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There was a night, one I still remember with unsettling clarity, when I lay awake in a tiny, uninsulated bedroom, the kind that holds the cold long after the sun has gone. The world outside felt like it was shifting, cracking open under the weight of something too big to hold: the climate crisis. And I was trying to figure out where I fit in it. At the time, I wasn’t doing well. It wasn’t just one thing; it never is. It was a quiet accumulation of heaviness: the pressure to care, to act, to be “enough” in a world that seemed to demand everything and still be falling apart. The school climate strikes were gaining momentum, voices were rising, and urgency was everywhere. And yet, inside me, there was a growing sense that I wasn’t measuring up.

So I did what many of us do when the world feels overwhelming: I turned inward and started calculating my worth. If being alive meant consuming resources... if even breathing contributed carbon dioxide... then what did I need to give back to justify my existence? I told myself there were only two ways to balance the equation. Either I had to become someone who actively fought against the problems of our time, or I had to bring enough joy, love, and goodness into the world to offset the damage of just being here. But the more I thought about it, the more impossible it seemed. I wanted to be an activist, but crowds made my chest tighten and my vision blur. I tried to live sustainably, but my body didn’t cooperate; my attempts at strict veganism left me physically depleted. I rode my bike everywhere, but I couldn’t imagine giving up flights to see the people I loved, scattered across continents. Every path I examined seemed to end in failure. And slowly, quietly, a thought took root: What if the most sustainable thing I could do... was stop existing?

I didn’t want to die. Not really. But the idea felt disturbingly logical. Clean. Efficient. If I removed myself, I would no longer consume, no longer emit, no longer take. And once that thought appeared, it became hard to ignore. When I finally told a counselor, she gently insisted that my thinking was distorted, that it resembled the patterns she saw in many people struggling with suicidal thoughts. But at the time, I disagreed. To me, it felt rational. It felt like I had followed the logic all the way to its conclusion. Looking back now, I see something different. I see how deeply I had absorbed a story about the world. This story told me that everything was my responsibility, that my worth could be measured by output and impact, and that the burden of fixing a broken system rested on individual shoulders. I see how that story twisted care into pressure... and responsibility into self-erasure. There’s a word for the thinking I had fallen into, though I didn’t know it then. A harsh one, but an important one: a kind of internalized eco-extremism, where the value of human life becomes secondary to the idea of minimizing harm at any cost, even if that cost is yourself. And I wasn’t alone.

When I began speaking openly about these thoughts, I discovered how many people were carrying something similar. Friends who couldn’t get out of bed because the future felt already lost. People who lie awake after reading climate reports, their dreams filled with fire and flood. Others who wanted to act but found themselves paralyzed by anxiety, unable to protest, unable even to leave the house some days. We joked about it sometimes, because humor can soften the edges of fear. But beneath the jokes was something real, something heavy: a shared sense that the crisis wasn’t just “out there” in melting ice caps or rising seas. It was inside us. This is where this book begins. Because what I came to understand, slowly, imperfectly, is that eco-anxiety isn’t just about fear of the planet’s future. It’s about how that fear gets turned inward. How a global, systemic crisis becomes a personal burden. How do we start to believe that if we can’t fix everything, we are somehow part of the problem? And that belief is both powerful and profoundly damaging.

We are living in systems that encourage us to see complex, collective problems as individual responsibilities. Systems that tell us to recycle more, consume less, and try harder, while much larger forces continue largely unchanged. It creates a quiet trap: no matter what we do, it never feels like enough. So we lose twice. We struggle to make a meaningful impact, and we carry the emotional weight of feeling like we’ve failed. This book is not about telling you to try harder. It’s about stepping back and seeing the bigger picture. It’s about understanding how your feelings, your anxiety, your grief, your overwhelm, make sense in the context of the world you’re living in. And more importantly, it’s about finding a way to live with care, with meaning, and even with hope... without turning that care into something that destroys you. Because the solution to this crisis was never meant to be your disappearance. And your life is not a problem to be solved.

The word crisis gets used a lot these days, but if you pause and really consider it, the meaning runs deeper than the headlines. A crisis is a turning point, a moment of instability where something could fall apart or transform. It carries the possibility of loss, even devastation, but also the potential for change. I came to understand this not from definitions, but from experience. At the time, I was working as a phone counselor, speaking each night to people in the middle of overwhelming moments, voices trembling, lives on the edge of breaking. Then, during the day, I would step outside into a different kind of crisis. Students filled the streets, marching through the city, demanding urgent action on climate change. They called it what it was: a crisis. I often found myself standing at the edges of those crowds, my body tense, unsure whether to step forward or retreat. And as I watched, something struck me. The urgency, the overwhelm, the sense that things had gone too far, these patterns felt familiar. The planet, in many ways, looked like the people I spoke to each night. Both were in crisis.

Climate change is no longer a distant threat. It is happening now, through shifting weather patterns, intensifying heatwaves, rising seas, and increasingly destructive storms. And perhaps most unsettling of all, we understand why. Human activity has fundamentally altered the balance of the natural world. Not equally, some contribute far more than others, but undeniably. For years, we were warned of a threshold we could not afford to cross, a limit beyond which the consequences would become increasingly severe. Yet action has not kept pace with warning, and so the crisis deepens. What we talk about far less, however, is how this crisis is unfolding not only in the environment but within us. You may have felt it yourself, that flicker of dread when reading the news, the heaviness that lingers after another disaster, the quiet, persistent question about what kind of future lies ahead. This emotional response has a name now: eco-anxiety. It is not just fear, but a complex mix of emotions, sadness, anger, guilt, even numbness, often accompanied by a constant, low-level unease that is hard to shake.

You are not alone in this. Eco-anxiety has moved from academic conversations into everyday life, showing up in therapy rooms, in conversations between friends, and across social media. Many people, particularly younger generations, are grappling with what it means to live in a world that feels increasingly uncertain. Some find it difficult to imagine the future at all. Others feel overwhelmed to the point of inaction. Some question whether it is right to bring new life into a world facing such instability. These are not irrational reactions; they are deeply human responses to a world that is, in many ways, unstable. Not all climate-related distress looks the same. For some, it is immediate and tangible, as they live through floods, fires, or droughts that disrupt and reshape their lives. For others, it emerges through loss of livelihood or security. And then there is another form, quieter but just as powerful: the distress of anticipation. The awareness of what may come, coupled with the inability to control it. This is the form of eco-anxiety we will focus on here, not because it matters more, but because it often goes unnoticed, living in thoughts, in late-night worries, in the background of daily life.

It is also important to recognize that not everyone has the same relationship to this anxiety. For many people, the impacts of climate change are already immediate and unavoidable. For others, there is distance, space to anticipate rather than directly experience. That distance often reflects privilege. Still, across these different experiences, there are shared emotional threads: fear, uncertainty, grief, and a longing for stability. What I have come to understand is this: eco-anxiety is not a flaw, and it is not a sign that something is wrong with you. It is a sign that you are paying attention. The challenge is not to eliminate these feelings, but to understand them, place them in a broader context, and learn to live with them without being overwhelmed. Because, like any crisis, whether within a person or across a planet, this moment holds not only the possibility of breakdown but also of change.
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In 2017, the American Psychological Association offered a simple but powerful description of something many people were already feeling but didn’t yet have words for. They described eco-anxiety as a form of stress that comes from watching the slow, seemingly irreversible impacts of climate change unfold—and worrying about the future for ourselves and for generations to come. That definition resonates because it captures something deeply human. Eco-anxiety isn’t just one feeling. It’s a mix of many emotions, worry, fear, sadness, grief, guilt, and even shame. For some people, it feels like a constant hum in the background. For others, it comes in waves, triggered by headlines, conversations, or moments of quiet reflection. Sometimes, it can look and feel a lot like anxiety or depression.

Although people have been writing about this kind of distress for years, it’s only recently that eco-anxiety has entered mainstream conversation. As climate change has become more visible and immediate, so too has its emotional impact. What was once a distant concern has become something people feel in their everyday lives. And here’s something important: many psychologists argue that this response is not only understandable, but it’s appropriate. In a world facing real and serious environmental threats, feeling anxious or distressed is not a malfunction. It’s a signal. A kind of internal alarm system alerting us to danger. In that sense, eco-anxiety can be seen as a sign that you are engaged with reality rather than disconnected from it. In fact, these feelings can sometimes be helpful. When that concern turns into action, when it motivates people to change habits, get involved, or push for systemic change, it becomes constructive. Some research even suggests that certain emotions, such as anger, can be particularly energizing, helping people move from awareness to action. So, eco-anxiety is not always something to “fix.” Sometimes, it’s something that can guide us. But there’s another side to this.
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