments, theorists and researchers have 

sat down trying to work out a theory that could comprehensively explain the 

phenomenon of the risible. The main theories developed to make sense of humor are the 

superiority theory, the release theory, and the incongruity theory.  

2.1 Humor Theories: Superiority Theory, Release Theory, Incongruity Theory 

 

The superiority theory has its roots in the works of Plato and Aristotle, who distrusted 

laughter due to its irrational aspect. According to this theory, laughter originates in fact 

in the feeling of superiority over others; this would function as a signal of its nature 

within a starkly hierarchical dimension, one in which laughter was associated with 

lower class status. The Christian moral stance had a strong role in endorsing a contrary 

stance towards laughter. As a matter of fact it was strongly associated with the body, and 
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“the strict regulation of the body was a central issue” (Larkin-Galiñanes 2017). 

Furthermore, the Church was devoted to maintaining total power in society, and it 

frequently resorted to a rhetoric of terror. In this context, hilarious laughter was thought 

to be the entry gateway to relativism, subversion, disorder, and relaxation, all of which 

were deemed highly inappropriate and dangerous, too. Hobbes and Baudelaire were 

strong advocates of the superiority theory: for the former, humor was the perception of 

other people’s obscenity or misfortunes, while for the latter, laughter, and in particular 

coarse laughter, was simply and straightforwardly satanic. Although having been 

endorsed throughout various centuries, critics found that a weakness of this theory is its 

relationship with self-deprecatory humor. It can be somewhat reasonable to contend that 

a certain feeling of superiority could give rise to comic amusement, but how is one 

supposed to feel superior to oneself? Carroll brings the example of infants who, without 

a peculiar sense of self, can nonetheless laugh, thereby endorsing this critique.  

The release theory, also known as relief theory, dates back to Aristotle, and it also 

encountered the favor of Cicero and Pliny the Younger. It is linked to the Hippocratic 

view that laughter serves as an important factor in the purification of the blood from 

possible humor imbalances, making it beneficial for health. Kant also drew on this 

perspective and agreed that the discharge of energy from within a body, which would 

lead to a state of “nothingness”, as a way of releasing otherwise suppressed libidinal 

drives. Due to this aspect of facilitating the manifestation of suppressed drive forces, the 

theory was embraced by Freud, who with his 1905 Jokes and Their Relation to the 

Unconscious strongly crystallized the aspect of releasing energies stored in the body. 

These theories, however, presuppose “hydraulic views of the mind which are highly 

dubious” (Carroll 2014) according to which the body is highly compartmentalized and 

subject to clearly definable exchanges of energy. Additionally, the theory was critiqued 

for highlighting the functioning of laughter rather than of humor more generally.  

Finally, the incongruity theory, which has had great resonance in the 20th century, 

relies on the basic concept that humor is the property of a certain type of stimulus, 

which is the response to incongruous properties. These incongruities include:  

deviations, disturbances, or problematizations of our concepts, rules, laws of logic and reasoning, 

stereotypes, norms of morality, of prudence, and of etiquette, contradictory points of view presented in 

tandem, and, in general, subversions of our commonplace expectations, including our expectations 
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concerning standard emotional scenarios and schemas, our norms of grace, taste, and even the very 

forms of comedy itself (Carroll 2014, 27). 

According to the theorization proposed by Larkin-Galiñanes, incongruity is the 

perception and discovery of relations between ideas or things that at first sight appear 

unconnected, to which the factors of surprise and suddenness must be added; Carroll 

adds that a relevant aspect is the feeling of levity associated with the comic amusement 

derived by the incongruities. The main drawback cautiously pointed out by Carroll is 

the lack of a clear definition of what incongruity ultimately is (although the quite 

conclusive list above). Nonetheless, the philosopher proposes this theory to be the most 

accurate and useful as a working tool to think within the scope of humor, being a quite 

straightforward and intuitive approach to the topic.  

2.2 More Recent Humor Theories: Reversal Theory, Benign Violation, and 

Evolutionary Explanation 

 

All of the theories proposed in the previous section contribute to better frame the 

functioning of humor, but all of them fail to fully represent the complexity of the 

“humor” phenomenon. Zekavat and Scheel suggest three further and more recent 

concepts for the explanation of humor: the reversal theory, the benign violation, and the 

evolutionary explanation.  

The reversal theory is rooted in research linked to behavioral psychology. In this 

hypothesis, motivation gets divided into four domains, each of which is further split into 

a range between two so-called meta-motivational states. These states (eight in total) are 

mastery-sympathy, autic-alloic (that is, that which is referred to as the self and the 

other), rebellious-conformist, and paratelic-telic (that is, that which is referred to as 

playful and serious) (Zekavat and Scheel 2023). According to the theory, any activity 

can be in line with states that are at opposite ends, although it tends to be associated 

more often with one pole rather than the other. The domain that is most useful in the 

current reflection concerns the telic and paratelic states. Humor is associated with the 

paratelic state, which is closely knitted with playfulness and spontaneity, rather than the 

telic one, which is goal-oriented (Zekavat and Scheel 2023). 
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The benign violation theory, as the name suggests, insists on the aspect of a 

trespassing of a norm, namely a violation, and such a violation must be perceived as 

benign. For the benign violation to be humorous, both conditions need to happen at the 

same time. According to the theory a violation is benign if “(a) a salient norm suggests 

that something is wrong but another salient norm suggests that it is acceptable, (b) one 

is only weakly committed to the violated norm, or (c) the violation is psychologically 

distant” (Zekavat and Scheel 2023). 

Lastly, with the evolutionary explanation theory, it is suggested that laughter evolved 

as a play signal, which also informs those partaking in a conversation that a cognitive 

shift is taking place; laughter also serves as a tool for disarming aggression. In the 

peculiar context of evolution, it can serve the purpose of coping with hardships, both 

mental and physical. 

2.3 The Functions of Humor 

 

The reflections entailed by the evolutionary explanation bring about those regarding the 

purpose of humor.  

For the reverse theory humor is a state which is strictly linked to the playful sphere 

and separate from any aim, but, according to Carroll, humor’s enjoyment comes in great 

deal by the activation of “foregrounding the weaknesses of various cognitive shortcuts”, 

which are then scanned and de-bugged through the action of mirth. Carroll states that it 

serves the purpose of sharing such findings with the closely related community of 

speakers, as relevant social information. This fact constitutes a possible connection to 

the evolutionary explanation of humor. Indeed, the fact that the process is wrapped in 

pleasure signals that it is central to our survival.  

Michail Bakhtin in his work Rabelais and His World (1984) adopts an interesting 

stance on the genealogy of humor: in his view, humor is a narrowed-down form of a 

deeper and more grandiose form of laughter, which resulted from the increased 

privatization and isolation of individuals (Bakhtin 1984; Federici 2014). In the work of 

Rabelais, the 16th century five-volume novel Gargantua and Pantagruel, Bakhtin traces 
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the formalization of a long-standing tradition of ritual laughter, which found its peak 

moment in the carnival. This festive laughter:  

is not an individual reaction to some isolated “comic” event. Carnival laughter is the laughter of all the 

people. Second, it is universal in scope: it is directed at all and everyone, including the carnival’s 

participants. The entire world is seen in its droll aspect, in its gay relativity. Third, this laughter is 

ambivalent: it is gay, triumphant, and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it 

buries and revives (Bakhtin 1984, 32).  

As reported by Bakhtin, this kind of laughter greatly impacted the social life of the 

Middle Ages and the Renaissance, for it created the space for a moment in which the 

normal order was subverted, and constituted a second life for the people participating in 

it during the Carnival. Laughter contributed to the destruction of seriousness, freeing 

human consciousness, thought, and imagination for new potential. This aspect rendered 

the carnival laughter an all-encompassing experience that, as Carroll states, not only 

checks the solidity of common ways of thought, but also creates the conditions for a 

societal renewal (Carroll 2014).  

The way in which renewal is achieved is through the process of degradation: the 

strength of the grotesque realism, viz. the formalization of the constantly satirizing and 

exaggerating force permeating Rabelais’ work, lies in the great extent to which it 

manages to bring down to earth the situations and materialize them. It does so by 

engaging with the bodily dimension of life in its most crude dimension, tackling the 

generative power of organs, such as genitals, the belly, and the buttocks. And the 

regenerative power of laughter relies on degradation:  

Degradation digs a bodily grave for a new birth; it has not only a destructive, negative aspect, but also 

a regenerating one. To degrade an object does not imply merely hurling it into the void of 

nonexistence, into absolute destruction, but to hurl it down to the reproductive lower stratum, the zone 

in which conception and a new birth take place. Grotesque realism knows no other lower level; it is 

the fruitful earth and the womb. It is always conceiving (Bakhtin 1984, 41). 

This “rehabilitation of the flesh” counterbalanced the ascetic life dimension of the 

Middle Ages; the power of regenerative laughter was increasingly narrowed down in the 

17th and 18th centuries, through its transformation into cold humor and bitter sarcasm.  

The embodiment aspect can be of great help within this work, as it can help with ways 

that foster action that is sustainable and regenerative.  

In the context of using humor in climate communication, I reckon that the reflection 

Bakhtin proposes regarding the seriousness of science is worth attention. As a matter of 
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fact, the seriousness of the climate crisis is frequently stressed and its grounds in the 

scientific solidity is strongly highlighted, but Bakhtin framed seriousness as terrorizing, 

demanding, and forbidding, and therefore inspiring distrust. According to him, 

seriousness however, is not diminished by laughter. Instead: 

True ambivalent and universal laughter does not deny seriousness but purifies and completes it. 

Laughter purifies from dogmatism, from the intolerant and the petrified; it liberates from fanaticism 

and pedantry, from fear and intimidation, from didacticism, naïveté and illusion, from the single 

meaning, the single level, from sentimentality. Laughter does not permit seriousness to atrophy and to 

be torn away from the one being, forever incomplete. It restores this ambivalent wholeness (Bakhtin 

1984, 135). 

Laughter, within this crystallization of a less potent form, manages to enable the 

thriving of different aspects of life and culture, elevating science from its incomplete 

seriousness, to its multi-perspective, self-critical, self-aware version. Its ability to 

present incongruities, drawing on Carroll’s words, enables a higher degree of 

complexity, as contrasting views and different perspectives on the same topic can be 

held within the same instance. The aspects of incarnation/degradation, as well as 

regenerating, are extremely important when brought into the context of climate 

communication, to render factual and felt what is produced as the result of scientific 

research. 

The legacy of this incarnation and societal regenerative and transformative power 

proposed by Bakhtin can be found in the concept of “fumerism”. The word was coined 

by feminist stand-up comedian Kate Clinton, and it reflects the idea of “being funny and 

wanting to burn down the house all at once”, wrapping the need to channel rage within 

socially accepted boundaries, namely through humor . This stance seeks to drift away 

from moralizing superiority and the brooding of victimization, to sweep away the traces 

of deeply ingrained stereotypes linked to femininity with a good belly laugh (Willett et 

al. 2012). This strategy enables to reach a cathartic resolution of otherwise unchanneled 

rage. Feminisms, in their different articulations, have strongly dealt with the bodily 

aspects and regenerative aspects Bakhtin spoke about in his work: in particular, 

ecofeminism, in its drawing parallels between the logics of domination of power on the 

environment and feminized bodies has been particularly effective in highlighting the 

links between the articulation of this power (Plumwood 2003).  
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Through the work of Foucault, Willet & Willet introduce the Cynics and their 

practice of “parrhesia”. Parrhesia is the practice of frank speech or scandalously telling 

the truth to power (Zekavat and Scheel 2023; Willett et al. 2012). The Cynics, who were 

social critics in ancient Greece, instead of debating, would engage in what Foucault 

termed the “aesthetic practice of ridicule and improvisation” to break the normalized 

aspect of social norms. In the process of these disruptions, they would oftentimes 

include obscenities. Parrhesia is an integral part of fumerist humor, as a means of 

undoing the rigid notions of identity in the community. Fumerism, as a peculiar form of 

humor, contributes in challenging traditional morality and the underlying norms of 

social exclusion and normalization that they uphold, through a more committed 

egalitarian social vision (Willett et al. 2012).  

Zekavat and Scheel propose that humor serves four main functions: identification, 

clarification, enforcement, and differentiation. Their formalization, which is directly 

intended in analyzing the forms of humor for their use as tools within effective tackling 

climate communication and related issues, suggest that identification and clarification 

contribute to community building, while enforcement and differentiation render clear 

which attitudes and habits are acceptable within the group or community. The first two 

functions can unite communities through mutual identification and clarification of 

values and positions. The latter two, by contrast, can be divided through differentiating 

acceptable and unacceptable norms and enforcing them at the community level. Each of 

these functions can therefore be aligned with one or more of the three broad theories of 

humor. Clarification and differentiation fit within incongruity theories; identification, 

enforcement, and differentiation are linked to superiority theories; and identification 

maps into release theories. The efficacy of the abovementioned functions is linked to the 

familiarity the listeners share with the theme proposed in the humorous form. When the 

audience is highly familiar with the topic, humor is more likely to yield identification 

and thus foster unification within a group; when the theme is instead new and obscure to 

the listeners, humorous forms are more likely to foster differentiation and thus division 

within the community (Zekavat and Scheel 2023).  

The moment of identification, however, is powerful as it can create 

“intersubjectivities even between normally unrelated people”, in a kind of temporary 
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conglomerate which crosses the lines of usually otherwise bound groups. Jokes and 

humor serve as the rehearsal of subversion of norms, as the pleasure they provide is not 

illusory, as Willet & Willet note. In the light of this insight, it becomes clear the 

importance of envisioning positive societal changes in which the reality of the climate 

crisis is accounted for and dealt with, one in which the urgent calls of scientific facts are 

heard and acted upon.  

The different theories and functions humor can have, which have been delineated in 

this chapter, are the starting point of the following chapter, which deals in depth with 

the scope of climate communication and how it has been engaged with in the past, and 

in which instances humor can be helpful. 
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3 Climate Communication: Definition, Struggles, and How Humor Could Help 

3.1 Climate Communication: Definition and History 

 

Climate communication is the subdivision of environmental communication that 

focuses on the discussion of the origins, scope, and actions revolving around 

anthropogenically caused climate change. A wide range of philosophical and research 

traditions are covered by climate change communication, such as interpretive qualitative 

investigations, humanistic–rhetorical analyses, and social–scientific quantitative surveys 

and experiments (Kumpu 2022).  

Climate communication emerged after the multilateral efforts of the years in which 

the first environmental congresses were held in the 1980s, as soon as the scientific 

community acknowledged that the emission of CO2 in the atmosphere would have 

caused a change in the Earth’s surface temperatures. The most eminent voice in this 

discussion is that of the IPCC, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which 

periodically started releasing reports on the state of climate change in climate alongside 

the increased emergence of extreme weather events.  

The IPCC was born in 1988 by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and 

the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), with the aim to provide all levels 

of governments with the necessary data and information to create and implement 

climate policies, for both mitigation and adaptation measures.  

The institution of the IPCC constitutes the highest joint effort of science in 

crystallizing the state of the art on the advancement and effects of climate change, and it 

involves 195 nations. One of the key tasks of this Panel is to assess the literature 

published by a wide range of scientists all across the globe, and to release reports 

aggregating the literature published in the previous years. The preparation of reports is 

shaped by a strict scientific procedure and review, and the findings are communicated 

through the use of calibrated language to communicate certainty (Mastrandrea et al. 

2010). This language enables to communicate the level of certainty brought about by a 

particular conclusion by the group. The reports are issued in various forms, with 

dedicated effort to produce dedicated formats to fit various audiences. In particular, 
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there is a stark attention in the crafting of the policy-makers' summaries, which 

constitute a way to communicate the findings in a way that is understandable by 

governance bodies; the technical reports intend to extensively substantiate the claims 

made. These latter category is denser than the synthesis, and count more than 3000 

pages.  

The key and most central takeaway of the last released report is the agreement of the 

scientific community that global warming is caused by human activities, mainly through 

emissions of greenhouse gases, with global surface temperature level reaching 1.1° C 

above the one registered between 1850 and 1900 in the decade spanning from 2011 to 

2020 (IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change et al. 2023). This constitutes 

the key data, which is also oftentimes communicated as aggregated information to 

render the gravity of the current situation. This fact has been repeatedly contested by 

varied actors, but the workings of denial, mis– and disinformation perpetrated by large 

companies holding multiple interests in hindering effective action to tackle emissions 

produced will be discussed later in chapter 4, regarding climate obstruction.  

3.2 The Struggles of Climate Communication 

 

Scientists and environmentalists were the first who actively engaged with climate 

communication. The former were the ones most directly involved in the formalization 

of the scientific data, and thus the most competent in analyzing the hard facts that were 

rendering evident the changes in the atmosphere. The latter were instead those who 

readily picked up the handover as an occasion to critique the large systems of 

environmental degradation operated by extractivist multinationals.  

Susanne Moser pinpoints the main problems encountered in the delivery of the 

scientific facts relating to climate change, as well as in the communication of the 

urgency of tackling it via direct and effective actions. For Moser, one reason that 

contributes to the difficulty of communication is the invisibility of the disrupting forces: 

one of the key drivers of current change in climate is carbon dioxide, which is both 

invisible and odorless, like other greenhouse gases like methane, ozone, and nitrous 

oxide. The geographical and temporal scale of impacts is also quite challenging to 



 

16 

 

holistically perceive on the basis of direct experience, given that the impacts are spread 

across the globe. Tuvalu and Kiribati in the Pacific Ocean are affected by the effects of 

sea level rise, but so are Lagos, Miami, and Venice. On the same note, the highest 

increase in temperature has been detected in Antarctica, which is devoid of population 

who could directly record or experience firsthand the change in conditions (Moser 

2010). Another factor is the disconnectedness of modern humans from their 

environment, which also explains the lack of awareness of long–time cycles that 

normally occur in it. Similarly hard to grasp is the focus on the long–term effects of 

climate change, which clashes with the interest of humans in their immediate present. 

This view is a generalization which does not account for people who traditionally care 

for intergenerational justice. However, it reflects the mainstream view of individuals 

maximizing their profits and benefits within a neoliberal economy.  

The temporal unpredictability of extreme weather events has also contributed to the 

perceived inconsistency of climate change: climate scientists can detect anomalies and 

mega–trends, but are unable to determine the precise moment of striking of extreme–

weather events. For this reason, their general warnings were dismissed as inconsistent. 

It was not yet established at the time by which the article was published, but the World 

Weather Attribution (WWA) quantifies how climate change influences 

the intensity and likelihood of an extreme weather event in the immediate aftermath of 

the extreme event using weather observations and computer modelling. The WWA 

studies also evaluate how existing vulnerability worsened the impacts of the extreme 

weather event (World Weather Attribution 2025). 

The timescale of the impacts is, of course, diverse in different areas, so the 

abovementioned events would hit otherwise over time, and result in a wide range of 

phenomena, including droughts, floods, extreme weather events such as tornadoes, 

hurricanes, and wildfires. The changes also take place incrementally and slowly over 

time, as is the case for sea level rise, making them complicated to detect if not using 

instruments. This fact is backed up by the psychological research showing that direct 

experience of phenomena trumps abstract data and mediated knowledge. Unfortunately, 

CO2 measurements and temperature increase measurements are the result of extremely 
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sophisticated computational models relying on huge swaths of data according to physics 

and chemistry laws, which may appear counterintuitive to laypeople.  

These models, however, represent the complexity of natural phenomena by using 

finite models, which can only take into account a limited range of parameters. The 

limited capacity of calculation of computers also hinders the comprehension of the 

enormous elaborateness of nature, offering an approximation. The precision also 

depends on a large number of assumptions taken in the process of defining the key 

parameters of the models. These separate suppositions made in the design stage give 

rise to a wide range of alternative scenarios, in which predictions show similar trends, 

but do not often agree on the exact dates and level of damage caused by climate change 

(Fernández-Donado et al. 2013; Hourdin et al. 2017). The limited capacity of 

calculation also contributes to the limited foreseeability of specific developments in 

regionally limited areas: small changes in assumptions made at the global scale give rise 

to completely different scenarios when looking at the smaller scale.  

Moser suggests that the delayed or completely absent gratification for taking action 

contributes to the resistance to climate communication, as well as the lack of clear 

signals from governments encouraging action that positively contributes to mitigation or 

adaptation responses. The article taken into account was published in 2010 and precedes 

the introduction of carbon trading systems, as well as necessary compliance by 

corporations as mandated by the Corporate Social Responsibility Directive (CSRD) in 

the European Union. Nevertheless, although the legislative track is requesting 

accountability for sustainability practice, it remains demanding to effectively 

communicate the action requested to a widespread share of actors, especially those who 

are not directly impacted by the legislation.  

In general, the whole climate change problem is mediated: it entails knowledge 

inferred by a delicate scientific interplay of mathematical calculus, chemistry, biology, 

and physics. It is also ambiguous, for it is tough to set clear boundaries for its scope. 

The environment encompasses all spheres of existence of humans and non–humans, 

having wide–range effects on politics, economy, and societal phenomena. So much so, 

that climate change has been repeatedly termed a “wicked problem”.  
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3.3 The Hard-Science Gap in Understanding Communication 

 

A substantial challenge in climate communication is the problematic stance of scientists 

towards climate communication. This obstacle, rather than from the willingness of the 

scientific community to hinder the sharing of knowledge central to achieve mitigation 

and adaptation measures, stems from a lack of understanding of communication 

dynamics and models.  

To further illustrate the core assumptions that drive this problematic attitude, the 

work of Anne Gammelgaard Ballantyne comes in handy. To assess the most common 

assumptions in climate communication, the scholar takes into closer look at literature on 

climate communication. Yet, to better understand the issue at stake, it is necessary to 

introduce some key theories of communication, which render it possible to individuate 

the models adopted in the context of climate communication.  

The first model is the communication as transmission, also known as information 

theory, which was introduced in the 1930s by the work of Lasswell, Shannon, and 

Weaver. In their theorization, communication entails a linear process of encoding and 

decoding messages in a substantially linear process. Beginning in the 1970s, a critical 

review of the linear theory, credited for being too simplistic in its interpretation, led to 

the elaboration of communication as the result of an interaction of multiple involved 

actors. Given the influence of cultural studies, communication was theorized as an 

ongoing cycle, in which the key lies in the subjective interpretations of messages. The 

latest development, the meta-perspective of communication acknowledges that different 

traditions can coexist and that “communication is by and large defined as a intricate 

social and cultural phenomenon that acknowledges meaning as a principal element” 

(Ballantyne 2016), without necessarily prioritizing one model over the other, 

recognizing alternatively how each situation contributes and requires various modes of 

communication. 

In the climate communication literature review conducted by Ballantyne, the results 

were the following: the literature on climate communication with the focus on the 

public understanding of climate communication was permeated by the assumption of a 

causal and linear correlation between perception, attitude, and behavior. The sources 
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focusing on mass media would set their focal interest on the documentation of patterns 

used, while those on strategic communication would set their intention in facilitating 

public opinion or behavior, resting on the ground assumption that a functionalistic 

stimulus–response dynamic was at play. The articles measuring the impact generated by 

climate communication also relied on the paradigm of linear transmission to quantify 

the impact of communication, while conceptual articles would by and large critique all 

current approaches to communication. In the chronology, the results show an increasing 

trend of detaching from the linear model, towards a more dialogic form of 

communication.  

Notwithstanding a general improvement, the outcomes display a widespread use of 

the deficit model, which, interestingly, is called “hypodermic needle”, to highlight its 

inculcation aspect. This becomes evident when the framing of communication 

difficulties is set in the terms of “hurdles of communication”: this view is problematic, 

as it supposes that there is a single, linear manner in which communication can be 

solved. The communication challenge Ballantyne suggests, “relates to a communication 

problem in a social context (society) — an issue that can potentially be solved with 

communication” (Ballantyne 2016, 339). The inconvenience is context-specific, and 

instead of focusing solely on the sender’s perspective, it is advisable to take into 

account the perspective of various types of audiences and investigate the sources of lack 

of engagement with climate communication.  

More in general, the deficit model is not specific to the topic of climate 

communication. In order to inquire into the persistence of the deficit model, Simis, 

Madden, Cacciatore, and Yeo investigated in more detail the advent of science 

communication. The discipline, which strongly emerged in the 1980s, is a key element 

for the advancement of science in a democratic society, as publics must, broadly 

speaking, be supportive of scientists and their work, for “contemporary science is highly 

embedded in society, and politics, society and science are deeply linked” (Simis et al. 

2016, 403).  

The researchers propose that the deficit model has persisted for so long due to four 

main factors. The first one is the belief that all members of civil society, the target of the 

campaigns of information, understand pieces of news in the same manner: in a model 
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democracy, this would be the case, but citizens are “rationalizing, rather than rational”. 

In the assumption implicitly made by scientists, the capacity to abandon or modify 

accepted conclusions when confronted with more reliable experimental evidence is a 

key component of scientific success and credibility. By extension, they suppose that 

people rely on this mode of reasoning based on experimental evidence more than 

firsthand experience reality and mental shortcuts, as previously stated also by Moser.  

The second reason is the scientists’ lack of public communication training: although 

beneficial for public perception and rankings in journals, there is a widespread dismissal 

of the so–called “soft-sciences” in the standard education path of “hard” scientists. The 

immediate reaction of some institutions to compensate for this gap by the integration via 

ad–hoc single courses does not tackle the problem at its root, and indeed it responds to 

the same deficit model. Communication should be an integral part of the development 

of the research efforts of scientists, rendering them inalienable elements of scientific 

research in a networked civil society, and not an extra feature to be checked when time 

is abundant.  

Thirdly, the dismissal of lay knowledge also contributes to the divide between 

scientific community and the general public, creating a sort of us–them polarity. This 

view is also cemented by the frequent use of extremely specific jargon by scientists, 

which acts as a separation landmark in experts and non–experts. Finally, Simis et al. 

propose that the motive which has made the deficit model so popular is that direct 

modes of communication relying on the deficit model are easy to include in policy 

design, and render possible a simple, yet simplistic, integration of “dissemination of 

knowledge”. 

3.4 Narrative Models for Climate Communication 

 

Given these findings, it is evident that the reasons for the asperity of climate 

communication are deeply entrenched in a tight and entangled web of factors. So how 

could climate communication be made, in order to reach and engage with a wide range 

of audiences? 
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Randy Olson, a marine biologist who pivoted into a filmmaker and documentarian 

career, thoroughly addressed the aversion of the scientific community towards effective 

communication. In his book dedicated to the topic Houston We Have a Narrative. Why 

Science Needs Story published in 2015, Olson problematized the blindness of scientists 

to narrative, and their inability to frame their production in narrative terms. To him, the 

conscious awareness of the use of narrative devices in science could significantly 

contribute to a better understanding, perception, and integration of scientific findings 

into civil society.  

Olson, to introduce how narrative forms could benefit scientific involvement, frames 

the history of modern science within the larger tradition of storytelling in human history.  

 

Figure 3.1: The line of storytelling tradition according to Randy Olson (Olson 2015). 

Within the categorization he proposes, science, in its modern definition, has had a 

relatively short tradition. It dates back to the first formalization of a scientific essay in 

1665, the year in which reporting of scientific research in formal journals was published 

with the first volume of Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, which laid the 

foundation for the 3rd person impersonal form that dominates the standard for current 

scientific writing, based on the standard development of IMRAD. The acronym IMRAD 

stands for Introduction (I), Methods (M), Results (R), and (A) Discussion (D), and 

covers the standard structure of scientific papers. This is a late onset compared with 

previous traditions of literary production, even though there are classic examples of 

different modes of communicating scientific findings in the long tradition of dialogues, 

as exemplified by Galileo Galilei’s Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems 
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(1634), which drew on the legacy of the Greek Socratic dialogues. Olson states that 

scientists’ reluctance in engaging with narrative modes of narration stems from the 

framing of narrative modes of communication as very far from the linear, cerebral, and, 

above all, rational mode which governs scientific endeavors. This is said to clash with 

the narrative mode, which strongly relies on feeling, is non–linear, and intuitive.  

Olson devotes his attention to the discussion of those aspects that make 

communication of climate change arduous to convey in a more direct and narrative 

manner. The lack of a single linear timeline and a closed ending in the narration, the 

difficulty in clearly pinpointing the causality of phenomena – which end up resulting in 

a diverse range of effects, the absence of a single protagonist, and its framing as a story 

of the masses all contribute to a so-called mini-plot. A mini-plot, a concept drawn from 

McKee’s plot triangle, is the contrary of the arch-plot, namely, the more common 

Hollywood-like hero’s journey storyline (McKee 1997).  

The mini-plot minimizes the importance of the plot, focusing prominently on the 

characteristics of the protagonist. In the case of climate change, this translates into the 

detailed description of its features, more than the emotions it causes. Nicholas Krystof 

pointed out in an essay on the necessary marketing strategies to harness attention and 

engagement that those who want to foster direct action need to acknowledge that “one 

death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic”. This aspect, Olson stresses, is 

counterintuitive and dangerous, given the nature of climate change, which will likely 

affect the totality of human and non-human populations (Kristof 2009; Olson 2015).  

Tragically, Olson suggests, the stories which are most engaging to great audiences 

function based on the arch-plot: a linear narrative, with a single protagonist, clearly 

defined causality, and a closed ending, is a familiar form which encounters wide 

approval across most publics.  

 

3.4.1 The Limits of Narrative: Amitav Ghosh’s Perspective 

 

Amitav Ghosh, in his seminal essay The Great Derangement, focuses on the limits of 

single narrative and novels in rendering the complex nature of climate change, but also 
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on the emergence of single protagonists and individualist narrative that accompanied 

and permeated the novel genre in the era of the “Great Acceleration” of the end of the 

20th century (Ghosh 2016). 

Ghosh underlines the importance of the emergence and crystallization of single 

characters as effects of modernity, spearheaded by the work of avant-garde, who cast 

away from the palette those narratives for which collectivity was central. In the light of 

the necessary shift of narrative that the climate crisis requires, and to give voice to the 

multitudes of humans, non-humans, and more-than-humans recurring to traditions 

which do not resemble the tradition of individual-shaping novels, Ghosh proposes 

recurring to collective and choral multitudes as characters. This choice could be helpful 

in re-establishing a culture of care for the common in one who cast in exile the 

collective from politics, economics, and literature alike (Ghosh 2016).  

Olson’s main reference for communication is the narrative world proposed by 

Hollywood, that, although incredibly successful, has deeply contributed to the 

establishment of collective environmentally hostile behaviors and to the celebration of 

petroculture, which is the sum of petroleum media, so the objects derived from 

petroleum that mediate human relationships, but also to other life forms and things 

(LeMenager 2014).  

Reclaiming a compelling form of narration based on “men in the aggregate”, viz. 

collective characters, may be laborious to render within the linear arch-plot narrative 

proposed by Olson, and yet might open up, if coherently deployed, to the collective 

regeneration and liberation in a similar line of thinking along what Bakhtin proposed 

with the carnival tradition in the previous chapter.  

This of course does not mean, as the Italian adage has it, to throw away the baby with 

the muddy waters, which means to dismiss it completely: Hollywood narration and 

structuring of messages could be incredibly helpful and resourceful in shaping messages 

which are effective and compelling to large audiences, even if their instruments have 

been historically bound to serve neoliberalism’s culture of uncare, in “deregulating 

peoples’ moral sense through psychological manipulations and invitations to collude” 

(Weintrobe 2020a).  
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3.5 How Could Humor Help? 

 

A narration and communication of climate change which effectively gives voice to all 

dimensions of human beings, according to Olson, encompasses both the linear and more 

cerebral aspect, while also embracing the visceral and more irrational part. According to 

the results proposed by Boykoff and Osnes, comedy and humor can be used to bridge 

the gap between knowing and feeling, and help in meeting audiences where their 

knowledge of climate change is, instead of projecting on them supposed preconcepts 

they should be already aware of (Boykoff and Osnes 2019). As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, comedy and comic amusement have the ability to bring people, 

concepts, ideas, and new ways of thinking together. They can also challenge 

fundamentalist thinking by presenting a nuanced and conditional interpretation of truth 

because comedy inherently takes advantage of flaws in arguments and draws attention 

to inconsistencies, thereby highlighting and combining distinct ways of knowing and 

thinking. Comedy allows people to navigate between "authorized" and "revealed" 

options. By presenting multiple perspectives, it provides the conditions for subversion, 

resistance, and emancipation. 

To the scholars, the public perception of climate change is shaped by a complex 

interplay of cultural, social, political and economic factors. So much so that “climate 

change has become a defining symbol of humans' collective relationship with the 

environment” (Boykoff and Osnes 2019, 155). Comedy acknowledges and works within 

the realm of feelings, providing even relief from anxiety caused by climate change, and 

it can foster the ground for conversations in a way that is non-threatening and 

entertaining. 

In their review of why comedy and humor can help tackle climate change, they assert 

that comedy and humor ask questions and therefore exert power to create new ways of 

considering issues like climate change, so much so that, according to previous studies, 

comedians are more effective in challenging deniers than scientists (Feldman 2013). 

This is because comedians deploy the whole range of rhetorical tools, alternatively to 

only cerebral and linear thinking, for which reason and scientific evidence trumps 

experience, which, of course, skeptics do not fully adopt.  
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Comedy has the great advantage of simplifying the topic at hand, which in the case 

of climate change can be a strong help in clarification in the form of an emotional and 

aesthetic learning experience. The presentation of climate change through a new format 

can help engage with diverse audiences, as well as increase the retention of complex 

science. Meaning, as Aleida Assmann writes, helps stabilize memory, so meaningful 

experiences are more effectively retained, also thanks to the power of effective 

storytelling (Assmann 2011). Finally, comedy and humor can function as de-escalating 

tools in discussions which would otherwise be polarized and polarizing, in the form of 

entertainment (Boykoff and Osnes 2019).  

Comedy facilitates communication between the micro, meso, and macro levels of 

social systems. Comedic techniques, therefore, facilitate research on how these 

challenges are situated in a web defined by “agency, social structure, culture, 

institutions, inequality, power, and spatial dimensions” (Boykoff and Osnes 2019, 161).  

The strategies that the researchers refer to that were used within their case study 

were: 

Exaggeration, full commitment, the introduction of ridiculous ideas into an otherwise logical world, 

suspense, surprise, clever recognition of truths, imitation (e.g. the human as mechanical), honesty, 

timing, incongruity, absurdity and specificity all played parts in constructing effective comedy. These 

were then mapped onto the themes of awareness, efficacy, learning/ knowledge, 

feelings/emotion/affect, and engagement/problem solving (Boykoff and Osnes 2019, 158). 

The paper by Boykoff and Osnes presents the experience of undergrad students who 

actively developed comedic formats to communicate climate science findings. This 

group of people initially struggled to engage with the topic, even if their practice within 

the science field was not as ingrained as that of professional scientists and researchers.  

Simis et al. suggest that also based on their interviews, not all scientists fall within 

the spectrum of those who are open to engage with other kinds of communication. Only 

those positively reacting to laypeople's knowledge and who would see themselves as 

part of the general public, without the assumption of being exemplary for the whole, 

were deemed “fertile ground" for experimental formats or formats which would exceed 

the common praxis of science (Simis et al. 2016).  
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3.5.1 Is Humor Limiting the Credibility of Scientists? 

 

In an experimental setting to review the effects of laughter in the perception of the 

effects of humor on the perception of scientists was conducted among a sample of 

undergraduate students. Two separate versions of a video of a climate scientist 

employing humor in his presentation were shown to a test audience: the first one had 

added laughter in topical moments, while the second did not. The results showed that 

added laughter contributed to render the message (relating to climate change) funnier, 

and that the more humorous message led to a changed perception of the scientist. The 

scientist was perceived as funnier, and thus more likable, but also more expert (Yeo et 

al. 2020). The increased perception of expertise contributed to the framing of the 

scientist as more credible and thus a more valid source of information. The limited 

sample does not enable drawing more general conclusions on the topic, yet it is still an 

interesting take which would need to be further investigated.  

This fact provides encouraging evidence that humor and comedy can be powerful 

tools in rendering expert knowledge irrefutable and truly serious, as Bakhtin had it, for 

which true seriousness and scientific proofs are rendered more valuable and complete 

when paired with laughter. In this way scientists can be key players in the process of 

divulgation of climate change science – if they are well aware of the mechanisms of 

communication that underlie it.  

In order to engage the whole spectrum of population, communications experts should 

be involved in the process, too. As an example, Olson presents the collaboration 

between the Centers for Diseases Control (CDC), the USC Annenberg School’s Norman 

Lear Center and the Hollywood, Health and Society Project (HH&S) in the late 1990s. 

In order to provide Hollywood production with accurate information on diseases, the 

CDC produced dedicated fact sheets to the authors of the major primetime television 

shows, offering their help with particular resources in case of need. The Lear Center 

would eventually study how much insights the viewers were able to retain after having 

watched a show that relied on CDC data (Olson 2015).  

This example shows on the one hand the willingness to make science widely known 

to the larger public, but also the understanding that scientists are not experts in the 
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communication realm. To achieve a similar result, a whole spectrum of institutions must 

be willing and understanding that entrusting communication is not solely a matter of 

providing information, but also showing that these need to be correctly formed and 

delivered in specific forms to particular audiences, in a process of co-creation of 

meaning. The audience is not just the passive receiver, but it is the active spectatorship 

that Jacques Rancière explores in “The Emancipated Spectator”: the spectatorship is the 

“active participant with political agency capable of co-creating knowledge and meaning 

making through their co-creation of the event” (Boykoff and Osnes 2019, 159). 

Similarly to the illustration by Saul Steinberg in Fig. 2.1, communication, rather than 

going the straightforward path of knowledge deficit connecting a to b with a straight 

line, should bend and respond to the environment it encounters, to foster longer–lasting 

and deeper engagement. The engagement would be enriching in both ways and would 

generate a richness in human value that would create a shared culture of care for the 

environment, as well as a wide ecosystem of varied modes of communications. 

 

Figure 3.2: Saul Steinberg, untitled, 1960. Ink on paper, 36,5x58,4 cm, private 

collection. 

Although not engaging the whole spectrum of scientists, for the time being it is 

already successful if only some of the scientific community engage with this format, so 

that it can slowly seep through the cracks and given the urgency it can be the case that 



 

28 

 

humor can pry open some parts of scientific research and then to set the stage for more 

and incremental changes in society. This work will focus on the contribution of non-

scientists, but professional comedians in chapter 6. 
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4 Climate Obstruction: History, Actors, Strategies  

4.1 Climate Awareness and Climate Action Gap 

 

A global 2024 study published by Nature investigating the support for climate action 

revealed a widespread willingness to contribute to it. 69% of the interviewees would be 

willing to contribute 1% of their income to counter climate change, 86% would endorse 

pro-climate social norms, and 89% demand intensified action (Andre et al. 2024). 

Interestingly, the study questioned the participants how much they believed others 

would be willing to contribute: the contribution of fellow humans was systematically 

estimated to be lower than the actual results. This shows that the world is in a state of 

“pluralistic ignorance, which occurs when people systematically misperceive the beliefs 

or attitudes held by others” (Andre et al. 2024, 257). These results, given the current 

political climate, confirm that climate awareness is not lacking and that the problem 

might lie somewhere else. As the study suggests, the reasons for inaction are 

multifaceted, but the role of media and public debates disproportionately emphasizing 

climate-skeptical minority opinions, and the influence of interest groups’ campaigning 

efforts certainly play a big role in this.  

 

Fig. 4.1: Cartoon by Jon Kudelka originally published by “The Australian” on Sept. 

28 2013.  
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The actors involved in the process of muddying the waters were, and still are, plenty 

and well prepared to work at the systems junctures that Donella Meadows calls leverage 

points (Meadows 1999). As the comic above shows, this process of muddying the 

waters has been ongoing, and its dawn can be traced as early as in 1980: Naomi Oreskes 

and Erik Conway, in their joint work “The Merchants of Doubt” investigated the 

genealogy of the processes that led to the present-day situation. They reconstructed the 

stories of the actors involved in the discrediting of scientific evidence provided by the 

almost totality of the scientific community in backing up the evidence of the 

anthropogenic nature of climate change and the responsibility of fossil fuel corporations 

in contributing to the confusion.  

The process of altering the access and availability of information articulated itself in 

different forms and can be summarized under the conceptual framework offered by 

“climate obstruction”. This umbrella term proposes to overcome outright denial or 

skepticism, and instead acknowledge a wide range of obstructionist practices that 

eventually result in a lack of effective climate action (Ekberg et al. 2022; Herranen 

2023).  

The different forms of climate obstruction undermine the information integrity about 

climate change, which is defined as:  

information integrity has come to refer to frameworks and criteria for assessing the increasing 

quantities and diverse qualities of information that flow through publicly accessible communication 

systems, such as the digital platforms that have become pivots for the local and global uses of the 

internet. In the context of public debate and democratic participation, information integrity includes 

questions of who is in a position to produce and circulate information in the first place; the availability 

and accessibility of infrastructures enabling the production and circulation of information; the quality 

of the resulting information products; and the extent to which individuals and publics gain relevant 

and actionable insights from the information on offer (IPIE International Panel on the Information 

Environment et al. 2025, 8). 

According to the International Panel on the Information Environment, which 

produces a yearly report that assesses the state of the information integrity about climate 

science, the integrity of the facts has been restrained by various actors by means of 

different strategies.  
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Fig. 4.2: Three domains of communication about climate change, as formalized by 

IPIE Panel on Information Integrity about Climate Science (IPIE 2025). 

The report differentiates between different levels of contestation of climate science 

findings, and is summarized in Figure 4.2. In the first instance, the findings are 

discussed following the criteria of the scientific community: the renegotiation of the 

"core" belongs to the standard practice of the community's input. Instead, contestation 

practices involve doubts, disagreements, and discussions regarding the nature of climate 

change, its causes, consequences, and potential solutions, with participation from 

national and international agencies of governance, civil-society organizations, and the 

general public (IPIE International Panel on the Information Environment et al. 2025).  

The products of the core (the verified results of climate science) and/or the processes 

of legitimate contestation (supported by established procedures of scientific inquiry and 

democratic governance) are eventually delegitimized by practices of confusion, which 

introduce information that contradicts or compromises one or more of the four criteria 

of information integrity mentioned above. The lines that separate the spheres indicate 

the blurry division between the three domains. The arrows, on the other hand, indicate 

the disruptions of fundamental scientific knowledge and accepted processes of 

contestation brought about by the dissemination of contradicting information. The 

strategies aiming at confusion underlined by the IPIE are the result of a long tradition of 

intervention by large companies in systematically altering the perception of the 

information integrity coming form scientists.  
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4.2 The Historical Development of Doubt in the Context of Climate Science 

 

Taking the US case as a model for the workings of strategies which subsequently played 

elsewhere, Oreskes and Conway meticulously reconstructed the intervention of a 

handful of scientists, Frederick Seitz, S. (Siegfried) Fred Singer, William (Bill) 

Nierenberg, and Robert Jastrow, in obscuring the science of climate change. These 

figures had played a significant role in the development of the atomic bomb and thus 

had strong credibility and affinity with US governmental and corporate positions.  

The dynamic that was exploited to discredit climate science had been previously 

used in the downplaying of evidence pointing to the link between smoking and cancer 

emergence. Oreskes and Conway present this under the name of “tobacco strategy”. In 

the 1950s, the heads of the main companies of the tobacco industry founded a research 

committee with the specific purpose of challenging the scientific evidence of the 

harmful consequences of tobacco use. The work the committee produced was biased 

and flawed: it cherry-picked data and countered the scientific consensus around the 

topic to give rise to the perception that doubts were still looming on the subject, when it 

was not the case. The committee would fund extended studies to downplay the central 

role of tobacco in lung disease, and would bring to court those who would sue them. 

Having access to the highest standards of lawyers, the industry would most often 

manage to win the cases, also thanks to the copious body of research which had been 

specifically commissioned to substantiate the claims made by the industry.  

In short, the tobacco strategy relied on the following factors: firstly on the ruthless 

use of scientists to dispute the findings of other scientists, secondly on the strengthening 

of alternative scientific explanation for the observed phenomenon, thirdly on the fine-

tuned political network of the doubters and lastly on the creation of an impression of the 

presence of double sides on the topic at stake. The strategy by the industry strongly 

relied on creating "the impression of controversy simply by asking questions" (Oreskes 

Conway 2012, 18); this strategy was carried out under the attentive supervision of 

corporate lawyers and public relations specialists hired by fossil fuel companies. 

These actors recurred to the strategic production of doubt within the fairness and 

democratic principles that underlie scientific consensus, intending to create controversy 
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on a topic in which there was none. This strategy was successful as the knowledge 

generated by the think tanks affiliated and funded by the industries would find like-

minded opinions in governmental ranks. It took 50 years for the mechanism to be laid 

out: it was 2006 when Judge Gladys Kessler found that the tobacco industry had 

“devised and executed a scheme to defraud consumers and potential consumers” about 

the hazards of cigarettes, hazards that their internal company documents proved they 

had known about since the 1950s (Oreskes and Conway 2012, 32).  

This strategy was successful because the information about the scientific findings 

was presented as an opposition of contrasting opinions, as it would happen in a political 

system, which is ill-suited in the scientific realm, as scientific consensus is based on 

evidence. The evidence on which science is base is however measured on the ground of 

statistical likelihood of phenomena. This aspect has been exploited as a foot in the door 

by doubters to put the solidity of scientific facts to the test. Furthermore, as the title of 

the book suggests, the corporations were successful in mongering doubt, which is 

essential in the scientific process. Doubt is necessary for the improvement of science, 

but it renders science liable to misrepresentation “because it is easy to take uncertainties 

out of context and create the impression that everything is unresolved” (Oreskes and 

Conway 2012, 34).  

The evidence of climate change was brought to the attention of the US presidency as 

early as 1965, but due to other more immediate matters like social rights movements 

and the Vietnam War, the topic was soon put off the agenda. It was only in the 1970s, 

when climate change became more evident due to crop failures in Africa and Asia 

(whose effects were felt on a global scale) that the topic was deemed relevant again, and 

the White House periodically issued studies to gain more information about the topic.  

The results brought in 1980 saw the opposition of the findings produced by 

physicists on one side and economists on the other: the former strongly highlighted the 

disruption that the change in climate would imply and advocated for rash governmental 

interventions to halt the phenomenon. The latter instead supported the view that the 

market would respond positively to the changes and a redistribution in climate would 

result in migration and adaptation, trusting that technology would provide the solution 

for the issue at hand. Bill Nierenberg, the head of the National Academy of Science at 
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the time, who had been involved in previous military businesses and was close to 

governmental positions, requested several rounds of assessments of the results, although 

unnecessary. From his position of power, Nierenberg strongly favored the take shared 

by the economists. The US government, relying on the counsel of Nierenberg, resolved 

to stick to the strategy of observing and waiting, essentially resulting in a substantial 

lack of action. 

With the election of George H. W. Bush in 1989, promises of tackling climate change 

were made, but action was hampered by the intervention of the George C. Marshall 

Institute. The institute was founded in 1984 with an initial defense focus, and later 

became one of the most active think tanks in climate denial and skepticism. The 

Institute receives extensive support from the fossil fuel industry and has been 

particularly active in misrepresenting and cherry-picking data published by the IPCC.  

Fred Singer, a physicist who had played a critical role in the tobacco strategy, 

published a report in collaboration with the Marshall Institute in which the main cause 

for warming was attributed to a combination of volcanic eruptions, greenhouse gases, 

and solar activity. Subsequently the IPCC located the faults in Singer’s claims, but his 

well-established fame enabled him to state in the media that “the scientific base for a 

greenhouse warming is too uncertain to justify drastic action at this time”, in a similar 

fashion to his statements in the case of acid rain and ozone depletion for which he had 

been consulted as an eminent scientist (Oreskes and Conway 2012, 192). Although 

scientists sought to reply in the wider media to the claims made by Singer, they found 

little resonance and ended up being published only in scientific journals. This resulted in 

a mismatch in exposure between the discrediting statements by Singer against climate 

scientists and those of scientists who would rebut the accusations.  

In a secondary step, Nierenberg and Singer directly attacked the work of IPCC 

leading scientist Ben Santer, who authored the research that allowed for pinpointing the 

current change in climate as human-induced. The attack had its keystone in the 

academic review process, creating the impression of ad hoc manufactured data for the 

purpose of the report, when it was instead just a step in the normal scientific process. 

Nevertheless, this occurrence created the long-lasting perception that there would be 
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doubt among the scientific community regarding the anthropogenic nature of climate 

change, despite the strong scientific consensus. 

As Oreskes and Conway state, this vocal contrarian minority could be easily 

dismissed, wasn’t it for the fact that its convictions and opinions found approval and 

resonance in the White House, thus determining a domino effect of lack of action in 

home-policies, as well as in the field of multi-lateral agreements like the Paris 

Agreement and near future emission targets.  

4.3 The Actors involved in Climate Obstruction 

 

Currently, the actors involved in muddying the waters are not only fossil fuel industries, 

but also animal agriculture companies, commercial airline industries, as well as those 

active in the sectors of tourism, fast food, and technology. Although the scheme of 

systematic denial, skepticism, and attack was first adopted in the US, it was later 

adopted in Canada, Australia, and China, and climate obstruction is well spread all 

across the globe (IPIE International Panel on the Information Environment et al. 2025).  

The collusion between corporations and governments was laid plain in the previous 

section, but it is important to stress how States recurred to soft strategies, for example 

the delay of effectively undertaking of action, as well as hard tactics, such as the 

outright denial of climate change; subtler forms were adopted by near-state actors, as 

the US navy, who adopted greenwashing strategies, or the Russian intelligence, who 

was directly involved in the spreading of misinformation.  

The role of think tanks directly financed by the interested corporations cannot be 

understated: the production of knowledge which is aligned with the interests of 

corporations can be easily incorporated in the complex interplay of decision-makers and 

civil society, in a slick fashion by which the names of outright polluting companies go 

unnoticed, and that benefit from the increased social prestige derived by financing 

“scientific endeavors”.  

Although the scope of action in denying climate change by large corporations 

occupies the largest part of the frame, the role of actors like philanthropists, religious 

figures, and bots is also worth noting. Respectively, philanthropists can generate 
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momentum for particular topics thanks to their capital, bots increase the resonance of 

denying voices, and religious organizations, like the conservative Christian 

organizations, who are particularly skeptical of science, do boost the distrust of 

scientific approval around the topic of climate change. 

 

4.3.1 Focus on Right-Wing and Political Far-Right Parties in Climate Obstruction 

 

In this landscape, and in the light of the increasing approval for political far-right parties 

(PFRPs from now on) it is worth devoting some attention to the role these actors assume 

in climate obstruction. Mirjam Gruber focused on the topic in her 2024 publication 

Climate Politics in Populist Times: Climate Change Communication Strategies in 

Germany, Spain, and Austria. Although the focus is mainly in the EU sphere, the initial 

reflections span over dynamics that are common all across the Global North.  

Generally speaking, left-wing parties favor the extension of governmental powers, 

whereas right-wing parties are generally opposed to government regulation and 

interference. Surveys in the US, UK, and Canada revealed a substantial correlation 

between a number of idea clusters, including conservatism, free market support, 

anthropocentrism, low worry about climate change, high skepticism about climate 

science, and hostility to initiatives aimed at mitigating it. Yet, “the willingness of right-

wing parties to collaborate with the more radical flanks shows that there is a porosity 

between the two” (Gruber 2024). 

Against this background, the difference between general concerns about the 

environment and climate change is particularly relevant: environmental issues can be 

mostly tackled nationally, acting on internal borders, while climate change requires 

action taken in concert along the lines of multi-lateral agreements. Climate change 

challenges ethnonational boundaries, class, and geography, which are key elements on 

which nationalistic discourse is built.  

In the context of climate change, PFRPs do not present a straightforward and 

coherent narrative. The responses range from denial of climate change (both in the EU 

and the US), to ecofascist narratives. In the case of the Alternative für Deutschland 
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(AfD) party in Germany, there is a strong sentiment of denial of climate change, and the 

quest for complete sovereignty sets in contrast the nationalist narrative, against the 

necessary international requests and measures coming from the EU. The Vox party in 

Spain instead acknowledges climate change, although it transposes it at the national 

level, but on a similar note to the German AfD, the party stresses the need to guard 

national sovereignty against global impositions. The Italian party Lega partially 

acknowledges it, but only to substantiate claims against climate migrants (Gruber 2024).  

The examples all share populist vocations and thus a Manichean view of reality, 

which contraposes the “people” against an “elite” with a secret agenda, thought to be 

averse to the said “people”. Climate scientists are often portrayed as the ambassadors of 

the message of the elite and are thus source of distrust within the narrative proposed by 

PFRPs. Similarly threatening are climate activists, in particular disruptive climate 

activists, who endanger the fossil-fueled modern economy. The PFRPs benefit from the 

support of a large numbers of voters working within blue-collar jobs and in the 

agricultural sector: the case of the 2023-2024 farmer’s protests in the EU against 

reforms which would, among other things, require the implementation of environmental 

protection, clearly showed the resistance of a large portion of the sector to effectively 

participate in climate action, and, instead, actively obstruct it (Henley 2024; Rydliński 

2024).  

Environmental protests and street blockades by climate activists kickstarted 

hostilities which were readily fanned by the PFRPs in a gesture of scorn and 

antagonism. In the case of the right-wing government of Italy, this sentiment was 

readily exploited to harshen security measures and outlaw these disruptive practices 

with the decree law 1660/2025 (Camilli 2025). These developments directly obstruct the 

freedom of those protests that call out the inaction of governments in climate mitigation, 

while resorting to populist narratives that appeal to common sense and anti-

intellectualism. These are trademark features of PFRPs' discourse, and Wodak refers to 

this phenomenon as the “arrogance of ignorance” (Wodak 2015).  

To sum up, the role of PFRPs in climate obstruction is diverse, but has a stronghold 

in ecofascist narratives as well as a tendency for conspiracy theories, which emphasize 

national sovereignty and authority, calling for a nationalization of climate action (in the 
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case it is acknowledged) and environmental protection, missing out completely on the 

historical legacies that determined climate change in the first place.  

 4.4 The Media Landscape and how it Contributes to Climate Obstruction  

 

The previous section highlighted the historical and political factors that concur in the 

spreading of disinformation; this section approaches the media landscape and its role in 

climate obstruction.  

The IPIE singles out three main categories of media: traditional media like printed 

press and broadcasting services, then social media and online platforms, and finally 

source media issued by companies, like press releases and company reports (IPIE 

International Panel on the Information Environment et al. 2025).  

Notwithstanding the steady increase of digital media in the everyday life of citizens, 

traditional media still maintain a fair share of relevance, and they are conditioned by the 

political interests of right-wing and conservative outlets in the case of climate science. 

Actors of large size, as for example fossil fuel companies or tech industries, tap into 

different ranges of denial, doubt, and delay, across different channels and traditional 

media are a staple part of it. For example, the US conservative news outlets would 

define climate as Climategate, those leaning more discreetly towards the rightwing 

spectrum would feature strong skepticism about the causes. Interestingly, skepticism on 

mitigation measures is very well spread all across the political spectrum of the media 

(Painter et al. 2023).  

The Euromedia Ownership Monitor has mapped the landscape of media ownership in 

the EU. The results witness how some rightwing parties do have resonance all across 

the continent through a “Chinese box”-like structure of media outlets. For example, 

MFE (Media for Europe) controls Mediaset, the television and media empire founded 

by Silvio Berlusconi, also the previous leader of the rightwing party Forza Italia, and 

has branches in Italy, the Netherlands, Tunisia, France, Germany, Austria, and Spain, as 

depicted in Figure 4.3 (Euromedia Ownership Monitor 2023).  

If traditional media have lost traction, social media platforms have gained enormous 

importance within the current scene of information, as a form of communication that 
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enables unmediated and sometimes even unmoderated exchange between people (and 

bots, too). An analysis of the intricate relationship between social media and the spread 

of false information regarding climate change emphasized how human elements—such 

as values and ideologies, social norms and belief systems, and confirmation bias—

interact with the features of social media platforms, such as algorithmic features and the 

existence of malicious and false accounts. This interaction leads to echo chambers, 

homophily, and polarization, which in turn makes people more likely to come across 

and consume false material online and to propagate it further (Treen et al. 2020). A 

study of blogs in Germany showed how climate-contrarian blogs formed clusters, 

isolated from the mainstream but quite active inside their world, with additional 

connections to online communities that support men's rights, misogyny, and right-wing 

views (Kaiser and Puschmann 2017). Because of this, hyperlinked blogs have the 

potential to foster a divided blogosphere with disparate audiences. More generally, 

rather than discussing the science and topic of climate change itself, affirmers and 

contrarians in the blogosphere accuse one another of lying and employ assaults to 

demonize the other side (IPIE International Panel on the Information Environment et al. 

2025; European University Institute 2025).  

Large social media platforms are hardly accountable for the spreading of 

misinformation and the recently announced measure of abandoning fact-checking 

policies will surely contribute in the undeterred spreading of misinformation on a large 

number of topics, climate science included (Riedlinger et al. 2025). Another common 

practice in these platform is also the online harassment of scientists and journalists 

alike, also using AI and bots to increment the impact of the attacks (European 

University Institute 2025).  

Own-source media issued by companies also serve as a channel to present their 

accounts and promote their perspectives on climate change. In the European context, the 

Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) requires large economic actors 

who are operating within the EU to report their sustainability policies. The increasing 

demand for market ESG requirements has led to increased disclosures, although these 

would most often end up promoting greenwashing instead, which will be presented 

more in detail later in the chapter. Other media resulting from public relations efforts, 



 

40 

 

such as public consultations, annual reports, media campaigns, and company websites, 

also contribute to the resonance of misleading claims.  

The report on media freedom and pluralism in the EU for the year 2025 assessed that 

almost all EU States lack public strategies against disinformation and measures to 

identify and address Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference of information 

(FIMI) (European University Institute 2025). The report also identifies a high risk in the 

case of loss of the market plurality of the general media market: the reduction of sources 

constitutes an impoverishment and lowers the standard for information integrity.  

 

Figure 4.3: The MfE / Mediaset network of influence in the European media market.  

 4.5 The Shapes of Climate Obstruction  
 

If climate obstruction is an umbrella term for the various combinations of litigations 
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practices, the following ones will be further analyzed in the chapter: denial, skepticism, 

conspiracy theories, delay and obstruction, science misinformation, greenwashing.  

As stated in the section dedicated to the actors of climate obstruction, denial is 

articulated in two forms: hard and soft denial. Hard denial is the “simplest” form of 

litigation, as it entails the straightforward rejection of climate change and, more 

generally, of climate science, and it resonates with a general mistrust of scientific 

processes. Soft denial refers to situations where the reality of climate change as such is 

acknowledged, while the collective contribution of (some portions of) humanity over 

time is disregarded, labeling climate change as a naturally occurring phenomenon. This 

tactic is deployed by market actors, governments, political parties, and conservative 

think tanks. 

Skepticism is a more articulate form of rejection of climate science: it exploits the 

tiny windows of uncertainty regarding the causes and nature of climate change, and 

targets the possible efficacy of the suggested remedies. Skepticism is rooted in the 

ignorance of the scientific processes and their accuracy and can be broken down in three 

different types: evidence, response, and process skepticism. Evidence skepticism 

addresses the straightforward questioning of the evidence backing up climate change, 

response skepticism covers the uncertainty around the effectiveness of the policies 

proposed to achieve the mitigation of climate change, and process skepticism is the 

“criticism of the administrative, political, and scientific procedures that underpin 

mainstream climate science” (Gruber 2024, 20).  

The framing of climate change as a conspiracy theory is a further development of 

skepticism. Climate change has been framed as a hoax, on the mistaken premise that it 

“has been appropriated and abused by politicians, elite groups in society, and climate 

scientists to serve their hidden purposes and agendas” (Douglas and Sutton 2015; IPIE  

2025, 38). Just to name a notable example, China’s climate skepticism has taken the 

form of a conspiracy theory about the West. In this narrative, climate change has been 

framed as a matter of national identity and has been labeled as a Western plot to impede 

China's economic and social progress (Liu 2015). 
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Delay and obstruction are adopted in particular by economic actors such as fossil fuel 

companies and aim at limiting the scope of the issue, reducing transparency, 

manipulating concepts, and pushing for non-transformative solutions. In order to obtain 

delay, narratives of redirection of responsibility for the current situation have been 

adopted, as the notable example of the carbon footprint framework introduced by 

British Petroleum shows: to place the liability of emissions on consumers, the 

privatization of impact was introduced. In this way, BP, rather than tackling its own 

corporation’s scope of emissions in the first place, was able to redirect the attention 

elsewhere. The emphasis put on the downsides of climate policies and the surrendering 

to the inevitable effects of climate change also fits within climate obstruction.  

Science misinformation was addressed previously, and it is very well exemplified in 

the “tobacco strategy” introduced by Oreskes and Conway. An important and recurring 

aspect of misinformation is, regardless, the framing of climate change as a risk, rather 

than an actual contemporary reality. This narrative is strongly deployed by fossil fuel 

companies who frame themselves as saviors, suggesting that the transition to fossil-free 

technologies will necessarily entail the need for large portions of fossil fuel in the near 

future. Climate change is addressed as a “hype, publication bias, citation misdirection, 

predatory publishing, and scientific filter bubble” (IPIE 2025, 44). The relevance of this 

strategy reflects a far-reaching mistrust in the place and rightfulness that science 

occupies within society, especially in the so-called post-truth era, where post-truth 

relates to the “denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in 

shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief” (McIntyre 2018, 5).  

 

4.5.1 Focus on Greenwashing 

 

Large corporations have shown to slow in undertaking effective emission reduction, 

especially those whose activity generate high-intensity emissions. In the case in which 

they have implemented operations, however small, these were presented as all-

encompassing and compliant with the newly introduced sustainability standards. This 

practice, commonly known as greenwashing, has been described as a “misdirection, and 

it’s intended to shift the customer’s focus from a company’s appalling behaviors to 

something that’s peripheral” (Watson 2016).  
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Greenwashing as a term was coined in the mid-1980s by Jay Westervelt, an activist 

and environmentalist who spotted the recurring pattern of large corporations shifting the 

focus to their “sustainable” minor strivings, while they kept the core of their business 

unchanged or increasingly polluting. The most notable examples from the time were the 

“People Do” commercials by Chevron, which focused on their intention and role in the 

conservation of charismatic animals, without substantially altering anything in their 

day-to-day business.  

Far from diminishing, these marketing practices have taken up in pace and number, 

becoming a widespread strategy used by various corporations, turning them into 

common practice. In a 2023 study by the Ivey Business School of the Ontario 

University, Canada, called Greenwashing 3.0: Why Addressing Greenwashing Remains 

As Important As Ever (and What Can Be Done About It), the researchers outlined the 

main forms that greenwashing takes or has taken in the past.  

The first defining aspect is vagueness, which points at the practice of making broad 

or poorly defined claims, the second involves misleading symbols that exaggerate the 

organization’s undertakings, the third one is the use of confusing jargon that cannot be 

understood by customers. The fourth aspect is the lack of backing proof to support the 

claims made, and the last one is boasting green commitments while actively lobbying to 

contrast them. Other tactics used are selective disclosure, emphasizing some key figures 

instead of disclosing the full picture, followed by empty statements that exaggerate poor 

achievements. To conclude the list, inconsistent organizational practices and the use of 

incoherent certifications and labels, some of them linked to voluntary or internal 

dynamics, are deployed (Montgomery et al. 2023). 

The study furthermore delineates the different stages of development of 

greenwashing. In what the researchers call Greenwashing 1.0, further defined as the 

“Static Communication to Consumers”, greenwashing was primarily targeted at 

consumers via misleading ads or packaging. This mechanism has been widely studied 

over the past two decades and is the focus of standard protection regulations, unfair 

green claims practices; the dynamic is described in Figure 4.4.  
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Figure 4.4: Greenwashing 1.0. Source: Greenwashing 3.0. 

Greenwashing 2.0 covers many contemporary practices, which have become much 

broader and involve many stakeholders and/or intermediaries. Firms are confronted with 

a considerable portion of stakeholders, as they continuously respond to their 

environment and their demands, as employees, governments, social movements, and the 

like. The messages are targeted to a large array of stakeholders who receive information 

in different ways and tend to interact with stakeholders of similar worldviews, also due 

to the filter bubble and echo-chamber effect. Governments, media, and certifying bodies 

scrutinize and endorse corporate claims, making greenwashing practices more difficult 

to identify. Polluters use blame shifting (as in the case of misplacing accountability on 

consumers, as in the example of BP cited above), denial, and doubt. Some companies 

might highlight emerging technologies and their prominent role as a solution rather than 

the problem, while not incorporating said tech-fixes in their operations. A visualization 

is presented in Figure 4.5. 

 

Figure 4.5: Greenwashing 2.0. Source: Greenwashing 3.0. 
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The latest development of greenwashing, Greenwashing 3.0, is grounded in the Net 

Zero by 2050 commitments: these are long-term promises rather than verifiable 

statements about current undertakings and thus pave the way to a new set of 

greenwashing dynamics. To this day, there is no common agreement on what is meant 

by legitimate net-zero commitments. These developments involve again a new set of 

actors, among which are the investors, auditors evaluating the ESG performance of 

firms, and evaluation firms that turn out to endorse companies’ dubious conduct. These 

actors are key players in the execution of the sustainable finance shift to bring 

investments in “green” projects. One example presented by the report is that of a 

company that commits to net-zero, and yet actively finances the expansion of new fossil 

fuel projects. The functioning of this latter development of greenwashing is depicted in 

Figure 4.6 (Montgomery et al. 2023).  

 

Figure 4.6: Greenwashing 3.0. Source: Greenwashing 3.0. 

In general, greenwashing promotes “misleading communicative practices and 

narratives regarding the climate commitments and actions claimed by companies and 

corporations”, in a fake rhetoric of climate-friendliness and self-victimization (IPIE, 

39).  

4.6 Tackling Greenwashing in the EU and the US 

 

To tackle greenwashing, the EU Commission has approved the Directive (EU) 2024/825 
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of the European Parliament and of the Council of 28 February 2024, amending 

Directives 2005/29/EC and 2011/83/EU as regards empowering consumers for the green 

transition through better protection against unfair practices and through better 

information, which is also the title of the directive.  

This directive intends to outlaw generic environmental claims and other misleading 

product information, to set a harmonized standard for the approved certification 

schemes (namely those approved by public authorities and substantiated by actual 

proof), as well as to make guarantee information more visible and to counter the early 

obsolescence of devices. The directive is aimed at amending Directive 2005/29/EC 

concerning unfair business-to-consumer commercial practices in the internal market, 

thus safeguarding the information of customers, and Directive 2011/83/EU is also 

related to consumer rights (European Commission 2024a). 

A further proposal for further intensifying the action against greenwashing practices 

and misleading statements is the directive on substantiation and communication of 

explicit environmental claims (Green Claims Directive), which is now in its trilogue 

phase.  

The Green Claims proposal (2023/0085 COD) aims at completing and further 

operationalizing the green transition by making green claims reliable, comparable, and 

verifiable across the EU and by protecting consumers from greenwashing. Another goal 

is to contribute to creating a circular and green EU economy by enabling consumers to 

make informed purchasing decisions and help in establishing a level playing field for 

the environmental performance of products. To ensure consumers receive reliable, 

comparable and verifiable environmental information on products, the proposal includes 

clear criteria on how companies should prove their environmental claims and labels, 

how the requirements for these claims and labels are to be checked by an independent 

and accredited verifier and how the new rules on governance of environmental labelling 

schemes ensure that they are solid, transparent and reliable. 

Given the change in composition of the majority and the shift in objectives of the EU 

parliament, it can be expected that the momentum to pass this law could have slackened, 

yet further positive developments may lie ahead.  
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However, the Directive 2024/825 directly targets the practices of what has been 

previously defined as Greenwashing 1.0, or 2.0 at max. The new corporate sustainability 

reporting directive, commonly known as CSRD (EU 2022/2464), requires that 

companies report their emissions and plans to comply with the emission targets of the 

EU. These reports are only loosely binding and further endorse the long-termism in 

projects, which neatly fits into Greenwashing 3.0. 

In the US, the actors in charge of addressing greenwashing are the Federal Trade 

Commission (FTC) and the Security and Exchange Commission (SEC): the 

enforcement of rulings against misleading green claims peaked in 2021-22, according to 

the international law firm White & Case (Hoffmann et al. 2024).  

At that time, the SEC established a Climate and ESG Taskforce, while the FTC 

began pondering expanding the Green Guides to include guidance on claims related to 

carbon offsetting, recyclability, and biodegradability. These, first issued in 1992, were 

designed to support sellers in making non-deceptive claims. Yet the task force was 

dissolved in 2024, and no update of the green guide was mandated afterwards 

(Hoffmann et al. 2024; Federal Trade Commission 2018). 

For what concerns the sustainability disclosures of corporations in March 2024, the 

SEC had approved a regulation that required companies to report their emissions and 

commitments. In that instance, the SEC was sued by multiple firms, and its ruling body 

changed right before Trump’s election. His mandate has brought a deregulatory focus, 

meaning the end of certain ESG-related initiatives, including the Climate Rule and any 

new proposed rules on board diversity disclosure and human capital management 

reporting (Champsaur et al. 2025). The change in the political ruling class brought about 

a well-felt shift in the sustainability policy of the State, exemplified by the massive 

layoffs and defunding of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, NOAA 

(Baker and Swanson 2025). 

According to Reprisk, an ESG rating company based in Switzerland, the introduction 

of the legal framework in the EU led to a decrease in greenwashing cases by 12% year-

on-year decrease in companies linked to greenwashing, although the number of high-

severity greenwashing accidents has increased. The severity of the accidents is 
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determined on a scale that ranges from low, to medium, to high severity and is 

determined by the triangulation of the consequences of the risk incident, the extent of 

the impact and whether the incident was caused by accident, negligence, intent or 

systematic actions (Fürer 2024; RepRisk 2024). 

4.7 Other Frameworks to Contrast Climate Obstruction, and Where Could Humor 

Help  

 

In the literature review distilled by the IPIE solutions should encompass not only the 

legal and institutional framework as analyzed in the previous section, but also extend to 

the corporate and individual ones (IPIE International Panel on the Information 

Environment et al. 2025).  

The report stresses the importance of corporate policies on social media, so that fact-

checking can act as a “virality circuit breaker”: this process is time and energy-

consuming and needs to be supported and valued in the media market, where journalists 

are compelled to work on quantity rather than quality. Although demanding, it is worth 

noting that a study in the US showed that facts corrected by Republicans were highly 

persuasive to audiences leaning on the conservative spectrum (Benegal and Scruggs 

2018).  

Corporations are vulnerable to reputation attacks, and these can be carried out by 

civil society actors, sometimes without even involving the government, to nudge them 

into effective climate action. The tactics can take the form of labels, databases, press 

releases, social media posts, rankings, ratings, and corporate disclosures.  

Education is a primary tool for creating a solid base of scientific literacy across 

society: schools’ curricula should feature basic practices of scientific research, and these 

should also be part of information campaigns for the general public.  

According to the report, it is central that science communication must become more 

diverse and relate to different social and cultural contexts, and engage audiences by 

linking global phenomena to their day-to-day preoccupations. It is also important to 

stress that science is grounded in the epistemology linked to the Global North and to 

elitist intellectuals: this fact must be acknowledged and worked with to achieve 
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scientific outreach that is more interdisciplinary and intersectional. Integrating spiritual 

aspects can also be helpful to reach conservative and religious publics.  

Denial and misinformation of climate science rely on emotional and affective 

responses, and these must be accounted for in the proposition of countertactics to 

contrast climate obstruction at all levels of action. Humor can be a powerful junction 

point in bringing all these levels together, acknowledging and accounting for the 

different spheres of experience of audiences. 

The next section will analyze in more detail the emotions and affective responses 

triggered by climate change, so that this can be effectively worked with humor and 

satire in climate communication. 
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5 Feelings in Climate Communication 

 

As highlighted in the previous chapter, numerous external elements contribute to 

climate obstruction. However, factors active on the personal and psychological level 

also add up in preventing meaningful action. These are equally important and worthy of 

attention in order to address them through humor. The following chapter will chart the 

main ones and hint at ways in which humor could help in tackling them for effective 

climate communication.  

5.1 The Emotions Evoked By Current Climate Communication 

 

Scientists have presented data by simplifying it using graphs, which function as 

meaning-making machines (Burgio 2023). By showcasing a certain view of the present, 

they inform the one of the future, in a process named backcasting. Backcasting has been 

defined by Karl Dreborg as the “working backwards from a particular desirable end-

point to the present to determine the physical feasibility of that future and what policy 

measures would be required to reach that point” (Burgio and Facchetti 2020, 289). 

These images become tools for thinking and communicating: in them, various scenarios 

for future unraveling of events are depicted, in particular in fork graphs. Their power 

lies in highlighting the framework of action for avoiding harmful consequences, while 

juxtaposing the desired curve to others that bear unwanted and harmful consequences. 

These unwanted curves stress the looming danger that could be encountered in the near 

future. By making predictions about the future, graphs influence the present-day 

behavior, through the emotions they stir in those who encounter the displayed data 

(Burgio and Facchetti 2020).  

Audiences who are exposed to these climate-related graphs react to them differently. 

Despite the assumption held by scientists that the public would perceive the information 

presented only on a rational level, these are comprehended on an emotional dimension, 

too. As the deficit model of information has it, it has often been supposed that to “close 

the gap” between cognition and action, more information could help. Unfortunately, this 

strategy has repeatedly failed, and it has led to “frustration, despair and apathy” 

(Stoknes 2015, 17). Studies have shown that increased exposure to information about 
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climate change, rather than fostering action to tackle it, has rather backfired, resulting in 

increased ingroup identification, namely the heightened preference of individuals for the 

group to which they belong, and less willingness to take action (Uhl et al. 2018).  

Not only has it often been assumed that the audience did not have enough 

information, but also that, in order to tackle effective action, framing the changes in 

climate in terms of doom and apocalyptic terms would encourage action. Sarah Jaquette 

Ray, in her investigation of climate anxiety, which will be addressed later in the chapter, 

has stated that “doomsayers can be as much of a problem for the climate movement as 

deniers, because they spark guilt, fear, apathy, nihilism, and ultimately inertia” (Ray 

2020, 35). These narratives cause feelings of uncertainty and cognitive dissonance, so 

much so that it has been put forth that in order to compensate for the unsettling of the 

self, people tend to recur to the redefinition of the self in terms of “we” to regain a sense 

of control of the social self. In this instance, authoritarian attitudes help in upholding 

and preserving the integrity of social organizations, and thus provide a sense of security 

and protection. This, in turn, unfortunately raises everyone's acceptance of political 

conservatism as an ideological belief structure in all people (i.e., “conservative shift”) 

(Barth et al. 2018). 

The widespread misunderstanding of the scientific community about the 

psychological workings of risk perception certainly played a role in the way climate 

scientists have so far presented their results. Risk is not a number, as Per Espen Stoknes 

puts it, but a feeling. Personified risks are perceived as greater than anonymous or 

generalized risks, and habituation sets in once the phenomenon is encountered and lived 

with for a certain time. This explains why constant messaging of the dangerousness of 

climate change is subsided after a while by other messages which are felt closer in time 

and space. People are likely to exaggerate risks that are spectacular, novel, unfamiliar, 

outside of one's control, widely discussed, immediate, and sudden, as well as those that 

directly affect the individual and are imposed by an obvious adversary. Adversely, risks 

that are uninteresting, familiar, usual, nameless, manageable to some extent, rarely 

discussed, long-term, gradual, and natural, as well as those that have an impact on other 

people and don't have a definite antagonist, are likely to be minimized, if not forgotten 

(Stoknes 2015). This take resonates with the one proposed by Randy Olson in chapter 2, 
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and substantiates the claim that climate change is difficult to grasp due to how human 

mental structures usually process sources of risk. 

5.2 Psychological Factors Influencing Climate Communication 

 

Scientists have unfortunately tapped into some awareness pitfalls with their messaging. 

Per Espen Stoknes in his 2015 What We Think About When We Try Not To Think About 

Global Warming: Toward A New Psychology Of Climate Action provides some key 

insights and concepts that help understand the reasons that underlie these traps.  

To better appreciate the motivations provided by Stoknes, it is important to define the 

term attitude: it indicates “the half-automated pre-dispositions to react to people or 

things in a positive or negative way” and it is composed of three different components, 

namely affect, behavior, and cognition (Stoknes 2014, 163). Attitudes can be explicit 

and implicit: the former are those which are consciously felt and that can be influenced 

by own behaviors and beliefs, while the latter are unconscious, although these influence 

behavior and beliefs nonetheless. These need not conflict with each other: if that were to 

be the case, they would give rise to cognitive dissonance, which will be dealt with more 

in depth later in the section. 

Stoknes introduces the work of the Yale Program on Climate Change 

Communication, famously known as the “Six Americas”. The term Americas is not 

unproblematic, and it shows a certain level of self-centeredness and lack of awareness in 

framing. The research group pinpointed the main recurring attitudes in the US society 

with respect to climate change, based on the level of concern they displayed (Yale 

Program on Climate Change Communication 2009). The first report was released in 

2009, and since then, the assessments have been published yearly and extended in 

scope, so that versions of the segmentations are available for checking on amounts of 

awareness on the global level, too. The study identified six groups, namely the Alarmed, 

the Concerned, the Cautious, the Disengaged, the Doubtful, and the Dismissive.  

In the first one, that of the Alarmed, people are very well vested about the scope and 

impacts of climate change, are convinced that its causation is human, and feel a strong 

urge to contribute to climate action. Not only do they act individually, but they also try 
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to support aggressive national responses to counter to mitigate the effects. The 

Concerned are convinced that climate change is a problem and are fairly informed about 

the topic. They support strong national policies, but they are less likely to be directly 

involved with the issue and thus less prone to undertake direct personal action. The 

Cautious think that climate change is a problem, although they are not certain. They 

ponder about it moderately and don’t see it as a threat that could hit them directly, so 

they don’t feel concerned to act on it; in their view, the economy and security issues get 

a stronger priority. The Disengaged are not keen on the topic and haven’t given it much 

thought; they suppose the consequences of climate change are distant in time and place 

and feel no urge to act. However, they state that they could change their mind on the 

topic, too. The Doubtful agree that climate change might be happening, but they are 

split as they reckon that what is causing it is most likely to be natural causes. In the 

perspective of this group, climate change will not have consequences for a long time 

and the government is already adopting measures to address it. The Dismissive close off 

the list, and to them, climate change is not happening, it is not a threat and for this 

reason, they strongly oppose mitigation policies (Stoknes 2015; Yale Program on 

Climate Change Communication 2009). The Alarmed and the Dismissive are the 

segments who are most consistent in all their parts of attitude, as affect, cognition, and 

behavior all conflate in a coherent expression.  

Incoherence between the three components of attitude results in cognitive 

dissonance. As previously introduced, cognitive dissonance is a key term in 

understanding the faults encountered when communicating climate change. This 

phenomenon is defined as “a situation in which there are conflicting feelings, thoughts, 

and behaviors” (Stoknes 2015, 81). The occurrence of cognitive dissonance gives rise to 

an unpleasant inner tension, which dissolves only when one of the three components is 

changed so that harmony can be restored (Stoknes 2015). It could be easily thought that 

to hamper the uneasiness caused by this psychological phenomenon, implementing a 

certain behavior would be the most straightforward and feasible option. However, 

evidence shows that habituation is very strong and people are more likely to deploy 

strategies that tackle other parts of attitude, so cognition and affect, rather than changing 

one’s behavior. 
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The strategies enacted to safeguard people’s behavior are the self-conviction of the 

limited scope of the own impact, the doubting of the cognition, the gathering of 

cognitions to make oneself feel less guilty, and the dismissal of the argument altogether. 

All of these starkly resonate with the mechanisms of denial, skepticism, conspiracy 

theories, delay, obstruction, and science misinformation presented in chapter 4. As a 

matter of fact, the messaging of climate contrarians has successfully taken advantage of 

these cognitive dynamics in order to amplify their messaging. 

Another factor that corroborates avoidance of threatening information is the 

phenomenon of confirmation bias, which is the tendency to reject facts that contradict 

the opinion held by the individual. The rejection is much stronger when the facts 

undermine elements that are linked to core values and identity features of the individual. 

Given that climate change has been willingly framed as a political issue, it is likely that 

conservatives are likely to be skeptical of environmental hazards and oppose policies 

that attempt to mitigate them, since regulations impede free choice, commerce, and 

industry. Liberals, on the other hand, who subscribe to egalitarian and communitarian 

ideals, tend to see business and industry as selfish, polluting, and unfairly unequal. They 

believe that more stringent controls are necessary since they generally dislike 

commercial risks (Stoknes 2015). 

To sum up, it can be stated that the message of urgency of climate change shared by 

the scientific community is filtered through a Swiss cheese model, where the layers 

hampering it are embedded in a deep mesh of psychological dynamics that exceed 

rational thought.  

5.3 Feelings Caused by Climate Change 

 

The feelings that climate change aroused in various audiences have given rise to denial 

and skepticism, but they haven’t been named yet within this research. Climate 

philosopher and theologian Panu Pihkala has collected in a review the main feelings that 

have emerged since 2003 as “climate feelings”. The scholar presents a taxonomy of the 

feelings by grouping them by affinity. The list comprises fourteen groupings, which will 

be listed below.  
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• Amazement, Surprise, Disappointment, Confusion 

• Shock, trauma, feeling isolated 

• Sadness, grief, yearning, solastalgia 

• Strong anxiety, depression, despair 

• Guilt, shame, feeling inadequate, regret 

• Feeling betrayed, disillusion, disgust 

• Anger, rage, frustration 

• Hostility, contempt, feeling discontent, aversion 

• Envy, jealousy, admiration 

• Motivation, urge to act, determination 

• Pleasure, joy, pride 

• Hope, optimism, empowerment 

• Belonging, togetherness, connection 

• Love, empathy, caring, compassion 

The list testifies to a wide range of feelings that populate the research, although some 

have received more scholar attention and circulation than others, as it is the case for 

solastalgia, coined by environmental philosopher Glenn Albrecht, which can be named 

as the feeling of existential distress in response to the environmental degradation of a 

place that once was, a term widely discussed by the philosopher Glenn Albrecht, while 

others less, as it is the example of anger and rage (Pihkala 2022; Albrecht 2019).  

Interestingly, fear and shame are also quite present, as the messaging adopted by 

scientists in the past, relying on charismatic fauna, as the case of sinking polar bears, 

implied a moralist attitude which resulted in feelings of superiority and, subsequently, 

shame. Shame is also addressed by environmental psychoanalyst Sally Weintrobe, who 
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states that shame is the result of exceptionalist entitlement and complicity in the current 

neoliberal system of uncare (Weintrobe 2020b; Teusch 2022). However, it is reassuring 

that the list encompasses the whole spectrum of emotions, ranging from more 

distressing ones to those which are generally experienced as pleasant, as motivation, 

joy, empowerment, empathy, connection, and compassion.  

5.3.1 Climate Anxiety 

 

For the sake of further deepening the understanding of uneasiness that climate change 

has given rise to, it is worth spending a couple of moments reflecting on eco-anxiety 

and its effects. It received a lot of attention in the media as well, and it has been widely 

researched, especially in the case of younger generations (Dodds 2021; Hickman et al. 

2021; Pihkala 2020a; 2020b; Ray 2020).  

Climate activist and writer Tori Tsui, in her 2023 book It’s Not Just You. How To 

Navigate Eco-Anxiety And The Climate Crisis devotes her attention to eco-anxiety. Tsui, 

drawing on research on the topic, proposes a threefold definition: a chronic fear of 

environmental doom, a generalized sense that the ecological bases of existence are in 

the process of collapse, and a non-specific worry about our relationship to support 

environments (Tsui 2023). The emergence of this feeling has been saluted as a “long-

overdue outbreak of sanity” (Lawton 2019): climate anxiety, in fact, rather than being 

an illness, is the very rational response to an unnatural situation, that is the altered 

conditions of the climate and lack of action undertaken by governments to effectively 

tackle it.  

To Tsui, the framing of eco-anxiety as an illness is indicative of the atomization of 

mental health conditions, for the broad emergence of the feeling is rather symptomatic 

of the intensified awareness of the current state of the change in climate in its social, 

economic, and political implications. In line with Mark Fisher’s “Capitalist Realism” 

take on mental health, Tsui acknowledges that the ruling system “denies any possibility 

of a social causation of mental illness. The chemico-biologization of mental illness is, of 

course, strictly commensurate with its de-politicization” (Fisher 2009, 41). In embracing 

this stance it is possible to recognize that eco-anxiety opens up the doors to a re-

politicization of illness, which resonates with the j’accuse by Sally Weintrobe against 



 

57 

 

the neoliberal culture of uncare. Therefore, eco-anxiety, rather than being dealt with 

using medication, which would double the capitalist realist effort of causing troubles 

only to sell back solutions to solve them, paves the way to active partaking in social and 

political processes aimed at addressing climate change. Furthermore, the flattening of 

eco-anxiety on the sole individual hints at the lack of recognition of its causation. The 

causes are, of course, inherent to the system that people experiencing eco-anxiety are 

embedded in.  

According to Tsui, it should be advisable to talk about environ-mental health, rather 

than eco-anxiety, which has become an umbrella term for many other linked terms in 

public discourse, even if not directly linked to it, as for example eco-grief. By 

emphasizing the environmental part of health, the striking of the co-causation of altered 

environmental conditions and mental health becomes stricter and stronger.  

If in chapter 4 it was necessary to strike a difference between environment and 

climate to render the distinctions that underlie the dynamics of ecofascism, in this 

context the separation thins. Tsui laments the focusing of much of the eco-anxiety 

discourse sticks on the context of the Global North, where the means of adaptation and 

the impacts of the already ongoing climate change are not yet felt as deeply as they are 

in MAPAs, namely most affected people and areas. Climate change is not simply a 

“change” in these areas, but rather a fully fledged environmental crisis. There are 

multiple layers of injustices and inequalities the current change builds upon, and these 

are the legacy of imperialist and colonial practices: in MAPAs the vulnerability to the 

effects of climate change is much higher already in the present, not only in far off future 

scenarios.  

Notably, climate change increases the severity of extreme events such as floods, 

droughts, wildfires, and extreme weather events such as storms and tornadoes, which 

exacerbate already difficult conditions. As clarified by activist Colombian Laura 

Muñoz, the issues at hand in these areas are the result of colonization, “the lack of high-

quality education in rural areas, broken health centers in marginalized communities, 

gender violence and labor exploitation because of the lack of opportunities” (Tsui 2023, 

109). This strikes a difference between who has the possibility of experiencing eco-

anxiety, namely privileged people in the Global North, versus those who are met with a 
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complex mixture of anxiety derived from social conditions, which is made worse by the 

effects of climate change. Mitzi Jonelle Tan, a climate activist from the Philippines, also 

shares the preoccupation of Muñoz, to which is added the fear of increased 

criminalization and policing of activism.  

The feeling of eco-anxiety uncovers a direct connection to matters of climate justice. 

Tsui wonders whether different eco-emotions serve different purposes. Research 

conducted in Australia shows that eco-anger was more conducive to action, and eco-

anxiety and eco-depression were deactivating emotions, where the former reduced 

motivation to act, while the latter promoted avoidance of the threat (Stanley et al. 2021). 

Yet, according to Panu Pihkala, the whole scope of emotions can serve to inform 

resilience and climate action, as the wide range of it activates different behaviors, which 

can contribute to the shift in awareness in various instances.  

The naming of the emotions at play can be very helpful in acknowledging their role 

within the attitudes of people, by identifying the affective response to the different 

shapes that climate change assumes. Environmentalist, educator, and creative Isaiah 

Hernandez, founder of Queer Brown Vegan, an independent platform to bring 

intersectional environmental education, states that doom narratives, rather than solely 

inducing fears, can also be the key to regeneration. To Hernandez, the doomist framing 

is incomplete if it doesn’t take into account the movements of resistance that were 

active in the past against the disruptive forces that eventually led to climate change 

(Tsui 2023). In this way, eco-anxiety can lead to the acknowledgement that previous 

struggles can be a strong guidance in current struggles, especially if one is to take the 

invitations of scholars like Donna Haraway “to stay with the trouble” and of Glenn 

Albrecht to partake in the Symbiocene. The term is derived from ‘symbiosis’ which is 

derived from the Greek sumbiosis (companionship), sumbion (to live together), sumbios 

(living together), bios (life) and cene (period), and denotes an era (echoing the 

Anthropocene discourse) in which companionship and interconnectedness allow 

humans to partake in the coexistence on Earth in an equilibrium with the other beings 

dwelling on it (Albrecht 2019; Hernandez 2023). 
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5.4 From Feelings to Action – with Humor 

 

So if different feelings serve different purposes, how do these translate into effective 

behaviors, which is climate action?  

Tsui stresses the importance of taking action and planning, and looking for social 

support to channel frustration and foster a deep sense of belonging. Alternative solutions 

instead lead to undesired side-effects: confrontation most likely intensifies negative 

emotions, climate optimism places anticipatory expectation on an external situation, 

withdrawal and acceptance lead to helplessness, and problem avoidance decreases eco-

friendly behavior (Tsui 2023). Stoknes suggests another range of coping mechanisms, 

with a focus on communication: he proposes to reframe messages using supportive 

frames, stressing the importance of health and quality of life, to use the power of 

narratives, and to introduce new metrics for societal progress (Stoknes 2014).  

Tabea Scheel and Massih Zekavat investigated the complex interplay that determines 

people's behavior, so that it can be used to enact the coping mechanisms that are listed 

by Tsui and Stoknes. They have come up with a complex model for charting people’s 

behavior concerning climate messaging that combines various components, with the 

aim of eventually checking whether humor can be helpful in directly influencing the 

behavior.  

The two researchers propose first a mapping of the factors that influence people’s 

behavior. To start, they assert that behavior is determined by individual motivation, and 

that motivation in turn is shaped by the cognition of needs, accompanied by expectancy, 

goal-setting, and reinforcement. Individuals are moved by individual disposition and 

practice, which are determined by the economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital 

(can be linked to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus) and the field. To this can be added the 

collective level of disposition: these are the biological, social, situational factors, the 

cultural tendencies, and the physical environment. Hereditary and environmental factors 

inevitably also influence human characteristics, as for example is the case for fashion 

and culinary habits.  
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On these premises, Scheel and Zekavat propose the Modular Interdependency Model 

to better understand the interdependencies and different determinants of behavior, and a 

scheme of the model is presented in Figure 5.1. 

  

Figure 5.1: The Modular Interdependency Model proposed by Scheel and Zekavat 

(Zekavat and Scheel 2023). 

The schematization features different dimensions and three separate modules. 

Beginning with the individual, this can be placed along the intersection of society and 

the larger ecosphere. The society is influenced by economic, cultural, and political 

sections. In it, the researchers state along the lines of Althusser that these sections are 

determined by "regulatory mechanisms like shame, guilt, and fear cultures; juridical and 

punitive systems; and ideological and repressive state apparatuses”(Zekavat and Scheel 

2023). The sub-models M1, M2, and M3 are based on several intersections within the 

overarching framing model; for example, module M1 describes psychological 

mechanisms, module M2 includes biological determinants and the ecosphere, and 

module M3 consists of social components (Zekavat and Scheel 2023). 

This formalization helps in better understanding the different levels that need to be 

played by messaging to get across the Swiss cheese that is interposed between the 

message and behavior, while taking into account the influence of larger societal 

dynamics.  
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Messaging deploying humor, therefore, should be considerate of the fact that all 

these factors are at play, and environmental humor can achieve behavioral change if it 

addresses the relevant ecological issue, reaches the right audience, uses the right media, 

and takes into account the societal elements that could impede environmentally friendly 

action. Changes in behavior happen gradually and over time, and according to the 

theorization brought by William McGuire on the processing of information, behavioral 

change follows message presentation, attention, comprehension, yielding, and retention 

(McGuire 1978). All these stages should be present in effective humorous messaging, 

which necessarily must exhibit “salience, relevance, authority, credibility, and 

legitimacy” (Zekavat and Scheel 2023, 108). 

Zekavat and Scheel found that humor has multiple advantages when used in framing 

climate messaging, beginning with the challenging of regimes of truth. By shaking the 

foundations of granitic and consolidated paradigms, climate messaging can strengthen 

the circulation, reinforcement, and destabilization of contrarian discourses in an 

episteme. The episteme is a concept that the researchers borrowed from Michel 

Foucault in his 1972 Archeology of Knowledge:  

it is not a form of knowledge (connaissance) or type of rationality which, crossing the boundaries of 

the most varied sciences, manifests the sovereign unity of a subject, a spirit, or a period; it is the 

totality of relations that can be discovered, for a given period, between the sciences when one analyses 

them at the level of discursive regularities (Zekavat and Scheel 2023, 100).  

The reworking of the episteme is necessarily a complex and multilayered project, to 

which humor can provide a helpful contribution nonetheless. 

Messaging deploying humor can be beneficial in fostering change towards more 

environmentally aware behavioral changes for several reasons. Humor, if correctly 

deployed, is a powerful, persuasive, and attention-grabbing tool: its messaging can have 

a stronger impact than that relying on seriousness alone, while positively influencing the 

audience towards persuasive arguments. Message retention and sharing also increase if 

the messaging is humorous; by linking the message to a memorable and pleasant 

feeling, this is more likely to be discussed or shared, also with publics that are outside 

the echo chamber of the proponents of climate-aware messaging. Instead of engaging 

only on a rational level, humor deals with both the rational and the emotional level, 

rendering possible a buffering of perceived harmful messaging and thus disarming and 
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reducing counter-arguments. The incongruities of the scale of climate change impacts 

and the (inadequate) responses can be highlighted humorously, while also hinting at the 

faults of beliefs (as suggested by Noël Carrol), and by so doing, participate in the 

enhancement of climate knowledge on a social level. Marginalized and most affected 

groups can tackle the effectiveness of humor to foster solidarity with their cause and 

challenge stereotypes, while improving their stance. On a personal level, humor, as an 

alternative to apocalyptic framing, functions as a coping mechanism and a resiliency 

skill. By making climate issues more prominent in public debates, messaging deploying 

humor can become more present in media agendas, shape social norms, and influence 

policy, thus increasing the scope of its communication to a wider audience (Zekavat and 

Scheel 2023). 

Using humor in the communication of climate change resonates with the principle of 

mapanghamig, introduced by Mitzi Jonelle Tan, which is:  

“the opposite of cancel culture’ […] ‘It’s about not being antagonistic, focusing your anger on the 1 

per cent, explaining things, not just calling people out, making sure you’re approachable and ensuring 

that you don’t expect anyone to be a revolutionary right away – it’s more than being friendly; it’s 

actively organizing people in a manner that doesn’t alienate them, and it’s more active than just being 

understanding or patient” (Tsui 2023, 271). 

Humor is indeed a form of actualization of the active hope advocated by Joanna 

Macy: quite differently from wishful thinking, “active hope is the willingness to engage 

with what is” (Tsui 2023, 74). This translates into believing and trusting the possibility 

of a climate just future, while at the same time staying grounded in the feelings that the 

current state of the world reveals; it indicates a way of action consistent with one’s 

principles, even when the circumstances dictate differently. Active hope and joy are 

essential parts in making climate action desirable and feasible in the long term, and 

necessary to captivate the largest portion of society in actively participating in it.  

The next chapter will focus on the actual strategies adopted by different figures to 

effectively join humor and climate communication and present some case studies to 

highlight their inner workings. 
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6 Humor In Action 

6.1 Limits of Mainstream Environmentalism  

 

To gain attention to the environmental and climate message, environmentalists, like 

scientists, have often resorted to narratives of doom and gloom in their messaging, 

where fear and shaming would play the leading role. Unsurprisingly, this messaging has 

backfired.  

Nichole Seymour, in her Bad Environmentalism (2018), has investigated how the 

narrative proposed by mainstream environmentalism in dealing with climate change has 

contributed to its perception and scope of influence. Seymour proposes, rather 

provocatively, that climate change and denialism could be understood as a reaction to 

the stance of didacticism, seriousness, and prioritization of expert knowledge purported 

by environmentalists. In a 2013 study presented in the book titled The Ironic Impact of 

Activists: Negative Stereotypes Reduce Social Change Influence by Bashir et al., it was 

found that participants had negative views of activists, environmentalists, and feminists, 

because they were perceived as eccentric and militant, and this was the case regardless 

of the domain they were active (Bashir et al. 2013). As a matter of fact, 

environmentalism, borrowing the words of Sarah Jaquette Ray, is a “as a description of 

nature, as a social movement, and as a code of behavioral imperatives” (Ray 2013, 11), 

and in its most common form, the adopted strategies would result in “didacticism, 

prescriptiveness, sentimentality, reverence, seriousness, sincerity, earnestness, 

sanctimony, self-righteousness, and wonder - as well as […] heteronormativity and 

whiteness” (Seymour 2018, 4). Seymour addresses environmentalism in the US: as 

already said in the beginning, this thesis heavily relies on sources of the Anglosphere, so 

the claims made cannot be extended to cover the whole spectrum of environmentalism. 

However, the role of large NGOs active within this sphere, which are tackling 

environmental issues, cannot be overseen. The sheer economic and financial size of 

these organizations working in close contact with one of the world's largest economies 

renders the key players in environmental protection, so they will thus be addressed as 

mainstream.  
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Ray, quoted by Seymour, stresses that mainstream environmentalism tackles only 

conventional environmental issues, such as the protection of wilderness and charismatic 

fauna (as the WWF, whose logo is quite telling of the focus it adopts), but also the 

significance of elements like leisure, a purely aesthetic admiration of the natural 

environment, and a sentimental devotion to a preindustrial, "pastoral" society. This 

explains the strong sense of moralism that pervades these expressions of mainstream 

environmentalism. Furthermore, this romantic view is the legacy of Christian notions of 

salvation, redemption, and spiritual progress. These developments did not disappear in 

the 18th or 19th century, but constitute a central legacy of the attitude that is mostly 

widespread to the present day (Seymour 2018, 16). The moral attitude of superiority in 

the stewardship of Earth has also privileged the presence of the environment as 

conceived as somewhere where people are not, thus dismissing the presence of 

indigenous communities that dwell and manage such habitats. The appreciation of 

nature as wild, in the Thoreau kind of way, turns a blind eye to the prominent presence 

of white privilege in the mainstream strands of environmentalism.  

Climate activism, as a subset of environmentalism, started as an elite form of 

activism, as the ones who were initially involved in it were mainly scientists, and they 

were perceived as a clique trapped in the peer-review mechanisms of science. At the 

beginning, this posture clashed with that of grassroots environmentalism, which 

emerged out of a critique of Western science. These movements claimed science had 

functioned as an enabler of the past exploitation of natural resources and the devastation 

of ecosystems in the first place.  

This divide is particularly evident in the case of environmental justice, which 

emerged to raise concerns about the unequal distribution of environmental impacts and 

hazards in racialized communities: the movements active within this framework have 

been well aware since the very beginning of the overlapping of systems of oppression 

that concur in the exploitation of humans and the environment alike.  

Climate justice movements stress that the solutions to tackle and achieve climate justice 

must encompass all spheres of oppression, as the problem “It’s Not Just CO2”, as Tori 

Tsui underlines in a dedicated chapter in her book. Mainstream environmentalism tends, 

in fact, to focus solely on market-based solutions that aim at fixing CO2 levels, without 
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accounting for the legacies of inequality and historical disparity that are embedded in 

the current neoliberal paradigm. Climate justice, thus, is necessarily embedded in 

various layers of struggle.  

Now, climate activists endorse the scientific community, stressing the importance of 

expert knowledge and their cries of danger, and unfortunately, mimic their linear mode 

of communication in their calls to action.  

Mark Fisher in his 2009 Capitalist Realism stresses that “emancipatory politics must 

emancipatory politics must always destroy the appearance of a ‘natural order’, must 

reveal what is presented as necessary and inevitable to be a mere contingency, just as it 

must make what was previously deemed to be impossible seem attainable” (Fisher, 

2009, 21) Only in this way it is possible to open a break that lays plain that the way in 

which the neoliberal paradigm causes the interlocking spheres of exploitation is faulty 

and needs fixing. 

6.2 Bad Environmentalism  

 

Seymour proposes Bad Environmentalism to avoid the moralistic attitude and doom and 

gloom narratives intended to function as correctives for society. With it, it is meant that 

“environmental thought employs dissident, often-denigrated affects and sensibilities to 

reflect critically on both our current moment and mainstream environmental art, 

activism, and discourse” (Seymour 2018, 7). This mode of approaching 

environmentalism extends the understanding of what it can be, expanding its underlying 

didacticism and effectively acknowledging and incorporating affective responses into its 

design, so that these can be encountered rather than talked over in the process of 

working towards societal transformation to tackle climate change. 

Robert Azzarello, quoted by Seymour, has noted that the language “used to describe 

climate change - unnatural, diseased, pathological, risky, contaminated […] and so on - 

are exactly those terms that have been used historically to stigmatize sexual misfits and 

to instigate social panic and apocalyptic threat” (Azzarello 2016, 125; Seymour 2018, 

25). Seymour decidedly proposes to reject this framing and instead starts from 

queerness as a key analytical framework to set Bad Environmentalism. Queerness 
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enables to embrace of a certain degree of discomfort, which is the response to the “lack 

of available scripts for living and loving” offered by heteronormative discourses, to 

which can be added the playfulness, irreverence, interest in perversity, and delight in 

irony, which are the trademark traits of queer sensibility (Seymour 2018, 23). In taking 

a step back from seriousness, this critical approach allows to engage audiences in a 

playful and less threatening way, drawing on contrarian modes to create new ways of 

resisting apocalyptic and doomist messaging. Adopting this strategy doesn’t intend to 

dismiss other feelings, such as shame, fear, or anger, but rather to recognize how these 

serve different purposes, and that these can play different roles in the design of 

communication efforts.  

Bad Environmentalism rejects didacticism, while making space for embracing, rather 

than dissimulate, the contradictions, complications, and ambivalences of the current 

climate change. The emancipatory educational projects proposed by Brazilian 

philosopher and pedagogist Paulo Freire (1921-1997) provide useful insights to avoid 

traditional didactic relationships. According to Freire, knowledge for societal 

transformation requires praxis, a type of knowledge which “provokes the practical 

experience of changing historical circumstances. […] Praxis transcends the word 

‘practice’ and implies the transformational intentionality of social action itself” (Vittoria 

2019, 58). For Freire, praxis is a systematic, interrelated, reflexive, and organized set of 

actions and social relationships, a situation in which there is a mutual learning 

experience by means of which the educator/communicator is a “student of the student” 

and the student is the “teacher of the teacher”, and each one gains insights by the doing 

and through the experience of the relationship itself (ibid.). This two-sided relationship 

of co-creation of meaning and encounter needs to be articulated, integrated, and 

organically conceived in order to be effective. Paulo Freire relies on relationships, 

utopia, social denunciation, and dialogue as part of educational practice (ibid.).  

The complementary part in the theatrical realm of the practice of Freire can be 

identified in Augusto Boal’s Theater of the Oppressed: this type of theater relies on the 

development of pieces by collaborating with non-actors and using it as a tool for 

creating dialogue between citizens and institutions, by creating an embodied practice of 

the desired societal transformation. The Theater of the Oppressed (from now on TO for 
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brevity) poses a strong emphasis on the body and “how relations of oppression 

discipline bodies - and how individual bodies and arrangements of bodies in turn reveal 

much about those systems of power” (Howe 2019, 76). Opening up the bodily 

dimension allows to not only invite the emotional dimension in, but also to recognize its 

articulation within the body, to frame and understand not only the messaging, but also 

the power that humor can have in opening up the doors for transformative practices in 

which it can be experienced first-hand how doom and gloom and the culture of uncare 

has a grip on bodies and how this can be actively felt and worked with. The body 

constitutes a way of knowing, and the TO intends to help in reclaiming joy and pleasure, 

to encounter the world not only through speech and conversation, but also by sensing it 

(Howe 2019). Even though, as previously said, climate change is a highly mediated 

phenomenon, it is possible to become attuned to it on a bodily level, by also 

encountering, also by means of theater, those who are most affected by it, or to 

experience the likely reality of being affected by it. Messaging is often mediated, yet 

bodily experiences, or the praxis, as Freire would have it, does have a long-lasting 

impression on those who experience it and is central in delivering the importance of 

action to tackle climate change.  

The focus on the body and the potential of theater, fostered also by the queer and 

camp sensibility, contrasts with the austerity image proposed by mainstream. Seymour 

sums up the divergencies between mainstream environmentalism and Bad 

Environmentalism as follows: 

“restraint vs. indulgence  

austerity vs. excess  

responsibility vs. frivolity  

asceticism vs. pleasure  

self-denial vs. self-celebration  

guilt vs. pride  

policing behavior vs. acting out  

disapproval vs. validation  

moralism vs. amoralism  

anxiety vs. glee  

seriousness vs. camp  
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awe vs. boredom  

sincerity vs. irony” (Seymour 2018, 122). 

Although perceived as distracting from duties and obligations and responsibilities, 

pleasure and bodily impressions can hint towards the availability of an abundance 

which is available for all, and not only to a few selected ones (Brown 2022). Also, given 

that fear mongering is strongly linked to denial and skepticism, it could be a less 

threatening and more inviting strategy for those audiences who feel themselves 

alienated from the blaming attitude of current mainstream environmentalism.  

Bad environmentalists stress the importance of using irony and humor as a way of 

distancing oneself from the normality of certain situations. This mechanism, exploited 

also within the TO, can be traced back to the Verfremdungseffekt, the Brechtian 

distancing effect deployed in the epic theater, which should enable viewers to critically 

reflect on what they are seeing: it is a pause, a hiatus that allows critical reflections on 

societal norms and situations. This critical approach allows to open up the space for 

critique of the situation of the climate crisis, but also to the attitude of activism itself.  

6.3 Layers of Action 

 

The Yes Men, a US duo that has been active since the late 1990s in producing actions 

aimed at directly targeting polluting companies, provided a thorough description of how 

non-violent actions can work within democratic (and not) societies. They base their 

work on the one of Ivan Marovic, a political activist who was active in Otopor, the 

movement that contributed to the fall of Serbian dictator Slobodan Milošević in 1990, 

who has written the book The Path of Most Resistance, which describes thoroughly how 

to plan campaigns and effective strategies to enact a political and societal reaction.  

The Yes Men provide a visual representation of the mechanisms underlying 

influence, and it can be seen in Figure 6.1. It is a complex interweaving of actors and 

influences. The graph essentially states that societal problems can be tackled through 

collective mechanisms such as legislation and regulation, in which the government is 

pressured to respond to the pressure provided by the media, which can, in turn, be 

influenced by the actions of activists. Actions to achieve change need to be mediated 
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through policies and regulations enacted by politicians, and that is oftentimes achieved 

by mobilizing public opinion and directing it towards policymakers.  

To reach different audiences campaigners, activists and artists employ different tools 

to shape public sentiment. These count protests, street theater, art production, movement 

theater, small mediagenic actions, tightly targeted political campaigning, and door-to-

door actions among them, and strategically use communication. Through the release of 

press material, direct media (social media, videos, publications) and lobbying they 

intervene in societal discussions. However, for the action to be effective it requires a 

careful analysis of the addressed topic: this study charts the responsible actors and 

assesses their vulnerabilities. Without these steps, campaigns end up only raising 

awareness, that is insufficient if it is not paired with a dedicated strategic plan. If the 

objective is clearly set (e.g., halting environmentally destructive practices or combating 

systemic violence) and the strategy adapts to evolving conditions, the campaigns are 

more likely to succeed. In this, the targeting of vulnerable actors is key, as it is the case 

for financial institutions pressured to divest from the workings of polluting corporations 

when the appeal to the said companies is insufficient. Consumption-based activism is 

critiqued as largely ineffectual unless integrated into a coordinated campaign, as it tends 

to reinforce existing capitalist structures rather than drive systemic change (The Yes 

Men, n.d.). As the authors underline, reality is eventually more complicated, and each 

group should find its own fitting strategy. Nonetheless, this indexing can prove helpful 

in mapping the practices that effectively employ humor as their strategy.  
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Figure 6.1: The diagram taken from the webpage of the Yes Men: How trickster 

actions can help campaigns to make change (The Yes Men, n.d.).  

Caty Borum Chattoo and Lauren Feldman, in their book A Comedian And An Activist 

Walk Into A Bar: The Serious Role Of Comedy In Social Justice (2019), devote their 

attention to the information ecology in the 21st century, in particular in relation to the 

potential of mediated comedy to serve as a site of cultural resistance. They assess that 

the shift from the analog era of the 20th century to the digital one of the 21st century has 

been shaped by “the rise in internet availability and use, the adoption of tablets and 

smartphones, an increase in connectivity afforded by social media, and a transformation 

in the delivery of entertainment” (Borum Chattoo and Feldman 2019, 18). This has also 

led to an increase in the blur between information and entertainment, as well as a strong 

personalization of media outlets and information diets. As a feature and practice of 

modern social movements, scholar Zeynep Tufekci, cited by Feldman and Borum 

Chattoo, highlights the power of the attention economy in the digital age, which is the 

altered capacity of individuals and groups to direct media agendas and attention to 

social justice issues (Tufekci 2013; Borum Chattoo and Feldman 2019).  
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Borum and Chattoo stress the role of comedy in social change and advocacy: in the 

age of niches created by the use of personalized content, comedy can appeal to like-

minded audiences to mobilize them to action, as well as to reach outside of the niche in 

the case of mass-appeal comedy, which can then reach publics it wouldn’t otherwise 

reach. The roles comedy, humor, and satire can assume are to function as amplifiers of 

alternative perspectives, offer recognition and cultural citizenship for marginalized 

groups, bypass norms and power dynamics, and hold room for deviant ideas.  

6.4 Strategies and Case Studies 

 

In order to better frame the case studies, it is important to provide some definitions of 

the strategies adopted in the framework of humorous climate communication. The list 

encompasses translation, irony, comedy and satire, culture jamming, and clowning. The 

introduced strategies provide the background information that describes the preeminent 

aspect that can be traced in the proposed case studies.  

6.4.1 Translation  

 

If scientific contents are presented in a tone and language that is hardly accessible to the 

audience, or presupposes a certain familiarity with certain mathematical or scientific 

notions to understand what climate change is, the “translation” enables its reframing in 

more direct ways, so that it becomes more immediate and closer to the audience in 

question. Translation to a different register widens the potential addressees, while also 

avoiding creating a repulsive effect due to overly sectorial and niche jargon, which is 

often linked to a perception of elitism.  

6.4.1.1 Climate Science Breakthrough 

 

Climate Science Translated is constituted by a series of 5 videos available on YouTube 

and shared through the media channels of Utopia Bureau. Utopia Bureau is a UK joint 

project of authors and ex-advertising creative directors Ben Carey and Henrik Delehag. 

The creative agency has collaborated with C4/Keo Films, Extinction Rebellion, the 

Climate Emergency Fund, Climate2025, TruthTeller, and GSCC (Utopia Bureau 2020).  



 

72 

 

The videos are quite short, about the length of 5 minutes each. The first two were 

released in March 2023 to advertise and incite participation in a climate demonstration 

happening in the UK, while the third and fourth were released in November 2023, and 

the last one was released in June 2025. As the title says, the videos intend to translate 

climate science into “human”, and are designed to address faults in standard scientific 

climate communication. A climate scientist and a comedian are in the same room, and 

the set is built so that comedians hear what the scientists say and then instantly translate 

it in front of a camera. The climate scientist shares the state of science with the usual 

doom and gloom tone and narrative, while also pinpointing the responsibility of the 

situation on governments and fossil fuel companies, and the comedian translates what is 

being said by the scientist in small bits in tones that range from irony to sarcasm. The 

videos are closed by a section in which the scientist and the comedian converse and 

reflect on the translation offered by the comedians. The terms used by the comedians are 

blunt, direct and pretty explicit, exaggerating what the scientists are saying through a 

sarcastic tone, often stressing the seriousness of the situation and ridiculing the 

absurdity of governmental inaction and fossil fuel lobbying practices.  

The videos follow a similar pace, and the variation lies in the rendition the 

comedians give to what scientists say. For example, when climate scientist Mark Maslin 

warns of the increase of extreme weather events, comedian Jo Brand says: “Your house 

is on fire, but don’t worry, the next flash flood should sort it out”. The videos are 

accompanied by light piano music at the beginning and switch to electronic in the 

middle, and finish off with string music in the final section, where the call to action is 

presented, namely to share the video, visit the local MP, join a group, and protest 

(Climate Science Breakthrough 2023).  

The last video features Princeton geoscience professor Michael Oppenheimer and US 

comedian David Cross is meant for a US audience. The structure is very much like the 

previous videos, but there are a couple of interesting twists that are worth noting: after 

the professor Oppenheimer is done recounting the consequences of the climate crisis, 

namely extreme heat, food shortages, and huge economic costs that will have an impact 

on the insurance market, Cross pauses and sighs. He then goes to the professor to hug 

him, signaling the visible overwhelm caused by this information. The comedian then 
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returns to his chair and says, “You may not give a shit about the polar bears, but I bet 

you give a shit about your insurance cost going through the roof” (Climate Science 

Breakthrough 2025). The switch between extreme events and day-to-day struggles 

increases the relatability of the effects of the climate crisis. The clear depiction of the 

fossil fuel industry and governments as the cause of inaction is the effective 

narrativization of the climate crisis in the form of a major narrative, in which the 

antagonist has a clear denomination.  

6.4.1.2 Hot Mess by Matt Winning 

 

Hot Mess. What on Earth Can We Do About Climate Change is the 2021 book 

published by environmental economist, Scottish but London-based researcher and 

comedian Matt Winning.  

The book starts with the author discovering he will become a father. The process of 

pregnancy and the first year of the child is the leitmotif that guides the book and 

intersperses the sections that are dedicated to aspects of the climate crisis.  

After the introduction, the book is divided into three sections titled: “Should We 

Change?”, “Can We Change?” and “Will We Change?”. The first section highlights the 

conditions that should prompt society towards tackling climate change, while also 

providing insights into the key terms and most common misunderstandings linked to 

climate change, as for example the difference between weather and climate. The second 

section looks more decidedly into the conditions that determine the difficulty of 

transition towards more sustainable economies and the heavy presence of fossil fuel 

industries in the agendas of governments. The chapters also highlight the levels of 

action in the system and the scope of responsibilities of individuals against large 

companies. Some chapters are dedicated to personal choices, as for example “Should I 

Go Vegan? I’m not Sure I Want To Go Vegan! Do I Have To Go Vegan?” and to the 

impacts individual consumer choices have. In the last section, the ongoing solutions 

currently enacted and the ones hindering effective action are presented, as well as the 

emotional impact of such changes on mental health. Some of the chapters are dedicated 

to the day-to-day life of Matt in the role of new dad during lockdown, and depict all the 
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contradictions that this new role entails, starting with owning a car and moving to the 

outskirts of London.  

A key feature and strength of the book is the constant switch between technical terms 

and their translation into daily experiences, while also referring to first-hand 

experiences of the author in dealing with the idiosyncrasies that acknowledging the state 

of climate change implies. The dual nature of the author, who works as a climate 

economist and policy expert at the University College London, while also touring as a 

stand-up comedian for shows in the UK, can be strongly felt in the narration, which is 

poignant yet swift and entertaining. This allows complicated content, such as technical 

concepts regarding net-zero goals for example, to be assimilated in an almost seamless 

way. For achieving this, Winning often recurs to many cultural references to general 

knowledge in the UK realm; furthermore, the sharing of personal experiences and 

emotional states in the fatherhood journey of the author manages to create a feeling of 

deep empathy and intimacy with the reader.  

Winning engages in a dialogic form that often anticipates common questions that 

generally arise in the discussion of climate change policies; thanks to his expertise in 

the policy framework, he also contextualizes the concrete viability of the proposed 

solutions. The coming-of-age aspect of the book also diminishes the perception of the 

scientist as a far-off, distant figure who has no understanding of the common 

preoccupations of citizens.  

The book is 360 pages long, so its analysis could provide enough material to develop 

a whole thesis on it. Nonetheless, its main takeaways, namely the relatability and the 

balanced mixture of expert knowledge and humorous recount of daily experiences, 

contribute to the perception of climate change as a very real and near reality, thus 

successfully translating the far-off language of policies into common knowledge.  

6.4.2 Irony, Comedy, and Satire 

 

It is helpful to start from the OED definition, which is also the one adopted by Seymour 

in her analysis and guiding principle of her Bad Environmentalism: “a situation, event, 

or outcome” that is “cruelly, humorously, or strangely at odds with assumptions or 
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expectations” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). Seymour stresses that irony is rather a 

rhetorical attitude with a prominent affective dimension, and even a feeling in its own 

right, and borrowing Bron Szerszynski “thoroughgoing irony”, which which “would 

involve a reflexive awareness of the limited and provisional nature of human 

understanding, while at the same time not lapsing into cynicism or quietism” (Seymour, 

2018, p. 45). The stressing of the distancing is also echoed by Cândido De Oliveira 

Martins and Kołakowski, who emphasize the use as a tool for comic aims, but also 

ironic artistic creation as a means of establishing a separation between the 

inconsistencies and opposing viewpoints of culture and worldviews that need to be 

shown and understood (Cândido De Oliveira Martins and Kołakowski 2022). 

Comedy is a genre of drama traditionally opposed to tragedy in the conceptualization 

provided by Aristotle, and it thus indicated a form of theater that intends to hold a 

mirror to society to reflect its less gleaming aspects, with a cathartic intention. Comedy 

functions as a societal corrective that, by means of jokes, recognizes the incongruent 

aspects of reality. Therefore, comedy is a complex kind of cultural expression that 

depends on the audience's and the comedian's comprehension of a situation to process 

and find entertaining the humorous distortion of reality. Given this background, it 

should come as no surprise that humor has also been positioned as a tool for 

marginalized groups and individuals to challenge and parody dominant views (Borum 

Chattoo and Feldman 2019). 

According to Zekavat and Scheel, satire is a slippery context (not very much unlike 

the ones above), but they propose that “satire is usually associated with a critical 

provocation of laughter for the purpose of chastising vice and folly”, while presuming a 

moral standard against which to measure the divergencies from it, while individuating 

them and rendering them widely acknowledged (Zekavat and Scheel 2023, 26). It is not 

restricted to a particular medium of language, but has found applications in different 

media, such as visual arts and movies; the disciplinary, parrhesiastic, liberating, and 

revolutionary roles of satire have been recognized by several critics, among which 

Bakhtin. 
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6.4.2.1 Last Week Tonight with John Oliver 

 

In 2017, John Oliver, a comedian and host of the program Last Week Tonight, in an 

episode named “Coal”, strongly criticized and mocked Robert E. Murray, owner of the 

largest privately owned mine in the US (Last Week Tonight 2017). The businessman 

filed a defamation suit against the comedian in the State of West Virginia, which has no 

anti-SLAPP law, and eventually lost the cause. Once the suit was settled in court, Oliver 

and his team reworked the events in the form of another episode of Last Week Tonight 

named “SLAPP Suits”. In it, the result of the lawsuit is presented, while framing it as a 

SLAPP cause: the end musical number titled “Eat Shit Bob!” further stresses the 

importance of the freedom of speech granted by the First Amendment while claiming 

the right of comedy to make jokes and comments on people and corporations (Last 

Week Tonight 2019).  

The piece received numerous prizes, and it was important in highlighting the 

strategic use of the suit, while popularizing the concept of SLAPPs among the wider 

public, as well as stating the importance and centrality of freedom of speech for 

upholding a healthy and functioning democracy, also in light of blatant environmental 

and human rights breaches. This example shows that comedy can have a strategic role 

in highlighting the dynamics that underlie misinformation and power abuse by large 

companies.  

6.4.2.2 FillPill 

 

The Italian stand-up comedian FillPill, stage name of Filippo Pilluso, is actively 

exploiting comedic formats for climate communication. His background in 

environmental protection, environmental and corporate consultancy, and law provides 

the comedian with plenty of material related to climate change policies and their 

implications in everyday life. His practice is divided between stand-up comedy on stage 

in clubs and theaters, and his online platform through his Instagram page (@fill_pill).  

His stand-up routines are divided into pieces explicitly dedicated to scientific 

information and other pieces that cover a wide range of topics and are not solely 

dedicated to environmental issues. In these latter pieces, however, environmental topics 
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are brought up again and again and constitute the natural background upon which the 

set is built.  

In an interview conducted in June 2025 with FillPill before one of his scientific 

divulgation pieces, he stated that he intends to talk about all ranges of human 

experience, and to make satire on them without sticking solely to environmental topics. 

He has the primary aim of satirizing without preaching only to the converted, but also to 

provide information to those who are not going to his shows for his comedic side, rather 

than the environmental side of them. He stressed that it is key that humor fosters 

reflections, but sometimes it is also beneficial to laugh for laughs’ sake, and the routines 

are built to achieve a balance between the two aspects. FillPill also emphasized the 

cathartic effect of laughter as a coping mechanism, in particular in the face of the 

entanglement of struggles that climate change brings about; comedy and satire are a 

way of coping with climate grief, but also to exercise emotional intelligence and 

challenge strong State powers. One of the admired examples he suggested was Sasha 

Baron Cohen’s 2018 mockumentary Who Is America?. In it, Cohen, in multiple 

disguises, interviews prominent lobbyists and congress representatives on gun control 

policies, immigration, and foreign politics.  

FillPill’s Instagram account instead is primarily dedicated to environmental 

communication: in the short videos (approximately 1 minute and 30 seconds), the 

comedian either impersonates a character or he stages a conversation in which he plays 

two different roles, often with different accents and very different opinions, through 

which a peculiar topic is presented and discussed. For example, in one video, the 

caption says “a Serie A football player explains which are the corporations responsible 

for climate change”. The comedian, while wearing an Inter FC soccer jersey, dribbles 

and with an Argentinian accent lists Saudi Aramco, Gazprom, Chevron, ExxonMobil, 

and British Petroleum as the main responsible for the climate crisis. He then stresses the 

difficulty of establishing direct liability for polluting companies within the current legal 

framework. The sources are seamlessly cited and graphs are shown, too, and the 

superimposed audio transcription facilitates following the content, which is very fast 

paced and with various cuts. In another one, a Tuscan winemaker in 2040 praises the 
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wine produced in Sweden, directly hinting at the changes in the distribution of 

agricultural regions that climate change will produce in the next decades.  

The comedian has roughly eighty thousand followers, and when asked about the 

scope of his audience, he shared that, for now, his audience is the result of a big niche, 

and that his contents are not suitable for wide audiences like generalistic comedians. 

Notwithstanding, FillPill manages to bring together contrasting opinions and generate 

content and engagement by using formats that are entertaining and informational, too. 

6.4.3 Culture Jamming 

 

The collage band Negativland coined the phrase "cultural jamming" to refer to media 

sabotage, including altering billboards, and it was popularized by the cultural critic 

Mark Dery in a 1993 pamphlet, republished online in 2010, called Culture Jamming: 

Hacking, Slashing, and Sniping in the Empire of Signs. Culture jammers are a 

combination of artistic terrorists and vernacular critics who add noise to the signal as it 

travels from transmitter to receiver, promoting peculiar, unexpected interpretations. Ads, 

newscasts, and other media artifacts are invested with subversive meanings by the 

intruders, who then make their claims ineffective by altering their form and meaning. In 

the genealogy proposed by Dery, jamming is the legacy:  

“of a historical continuum that includes Russian samizdat (underground publishing in defiance of 

official censorship); the anti-fascist photomontages of John Heartfield; Situationist detournement 

(defined by Greil Marcus, in Lipstick Traces, as “the theft of aesthetic artifacts from their contexts and 

their diversion into contexts of one’s own devise”); the underground journalism of ’60s radicals such 

as Paul Krassner, Jerry Rubin, and Abbie Hoffman; Yippie street theater such as the celebrated attempt 

to levitate the Pentagon; parody religions such as the Dallas-based Church of the Subgenius; 

workplace sabotage of the sort documented by Processed World, a magazine for disaffected data entry 

drones; the ecopolitical monkeywrenching of Earth First!; the random acts of Artaudian cruelty that 

radical theorist Hakim Bey calls “poetic terrorism” (“weird dancing in all-night computer banking 

lobbies…bizarre alien artifacts strewn in State Parks”); the insurgent use of the “cut-up” collage 

technique proposed by William Burroughs in “Electronic Revolution” (“The control of the mass 

media depends on laying down lines of association…Cut/up techniques could swamp the mass media 

with total illusion”); and subcultural bricolage (the refunctioning, by societal “outsiders,” of symbols 

associated with the dominant culture, as in the appropriation of corporate attire and Vogue model 

poses by poor, gay, and largely nonwhite drag queens)” (Dery 2010). 

This lineage indicated the variety of formats this practice can assume, as it acts on 

the variety of marketing strategies and cultural articulations produced by marketing 

strategies across the years, but also the very mechanisms that underlie the functioning of 
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society. Examples of actions are computer hacking, textual poaching, transmission 

jamming, pirate TV and radio broadcasting, and camcorder counter surveillance.  

6.4.3.1 The Yes Men and PENG! 

 

The Yes Men, previously cited as the ones who mapped the layers of action within a 

system, are led by the duo composed of Jacques Servin and Igor Vamos, are a group that 

combines art and activism. They have been active since the late 1990s, and their 

practice targets large corporations and institutions by exploiting the power of public 

exposure. They adopt chameleontic tactics depending on the situation, but most often 

they manage to fake the media presence of the targeted corporations and produce 

actions that typically address their accountability for various issues, as for example 

climate change or human rights infringements.  

Their strategy often consists of hijacking the form and language of corporations and 

producing a fake, yet credible and coherent media presence with the name of the 

targeted company, through which they address the press and hold press conferences in 

which they share the progress and intentions of the said company in participating in 

positive change. By means of this and the discrepancy they create between the vision 

they propose and the actual corporate policy, they generate mediatic attention and 

clamor around the exposed facts that would have otherwise been hidden or reworked in 

a biting and clever marketing campaign by the targeted company.  

The example of the 2009 press conference organized by the group in the US 

Chamber of Commerce is a seminal example of the strategy. The US Chamber of 

Commerce is the world's largest business organization, and lobbies actively in the White 

House for passing laws that are compliant with the requests of the corporations that 

participate in the chamber. The Yes Men organized a press conference pretending to 

impersonate the press office of the Chamber of Commerce. During the conference, the 

speaker, impersonated by Servin, voiced to the press the support of the Chamber for 

green laws that were discussed in the US parliament that day. In a video documenting 

the action, it can be seen how, midway through the conference, an actual employee of 

the Chamber walks into the conference and faces the speaker, while advising the 

journalists of the hoax. Servin, however, doesn’t reveal his role and stays in character, 



 

80 

 

playing offended and replying to the employee that he is the actual fake employee. In 

the CNN coverage, both are thought to be impostors. The swift change of strategy of the 

Chamber readily caught the media’s attention, which rapidly reported the fact, until the 

actual Chamber reached out to the press and shared the hoax nature of the operation. 

Nonetheless, the Chamber finally recognized the reality of climate change, and they 

eventually showed their willingness to cooperate for effective climate policies (The Yes 

Men 2012).  

The Yes Men are very active in the education and spreading of knowledge to groups 

and provide training so that culture jammers all over the world can be locally active and 

use the knowledge the Yes Men gathered over the years. A dedicated website titled 

Actipedia provides a large background of possible strategies to adopt while developing 

actions (Yes Lab, n.d.).  

The German collective PENG!, active since 1998, adopts similar strategies. In the 

campaign called Vattenfake, the Swedish state-owned energy company Vattenfall is 

targeted.  

During the electoral campaign in the Region of Lusatia, historically a coal mining 

region and deeply impacted by the pollution caused by mining activities, the Green 

party had announced a redesign of a Vattenfall-owned coal mining plant. Nevertheless, 

after the Green Party won the election, the plant was to be simply sold to another 

competitor, missing out completely on the transition it had been proposed. PENG! 

seized the moment before the actual announcement of the sale of the plant in April 

2015, to host a staged press conference in the company’s headquarters in Berlin. In it, 

the speaker declared Vattenfall’s commitment to go 100% green in the region, while 

also retaining all the employed workforce in the region. The company reacted angrily to 

the action and declared to initiate a cause against the group, although no record of it can 

be found online. Yet the event caused widespread attention in the media and held the 

liability of company very a high in the media attention (PENG! Collective 2015).  

6.4.3.2 Oli Frost 

 

Oli Frost is a UK-based satirist and musician who has developed campaigns involving 
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mock websites and actions to address the liability of fossil fuel corporations in the 

climate crisis and has worked in collaboration with Greenpeace.  

In one campaign developed in April 2023, Frost has set up an OnlyFans page for 

Planet Earth. OnlyFans is a website on which material is shared upon subscription, and 

has gained popularity as a platform for on-demand content for pornographers. In the 

video advertising for it, Frost, closely framed wearing an open shirt and gold chain in a 

dimly lit reddish room, ushers to the viewer whether they would like to see “the hottest 

dirtiest pictures on Earth”, after then asking: “Can you handle the heat [pause] of a 

month-long heatwave?”. To then go on and tease: “Are you a politician or a fossil fuel 

company? I bet you like to watch” (Frost 2023). 

Asset Quest Manager is instead an action developed by Frost and his team, the 

company Serious People, to annoy fossil fuel investors (Frost 2024c). the group 

discovered that Aberdeen, a Scottish Savings Bank, is one of the main investors in fossil 

fuels and requested the publication of a policy to exclude fossil fuel bonds, as other 

competitors have already done. After the lack of responses from Aberdeen, the team 

developed a video game that is a simulator of choices that the enterprise could take to 

successfully hit the divestment track. The game has multiple story lines, and the main 

character is the CEO of the asset managers of the company that needs to convince the 

board of directors to stop investing in fossil fuels. Divesting from fossil fuels is also the 

only way to win the game. The game was sent to the company’s employees and played 

numerous times before being banned from the company’s servers (Bryan 2025). The 

group hired billboards in shopping centers and in the tube, but to get the actual 

Aberdeen CEO to play the game, a “walking arcade machine” was developed to be 

carried like a backpack by Frost, so that the game could be played in real life on a 

physical interface. Frost wasn’t able to enter the offices as security blocked him, yet the 

message was passed on to the offices, and the press covered the topic, too.  

Eventually, Aberdeen released a statement in which it was said that, where clients 

mandate it, mitigation of exposure to coal and fossil fuel will be sought. The measure is, 

of course, insufficient, yet the action gave rise to widespread coverage, among which 

also by the Financial Times, which addressed the customers of the bank, making it clear 

that their earnings and pensions are directly used to finance fossil fuel expansion. A 
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video that has a dedicated introduction jingle, as a proper video game would have, is 

available on YouTube, and it narrates the journey behind the development of the 

campaign and its impact (Frost 2025). The game is available for everyone to play, so 

that the means of gaining humorous insights into the workings of Aberdeen are 

available on demand too (Frost 2024a). Among other actions, Frost has also addressed 

the complicity of advertising companies, and in particular of Ogilvy, by setting up a 

dedicated funfair outside their main building in London (Frost 2024b).  

6.4.4 Clowning 

 

Clowning as a practice is the personification of an outcast character that functions by 

exploiting ambiguous and multiple illusions of identity, which, while departing from 

normed behavior, also have magical powers. Clowns are the direct legacy of the Joker 

and the carnival tradition, which have the power to flip over common situations and, in 

doing so, to reveal their absurdities. The reversals are often linked to hierarchical norms, 

as well as prohibitions, since the clown is a deviation from the normalcy, it invites and 

enacts a reconsideration of the status quo (Despot 1981; Routledge 2012). 

6.5.4.1 Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army (CIRCA) 

 

A technique of civil disobedience, the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army 

(CIRCA) combines modern nonviolent direct action strategies with clowning. It was a 

global phenomenon in the early 2000s and it is seeing a comeback in current years.  

In late 2003, art activist John Jordan, along with collaborators L.M. Bogad, Jen 

Verson, and Matt Trevelyan, established CIRCA to greet arch-clown US President 

George W. Bush on his royal visit to London. By fusing the traditional craft of clowning 

with modern strategies of nonviolent direct action, CIRCA sought to establish a new 

approach to civil disobedience. In dozens of nations, from New Zealand to Colombia, 

self-organized organizations staged protests in the streets outside military installations 

and meetings, making it a successful meme and global protest phenomenon (Jordan 

2024). It was particularly widespread in the context of G8 demonstrations. The playful 

subversion brought by the Clown Army is situated in the tradition of the Theater of the 
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Oppressed by Augusto Boal and the International Situationists practices, as well as the 

practices of the Merry Pranksters developed by Ken Kesey (Routledge 2012).  

The movement directly takes on the legacy of carnival and the inventiveness of an 

army, in which activists are trained by professional clowns to actively participate in 

demonstrations. The main tasks of the army are to de-escalate conflicts, while also 

providing activists with affective and emotional support. The performances acted by the 

clowns uproot the rules of confrontation by rendering them absurd and thus creating the 

space for a hiatus in which to reflect on the real-life scene unfolding (Routledge 2012). 

The Clown Army CIRCA, a witty wordplay on circus, plays with the props available in 

the space they perform and with the resonance with the police present at the protests.  

The key principles are, as founder John Jordan puts it in the description for the tool 

for creative campaigns for grassroots movements, Beautiful Trouble, using absurdity to 

undermine the aura of authority, getting arrested in an intelligent way, and reframing the 

issue. In this context, according to Paul Routledge, “nothing undermines authority like 

holding it up to ridicule” (Routledge 2015, 113), and the arrest of clowns surely 

provides for interesting media in the news, taking the attention away from violent 

brawls. By conducting a “War on Error” the Army confronts the “fundamentalists who 

preach the gospel of Error”, where “errorism” is defined as the “privatization and the 

increasing wealth and power of Multinational Corporations; the environmental errorism 

of over-consumption and pollution of land, water and food resources; and the political 

errorism of invasion and occupation of sovereign countries to colonize their oil” 

(Routledge 2015, 116). 

In the context of protest, the clowns blow kisses to riot cops behind their shields, hog 

the lenses of police cameras, mock and imitate them, create distance between police and 

activists, and when arrested, create absurd, yet entertaining, situations in the police 

stations where they are retained by staying in their clown character.  

In an interview conducted in August 2025 with an Italian Clown Army member 

whose clown name is Scemok Holmes (scemo being the Italian word for idiot), the 

activist shared how the presence of clowns renders protesters somewhat special and 

enables them to bypass the stereotype of activists being idle and not working. Another 
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important aspect is the bodily dimension of clowning, which is deeply liberatory: 

through the rework of norms of movement and restrictions, clowns access the carnival 

generative power of the grotesque. Error is not avoided, but welcomed as an occasion of 

mirth and joy. Clowns also successfully hamper escalations in the tone of protests by 

interposing their bodies between manifestants and patrolling police forces. Scemok 

Holmes also stressed the power of the practice by stating that with his red nose, he can 

disarm the police. The guards lose their character and, in doing it, step out of the 

authority they embody, making clowning a strategic tool in conflict management. 

6.5 Final Considerations 

 

There are plenty more examples that, for reasons of space, are not included in this 

thesis. Among them, just to name a couple, the campaign of Make My Money Matter is 

particularly interesting, as well as the work of Singaporean illustrator and climate policy 

expert Qiyun Woo. The first features actors Olivia Colman and Benedict Cumberbatch 

ironically playing the role of fossil fuel lobbyists thanking pension savers for the 

contribution they send their way. The campaign aims at making pension receivers aware 

of the impact their saving have on the climate (Make My Money Matter 2025; 2023; 

2024). Qiyun Woo instead translates in colorful comics the discussions at COPs, but 

also the impact of climate change in Singapore’s conditions (@theweirdandwild). 

The presented case studies show how the variety of uses of different media and 

contexts can provide the ground for confrontation, actively using humor to 

communicate climate change. Surely the format and the media play a central role in 

shaping the level of interaction these can provide; nonetheless, these formats are 

examples that show the possibility of creating engaging formats to bring together 

everyday life experiences and the reality of climate change, even in the face of climate 

obstruction. The entertaining formats enable the assimilation of information without 

previous scientific knowledge, and provide clear, responsible actors, fossil fuel and 

polluting corporations, as well as non-responsive governments, who should be held 

accountable for the current climate crisis.  
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7 The Limits Of Humorous Climate Communication 

7.1 Don’t Look Up: Checking The Limits Of Humor In Climate Communication 

 

To better understand the limitations of comedic formats for climate communication, the 

movie Don’t Look Up provides insightful prompts to illuminate some of them. Don’t 

Look Up is a 2021 movie written and directed by Adam McKay. The film is a large-

scale Hollywood production that allegorizes humanity's present response to climate 

change through humor. The movie parodies the characters' disregard for science by 

placing the audience in the shoes of the scientist protagonists in reaction to an 

extinction-level event involving a comet that is on its way to Earth. Many categories are 

parodied in the movie, from politicians who are more focused on winning elections than 

destroying the planet, to the media trying to keep comet news unimportant and "light", 

to the general public who either deny the comet's existence or think it will bring jobs 

and prosperity instead of the inevitable destruction (Little 2022). More in general, the 

movie takes under scrutiny the lack of political vigor, the sensationalized media, the 

propensity to disregard scientific findings, and civic lethargy (Sels et al. 2025). 

One scene is particularly insightful: after having sought a conversation to tackle the 

problem with the president of the US, although without results, the two scientists decide 

to appeal directly to US citizens to win their attention on the fast-approaching comet. 

Dibiasky, the character played by Jennifer Lawrence, is explaining to the two anchors of 

“The Daily Rip” show, the series of events that led her to the discovery of the comet: 

she then shares, in a pretty shaken voice, that the comet will likely hit the Earth. The 

anchors, amused, take the news in a light-hearted fashion. As Dr. Mindy, the character 

played by Leonardo DiCaprio, explains that the comet will damage the whole Earth, the 

male anchor asks whether it will hit his ex-wife’s house in New Jersey. This marks the 

beginning of a childish quarrel between the two anchors. Dibiasky, staring at them in 

utter disbelief, asks whether the two had understood what the scientists had just shared, 

and stresses again that the entire planet is about to be destroyed. In a meta-theatrical 

moment, the anchors reply that it is their usual way of presenting discomforting news, 

to keep stuff light, because “it helps the medicine go down”. At this point, Dibiasky, 

who has understood that the presenters wish to move to the next topic, states: “Well, 
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maybe the destruction of the entire planet isn’t supposed to be fun. Maybe it’s supposed 

to be terrifying”. To which she adds, increasingly on the verge of tears, screaming: “And 

you should stay up all night every night crying, when we’re all 100% for sure gonna 

fucking die!”, after which she leaves the room (McKay 2021, 38:29 to 40:10).  

The invitation to keep things light, suggested by the presenters, seems to hint at the 

danger that satire and comedy can have in the context of talking about the climate crisis 

in terms that can potentially trivialize the seriousness of the situation. Could it be that 

the use of humor in this context is not necessarily helpful? What are the limitations 

against which it incurs? 

7.2 Main Risks of Humorous Climate Communication 

 

The major risks in humorous climate communication can incur were crystallized by 

Zekavat and Scheel based on the available literature (Zekavat and Scheel 2023). 

According to their findings, the research, mostly drawn from the realm of 

advertisement, is not conclusive regarding the effectiveness of humor in increasing 

persuasion. Based on the cognitive approach they propose that the cognitive processing 

of humor, by engaging with the peripheral areas of the brain, contributes to a level of 

understanding that is less deep than the central one, which is closely linked to the 

substantial change of attitude. The processing of humor is cognitively demanding, and it 

leaves fewer resources available to the elaboration and scrutiny of the delivered 

message. This strictly neuroscientific take, however, does not fully take into account the 

variety of societal conditions that are necessarily linked to the processing of humor, that 

the researchers present also in the form of the Modular Interdependency Model. 

Also, the humorous presentation of messages mostly does not trigger an urgency 

response, given the fact that the problem is presented in a way that usually relies on 

distancing and putting the situation into perspective, making it perceived as remote. 

Discounting and diminishment are critical aspects, too: the perception of climate change 

as distant and less forceful is, of course, damaging and counterproductive. These two 

aspects are linked to the possible disengagement that results when the distancing effect 

is brought to the extreme, so much so that it causes detachment. Shome and Marx 
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highlighted how people have a “finite pool of worry” that they can deploy in processing 

the proposed messages; when that one is depleted, emotional appeals risk numbing 

audiences rather than motivating them to action (Center for Research on Environmental 

Decisions 2009). Humor can thus distract from the primary aim of conversation and 

entrench pre-existing stereotypes, if these are left unaddressed (Zekavat and Scheel 

2023). The risk of trivializing the issue is recurring across the literature: keeping things 

too light can backfire and lead to disengagement, which is counterproductive. 

7.2.1 Trivialization Of News Outlets 

 

Putting too much sugar on the rim, when brought to the extreme, can result in Amusing 

Ourselves To Death, which is the title of Andy Postman’s 1985 book. The main theme 

of the publication obviously isn’t climate change, but rather the effects that 

entertainment has had on the processing of information. The introduction and 

widespread presence of television was responsible for rendering entertainment the 

“natural format for the representation of all experience” (Postman 2005, 98). By means 

of this, the consumption of entertainment was made more important than the 

communication of information, as news is presented entertainingly. To Postman, news is 

pieces of information, disjointed from their original context, that are made to become 

valuable and worthy only if they are entertaining. A famous quote by Postman says: 

“There are two ways by which the spirit of a culture may be shriveled. In the first - the 

Orwellian - culture becomes a prison. In the second - the Huxleyan - culture becomes a 

burlesque” (Postman 2005, 164). The version proposed by the news presenter characters 

crystalized by McKay in Don’t Look Up resonates with the Huxleyan approach of taking 

pleasure, and thus entertainment, to the extreme, in which desensitization has gone so 

far that not even the destruction of the planet, and, out of the filmic allegory, climate 

change, manages to get through the levels of care of large portions of the population. 

7.2.2 Addressing The Audience 

 

A problem with satirizing, and the movie Don’t Look Up is a fitting example for this, is 

the fact that the intended audience of the movie might feel addressed and targeted as 

those who are being made fun of. Satire often draws on superiority theory, and if the 
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potential addressees of the satire coincide with those who are blamed, there is a chance 

of alienating those who might potentially be interested. The satire in question is the 

product of a large Hollywood production, which, with its star-studded cast, might also 

be perceived as a far-off elite, thus weakening the satiric force that an outside 

perspective would have had (Little 2022). For this reason, Zekavat and Scheel stress 

numerous times that the format should be adapted to the context and that the 

communicator should be perceived as relatable by the addressed audience. This should 

be sought by addressing not only the rational aspect of the matter, but also its visceral 

aspects (Zekavat and Scheel 2023). 

7.2.3 Economic Embeddedness of Art 

 

Another important aspect that is an inherent limitation of comedy, and more generally 

art in the context of neoliberal capitalism, is the embeddedness of art within the 

economic paradigm. The director McKay underlined this insight in an interview while 

talking about the movie, yet further reflections can be made considering the different 

formats comedy and satire assume within the western context (Hickman 2024). The 

structures in which comedic formats addressing climate change are integrated are tightly 

knit into the fabric of economic production. The movie responds to distribution and film 

market dynamics; other formats require tickets, views, and funding to exist and be 

brought to the public. Co-optation by capitalism of counternarratives is a well-

established phenomenon by which companies exploit these critiques in their favor, 

eventually profiting from them. Satire, hijacking, and comedic efforts must decidedly 

hit these actors and be conscious of the disparity in availability of budgets and the 

means former have. Otherwise, the critique risks assuming the role of the carnival: 

despite being the occasion of bodily liberation and a moment of absence of control, it 

eventually serves the purpose of reinforcing the established order (Riesch 2015). 

7.2.4 Polysemy Of Art 

 

The polysemy and ambiguity of humorous formats is also a potential limit: drawing 

again on the example of Don’t Look Up, a study by Sels at al. looked at the discussion 

the movie sparked on the discussion platform Reddit: although quite openly an allegory 
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of climate change, users platform were able to find parallels to the COVID-19 pandemic 

situation, to the general dynamics of US politics, to Trump’s MAGA campaign, to 

capitalism and more in general to human behavior patterns (Sels et al. 2025). The 

variety of discussions that an artistic endeavor sparks is a trait of value, but it can be 

perceived as a deviation from persuasion to behavioral change, especially if one thinks 

of the limited time span available to achieve the 2030 Paris Agreement goals.  

Zekavat and Scheel pointed to the possibility of misunderstandings caused by humor 

as a possible barrier to humorous climate communication. Yet, are misunderstandings 

inherently problematic? It could be argued that the generated incomprehension could be 

the opportunity for initiating a discussion that genuinely acknowledges the whole 

spectrum of feelings that underlie the reaction to what climate change already is and 

will be in the future. Comedy functions as a safety net in which it is possible to entertain 

a range of thoughts that would be questionable outside of it, without necessarily 

endorsing them (Benn 2024).  

7.3 Legal Framework For Humorous Climate Communication 

 

Climate communication that exploits humor finds itself in the overlapping realms of 

humor and climate communication, and the related legal implications and limitations 

attached to them.  

In the case of humor, the limitations attached to it are related to the allowances of 

freedom of speech, while climate communication is linked to the endorsement of 

environmental protection at large, as well as public participation frameworks. The legal 

framework that grants the maintenance of freedom of speech on one hand, and 

environmental protection in the face of climate change on the other, is safeguarded by 

different sets of legislation across different governance structures, presented in the 

following sections.  

7.3.1 Legal Framework For Humor: Freedom Of Speech And Artistic Freedom 

 

Humor, comedy, and satire often redefine what is permissible and actively engage the 

audience in becoming aware of the limitations that surround particular topics. In 
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situations of democratic backsliding or crackdowns by authoritarian authorities, 

comedians, cartoonists, and other comedy makers are frequently among the first 

victims. The legislation stemming from international human rights is the most important 

tool for defending humorous expression against these pervasive attacks (Godioli et al. 

2025). 

The international standards that relate to humor and the freedom of expression 

comprise the articles 19 and 20 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) 

In the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) articles 19 and 

20 set off the framework for humor and freedom of expression. These have their 

regional counterparts in article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights, in 

articles 11 and 13 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and in article 13 of the 

American Convention on Human Rights. In a ruling expressed by the European Court 

of Human Rights humor and satire apply “not only to ‘information’ or ‘ideas’ that are 

favorably received or regarded as inoffensive or as a matter of indifference, but also to 

those that offend, shock or disturb the State or any sector of the population”, given that 

they are articulations of the freedom of expression (Handyside v. United Kingdom, at 

49) (Godioli et al. 2025).  

To the abovementioned framework can be added that of the protection recognized for 

artistic production. In the context of international laws, art benefits from the Art. 27 of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), while in the context of European 

Law, artistic expression is protected by Art. 10 on freedom of expression. The American 

Convention on Human Rights enshrines the right in Art. 13, the African Charter on 

Human and People’s Rights in Art. 17, the ASEAN Human in Art. 32. In the case of 

Italy, there is a dedicated article, Art. 22, that safeguards the freedom of science and art.  

7.3.2 Legal Framework for Climate Communication 

 

The United Nations considers access to accurate and reliable information about climate 

change as a human right (Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of 

Human Rights in the Context of Climate Change 2024), so much so that it has been 
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proposed that climate denial should be treated in the same manner as a crime against 

humanity, delving into a composite construction of “deception, misrepresentation, 

concealment, factual omissions and other ‘badges’ or indications of fraud” (Tucker 

2012, 891).  

The rights of the environment are differently located depending on the level of 

governance taken into account. In the case of Europe, there is a focus on sustainable 

development at the level of the Treaty of the European Union, as for example in Art. 3 

and Art. 21 par. 2, lett. d) of the TEU, but also on the preservation and improvement of 

the “environment and the sustainable management of global natural resources, to ensure 

sustainable development”, in Art. 21 par. 2, lett. f) of the same text. The Art. 27 of the 

EU Charter of Fundamental Rights has a dedicated chapter dedicated to environmental 

protection; in the Treaty of Functioning of the European Union the Environment is set 

as a shared competence among States and according to Art. 11 “Environmental 

protection requirements must be integrated into the definition and implementation of the 

Union's policies and activities, in particular with a view to promoting sustainable 

development” (TFEU 2012). In the same document, the Title XX, Art. 191 par. 1 is 

explicitly dedicated to the environment and states that the union policy shall contribute 

to the preservation, protection, and improvement of the quality of the environment, the 

protection of human health, the rational use of natural resources, and the promotion of 

measures at the international level to deal with global environmental problems, among 

which is climate change.  

The single State laws also foresee environmental protection: in the case of Italy the 

Art. 9 was amended in 2022 to include environmental protection and ecological 

biodiversity in the interest of future generations. This law echoes legal frameworks 

present in other States, as for example Germany’s Art. 20. In the case of the US, a 

dedicated organ, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) advises the government 

on environmental issues. Nonetheless, this organ is susceptible to political twists and 

turns, as the recent news of environmental deregulations following Trump’s election has 

shown (US EPA 2025).  

Another legal framework that enables the availability of information and 

participation of citizens in the process of environmental protection is the right of public 
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participation. The EU signed the Aarhus Convention in 1998: this agreement grants the 

right to information, public participation in decision-making, and access to justice in 

environmental matters. The Aarhus Convention was transposed by the EU into separate 

directives: the Access to Environmental Information Directive (2003/4/EC), Public 

Participation Directive 2003/35/EC, Environmental Impact Assessment Directive 

85/337/EEC, and the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive 2001/42/EC. 

The Aarhus Regulation extended the Regulation (EC) No 1049/2001 of the European 

Parliament and of the Council regarding public access of environmental information to 

all EU institutions and bodies, and lastly in 2021 the EU adopted Regulation (EU) 

2021/1767 that amended Regulation 1367/2006 to allow for better public scrutiny of EU 

acts affecting the environment by NGOs and other members of the public (European 

Commission 2021). 

7.3.3 Strategic Litigations Against Public Participation (SLAPPs) 

 

Public watchdogs have a crucial role in maintaining and safeguarding the freedoms and 

rights of public participation and satirical outlets intended to uncover unlawful practices 

enacted by large corporations against climate action. Public watchdogs comprehend 

journalists, investigative reporters, activists, environmental and transparency/anti-

corruption activists, human rights defenders, civil society organizations, NGOs and 

campaigning organizations, academics, whistleblowers, and trade unions and 

professional associations (Daphne Caruana Galizia Foundation and Coalition Against 

SLAPPs in Europe 2024). These actors are liable to a high level of protection based on 

Art. 10 according to the ECHR (European Court of Human Rights 2022). 

Corporations unwilling to comply with restrictions or transformations necessary to 

mitigate their impact, and/or who have been exposed by the work of public watchdogs, 

have resorted to strategic litigations against public participation (SLAPPs). Within this 

framework, SLAPPs constitute a further articulation of climate obstruction. According 

to the comparative study by EU Citizen, the Academic Network on European Citizen, 

SLAPPs are: 

meritless or vexatious lawsuits and other forms of legal action initiated by state organs, business 

corporations and individuals in power against weaker parties – journalists, civil society organizations, 
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human rights defenders, and others – who express an opinion or convey information on a public 

matter that is perceived as unfavorable or otherwise uncomfortable to the powerful. The main aim of 

SLAPP suits is not to obtain a favorable judgment in court, but instead to initiate legal proceedings in 

an attempt to intimidate and deplete the resources of the targets of SLAPP suits. The ultimate goal is 

to discourage them and others from expressing their critical views (Bayer et al. 2021). 

A report mapping SLAPPs in the EU found that all member States (except for six of 

them) criminalize defamation, so much so that in all but one of them, it can be punished 

with imprisonment (Bayer et al. 2021). These SLAPP cases impose a chilling effect on 

the freedom of the press and the work of civil society organizations. Public watchdogs 

are the most common target of SLAPP suits. These civil society figures actively partake 

in combating corruption, fraud, clientelism, and other illegal endeavors that negatively 

impact national economies and the EU budget, and concur in the unlawful lack of 

climate action. SLAPP cases hamper investigations and disclosure, which could 

otherwise lead to improved enforcement of climate policies. 

SLAPPS infringe many rights, among which some are fundamental: article 2 and 6 

of the TEU, article 11 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, article 10 of the 

European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), article 19 of the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights as well as the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, article 21(1) of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights and article 25 

of the International Covenant on Covil and Political Rights (Bayer et al. 2021).  

The Coalition Against SLAPPs in Europe has compiled a list of current cases on a 

dedicated website, which includes corporations as well as politicians or businessmen, as 

Eni, TotalEnergies, Italy’s Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni, or Russian oligarch Roman 

Abramovich (CASE - Coalition Against SLAPPs in the EU 2025). The Business and 

Human Rights Resource Centre also hosts a database of SLAPPs cases around the 

world: according to the report released by the center 73% of these SLAPPs were 

brought in countries in the Global South, and the most cases in Latin America (39%), 

followed by Asia and the Pacific (25%), Europe & Central Asia (18%), Africa (8.5%), 

and North America (9%) (Greenberg 2025; Business & Human Rights Resource Centre 

2021).  

In the last years, the fossil fuel industry has largely resorted to SLAPPs: a 2022 

report from EarthRight International found the industry used SLAPPs to intimidate 
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approximately number of 150 persons and organizations over the previous 10 years 

(EarthRight International 2022; Greenberg 2025). 

The writers of the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre observed that the 

number of identified SLAPP cases across the globe between 2015-2021 is 355, yet the 

dark figure of unreported cases might be much higher: threat letters might sometimes 

suffice to silence engaged justice advocates (Business & Human Rights Resource 

Centre 2021). It is pivotal that public watchdogs surveil and inquire how corporations 

and state actors impair the workings of democracy to achieve their own goals at the 

expense of present and future generations.  

7.3.4 Fighting SLAPPs the Institutional Way 

 

The measures available to counter the practice of SLAPPs were sought to be resolved 

on an institutional level: the Coalition Against Public Participation (CASE) and 

Pioneering anti-SLAPP Training for Freedom of Expression (PATFox) sought to provide 

viable first aid to counter SLAPP suits in the EU, as well as lobbying for the 

institutional provision of legal tools to tackle the practice (CASE - Coalition Against 

SLAPPs in the EU 2024; PATFox 2023).  

The Council of Europe in 2022 proposed a directive intended to halt the strategic use 

of SLAPPs: the directive was eventually approved in 2024 with the name Directive 

(EU) 2024/1069 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 April 2024 on 

protecting persons who engage in public participation from manifestly unfounded 

claims or abusive court proceedings (European Commission 2024b).  

Although only halfway through the 2-year time available for national transposition, 

only Malta and Romania have transposed the directive into national Law (European 

Commission 2025a). Notably, Malta was deeply involved in the backlash caused by the 

murder of Maltese investigative journalist Daphne Galizia Caruana in 2017, who was, at 

the time, the person most targeted by SLAPPs in the country. Her work was closely 

related to the Panama Papers, which uncovered widespread corruption and money 

laundering in many countries all over the world. 
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In the US, the Public Participation Project (PPP) has been active since 2008 to ensure 

the countering of the practice of SLAPP. In 2022, Congressional representative Jamie 

Raskin, a Democrat from Maryland, introduced the country’s first federal anti-SLAPP 

bill, although it has not been approved yet as federal law. Still, more than 30 states in 

the US have state anti-SLAPP laws, and their number is increasing (Institute For Free 

Speech 2025).  

7.4 Effectiveness of Humor in Climate Communication 

 

Zekavat and Scheel point out that there are gaps in the research regarding the 

effectiveness of humorous approaches to climate communications. Future investigations 

should be carried out in order to assess this complex phenomenon using multimodal 

approaches, including self-assessments, repeated observations, or using multiple 

situations. The limitations are given by the study design and by the difficulty of 

determining scientific criteria for establishing humor, but also behavioral changes 

(Zekavat and Scheel 2023).  

The practices addressing climate change through satire and humor are inherently 

non-violent. Can these practices be enacted even in contexts in which violence is 

present? Are they sufficient? The clown Scemok Holmes pointed out that the clowning 

practice is quite unproblematic, also because they don't get shot.  

Andreas Malm in How To Blow Up A Pipeline (2021) problematized the climate 

movements’ aversion to violence, and the lack of recognition of the strategic use of 

property damage in previous social movements, like those of civil rights and 

suffragettes. The “quietism” of the climate movement is hampering it from achieving 

real improvements in climate mitigation policies. Malm advocates for strategic 

interventions aimed at crucial infrastructure, in particular to that of fossil fuel 

production and distribution (Malm 2021). The State’s reaction to these actions, 

however, has meant, alongside the general democratic backsliding that is taking place in 

the Global North (but not only), increased and harshened measures to prevent these, as 

it is the case for the Italian DL 1660 (Camilli 2025).  
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Nonetheless, these violent, disruptive actions should be avoided as long as possible 

and should not target people. These actions can, however, have a positive side-effect, 

namely the radical flank effect. This takes place when a social movement's more radical 

faction causes a boost in the support for its moderate factions. This, in turn, leads to the 

shift of the Overton (Malm 2021; Thomas-Walters et al. 2025). The Overton window is 

a concept drawn from political science, and it illustrates the variety of viewpoints on a 

topic that the general public is open to accept. To put it briefly, it determines what is 

now feasible and, hence, politically acceptable. The political viability can and does 

evolve with time, thanks to the work of public watchdogs and civil society at large (The 

Lancet Planetary Health 2021). The shift can thus be harnessed by less radical parts of 

the movement to foster conversations and societal change, even if little by little, by 

using humor.  

 

Fig. 7.1: Cartoon by Rohan Chakravarty on the intersectionality in the climate justice 

movement (Zekavat and Scheel 2023, 178).  
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One could ask, eventually, whether it is appropriate to laugh about the current 

climate crisis while being in a privileged position in the Global North. The distance 

available to the States that have the financial and infrastructural means of adapting to 

climate change is different than that of MAPAs. This privilege needs to be 

acknowledged. The literature consulted for the purpose of this thesis, however, focused 

primarily on Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic contexts, as the 

cartoon of Fig. 7.1 stresses.  

The case of climate injustice, Kyle Powys Whyte (Potawatomi) notes, constitutes for 

Indigenous people the experience of a déjà vu, rather than that of a specter of a new 

future (Seymour 2018). And the use of humor in these communities has often been 

overlooked, as Vine Deloria states: 

 

It has always been a great disappointment to Indian people that the humorous side of Indian life has not 

been emphasized by professed experts […] Indians have found a humorous side to nearly every problem 

[…] The more desperate the problem, the more humor is directed to describe it (Deloria 1989 in Seymour 

2018, 154). 

 

This doesn’t intend to capitalize on indigenous knowledge, exploiting it, yet it hints 

at the availability of humor as a way of tackling complex and traumatic experiences of 

disruption encompassing all spheres of existence. It is of utter importance to recognize 

the centrality of context: if a strategy functions in one, that doesn’t mean it necessarily 

works in another. 

The limitations singled out in this chapter should be seen as guidelines for crafting 

communication efforts, to recognize and work within them rather than against them. 
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Conclusions 

 

The current democratic backsliding in Europe and the US is angering and scary. The 

rollback on important steps towards climate mitigation and measures towards a more 

sustainable economy (notwithstanding the commitments signed in recent years) poses 

strong threats to current and future generations on Earth. Yet, it is vital to acknowledge 

the feedback the current systems are giving to protests and manifestations of discontent 

in the face of missed opportunities in tackling climate change. Ignoring these responses 

would be harmful for the movements and scientific community active in climate 

communication: these signals lay bare the power dynamics that underlie the very 

conditions that created the current crisis in the first place.  

This is of utter importance, particularly in the current escalating situation that sees a 

clear shift away from green investments towards massive capital expenditure plans in 

rearming and defense measures, both at the European and NATO level. It is quite 

evident that war-making is counterproductive in the pursuit of climate goals, and the 

inevitable pitfalls involving logics of extraction, loss of arable land, emissions, ecocide, 

that altogether oil the unrestricted neoliberal capitalist paradigm of resource 

exploitation. The centrality of the involvement of civil society in this process cannot be 

overstated: the creation of a culture of care that holds the governmental actors 

accountable for staying on track with long-term climate commitments is key.  

Reacting creatively to restrictive protest measures and adverse feedback is a 

fundamental ingredient in the progress of shaping climate justice, avoiding giving in to 

doomist and apocalyptic narratives. These plots culminate with escapist fantasies of 

extraterrestrial possibilities of colonization of other planets sponsored by wealthy 

billionaires who have not a single interest in the entangled struggle of the well-being of 

humans and non-humans on Earth.  

Not everyone can be convinced of the urgency of the societal change to mitigate the 

effects of climate change. On top of that, contrarian opinions do matter, as they show 

the way to weaknesses in presented solutions and strategies. For these reasons, it is 

advisable to work with the “persuadables”, namely those who can be moved to climate 

action and are not completely averse to it. The creation of spaces to engage in climate 
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conversations, especially outside of activist circles, contributes to the upkeep of climate 

communication, even in the face of increased restrictions. A powerful example of this 

“oblique” tactic is the collaboration of salon owner and hairdresser Paloma Garcia, the 

climate scientist Lesley Hughes, and social scientist Rebecca Huntley: the program “A 

Brush with Climate” is the joint effort that trains hairdressers to talk about climate 

change in a familiar setting, which is that of a hairdressing salon. The professionals are 

asked to chat about the actions clients can take in countering climate change, as for 

example sustainable banking, energy providers, meat intake, but also fossil fuel 

industries and how they are linked to climate change. They are also trained on the 

spectrum of favorable or contrarian opinions they can encounter, so they can adapt the 

conversations accordingly (Readfearn 2023). This example does not involve humor, but 

shows how incremental change can be seamlessly threaded in daily life conversations.  

There are different layers of actions, and humor and satire can be threaded through 

these other formats and strategies to have the conversation about climate change and 

climate justice. Similarly, humor can provide the base for real-life conversations if 

developed as a complementary tool in building situations in which meaningful climate 

action conversations are woven in. Humor, satire, and laughing can function as a coping 

mechanism that enables one to acknowledge pain, discomfort, and the idiosyncrasies 

that permeate the climate crisis and all the other crises that are rooted within it, creating 

durable bonds that foster the growth of people, even in disparaging times.  

Humor is not an answer for all situations, and should rather be considered as a 

strategy among many. There is, of course, the risk that the proposed strategies end up 

being coopted by the very structures and corporations humor intends to address, but that 

does not mean it is a reason not to try engaging with humorous formats in bridging 

alliances and trying to engage different types of audiences with them in the appropriate 

situations. The question of how humor can be helpful in situations of escalation and 

violence is a potent one: the work of the CIRCA, the Clown Army, can pave the way in 

the de-escalation of conflicts. Yet, the question of whether humor can still be an answer 

in a context in which violence is present remains, and cannot be answered within the 

context of this thesis.  
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The use of satire and humor can help in staying with the uncertainty of the current 

times, in shaping an alternative that goes beyond the dualisms of optimism and 

pessimism, as well as dystopias and utopias. There is a pressing need to weave another 

narrative, one of belonging and building, without giving in to the ghosts evoked by 

dystopian narratives, or equally disparaging ones, like that of Deep Adaptation. Deep 

Adaptation, a term introduced by Jem Bendell, indicates the inevitability of societal 

collapse and the necessary adaptation needed to cope with it. In the critique of the term, 

Nicholas et al. suggest that rather than accepting the narrative of deep adaptation, the 

choice has to be made between two different sides: on the one hand, the ignorance of 

the problem, bound by greenwashed capitalism, as well as a false, disturbing, and overly 

certain narrative proposed by Deep Adaptation. In the other is the uncertainty offered by 

the scientific consensus, while struggling with the need to “mourn what is already lost, 

and strive to adapt, mitigate, and create an environmentally just society. Uncertainty is a 

hard road to take, but it is the only honest option” (Nicholas et al. 2020). And humor 

can definitely help in navigating the ambiguity of the path, as the presented case studies 

have shown.  

The current times require recognizing the ghosts of fascism that are looming over 

Western democracies, following Umberto Eco’s invitation to check for Ur-Fascism in 

the different disguises it assumes, because “freedom and liberation are an unending 

task” (Eco 1995). For this reason both scientists and activists need to confront these 

closures in their paths in climate communication and weave their struggles with others, 

so that climate justice movements can become closer to other, and at a first glance more 

pressing, struggles of society: the example of the GKN in Florence, Italy, has shown 

that workers’ struggles for wages and relocation, urban regeneration, and ecological 

transition can be weaved together in collective processes that offer viable possibilities 

for thriving.  

Humor’s disruptive force is a powerful help in addressing high-ups in power: the 

case of South Park in July 2025, releasing the very first episode of the latest series of 

the program depicting Trump naked and being commented upon by the president, shows 

that satire is alive and well (Cain 2025). Of course, not all confrontations are harmless 

and resolved in a quick exchange: a whole spectrum of restrictive measures can be 



 

101 

 

encountered as chapter 4 on climate obstruction has laid plain. Nonetheless, these 

moments of friction constitute occasions in which communicators and activists can 

actively engage with the workings of power misalignments, expose them, and catalyze 

for the wider audience. Their presence, alongside that of comedians, is a reminder that 

the rights of freedom of speech and of expression are paramount to the healthy 

functioning of democracies. As the German writer and journalist Kurt Tucholsky wrote 

in 1929, it is fundamental to remember that language is a weapon, and it should be kept 

sharp (Busche 2015). And the sharpness of language for engaging disparate audiences is 

exponentially bigger if activists, scientists, communicators, and comedians collaborate 

with each other on the task.  

The making of spaces for exchange of skills and the production of enriching climate 

conversation should be animated by joy. Montgomery and Bergman stressed the 

centrality of the aspect of joyful transformation, which they define as:  

A joyful process of transformation might involve happiness, but it tends to entail a whole range of 

feelings at once: it might feel overwhelming, painful, dramatic, and world-shaking, or subtle and 

uncanny. Joy rarely feels comfortable or easy, because it transforms and reorients people and 

relationships. Rather than the desire to exploit, control, and direct others, it is resonant with emergent 

and collective capacities to do things, make things, undo painful habits, and nurture enabling ways of 

being together (Montgomery and Bergman 2017, 21). 

Joy can thus be an act of resistance, and joy fosters hope and insists on the making of 

hope. Rebecca Solnit in her book Hope in the Dark crystallized a helpful definition of 

hope, that is not a simplistic optimistic expectation that everything will be fine, but 

rather the making of “perspectives with specific possibilities, ones that invite or demand 

that we act” (Solnit 2016b). It is work, conscious of the field and the effort that needs to 

be put into it. Change happens rarely on a single, neatly arranged path, and humor in the 

context of climate communication could provide for an unexpected expedient for 

building alliances and addressing the climate crisis holistically. As Solnit says, 

“sometimes it’s as complex as chaos theory and as slow as evolution. Even things that 

seem to happen suddenly arise from deep roots in the past or from long-dormant seeds” 

(Solnit 2016a). 

Shaping a viable alternative through creative endeavors was stressed in many 

contexts in the consulted literature. These efforts constitute articulations of what 

Seymour called “artful endurance”: these efforts that circumvent the linear and expected 
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path of mainstream environmentalism are central in crafting other paths that previous 

strategies have not been able to beat, and thus possibly engage wider audiences that 

would have previously felt put off by the sanctimonious attitude of environmentalists 

(Seymour 2018). Making these happen requires patience, dedication, and work. The 

singer, songwriter, and producer Björk declared in a 2017 interview linked to her album 

Utopia, when asked whether her utopia had come true, answered:  

i feel in this time of trump it is a necessity to have a plan, a manifesto, an alternative. it’s a question of 

life and death for our species. as a musician i feel i can suggest the musical poetic angle which is that 

after tragedies one has to invent a new world, knit it or embroider, make it up. it’s not gonna be given 

to you because you deserve it, it doesn’t work that way. you have to imagine something that doesn’t 

exist and dig a cave into the future and demand space. it’s a territorial hope affair. at the time, that 

digging is utopian but in the future it will become your reality (Björk 2017). 

The “territorial hope affair” discloses that the process is demanding and needs 

nurturing over time, by creatives and non, so that a future and climate just reality can be 

achieved. This is a start, and the work is all to be done.  
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