
 

 

 

Chapter 1 Extract  

 

Climate change was first proposed in the 1820s when mathematician and physicist, Joseph 

Fourier identified a number of mechanisms that could account for Earth’s extra warmth. He 

proposed what is now widely recognised as “the greenhouse effect”1 a process where 

“molecules of certain gases trap heat”.2 However, it wasn’t until 1938, when Guy Stewart 

Callendar made measurements and calculations, that “the greenhouse effect” was proven to be 

the cause for global warming. Callendar’s claims were “largely met with scepticism”3 which was 

typical of the early 20th century’s trend of environmental denial, “a denial of facts and 

circumstances that don't fit religious or traditional beliefs”.4 The generation growing up through 

this era of climate change revelation was the ‘Silent Generation’, who are often referred to as 

“traditionalists” for their “conservative”5 philosophies. This generally meant that these 

traditionalists weren’t open to claims of human-induced global warming as it didn't reflect their 

beliefs. It can be inferred that environmental denial has remained an element of continuity 

throughout the life course of older generations as they are known to “carry their core values 

across their life spans”.6 According to the “Echo Chamber Effect” theory, “people expose 

themselves only to beliefs that reinforce their own, through their own social networks, which 

may reinforce their views”.7 This theory therefore supports the reason the that 

“environmentalism” has been “identified as an issue for an aging population”,8 thus allowing for 

the continuation of a trend of environmental denial. This is because older generations, over 

their life course, have surrounded themselves with people who share similar traditional values 

and ideologies about climate change, most likely people of a similar age demographic. The 

results of my questionnaire9 supported this notion, with 57.8% of respondents agreeing that 

older generations continue to be more likely to show environmental denial. This suggests that 

there is a general consensus that older generations demonstrate environmental and climate 
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change denial. However, this may not be representative of the opinion and evaluations of the 

older generations themselves.  In my questionnaire,10 63.3% of respondents aged 70 and over 

agreed that climate change is a real issue we are facing in our society. It should be noted, 

however, that only 3.2% of respondents were aged 70 and over, the age category of members 

of the ‘silent generation’. This demonstrates a considerable age bias among my sample of 

respondents, as 29% were aged 13-19. It was therefore not equally representative of the 

opinions of all age groups, particularly of the silent generation. Only a small representation of 

this generation commented on the connection between older generations and environmental 

denial. 
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