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Abstract

The years of 2023 and 2024 reminded us again of the urgent need to mitigate
climate change. Despite the warnings from climate science, narratives of deni-
al continue to spread on social media. This article aims to explore how climate
change rejection becomes naturalized through the construction of “common
sense”. Engaging with previous literature on critical folkloristics as an approach
to contemporary folklore, I introduce Fredric Jameson’s hermeneutic mod-
el for allegorical interpretation as a potential framework for understanding
such narratives not merely as peripheral expressions, but as manifestations of
broader cultural, social, and historical movements. In the empirical material,
the figure of Galileo Galilei serves as a symbol embodying the climate skeptic
community while framing the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) as an authoritarian force driven by religious beliefs. This allegorical
construct reveals a collective identity forged through exclusion and a defense
of fossil capitalism, thereby reinforcing existing inequalities and injustices.
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Introduction

The individual narrative is to be grasped as the imaginary resolution
to a real contradiction.
(Fredric Jameson in The Political Unconscious)

“We don’t have a climate crisis. We have a crisis in common sense and hon-
esty.” The quotation, collected as part of my empirical research,' instantly re-
ceived numerous likes in the Facebook group. In just two sentences, it also sum-
marises the concerns that lie at the heart of the present article: How does the
discursive struggle over what common sense constitutes take form in digital
narratives of climate denial, and how might scholars in the fields of ethnology
and folkloristics grasp what the narratives do? The years 2023 and 2024 broke
many unwanted records in terms of temperature increase (Copernicus 2023;
NASA 2024). The results of the measurements left the climate research com-
munity puzzled since the increase was higher than anticipated. In the spring
of 2023, the sixth synthesising assessment by the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (henceforth IPCC) was also released. The United Nations body,
which assesses scientific research on climate change, concluded that, yet again,
a vast shift away from fossil fuel dependency is needed to bend the curve. In
the realm of social media, the reality of the climate crisis is portrayed in a vast-
ly different manner. Climate obstructionist narratives, where the results of the
report are rejected, tend to spread quickly in digital environments, adding to
an already established phenomenon of denial. Despite previous attempts at
regulating false information on social media platforms, such content contin-
ues to gain traction (Grotz 2023). Meta recently announced the decision to end
fact-checking and restrictions on its platforms, claiming freedom of expression
as an argument (Bobrowsky and Vipers 2025). As the owner of the social media
platforms Facebook and Instagram, such a shift in policy illustrates the acute
need to continuously and even more vigorously critically analyse social media
content and its political and social implications.

Attempts by industries and political sectors to naturalise climate denial
macro narratives have been researched to a great extent during the past fif-
teen years (see, e.g. Brulle 2013; Dunlap and McCright 2015; McKie 2018).
Hultman, Forchtner and Ekberg (2022) conclude that “[p]olitical ideologies
and agendas that build on conservatism and protecting ethnic/racial or class-
based (real or imagined) hierarchies are the ones consistently linked to ob-
structing climate science and action”. Though folkloristic research has for some

1 This article has been written within the framework of my ongoing doctoral research
project, which explores the shaping of common sense in climate discourses.
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time focused on narratives of climate change, including vernacular expres-
sions (Kverndokk 2018, 2021; Eriksen 2021; Asplund Ingemark 2021), the
specificity of climate obstructionist texts still awaits more thorough analysis.
Through micro practices in people’s everyday life online, past historical events
are transformed and used to denounce contemporary climate developments.
At the heart of such efforts lies a construction of common sense argued both
as a capacity and as a set of ideas.

Analysis of common-sense influence as a political tool has previously been
conducted within related humanist fields, such as the history of ideas, cultural
studies and anthropology (Hall 2013; Rosenberg 2018; Crehan 2018). Within
the field of folklore studies, Gencarella (2011) has entered into dialogue with
Antonio Gramsci, suggesting that folklore is a constitutive part of common
sense.”? While the commonsensical dimension of human perception is an in-
herent part of everyday social reality, analysis of common sense - including
its political implications — is rare within the fields of ethnology and folklore
studies. Knowledge of how narratives on social media form a naturalised re-
jection of climate change would contribute to attempts at identifying the po-
litical and cultural challenges involved in mitigating climate change. Given the
increasing importance of social media as an arena for communicating political
concerns, it is vital to identify how common sense is shaped online.

How might scholars in the fields of ethnology and folkloristics address these
and other cultural expressions with respect to the multiple societal crises of
our time? In this article, departing from Fredric Jameson’s model for allegor-
ical analysis as well as critical folkloristics, I ask how working with theoreti-
cal understandings can guide the analysis of empirical material. By engaging
with previous reflections, as expressed by Gencarella (2009, 2010), McDon-
ald (2020) and Buccitelli (2020), critical folkloristics offers a methodological
approach where folklore is understood as politically charged and situated in
relation to overarching societal discourses. In advocating for its development,
Gencarella (2011) draws on various political thinkers and critical academic
traditions. However, neither he nor other scholars have adequately addressed
Jameson’s analytical tools. This article continues the development of critical
folkloristics by adding central parts of Jameson’s theoretical framework to the
discussion. Jameson’s model for allegorical analysis may well prove useful for
the discussion on theoretical choices as we approach the study of digital cul-
ture from the standpoint of both ethnology and folklore studies. The attempt

2 Gencarella (2009, 2011) addresses the legacy of Gramsci, suggesting the develop-
ment of critical folklore studies necessitates engaging with his understanding of the
entanglement of folklore in the formation of common sense, and by extension, its role
in upholding hegemony — or challenging it through counterhegemonic interventions.
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to uncover how narratives are formed in relation to contemporary ideological
changes and historical movements is perhaps especially relevant today, a time
governed by vast political and social transformations.

Understanding the narrations as social media performances raises the
question of how they are made socially desirable. In this article, I analyse the
narrative constructs in relation to contemporary political climate discourse on
a macro level. In addition, I trace the historical, cultural, and political move-
ments that legitimise the position of such narratives. The empirical material
for analysis centers around narratives of the Inquisition of Galileo Galilei by
the Roman Catholic Church and the notion of authoritarianism to describe
the climate sceptic movement’s self-proclaimed relationship to the climate re-
search environment. I propose the texts forge a dualist construct where the
people as a political subject is embodied through the aestheticised historical
figure of Galileo Galilei, in contrast to the climate research community, which
is supposedly driven by religious belief and a will to power. I suggest that the
Swedish societal self-image of secularism contributes to the narratives’ pow-
er. The dismissal of — or doubt in - climate science is central, reflecting the
broader contemporary epistemic crisis. Thereby, the narratives nourish dis-
trust not only in climate science but also in the societal institutions that to-
gether uphold democratic values.

Critical Folkloristics as a Mode of Research

The term critical folkloristics, or critical folklore studies, was first coined by
Stephen Gencarella (2009, 2010, 2011). Drawing from critical theory, critical
folkloristics operates under a broader ideological framework that examines
how established knowledge, values and beliefs are formed and altered. It aims
to reveal the potential for change and transformation by closely analysing
discourse and positioning and offering alternative narratives and action-ori-
ented research methods. Gencarella emphasises the role of critique and in-
terdisciplinarity in the development of critical folklore studies, stating that:

“Critical” in this sense concerns the active pursuit of emancipation from oppression,
the recognition and address of domination and privilege, and the promotion of dem-
ocratic social change, akin to the intercessory work of, for example, critical cultural
studies, critical ethnography, and critical pedagogy. (Gencarella 2011, 251-252.)

As amode of research, critical folkloristics is thus a possible methodological
choice both for contemporary ethnology and folklore studies. It is important
to underline here that critical analysis within ethnology and folklore studies
is by no means new. Thus, I want to highlight the significance of previous re-
search that addresses experiences of marginalisation, racism, sexism, classism,
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homophobia and the digital practice of hate speech (see Farahani 2008; Meder
2009; Deem 2023; Kodish 2011; Noyes 2018; Oring 2006; Pripp 2011; Svens-
son 2013; Sandell 2022). However, given contemporary political and social
developments, Mills (2020, 384) concludes scholars are required “[y]et again
to assess critical applications: the critical social impacts of our work, not to
say the political locations and conditions of that work”. Thus, there is an ex-
pressed need to evaluate the social and political impact that research has on
the present-day political and cultural climate. Conversely, we must also reflect
on how such work is politically situated.

Given the present social and political developments, where expressions
of racism, speciesism or other ideological conceptions assert certain forms
of domination through exclusion, new methodological and analytical tools
are required. Aside from attending to the question on the necessity to assess
the political impact of scholarly work and how this type of work is conducted,
there is also a need to reflect on the chosen areas of interest. Buccitelli (2020)
notes that attempts to analyse narratives that discriminate or take anti-demo-
cratic positions not only as cultural expressions but also as politically effective
strategies have been limited. Scholars have instead focused more on initiatives
aimed at uplifting and affirming marginalised communities. By underlining the
importance of the latter, a lack of the former makes the academic discussion
“incomplete at best, and counterproductive at worst” (Buccitelli 2020, 421).
Narratives that reject climate change and, in the process, become part of our
everyday reality are not just opinions that contradict an already established
scientific conclusion but part of an actively constitutive discourse that nur-
tures the broader issue of distrust in academic society and democracy. Schol-
ars need to study the narratives as enactments that contain expressions with
political relevance, highlighting how they aestheticise contemporary political
divergences. Attempts to not only shed light on the textual content but also its
form - the process of transformation from idea to a naturalised understanding
of the phenomenon - will yield nuanced answers that acknowledge its political
influence. It is in response to Buccitelli’s call to examine expressions of domi-
nance that I explore what Jameson’s model for allegorical analysis can contrib-
ute to contemporary understandings of narratives of climate change denial.

The Empirical Material

This research study is based on an analysis of posts revolving around the top-
ics of climate change, Galileo and the Roman Catholic Church collected in a
public Swedish-speaking group on the social media platform Facebook. The
narratives first drew my attention because they differed drastically from oth-
er content shared in the climate group, both visually and in their textual com-
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position; amidst a series of posts showing contemporary graphs and statistics
and providing fact-based commentary, I suddenly found myself looking at an
18th-century painting of Galileo or photographs of the scientist’s ink drawings
of the cosmos on brown paper. The social media updates that drew connections
between 17th-century and the present, arguing for a rejection of climate science
through a somehow captivating reconstruction of the past to shed light on con-
temporary concerns. The material was collected using Facebook’s search function
in the group by typing keywords like “solar activity”, “sunspots” and “Galileo”.
Central to my analysis were the texts likening the IPCC to the Roman Catho-
lic Church and self-proclaimed climate sceptics to the scientist Galileo Galilei.

The corpus consists of approximately 60 posts gathered during 2024. The
data collection process and analysis were evaluated and approved by the Swed-
ish Ethics Review Board (Etikprévningsmyndigheten). The posts and Facebook
page are publicly available without needing membership to visit the platform.
To address further ethical considerations, [ have chosen not to publish the
name of the Facebook group or the original posts in Swedish. All quotations
have been reworked to limit the risk that they can be traced to an individual, but
have been treated with care so as not to lose their original tone and meaning.
The posts selected for analysis were chosen based on how well they captured
re-occurring formulations within the narratives, centering especially around
Galileo, the Inquisition, authoritarianism and economy. When doing a close
reading of the empirical material, I paid particular attention to word choices,
metaphors and unarticulated assumptions. The structure of the analysis fol-
lows Jameson’s model for allegorical analysis (1981), beginning at the textual
level and then proceeding to the ideological, discursive and historical levels.

The Facebook group has about 4000 registered members. However, since
it is public and the posts are visible even without membership, people regis-
tered on the platform can comment on or publish posts without being mem-
bers themselves, making it difficult to estimate how many people consume
the material. The group not only functions as a place where climate obstruc-
tionist narratives are reinforced; its stated aim is to facilitate discussions on
climate-related concerns. Several of the comments call into question posts that
contradict the understanding of climate change as caused by human influence
as well as narratives that question climate research in other ways.

Jameson’s Model for Allegorical Analysis

The literary scholar and philosopher Fredric Jameson provides ways to reflect
on the roles of history and politics in relation to narratives. He does so with-
out falling into the traps of a positivist understanding, where narrations are
situated with “history” as a backdrop. Neither does he subscribe to a materi-
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alist understanding of the aesthetic being the result of economic pre-condi-
tions alone; there is a potential for aesthetic expressions to transcend their
economic origins (Jameson 1990, 1991). This is not to say that history or the
economy lack importance. On the contrary, decoding the narrative’s relation
to both history and the economy is fundamental to his hermeneutics. How-
ever, the cultural sphere develops alongside other aspects of society and is
at the same time partly autonomous (Jameson 1981). In a continuous flow,
people attempt to make sense of political and social reality as they perceive it
through storytelling, regardless of whether the totality of the political reali-
ty no longer can be captured within the framework of a traditional narrative.

To understand how historical and material reality influence narratives,
Jameson turns to the Ptolemaic system of allegorical analysis developed in
medieval theological exegesis. Following this praxis, he views the text as filled
with meaning and subject it to multiple levels of interpretation (Jameson
1981, 2019). “The political unconscious” refers to the ideological and political
tensions conveyed in cultural expressions, albeit in an unconscious manner.
The task for the scholar then becomes to unpack the layers within particular
narratives, thereby making those meanings visible. It is this act of revelation,
of discovering a hidden ideology that is made possible through the method
of allegorical analysis:

[...] genuine allegory does not seek the “meaning” of a work, but rather functions to
reveal its structure of multiple meanings, and thereby to modify the very meaning of
the word meaning. (Jameson 2019, 18.)

Thus, the model does not explain the narrative in the sense that the differ-
entlayers can be viewed as pieces in a puzzle seamlessly connected to each oth-
er. Rather, it aims to identify dimensions that together will allow researchers
to see the tensions between them. For the analysis of the empirical material
compiled for this article, such an understanding provides a key to unlocking
texts that at first glance border on the realm of the absurd.

The allegorical model that Jameson developed includes four levels of in-
terpretation. They can be illustrated as follows:

Textual: the Inquisition

Symbolic: Galileo Galilei versus authoritarianism and/or the Roman Cath-

olic Church

Moral: the fate of Galileo

Anagogical: the fate of the people.

On the first level, it is the immediate textual content that is of analytic
interest. Researchers identify what lies at the surface: concrete sequences of
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events, characters and the (possible) storyline. On the second level, the nar-
rative is analysed in relation to its immediate societal context, where it is con-
sidered a socially symbolic act attempting to resolve or make sense of an expe-
rienced contradiction.’ Thus, at this level of analysis, researchers address the
textual content’s entanglement with the present and visible ideological con-
cerns (Jameson 1981). The third level of analysis concerns exploring the texts’
relations to discourse, ideas and worldviews and how they mirror, reproduce
or challenge power structures and the dominant ideology. The ambition is
to gain a deeper understanding of the ideological structures shaping textual
meaning, including the researcher’s own entanglement with the discourses.
The fourth, anagogigal level, of allegorical analysis is the most abstract and
at the same time the most extensive. Following Hegelian philosophy, it sug-
gests that researchers analyse the text through reference to (our joint) his-
tory. Thus, the three previous levels are meant as interpretative levels that
will open new understandings of the ways in which the narratives are formed
through historical movements.

The Inquisition of Galileo Galilei - a Contemporary Tale of Heroic
Intervention

This empirical part of the article explores the vernacular discourse on climate
change denial through an analysis of references to Galileo Galilei, the Roman
Catholic Church and/or the Inquisition in the 17% century. The reconfigura-
tion of the historical event seemingly fills a void in the attempt to make sense
of the stance against climate science while still positioning it as part of a sci-
entific discussion. Central to the reconfiguration effort is a historic retelling
of the Inquisition of Galileo and his theory supporting a heliocentric model
of the solar system. The collected material cannot be considered narratives in
the classic sense. Yet, they contain stories about the creation of the People*
as a political subject while explicitly opposing climate research in general, and

3 José Limén (1983, 49) has previously suggested that Jameson’s concept of narrative
as a socially symbolic act can serve as a possible starting point for introducing Marxist
theory into folklore studies: “This emphasis on process, production, and aesthetic
form would be highly compatible with performance — enactment- centered theories
of folklore (Abrahams 1977; Bauman 1975) but it would entail the understanding of
performances as fundamentally political acts [...].”

4 Regarding the narrated construct of the People, | here follow Gencarella, who in turn
refers to Laclau (2001), suggesting that folklore comprises two fundamental features
of such a construction: the central role of the reference to “the people” and its stated
opposition to the dominant ideology. As Gencarella (2009, 173) writes: “Folklore is
not something that a folk does; rather, it is something that, in its doing, constitutes
a folk, as both an immediate audience and a political category. Further, that doing
constitutes antagonists or enemies to that folk.”
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specifically the IPCC, stories which are repeated in a similar manner. Turning
to the role of the scientist in the 17th century as a symbol of the (rational)
people might at first glance seem surprising. Several well-known contempo-
raries within the sphere of social media who are attempting to diminish the
notion of the Anthropocene could have been chosen instead.’ Historical events
have, however, an advantage that the present does not: we already know how
the stories are usually retold.

When first engaging with the empirical material, I identified many of the
“tools” that have been addressed before, such as the cherry-picking of scientific
reports or results and misogynistic portrayals of prominent figures within the
climate movement, common within far-right digital media (Vowles 2024). One
reoccurring theme was solar activity as the cause of climate change. The argu-
ment has long been part of the rhetorical attempting to diminish the impact
of climate science. Conservative thinktanks in the US published material stat-
ing that global warming was caused by the sun already at the beginning of the
1990s (Oreskes and Conway 2010). Thus, the myth of solar activity prevalent
in a macro-political context reoccur on a micro level, albeit narrated in a some-
what different manner, explicitly likening climate sceptics’ position to that of
Galileo. The narratives also revolve around the subject of the scientific conflict
at the time: the insight that the sun did not revolve around the Earth, with the
opposite actually being the case, thus decentring the perceived importance of
the Earth. This realisation is highlighted in the empirical material in two ways,
each dependent on the other. It is first highlighted through its concrete rela-
tion to the myth of solar activity in the style of statements like “Already Galileo
realized that it is the sun that rules and not the other way around”. Secondly,
it is highlighted through a critique where the conception of the Anthropocene
islikened to a geocentric understanding of the cosmos. The idea that the earth
is at the centre of the universe and that humans were created in the image of
God is equated with anthropogenic notions of climate change through accusa-
tions of megalomania, attempts at playing God and a lack of perspective. The
posts are part of a digital flow, together with statistics and other visually en-
gaging content, which appeal to the desire to communicate science and ratio-
nality but that lacks any human figure. Thus, the figure of Galileo gives identity
to such a community; his role embodies the people as a constructed category.

Despite being rejected as plausible explanation for the climate crisis, the
myth of solar activity has still lingered. It functions as a critique of climate

5 For examples of such influencers and the digital content shared on social media, see
the report The new climate denial. How social media platforms and content producers
profit by spreading new forms of climate denial, produced by the Center for Countering
Digital Hate (CCDH 2024).
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research on multiple levels. The following two posts describe how Galileo
even today must struggle against the contemporary equivalent to the Catho-
lic Church in the form of the IPCC and political leaders. They are illustrative
of an antagonistic relationship, deeply imbued with expressions associated
with conflict through the use of such phrases as the need to “fight” and “hunt”
down one’s opponents:

THE MIDDLE AGES IS REPEATING ITSELF AGAIN!

Even today, Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) must fight against contemporary ignorant
politicians, and this time the “climate church”! Galileo Galilei was in trouble with the
Roman Catholic Church’s authorities for pointing out that the sun’s surface is marked
by spots, among other things. Today, they are known as sunspots!

(Transcript of a screenshot from social media)®

On a textual level of allegorical analysis, the above narrative constructs
the people as a political subject through the aestheticisation of an historical
figure. The narration is dramatic; the people stand alone against the political
establishment and the climate research community, with the Dark Ages as a
backdrop. To persuade the audience that climate research is unscientific, the
post refers to the climate research community as a “climate church”. The narra-
tive is centred around a binary construct dividing reason and faith, knowledge
and authority — symbolised by the struggle between the scientist Galileo and
the Roman Catholic Church. Politicians who merely accept the conclusions of
climate experts are called “ignorant”, indicating a lack of knowledge because
of a deficient interest in searching for the truth. Such a statement implies the
existence of a truth that needs to be revealed, which would alter the conclu-
sions drawn by climate research. Who, then, has the assigned task of revealing
the truth? It is at this point that Galileo is transformed into a symbol of the
climate sceptic community. The narrator positions himself as an archetypal
heroic figure carrying forward the words of the 17th-century scientist. While
not explicitly referring to the people, collective identity is forged through the
dualist construct of the protagonist and the elite. Central to such a formation
is an opposition to the stated dominant ideology. The above quotation is di-
rected at an audience with the ambition to convince and to educate, urging
the audience to claim this populist identity as the defender of a just cause.
The struggle is portrayed as a traditional heroic tale: St. George in his fight
against the dragon, or the battle between good and evil; the people against the

6 To protect the anonymity of the discussants, due to research ethical considerations, |
have chosen not to include any information that might identify the writer. The same
decision has been made for all transcripts cited in this article.
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elite. On a secondary level of allegorical analysis, the conflict is symbolically
formed around the need to restore the popular will against an elite subsumed
by “ignorance”. It shapes the collective identity of a group opposing climate
research, symbolic of Galileo’s struggle, thus fostering a sense of community,
purpose, insight and belonging.

The narrative claims that the people’s role is that of a truthteller, just like
the civilian scientist who - through his findings and readings of previous re-
search - proposed a theory that challenged fundamental assumptions upheld
by the most powerful institution at the time of Galileo. The suggestion that
history is repeating itself frames the argument that the time has come again
to fight against the hegemony of powerful societal institutions. The further
suggestion that a rejection of climate research serves as a counterhegemonic
intervention is an implicit idea underlaying the foundation of the narratives.
On the third, moral level of allegorical analysis, it is climate science and the
political sphere upholding the idea of climate change, both representative of
cultural hegemony, that need to be subverted. Galileo’s legacy in the Western
tradition not only revolves around the types of conclusions drawn by mem-
bers of the scientific community. Ginzburg (1989) argues that “Galilean sci-
ence” is a form of cultural heritage that has shaped general understandings
of knowledge and valuable scientific results, thus influencing how people per-
ceive knowledge, education and not least rationality itself. Hence, the narra-
tives involving Galileo in the empirical material make use of a central symbol
of scientific knowledge to undermine contemporary (climate) science, thereby
adding to the ongoing struggle over epistemological authority.’

The following example illustrates another positioning of the people in re-
lation to the climate research community. The post comments on an article
published in a Swedish newspaper summarising the IPCC’s latest report, pre-
sented in the beginning of 2023. Under the heading “The importance of re-
ducing fossil fuel dependency”, the post claims:

But this is a hunt for dissidents! The hunt carried out by climate believers today
strongly resembles that of the acts by the Catholic Church against the scientist Galileo
Galilei in the 17t century, including their Inquisition — where Galileo argued the sun
had the “main act”.

In the comments section, the first reply emphasises why Galileo’s position
is of relevance today, stating “And it [the sun] still does”. As with the previ-

7 Narratives referring to Galilei have also been identified in the Finnish media context
and are discussed in an article concerning the media debate on climate activism (Kyyrd
et al. 2023).
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ous quotation, the narrative describes a conflict between those aligned with
climate research, referred to as “climate believers”, and those that question
or reject it. The posts make an explicit reference to the Inquisition to symbol-
ically liken the trial of Galileo to the relationship between those aligned with
climate research, as communicated by the IPCC, and those who are not. On
a textual surface level, it differs from the previous post in terms of position-
ing: rather than describing the relationship as a “fight”, it is referred to as “a
hunt” of those opposing climate research, transforming the collective into
victims of a dogmatic struggle to maintain power. The writer, however, posi-
tions himself in opposition to this alleged persecution, resisting the attempts
to be silenced. The climate research community is said to be harassing those
who question the reliability of the research results. Nothing, however, in the
article shared in the post revolves around climate change denial or a reluc-
tance to cut carbon emissions. Rather, the writer of the post considers the
publication of the climate research report itself a threat. Galileo is presented
as an underdog, striving for a truth that is being suppressed through cultur-
al hegemony in the form of religious beliefs and dogma. Thus, for the dual-
istic metaphor to make sense, those opposing the climate research - in this
context, by rejecting the IPCC reports and politicians accepting the notion of
human-caused climate change — do so because the research community has
become an institution driven by ideology.

Narratives simultaneously mirror and create our social reality and might
in this regard be considered ideologically produced (Jameson 1981). At the
same time, they also aim to make sense of reality through symbolism, which
gives the narrative its utopian dimension, what Jameson refers to as a so-
cially symbolic act. On the first level of analysis, the narrative creates a ten-
sion between faith (climate science) and reason (embodied by Galileo). The
delegitimisation of a supposedly religious institution and the people repre-
senting reason is a predominant facet of the texts. On the second level of
allegorical analysis, it mirrors and reproduces ideas commonly expressed
within authoritarian ideology. Posts claim that research publications pose a
threat to “dissidents”. Heroism is another common ideological trait. Here,
the heroic position is embodied in the symbol of the people fighting back,
much as Galileo did. The argument in the IPCC’s climate report that states
need to cut carbon emissions is described as a hunt after what has long been
an integral part of societal culture and every-day life. The fact that the IPCC,
as a part of the UN, communicates this requirement makes it a symbol of a
foreign institution not unlike the Roman Catholic Church. Thus, the IPCC
in the posts is transformed into a central power that threatens the nativist
position, i.e. that of the Swedish people and their way of life. The people be-
come the homogenous collective largely dependent on fossil fuels extraction,
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who are being attacked by the establishment, whereas the 17th-century sci-
entist symbolises the (rational) people through the reconstruction of cul-
tural history.

The construct also reflects present-day political developments, where so-
cial conservative positions have gained traction on a global scale. The pre-
vious left and right divide has to a certain extent been replaced by another
nexus revolving around cosmopolitical and progressive values, on the one
hand, and nationalist and socially conservative values on the other (see,
e.g. Tabellini 2019). A key feature of social conservative ideology is the po-
sitioning political stances as conclusions drawn from the natural order of
things; they are self-evident or, in other words, commonsensical. Ideology
is instead ascribed to those opposing such stances. By likening the IPCC to
the Roman Catholic Church, the former becomes an ideologically driven in-
stitution that must be rejected in contrast to the more naturalised position
of fossil fuel dependency.

A Secular State Under Siege

The climate research community is portrayed in the posts not only as a threat
to the climate sceptic environment or the people. By continuously claiming
that belief in climate change is akin to religious belief, the narratives reach be-
yond the question of the climate crisis. In the Swedish context, secularisation
as part of the national self-image is tied to the idea of a well-functioning de-
mocracy. The process of secularisation gained momentum and spread through
the influence of social democratic politics in the mid-20" century, influencing
the Swedish majority culture in its understanding of the relationship between
secularism and democratic values (Thurfjell 2015). The continuing discussion
about secularism and its cultural influence indicates its social importance. An
illustration of this point is the motion put forth in the Swedish parliament
concerning state funding for religious organisations, where the political rep-
resentative for the Moderate Party, Noria Manouchi, began her statement by
declaring that: “The fact that Sweden is a relatively secular country is some-
thing to be proud of. That legislation, the application of the law, and the state
are separate from religion is a prerequisite for a sustainable democratic sys-
tem.”® This understanding of the necessity of a separation between religious
institutions and the state makes it possible for those opposing the climate
change narrative to reject the climate research as a danger to multiple values.
By likening the IPCC to a religious institution with political influence, they

8 The original quote in Swedish was as follows: “Att Sverige ar ett nagorlunda sekulart
land ar nagot att vara stolt 6ver. Att lagstiftningen, rattstillampningen och staten ar
skild fran religion ar en forutsattning for ett hallbart demokratiskt system.”

68



Caroline Reinhammar: Unpacking “Common Sense”

are portraying it as a threat to democracy, including certain principles, such
as a free press and free speech.

As portrayed in the following post, climate science is consequently deemed
a danger to Swedish culture and political sovereignty:

Here in Sweden, it has gone so far that radio, television, and newspapers all keep
silent with everything that does not align with the IPCC. They censor everything that
is said and written. No politician in the parliament in Sweden has yet dared to say
that IPCC warnings are biased and false.

This post suggests the existence of “evidence” that contradicts the con-
clusions made in synthesising assessments by the IPCC. It also claims such
knowledge is being deliberately dismissed through censorship. This claim, in
turn, implies an awareness of a coverup both within the traditional media and
the political establishment. The parliamentary politicians are afraid to publicly
question the IPCC, with the post proposing that they lack the courage to tell
the truth. Traditional media are not accounted for in the same way, though.
The argument that the media is being controlled in order to hide the truth is
a conspiracist idea with olds roots. By extension, the post also suggests the
need for a heroic intervention where the people must rise up against repres-
sion. The immediate textual content and ideological concerns on the first and
second level of allegorical analysis thus revolve around the relationship be-
tween the climate research community and traditional media and politicians,
where the IPCC exerts control through censorship. Refraining from consum-
ing traditional media material then also becomes a way of upholding sound
rationality and protecting oneself from such propaganda. In the comments
section, another user states that they no longer consume public service me-
dia at all, highlighting that the borders between the narrated reality of events
and the world outside it have become diffused.

Despite the fact that the narrative contains no information that would
suggest censorship occurs, the act of avoiding traditional media is still carried
out because of such a belief. Thus, the writer has constructed a polemic con-
frontation with the stated inclination of existing power structures to uphold
the open, uncensored societal milieu. Ideologically, the conflict concerns the
contrast between the openness associated with democratic societies and the
censorship associated with closed authoritarian rule. The narrative further
nourishes the idea of the IPCC as an institution driven by a suppressive ide-
ology. It helps the writer in positioning climate rejection as a commonsensi-
cal stance if one is concerned about ensuring a democratic and open society,
free from totalitarian political influence.
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In his argument for the development of a critical folkloristics, Gencarel-
la (2011) enters into dialogue with Antonio Gramsci’s writings on folklore
as a constitutive part of common sense. Within Gramscian thought, com-
mon sense is a social and cultural construct that might legitimate cultural
hegemony or else, through its possible distillation of good sense, challenge
it. It is thus an inherent part of political reality. Herein also lies the main
contribution that Gramsci can make to the continuing development of crit-
ical folkloristics: encouraging scholars to acknowledge the relationship be-
tween folklore and the formation of common sense and to reflect on how it
counters or reaffirms ideology and cultural hegemony. If common sense, as
conceptualised by Gramsci, argues for the need for a critical dissemination
of folklore, Jameson’s model for allegorical analysis provides a theoretical
framework to reflect on how and why such specific commonsensical claims
arise and gain influence in the present through analysis of its ties to histor-
ical and political movements.

Contrary to the above statement, certain public figures are openly ques-
tioning climate policy, and they assume a prominent role in the narratives on
Galileo. Elsa Widding, a former representative of the far-right political party
the Sweden Democrats and now an independent in the Swedish parliament,
is referred to in another post, which states that: “Elsa Widding is the Galileo
Galilei of our time!” Her educational background as an engineer, combined
with self-published literature on common sense regarding the question of cli-
mate change,’ has caused climate change deniers to equate her with Galileo in
contemporary Sweden. This transformation suggests that some political rep-
resentatives can fill important roles as experts in the narratives, embodying
the type of resistance against climate politics and research that is claimed to
be suppressed. She assumes the role in the online posts of an expert who is
going against the political consensus on climate change and, by extension, the
climate research community. The position in which climate change is rejected
with references to common sense is shared by many contemporary political
leaders, such as President Trump in the US and President Milei in Argenti-
na. As a political tool, the reference to common sense has historically been
more prevalent within the politically conservative strand of thought (Rosen-
feld 2018). However, that is not to say that commonsensical claims are not

9 Common sense is here used as the English translation of the Swedish equivalent sunt
férnuft. There are, however, etymological differences between the terms, where sunt
férnuft does not refer to a common or shared opinion, first and foremost, but rather
emphasises a person taking a sound and healthy stance. It is sometimes called sunt
bondférnuft, where the direct translation would be a “healthy sense or reason, like
that of a farmer”. The word Foérnuft developed from the Low German (Niederdeutsche
Spraschen) term Vornuft, which means férnimma, in English to sense or discern.
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expressed by those on the political left, where a recent example can be found
within the newly emerged left-populist party in Germany."

In Gramscian theory, public intellectuals influence how common sense
is narrated. Just as Galileo is transformed into a symbolic shapeshifter, first
into a symbol of the people, then into that of an expert, and back again, he
becomes the uniting figure and representation of climate denial as a com-
mon-sense stance. The narratives hold the utopian promise of a revival of
the popular will, which carries with it the solution to the imagined problem
of the IPCC exerting authoritarianism through censorship. The popular will
reveals the experienced discrepancy between the people and the elite, where
the increasing epistemic crisis has allowed common sense to gain traction as
a type of political tool. Consequently, the narratives are not only part of per-
formance as entertainment, repeatedly shared on social media, but are also
helping forge a logic that — while being inconsistent and contradictory — pro-
vides answers and direction, thus further nourishing distrust in societal and
scientific institutions.

Economic Insecurity and Dystopian Futures

A central dimension of using Galileo and the Roman Catholic Church as
symbols in narratives of climate change denial concerns especially mate-
rial conditions and economic inequality. It takes the form of an explicitly
expressed fear of the difficult living conditions expected to result from the
implementation of green industrialisation policies and practices. The fear
is combined with the perception that decision-making on issues that di-
rectly impact everyday life has been centralised. This perception is narrated
through a criticism of the funding of research on climate change. Ultimate-
ly, it also becomes a way of criticising expert society, which the texts have
likened to a church that lacks scientific legitimacy. The expressed dissatis-
faction over economic uncertainty is thus directed at climate research and
the IPCC as a central UN body, which, as a symbol of the elite, has forgotten
the needs of civil society. The tendency of the posts to reiterate economic
concerns and a decrease in financial stability forces researchers to confront
Jameson’s (1981) foundational question: “What contemporary challenge
does it attempt to make sense of or offer a solution to?” References to the
medieval Inquisition as a symbolic representation of authoritarian censor-
ship performatively stages a conflict between the people and the elite, in

10 In a recent interview with the New Left Review, the founder of a new leftist political
party, Sahra Wagenknecht, stated the need for “economic common sense”, criticising
the Green Party’s climate policy for increasing the costs of CO2 emissions (Meany and
Rathz 2024).
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this way offering a narrative supporting the rejection of climate science. It
isin this performed political landscape that we find the genesis of narratives
that form an everyday rationality where rejection simply becomes a matter
of common sense. The following post asks:

Where does your money go ... not to the welfare of the country. Not to your well-being.
Where does my pension go ... just a question! In case we have been deeply tricked
by all these climate threats...

The post expresses a certain level of uncertainty, saying that people might
be fooled by the climate reports, described as containing threats. Yet, the
post is at the same time somewhat ambivalent, opening the possibility that
if there is an ongoing climate change that requires measures being taken,
then the (financial) cost might provide protection. By arguing that the con-
clusions drawn by climate research are not entirely certain, and that they
should therefore be rejected or ignored, has been an effective tool of industry
and thinktanks since the reality of climate change was first addressed (Ore-
skes and Conway 2010). The micro-narratives expressing doubt then align
with a broader discourse of denial, upholding the idea of fossil capitalism as
anecessity. Central to this post is the experience of how societal welfare has
been dismantled, where well-being is conditioned by a functioning welfare
system. The narrative creates a conflict between funding climate research, on
the one hand, and the welfare state and the well-being of its people on the
other. It implies that the funding of climate research is the reason for the
dismantling of the welfare state. By extension, no longer funding climate re-
search would allow again for a well-functioning welfare system and increased
pensions. Another comment calls out the government and requests answers
in a more expressive critique:

The question remains to the government and Reichstag: what do we get for the mon-
ey? Can we accept that the government taxes us without explaining where this money
goes? What use is this enormous sum for the climate?

Both posts use expressions that imply the possibility of hidden truths or
agendas. The question of whether “we”, which in this context can be under-
stood as civil society (the Swedish people), can agree to increased taxation
without knowing where the money is going presupposes that a hidden agen-
dais already in place. The question is formulated in a way that urges the audi-
ence to realise there is only one possible answer. By stating that the question
“remains” open, the writer is implying that it has been asked before but has
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been left unanswered, thus suggesting a lack of transparency and honesty. As
with the previous text, it suggests there might be a hidden truth and that the
people are being deceived by authorities or an unnamed other through com-
munication emphasising the need to address “climate threats”. Both posts
note that the costs of climate research and climate mitigation are significant.
However, neither criticises taxation per se, though other strings refer to tax-
ation as a means of control, bearing similarities to previous posts that call at-
tention to authoritarianism:

Political agenda steers the “likely results of the climate models” in the desired direc-
tion, which in turn gives legitimacy to create positions of power and control and tax
people with an iron fist!

The phrasing “political agenda” suggests the existence of a (secret) plot
that controls climate research, which in turn is used to exert power over civil
society. Who or what lies behind the alleged political agenda is not stated.
Not only does climate research exert power and control over civil society,
such control is in fact its foundational purpose. Reference to the “iron fist”
further underlines how power is being exerted in an authoritarian and sup-
pressive manner in the case of climate change. The writer uses taxation as an
example of how this power is wielded, suggesting that elites are using finan-
cial systems as a means to uphold power through the political legitimisation
of suppression. The immediate conflict is between the people’s interest in
knowing the truth and the freedom from control by the state, from Grams-
ci’s notion of cultural hegemony based on the dominance of the ruling class.

The narratives analysed in this article not only function as stories but as
tools to organise the world. As Jameson (1981) suggests, the attempts to
find solutions by means of the symbolic at the same time reveal their inter-
nal contradictions. Departing from the belief in an accelerating authoritari-
anism and spreading religious dogma, the symbolic solutions offered in the
narratives attempt to address this constructed reality: a reality aligned with
a conspiracist dystopia. The focus on declining material conditions and ask-
ing where social welfare and tax revenues go if not directly to the people are
illustrative of a concern with societal development, where climate research, or
simply “the climate”, becomes the scapegoat that caused the problem. Thus,
while the narrative construct contains a critique of hegemony, the solution
at the same time reinforces a certain type of hegemony in its argument for
upholding fossil fuel dependency. The epistemological crisis of knowledge is
transformed into a refutation of science through storytelling. The narrative
construct of Galileo and the Roman Catholic Church legitimates a rejection
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of climate science; in the reconstructed historical event, science assumes the
role of faith and the rejection of science the role of the scientist.

While the posts claim that climate research and climate mitigation efforts
are the reason for a loss in financial security and a decrease in state welfare
provision, the opposite perspective is voiced in relation to the gains realised
through fossil fuel extraction. The consequences of reduced fossil fuel ex-
traction are accounted for in dramatic terms, often with references to crisis
or the apocalypse:

It will be a catastrophe! People will die, maybe in the millions! Because of this cli-
mateRELIGION. [...] It was fossil fuels that gave us prosperity and saved the people
from poverty and starvation.

Climate change is here equated with religious belief, and climate mitigation
is described as a life-threatening danger. The narrator positions themself as
part of the collective people by referring to “us” gaining wealth and salvation
from a system based on fossil fuel extraction. By claiming a counterhegemon-
ic position, for the writer the people become the organising principle in the
argument for continued fossil fuel dependency. The post illustrates an exclu-
sionary principle dictating who is considered part of the people as a collective
entity and who is not. Not only does it express an anthropocentric perspective
on the negative consequences of exploiting natural resources and nonhuman
species, it also neglects to recognise how the Global South has suffered the
consequences for prosperity in the Global North. Colonialism has been, and
still is, a continuous driver of climate change. Today, an increasing number of
people have a shorter life expectancy due to air pollution and climate disas-
ters fuelled by global warming. The post reveals the unresolvable contradiction
between accelerating CO2 emissions and ecological and social sustainability.

Historicising a Utopian Longing

In the Swedish context, the move from a fossil fuel-based late modernisation
to that of an ecomodern position began to govern the discourse on climate
change at the beginning of the 1990s (Anshelm and Hultman 2014). Prior to
this development, there were ongoing debates within industry, the political
sphere and the media on the best possible way forward to developing a socially
and environmentally sustainable energy system and way of life. As Hultman
and Yaras (2012, 12047) conclude, the ecological discourse took second place
in favour of market solutions, with an emphasis on technological develop-
ment and financial growth, which “transformed the role of the nation-state
into a green technology growth incubator”. The previous political consensus
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has now been challenged by the newly established Tidé government, a coali-
tion consisting of conservative parties with support from the far-right Swe-
den Democrats. Climate policy is one of the six policy areas included in the
Tidoé agreement. In an analysis of the present government and the Sweden
Democrats’ reforms of Swedish climate policy, von Malmborg (2024, 24) has
concluded that the reforms “are largely aimed at slowing down progress and
systematically hindering and silencing critics”. Furthermore, this aim is ac-
complished in part through manipulation of factual and scientific information
and by redefining democratic concepts (von Malmborg 2024, 24).

The allegorical construct of Galileo and the Roman Catholic Church carry
utopian dimensions not only in its attempt to promote continued fossil fuel
extraction but also in its ideal to restore a lost rationality that would legitimate
such a continuum. The narratives reaffirm and uphold the cultural hegemony
of fossil fuel dependency through reference to an industrial past that justifies
the extractivist position in the present. In a fragmented society, the political
unconscious will always revolve around the struggle against its antagonist.
It cannot be universal, as inequality results in conflicts legitimised by those
who stand to benefit the most, or where those in subordinate positions find
an antagonist in the groups that benefit from such a system. The narratives
strongly emphasise that the constructed antagonist in this instance is the po-
litical and scientific elite, who stand in contrast to the reality of the people.
Thus, the resulting cultural expressions are symptomatic of a crisis involving
fossil capitalism, forging ideological defense mechanisms in an attempt to
justify an unjustifiable system.

Material conditions securing the future of the welfare state model and
where fossil fuels are upheld as a necessity are clearly entangled not only with
the narratives on a macro level but also with the highly concrete reality of
how modernity came into being through the exploitation of natural resourc-
es. When interpreting the narratives’ responses to history, it is likewise clear
they operate in line with a logic that supports the continuation of such an
understanding of the welfare state as preconditioned by the use of fossil fu-
els, thereby upholding a culture of inequality through reference to a symbolic
language. The slow and continuing violence of environmental destruction, by
extension, help sustain the global injustices that nourish accelerating climate
change," which in turn are made possible by the global economy, where life

11 | here refer to the sixth synthesising report by the IPCC (2023), which states: “Vul-
nerability of ecosystems and people to climate change differs substantially among and
within regions (very high confidence), driven by patterns of intersecting socio-economic
development, unsustainable ocean and land use, inequity, marginalization, historical
and ongoing patterns of inequity such as colonialism, and governance (high confi-
dence)” (Summary for Policymakers Headline Statements: B2).
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itself has been capitalised. The attempt to identify and dismiss a supposed cli-
mate research ideology by likening it to the historical role of Christian Catholic
Church as an institution is somewhat ironic: the Western cultural history in
which the definition of humanity and civilisation was formed emerged from a
particular interpretation of the anthropocentric human-nature relationship
in Christian belief. The ideals were activated in new ways during the Enlight-
enment together with expanding industrial capitalism. They came to legiti-
mise the exploitation of land through extractivism on a global level, where
an instrumentalised understanding of nature laid the foundation of modern
industrialisation (Merchant 2020). Thus, the narratives were in themselves
formed through ideological influence whereby the contemporary financial sys-
tem of exploitation rests on a legacy upholding global inequality.

Accepting the notion of human-induced climate change then necessitates
taking measures on both a national and global level. For the Global North, it
means accepting the reality that societal wealth and welfare during the 19th
and 20th centuries was based on (and continues to be based on) colonialism
and the exploitation of natural resources (see Ghosh 2016; Mahony and End-
field 2018; Chakrabarty 2023). Denying the effects of climate change then
offers a possibility to continue with a certain lifestyle and everyday cultural
practices without making any changes, sometimes referred to as upholding the
status quo. It thus revolves around established roles and what an acceptance
of climate change would require in terms of altering those roles. How we un-
derstand history is changing as the climate crisis, most explicitly in the form
of carbon dioxide emissions and alterations to ecosystems, gains increasing
attention and is altering the public consciousness worldwide. It forces us to
come to terms with how we understand ourselves, our culture and historiog-
raphy, and who has paid the price for Western material prosperity. Ultimately,
the allegory maintains a prevailing hegemony, one where nature is regarded
as a resource for extraction and where there is no incentive to take responsi-
bility for the global injustices it makes possible.

Conclusions

In the current digital landscape, narratives that seek to deny or diminish the
reality of climate change are not merely expressions of personal opinion, they
are often rooted in deeper ideological frameworks that challenge the prevailing
scientific consensus. Vernacular expressions rejecting climate science are not
an isolated phenomenon but are closely tied to broader socio-political tenden-
cies reinforced through reference to ideology and historical examples. Under-
standing how common sense is constructed in such narratives is critical, as it
reveals how the rejection of the climate crisis becomes naturalised, which by
extension informs the conversation and incites people to take political action.
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This article opened with two questions, the first asking how the struggle
over common sense in narratives of climate change denial takes shape in dig-
ital spaces and the second how scholars within the fields of ethnology and
folklore studies can best capture its social and political influence. By suggest-
ing a critical folkloristic approach, the ambition is not only to shed light on
the material content of the narratives or explain the reasons for their attrac-
tion. The process of analysing the complex dynamics in the symbol of Galileo
and the narrations of a lost rationality has also provided space for an inter-
vention through critique, questioning the assumptions that lay at the heart
of the texts’ narrated reality. The fields of ethnology and folklore studies have
an academic legacy of researching cultural expressions amidst people’s mun-
dane every-day realities. Combining this heritage with the practice of critical
folkloristics offers ways to formulate counternarratives. Within the scope of
this article, this has meant refusing to accept narratives that normalise con-
tinuing practices of natural exploitation and where the current epistemic cri-
sis becomes a tool for legitimising them.

The material for analysis in this article could in many ways be considered
eccentric or peculiar, therefore being easily swept aside. Yet, something makes
the constructs socially desirable given the number of comments and online
discussion related to the posts. Therefore, it is important to take them serious-
ly since they have the power to influence how climate politics are perceived.
With increased polarisation in society (Falkenberg 2022), the role of ethnol-
ogy and folkloristic research in helping bridge this gap is even more needed.
When seeking to capture and analyse the narratives, it is important to have
tools that make is possible to dispute them. Thus, this article has continued
the conversation on critical folkloristics as a mode of research by employing
Fredric Jameson’s model for allegorical analysis. It has applied his theoreti-
cal framework to trace the cultural, ideological and historical underpinnings
that make a rejection of climate science a commonsensical position, serving
as a frame for understanding the narrated attempts to make sense of a stance
where the most pressuring crisis in our time is denounced as a false belief.
The analysis has shed light on the texts’ multiple meanings in relation to con-
temporary and historical phenomena: concerns about social welfare and mac-
ro-level narratives of climate denial, their entanglement with public figures
and developments shaping a new nexus in political life. It has demonstrated
how reconfigurations of a historical event help construct the people as a po-
litical subject and the importance of such reconfigurations as an organising
frame for the narratives of climate change denial.

The narratives of climate change denial deploy Galileo Galilei as a cultural
symbol of science, making him the embodiment of the climate sceptic commu-
nity as an aestheticized historical figure claiming a popular identity. The Swed-
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ish national self-image of secularisation contributes to the narratives, helping
them gain traction, with the IPCC assuming the role of an institution akin to
the Roman Catholic Church, driven by a religious-like belief in its cause. The
posts depict the IPCC as an authoritarian, foreign threat, seeking to under-
mine established values, such as freedom of expression and the welfare state.
Conversely, the posts transform the act of climate change denial into a guard-
ianship of those values. The commonsensical protection of fossil capitalism,
inequality and the status quo is reaffirmed by claiming the symbol of science
in Galileo and arguing for a defense of rationality, democratic values and lib-
erty against authoritarianism. While arguing from a counterhegemonic posi-
tion, they nonetheless reveal a point of focus that strengthens and upholds
ideas formed through historical processes that legitimise an anthropocentric,
extractivist and unequal perspective while disregarding global injustices. This
is the political unconscious at play, mirroring contradictions that evolved as a
consequence of complex historical developments. Ultimately, the allegorical
construct forms the people as a collective identity through the exclusion of
others, revealing a nativist and authoritarian understanding of society that
rejects the very values that the narratives claim to protect.

An allegorical reading of online climate change denial posts lets us as re-
searchers see how the texts are entangled with the very concrete reality of
broader discourses, societal changes and cultural hegemony. By submitting
the texts to analysis on multiple levels, they can no longer be regarded only as
irregular expressions detached from social context. To engage with this ma-
terial is to encounter a world that is inverted; a world where science is faith
and the reality of climate change is transformed into a figure of the imagina-
tion. In this article, I have demonstrated how the narratives manage to cre-
ate such a reality and the cultural, historical and ideological underpinnings
that answer the question of why they have gained momentum and influence.
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