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To the deviants, lovers and dreamers.


You are my oddkin.










A NOTE FOR THE READER


Thank you so much for choosing to embark on this journey; I am truly grateful that you are here. Before we get started, I have a few quick housekeeping notes to run through.


I anticipate that the language in this text may be familiar for some, but for others it may be obscure. To help, I have included a glossary of terms and a recommended reading list at the back of the book.


Throughout the book I also pose queries for reflection. Feel free to accompany your reading by taking notes or engaging in dialogue with community members. These pages are meant to be folded and written on, and its words are meant to be circled, underlined and highlighted. The sign of a loved book is a worn one, and my hope is that your copy of It’s Not Just You becomes battered and bruised beyond recognition.


I have attempted to faithfully represent diverse perspectives pertaining to this topic. You may notice, however, that many of the case studies refer to the British and American context. This reflects a disparity in the availability of scientific literature, but also speaks to dominance of the western psychiatric discourse. It is also undeniable that most of my readership falls within this geographic remit, and as someone who now resides in the UK, I have prioritised this context over my native home, Hong Kong.


It is also worth stressing that I am writing from the perspective of an imperfect and ever-evolving climate justice activist. This work is a direct reflection of these attributes. I am not a medical nor mental health professional, so I encourage you to seek trusted support if you are in need of further guidance.


I also recognise that this book may not speak to your perspective or may exclude important narratives. I hold my hands up to this reality, but also hope this does not dissuade you from engaging critically with its content. While writing this book has been a tireless labour of love, it will forever be a work in progress.


I imagine that some of the words in this book may prompt discomfort and disagreement. I encourage you to sit with these feelings, mull them over, write them down and then find ways to let them inspire you. No change in society has ever been achieved without discomfort. It is one of the best gifts we have for furthering our practice.


Nevertheless, my ultimate wish is that one day these words will become obsolete and antiquated. I imagine a future where we have found more nuanced ways to talk about this subject. Above all, I imagine a future where we don’t have to worry about climate change and its impacts on our mental health.


Until then, I hope that you are excited about what you are about to read. While no one book or perspective will ever embody all we need to know about climate change and mental health, each serves as a space for reflection. I believe it is this reflection which can inspire and transform our capacity for action at the collective level.


So, let’s get started.










INTRODUCTION



It’s Not Just You is a simple yet powerful statement that underpins how I have come to explore some of the intricacies between mental health and climate change. It is a statement that traverses many themes, as neither climate change nor mental health exist in siloes, nor are they limited in scope. A fundamental motif of this book is ‘eco-anxiety’, more loosely defined as a chronic fear of environmental doom and a popularised catch-all term for those whose mental health is being impacted by climate change. But it would be remiss of me to say this book is strictly about my relationship with eco-anxiety, or the eco-anxious experience as a whole. Nor is it a prescriptive step-by-step guide on how to deal with feelings of eco-anxiety, so if that is what you’re after, it’s best to look elsewhere (better yet, skip to the recommended reading!). Rather, the titular use of how to is a trojan horse of sorts, inviting us to navigate mental health and climate change through experiences like eco-anxiety by asking big-picture questions and expanding beyond popularised viewpoints. It is a space to explore what we as people fighting for climate justice need in order for our communities and environments to survive, but more importantly, to thrive.


In the modern world many people have been left dangling in a state of disconnect, from themselves, their purpose, their surroundings and their community. In this we may succumb to feeling entirely alone, mentally, physically and spiritually, especially in a time such as now, characterised by political instability, a global pandemic and a worsening climate crisis. Despite this profound isolation, the reality is that our experiences are being mimicked across the fabric of society with an endowed belief that this alienated existence is inevitable. This can be hard to challenge, but simple reminders can spur on the need to seek connectivity. At its most fundamental level, the first tenet of It’s Not Just You is a reassurance that You are not alone. Whether or not your existential hardship identifies as eco-anxiety, that reassurance reminds us that our reactions are part of being human and that communal solidarity is a primal need in times of struggle.


But solidarity is built upon the understanding that a global community is made up of many people, all complex and unique in their livelihoods. And solidarity, in the context of climate change, requires that we recognise that this issue encapsulates many injustices with striations of harm that see certain communities being hardest hit. I am of the opinion that we cannot understand the sheer scale and complexity of climate change without understanding how inseparable it is from other justice issues. The intentional disadvantaging of certain communities impacts how they experience climate change, but also, it is these ‘systems of oppression’ which have created a crisis of the climate in the first place. If it weren’t for the fact that the word ‘climate’ has become the face of this multifaceted issue, I’d choose to call it the ‘result-of-ALL-systems-of-oppression’ crisis, but ‘climate’ crisis has a better ring to it. Perhaps the term climate crisis may be a Eurocentric deflection from understanding the interweaving of these different justice issues, even if the facts and figures of carbon parts per million are incredibly alarming and need to be rapidly addressed. While addressing emissions is of utmost importance, so is making sure that we’re not further subjugating other people and environments in the process, as it is exploitation and long-term injustice which have led us to where we are now.


This is precisely why climate justice is a fundamental aspect of this book, especially when interrogating the realms of the eco-anxious discourse. To me, being a climate justice activist requires an understanding of the inseparable interconnectedness of systems, and the necessity for inclusive, restorative and long-lasting change. It also demands introspection and flexibility without compromising one’s core values. It’s a nuanced practice that campaigns for the liberation of all marginalised communities and environments while questioning the structures of harm and knowledge systems that have created a crisis of the climate.


As a testament to the intricacies of climate justice, this book draws on the perspectives of campaigners across the globe as well as my own. As an individual, I recognise that my experiences as an activist cannot be extrapolated universally to represent a complete understanding of how climate change and other interacting oppressive forces harm people and their mental health. Nor the diversity in mental health definitions, conditions and experiences that we may be born with, or endure, that ultimately play into how we experience the world in a time of climate change. But it is my lived reality which allows me to bridge the gap between theory and praxis and to unpack the importance of shared struggle, all while acknowledging that we, as unique individuals with complex livelihoods, exist as part of a larger network. The first chapter therefore explores my personal relationship with mental health and climate change, as a foundation for appreciating the ways in which these experiences transcend the individual in question.


As a ‘public-facing’ figure, I often draw from the wonder of fungi as an apt analogy for the intricacies of activist movements. Many think of fungi only as the fruiting body – the visual fleshy mass above the ground or substrate. But fungi are actually much more complex, made up of a network of filaments called mycelium, breaking down detritus, interlinking, transmitting signals and communicating information further than the eye can see. The fruiting body, or mushroom, is merely the visible part, erupting spontaneously in the right conditions, while below the surface millions of thread-like hyphae interact with one another. Like fungi, activist movements ebb and flow in their capacities and growth, with each individual occupying a unique role as part of the collective. In my context, I do not want to be an individualised mushroom without recognising that I am part of something bigger, working towards a common goal. And in this the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.


In this instance, the second tenet of It’s Not Just You reminds us that individual perspectives alone do not speak for everyone. And that as a network of change-makers, we have a duty to recognise the multifarious ways of being beneath the surface. Rather it is a call to arms for intersectionality – the understanding that there are interconnected, cumulative social and political identities which inform how communities experience discrimination. It encourages us to be allies through active listening and ongoing commitments to (un)learning. Intersectionality is an essential component to climate justice, the relationship between mental health and climate change, and thus navigating experiences like eco-anxiety.


The eco-anxious dialogue warrants an intersectional approach. Every environmental space I encounter never fails to mention eco-anxiety to some degree. And more and more decision-making spaces and media outlets are including eco-anxiety in their discussions, even gracing the front cover of a recent edition of Men’s Health magazine or as a talking point in a major Vogue campaign. Eco-anxiety as a concept and lived reality is undeniably going mainstream, which is no doubt reaffirming for those who have been experiencing these feelings for a while. At the same time, as I will discuss, this also reveals that there is still much to understand and more work to be done in the public conscience.


It’s Not Just You calls into question the popularisation of mainstream understandings of mental health and climate change as eco-anxiety. In this regard, it is a commentary on the manifestation of dominant environmental narratives more broadly. Eco-anxiety is too often seen as a response to our faltering physical environments as opposed to the social injustices that shape the world. It is an invitation to understand that, much like eco-anxiety, climate change has far deeper roots than what meets the eye. It’s Not Just You hones in on the specificity of western understandings of eco-anxiety to make broader statements about the social and political standing of our world and asks whether it even encapsulates the entirety of living in a time of climate breakdown.


Far too often my experiences of despair about what is happening to our planet have been relegated as eco-anxiety. I don’t deny people the usage of such labels, nor do I deny its terrifying existence, but it’s not as simple as ‘being anxious about climate change’. As such, I often tiptoe around the term for fear of homogenising that which I believe to be much more complex. For example, too many conversations around eco-anxiety fixate on broad speculations for the future as opposed to that which has been lost, ultimately reflecting a geopolitical disparity in who it represents. Most of the time, conversations around eco-anxiety do not focus on those within the movements, nor frontline defenders, who have been experiencing emotional hardship for generations. So often is eco-anxiety a commentary on the individual as opposed to the system we live in. Too many times have I witnessed conversations around remedying eco-anxiety being steered towards individualised pursuits as though to slap a metaphorical Band-Aid on the wound without understanding that there is something much graver below the surface.


If we really want to work towards addressing eco-anxiety through the lens of climate justice, we have to start acting in a way that is intersectional. This is a direct ask to be cognisant of the discriminatory structures that impose division and subjugation of marginalised bodies and minds, and begin to unpack them through understanding that they are fictitious by design. That’s not to say that differences don’t exist among us, but that our differences are not reasons to ascribe anecdotes of worth and power. And in order to deconstruct these systems of oppression, we must act radically. To be radical means to address the issue at the core as derived from the Latin radic – meaning root. I believe that an approach that spans timescales, emotions, environments and justice issues will allow us to tackle things at the root and better understand the emergence of eco-anxiety as an intersectional climate justice issue. Otherwise we run the risk of creating a world in which key voices are excluded.


Unfortunately, too many spaces of change have limited themselves to a narrow scope of understanding, often excluding, casting aside and erasing society’s most marginalised. These are often characterised by the compartmentalisation of class, race, gender, sexuality, disability and more as tools for oppression. What comes to mind immediately are the archaic yet prevailing brands of girl boss and white feminism that dominate the mainstream. Reni Eddo Lodge summarises this succinctly: ‘I fear that, although white feminism is palatable to those in power, when it has won, things will look very much the same. Injustice will thrive, but there will be more women in charge of it.’ Much like the aforementioned, there have been many so-called fights for equality that are shrouded in a self-serving guise that ‘liberates’ the already fortunate few. As though gaining a seat at the table that was created to banish others is the ultimate goal. And so, these fights often replicate the conditions that were designed to oppress people in the first place. Counterintuitively, many forget that it is the liberation and wellbeing of the most vulnerable, marginalised communities that benefits us all. Iterations of ‘no one is free until we are all free’ have been espoused by many thinkers over the years from Emma Lazarus to Martin Luther King to Maya Angelou, and still hold true to this day.


Could it be that, without an intersectional lens rooted in climate justice, eco-anxiety could be replicating harmful patterns? Eco-anxiety and western environmentalism more broadly could be championing liberatory politics that are rooted in selectivity; certainly this is reflected in the mainstream, where some voices are prioritised over those on the frontlines. It’s Not Just You serves as a tender reminder that there are countless others who experience mental health injustice, often at the hands of ill-adapted systems and structures designed to harm them. And that it is imperative we understand just how much these oppressive forces influence how people have come to experience a plethora of mental health struggles which interact and conspire with climate change.


Yet, despite the compounding effects of systemic oppression, no individual is immune to mental struggle in the system that we live in, even those who fall into the elemental categorisation of being privileged. It makes me think of the ever-brilliant What White People Can Do Next, where Emma Dabiri remarks that one can still feel ‘… overworked, underpaid, exhausted and quite possibly spiritually bereft’ despite the denotations of a privileged identity. This very remark prompts a deeper exploration of how we live in systems that lull us into a rat race of disillusionment and categorise us in ways that forego the complexities of the human experience. It makes me think of how a sense of climate community and care saved me from my darkest days, even when I was on the dole. But yet, during the period where I was clothed, housed, fed and financially stable, I was incredibly isolated and mentally unwell. There is so much to be unpacked here, and it is worth creating space for the subtleties involved.


But do not let defying privileges dissuade you from speaking about mental health as that which is highly interlinked with the same systems that have given rise to climate change. Individual experiences alone do not necessarily underpin the systemic inequalities that occur within the realms of mental health, and they may continue to uphold power structures which harm marginalised people. How we have experienced this world can allow for the compassion needed to build bridges with one another and strive towards a more just future for all. In this context, we are united under the same struggle by recognising that these systems are making us all sick to varying degrees. Thus warranting a broader analysis beyond eco-anxiety, and instead inviting us to look at mental health as a whole.


If we can understand this, we can begin to understand the third tenet of It’s Not Just You – that You alone are not the only responsible actor in whatever crises, struggles and hardships it is you and your community may face. It is an interrogation of the dominant knowledge and socioeconomic systems at play. It spells out clearly that the same systems that have created a crisis of the climate, and thus eco-anxiety, are those which have led to profound suffering in people’s wellbeing.


It’s Not Just You reminds us that the frequency with which ill mental health occurs these days cannot be attributed to the individual alone. Instead, we need to ask how mental health has been influenced by the current state of this world, the injustices that underpin it and the worldviews it perpetuates. It has become apparent to me that the world wasn’t designed (emphasis on intentionality here) to favour all people and environments equally. Especially not those who have been deemed enemies of the state by virtue of trying to dismantle them, nor people who have long been dehumanised by particular doctrines. I find this to be particularly true for those who work in the advocacy realm. I have seen too many activists left feeling weary and devoid of vitality on the daily from relentless campaigning, many of whom have little choice in the matter. All the while the undercurrent of an intensifying climate crisis amidst a backdrop of neoliberal capitalism is magnifying the effects of people’s predispositions to mental struggle.


There undeniably already exists a disparity in the way certain communities experience mental health and whether they can access resources that improve one’s wellbeing. With passing time and grave inaction, the divide only becomes larger and larger. I believe it is imperative to address these inequalities, as the already deepened chasm of disparity is widening.


Perhaps by understanding that It’s Not Just You, we can begin to critique the limitations of individualism, upheld by neoliberal capitalist ideologies, which has led many to feel entirely alone and responsible for their own struggle. And so, the fourth tenet encourages us to seek solutions to these problems by opting for collective remedies, for both the benefit of people and the planet, as an antithesis to the systems that have long harmed us. Much like the teachings of radical mycology, it invites us to recognise that there is power in the collective, and that a healthy ecosystem is one that relies on collaboration.


But in a time when we have been led to believe that we cannot care for one another, It’s Not Just You encourages us not to operate with an attitude of scarcity, and instead implores us to adopt the belief that we can care for ourselves and for others. It is a testament to abundance and community care from the teachings of frontline communities who challenge the western, heteronormative and patriarchal values of kinship and hierarchical thinking. These are broad and community-centred responses to the issues pertaining to mental health and climate change, informed by the resilience of those who have long had to advocate for radical change.


These four tenets of It’s Not Just You are how I have chosen to navigate eco-anxiety, and mental health more broadly, in a time of climate change. Each covers an array of topics that build atop one another with each chapter, allowing for the reader to understand why we must go beyond the paradigms of popularised environmentalism. And through understanding these tenets, I hope you feel equipped to navigate and act on complex topics with reassurance, ease and urgency.


And so, to reiterate the first tenet – I want you to understand and feel reassured that It’s Not Just You who is struggling, and that you are not alone in feeling averse to the world around you. At the same time, the second tenet reminds us that our perspectives don’t speak for everyone, thereby inviting us to employ an intersectional understanding on mental health and climate change. The latter then sets the scene for us to understand the direct role of knowledge and socioeconomic systems in poor mental health, specifically critiquing how neoliberal capitalism and climate change interact. Finally, the fourth tenet of It’s Not Just You motivates us to dismantle individualism (especially within our movements), seek community structures of care and harness radical imaginative practices to create a better world.


I hope this book becomes a companion and a literary soundboard of sorts, to take what you need (and what you don’t) in order to unpack the aforementioned. It’s Not Just You attests to being part of a global community, enduring a multitude of struggles, underpinned by structures and systems of harm. But knowing is not the same as acting, and so I hope this book implores you to take to the ground, cultivating mycelial networks of change with fellow advocates, change-makers and organisers such that we may create a more (environ)mentally resilient future for all.










I YOU ARE NOT ALONE



The first tenet of It’s Not Just You reminds us that You are not alone in a time of climate breakdown. Whether you identify with an experience such as eco-anxiety, the next few chapters emphasise that there is solidarity in shared struggle. We also seek to define and understand the scope of experiences such as eco-anxiety – how it manifests, who it affects and what purpose it serves. The latter allows us to explore how eco-anxiety is a rational, natural and adaptive response to truly irrational and unnatural circumstances such as climate change. But in exploring these themes around eco-anxiety, we have the capacity to ask: does the experience speak for every perspective? And how may it act as a case study for (environ)mental injustice as a whole?










1 IT’S NOT JUST ME



I used to believe I was entirely alone in my struggles and that my mental health was unrelated to the world around me. Simply put, I embodied the idea that It’s Just Me – that my mental health issues were overwhelmingly situated within myself. After all, scientific objectivity taught me that my genes and chemicals may have codified a particular psychiatric blueprint. And my life history was a testament to the stereotypes of a lonely and mentally unwell person.


I was deeply perturbed as a child, rode the waves of extreme, rapid highs and lows as a teenager, and have been diagnosed with everything under the sun as an adult. I have seen countless mental health professionals throughout the years to pin down what it is that makes me the way I am. I come with an unapologetic dollop of psychological specifications. Premenstrual dysphoric disorder, bipolar disorder type II, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder and borderline personality disorder have all been thrown around, and, as you can see, I’m apparently very disordered!


Recounting these labels is dizzying, regardless of whether half of them have been reassessed and retracted by western mental health professionals. For the longest time I bounced between different psychologists, psychiatrists and medics in the hope of finding the definitive holy grail of diagnostics. In some ways I’m more confused than when I started my journey, but I don’t regret embarking on it, and I most certainly don’t see diagnostics as the hallmark of my healing or my identity. Rather I recognise that diagnoses act as anchors for understanding oneself, not as invitations to invalidate what one feels and experiences, and they are most certainly not the sole reasons for why I react adversely to existing in this world.


The belief that It’s Just Me is not only untrue but neither is it innate; rather it is learned according to societal norms. Research shows that one in four people will experience a mental health problem here in the UK, and the more conversations I have with others, the more I learn that they too are struggling profoundly in the modern world. Despite these obvious trends, many of us are taught that it is our own fault we are unwell, and that we are incapable of dealing with the many stresses of life.


This overwhelming individualisation prompted me to question the extent to which my mental deviance was owed to ‘illness’ (as influenced by political doctrines and Eurocentric psychiatric practices) as opposed to the systems that harm us. I subsequently delved into the quintessential nature versus nurture debate, which at times led me to believe that my traumas alone were the reason for my ill-adapted existence. The reality is far more complex. This is because mental health does not exist in a vacuum; it is a culmination of different factors including how we interact with and endure the effects of our environments. And one existential crisis in particular helped me unlearn this individualisation more than anything else.


As an activist who focuses on climate change, I know that part of my mental stress is exacerbated by what has come to be known as the climate crisis. This is understandable; scientific reports spell out ecological and systems collapse, and more and more catastrophes affect communities around the globe as the elite continue to prioritise profit over the planet. One term in particular, eco-anxiety, has arisen out of the last decade as a way to loosely describe worries owed to a changing climate, and research is showing that these feelings of worry are only becoming more and more common. While vague, eco-anxiety presents itself as a way to interrogate the individualistic ills of mental health suffering; it is living proof that the world around us has a profound impact on the way we feel. Eco-anxiety, among other climate-related mental health emotions, acknowledges the impacts of environments on our wellbeing. And although this term didn’t exist when I was growing up, the all-consuming worries of climate change deeply influenced the way in which I pursued climate action.


I grew up near the border of mainland China, in Hong Kong, a city long forged by its colonial history, political instability and laissez-faire capitalist economy and culture. My youth exposed me to a plethora of different socio-political and environmental issues, such as the fight for democratic freedom, economic crises, air pollution, land reclamation and wildlife trafficking. But with such a breadth of priorities to consider, the issue of climate change was never seen as urgent, despite our vulnerability as a coastal typhoon-prone city. This lack of societal climate consciousness ultimately caused many sleepless nights and frightened days, leading me to pursue humble individualistic efforts such as anti-shark-finning campaigns, adopting a plant-based diet and reducing energy consumption, among other things. These actions never felt enough and few around me seemed aware, leaving me to carry a burden that felt like it was mine to bear. This led me to pursuing an academic career in environmental sciences with the hopes of completing a PhD, but, like my younger years, I quickly became disillusioned with the personal impact I was having. After graduating, I subsequently found myself vying for a coveted spot in the wildlife filmmaking industry in Bristol, before realising that my frustration with the state of this world wasn’t going to coincide neatly with climbing a highly competitive career ladder. And so, action became the antidote to my impatience, and I began to spend weekends away in London at climate protests with different community members. Through this I was introduced to many people who related to this vague feeling called ‘eco-anxiety’ that I had carried for so long.


It just so happened that at one of these protests I was scouted for an upcoming Stella McCartney sustainable fashion campaign, which is not your average entry into the ‘public eye’ of climate campaigning, and I still question the optics of that today. But the partnership didn’t end there – the brand subsequently sponsored me to sail across the Atlantic to the United Nations climate conference COP25, or Conference of Parties, in Santiago, Chile. And so, on 2 October 2019, I boarded the Regina Maris with thirty-five other European youths in hopes of campaigning for fair and sustainable travel. Except we never arrived in Chile. Halfway across the Atlantic Ocean we received news that the COP25 had been relocated to Madrid due to civil unrest in Santiago. I remember snapshots of cartoons in the tabloids mocking us for never making it to the COP. At the time my eco-anxiety was at an all-time high. I felt like I was doing the epitome of what it said on the tin: take climate action to combat eco-anxiety. I can now say in hindsight that sailing across the Atlantic will never ‘cure’ eco-anxiety. Now I can’t help but laugh at myself for thinking I could even ‘cure’ myself of it, alongside failing to make it to COP25, of course.


Come COP25, the team worked remotely on the island of Martinique, liaising with representatives in Madrid. Despite conjuring images of a thriving digital nomad life or a noble philanthropic escapade in paradise, this project was far from that. For starters, we weren’t lounging on beaches, nor sipping piña coladas at sundown. Most of our time was spent hunting down adequate Wi-Fi spots that could accommodate over thirty people so we could toil away at our computers. And although the Caribbean island is undeniably paradisal, it is also fraught with inequality and division left by the legacies of colonialism, like much of the Lesser Antilles. When our ship first berthed the shores of Les Trois-Îlets, I was immediately faced with rich white tourists and locals, pastel-coloured boutiques, overpriced creperies and a forcible attempt at a quaint shopping complex called Le Village Creole. Just across the harbour, at Fort De France, the vibe was noticeably dissimilar. This made our stay there even more contentious in my eyes, given the optics of mostly white European youth sailing across the Atlantic to a Caribbean island, attempting to enact a climate programme. It leaves an odd taste in my mouth that still lingers to this day, and further compounds some traumas I endured while on board the ship.


The captain had plans to complete his journey further west and most of us sailed on. Shortly thereafter we found ourselves in the vibrant city of Cartagena, Colombia, bedraggled and exhausted from three months at sea. I remember the first night I stayed in a hostel away from the environment that traumatised and exhausted me. I slept soundly that night in a well-ventilated room that wasn’t swinging from side to side, nor creaking at every keel. Alas, the grandeur of sailing cannot be without the reality of sleepless, stuffy nights, cold winds, claustrophobia, lice and scabies outbreaks, as well as for me, more personally, what it was like to exist as a racialised woman in an overwhelmingly patriarchal and colonial project. It made me deeply question the way in which I wanted to campaign for climate justice moving forward and led me to develop a deeper understanding of how my mental health interacted with intersecting injustices, situated within the context of climate change.


By the start of 2020, I was already knee-deep in facilitating the inverse of ‘Sail to the COP’ with an incredible team of diverse change-makers: a sailboat bringing Latin American and Caribbean youth to the UN climate conference SB52, many of whom I still work with today and have interviewed for this book. Along the way we made friends, fundraised through networks, interacted with local organisations, facilitated events, took part in the International Hay Festival and managed to secure a mooring space for the sailboat by February. I even spent time with my friend’s indigenous community, the Arhuaco of the Sierra Nevada, where we travelled for eight days deep into the mountains. We swam in rivers, fell off mules, played football with the kids using limes that had fallen from the trees and spoke to Mamos (spiritual leaders) around fires about their relationship with the land and earth. However, much like my time in Martinique, my stay in the north of Colombia revealed a society that is and was still divided. As a tourist who ‘lived’ in the area for three months, my experience was poles apart from the life of local Colombians. Unsurprisingly, the wealthy touristic and colonial old city walls of Cartagena contrast starkly with the deprived Afro-Caribbean settlements of Tierra Bomba and the unappreciated indigeneity of the Sierra Nevada. While the latter half of this story appears to be a redemption arc, I was incredibly burnt out and had to contend with the deterioration of my mental health entirely.


Soon after my third month in Colombia, the onset of the coronavirus pandemic and a severe mental health breakdown sent me packing. By March 2020, I found myself back in Bristol, where I had moved nearly three years prior, but this time even more traumatised and confused. It’s a weird existence going from being an eco-anxious climate nomad who sailed the high seas to a traumatised, jobless, twenty-something confined to a dingy shoebox of a flat by the proceedings of a global pandemic. But since then, I have continued working with different stakeholders, attended more climate conferences and protests than I can count and spoken to a variety of audiences. Most importantly, I have spent much of the past four years reassessing the relationship between mental health and climate change. In a way, doing so became a therapy of sorts; a salve which helped me make sense of why I was suffering so much. I came to see the relationship between mental health and climate change as a climate justice issue, yet this theme needs more airtime.


As we discussed earlier, climate justice concerns itself with the understanding that there are interweaving systems that exacerbate the impacts of climate change on communities, many of whom have contributed the least to its manifestation. Climate justice to me was a chance to right the wrongs of the individualism of mental health, and more personally to understand the systems and structures that have impacted me so deeply. But this movement is about a collective – a fundamental testament to It’s Not Just Me, nor You! The climate justice movement is a multifaceted existence in a network of members and change-makers who not only hold you in your darkest days, but also hold you accountable. It’s about continual growth, unlearning and admitting where we fall short by going through a constant flux of evolution and re-evaluation. This movement is the coming together of people who care, many of whom have long endured struggle one way or another. And so, like the climate justice movement, my understanding of the relationship between mental health and climate change required a collective – rather than individualised – understanding of how systemic oppression contributes to struggle. It was through organising with a global community of change-makers in the climate justice movement that I deepened my understanding of shared, intersectional struggles, besides that which could be classified as eco-anxiety. It was through climate justice that I learned It’s Not Just Me.


Many of us within the climate justice movement care so profoundly about intersecting issues that I can’t name a single soul I’ve met who doesn’t struggle with their mental health in some capacity. A fair few have even been labelled ‘highly sensitive people’, which some like to weaponise under the pejorative ‘snowflake’ (others say the phenotype is just an ableist euphemism for being neurodivergent!). Sensitivity has long been demonised and affiliated with caricatures depicting ‘weak’ and ‘overreactive’ people, often women, especially women of colour. Its association with race, femininity, queerness, disability and/or any form of divergence has long been used to ostracise and invalidate people who challenge the status quo. Unsurprisingly, there is a long history of undermining sensitivity as a way to gaslight, coerce and quash the efforts and existence of marginalised people and anyone that campaigns against normalised injustice. Let me reassure all the sensitive souls out there that you are a gift to this earth. I’ve come to learn that sensitivity in our line of work is a blessing, even if being attuned to one’s environment is no easy feat, nor smooth sailing most of the time. You see, it begets empathy and critical thinking; it allows us to question the world around us and the actors within it who have orchestrated such woeful circumstances. Sensitivity heightens us to inequality and injustice; it conditions us to be curious about and critical of that which has been normalised. Many sensitive souls also experience eco-anxiety, among other complex relationships between mental health and climate change. And to extrapolate, these experiences may be a signifier that they see the world for what it is, carrying the mental load that comes with it.


But to me, this sensitivity is not simply synonymous with struggling; it can be a gift with which we can nurture care for one another. It is a way of appreciating that the human experience can be underpinned by mutual understanding and empathy – for oneself and for others. It lends itself to understanding those who have experienced struggle, whatever the nature of that struggle. It is often through my own experiences that I find commonality with and sympathy for those who endure (dis)similar if not graver hardships. And so, with shared struggle, I believe there is solidarity in commonality, offering a glimmer of hope in a world that often leaves many feeling unwell and isolated. It is the application of It’s Not Just You as a means for fostering community, coalition building and solidarity. Do not let this fool you, however – our sensitivity is not mutually exclusive to strength. As always, the reality of existing in two supposedly juxtaposing states rings true. Our sensitivity is met with an unparalleled resilience and determination that grounds us. We are unwavering in spaces that fail to see our humanity, and we are fiercely protective of our sanctity and causes we believe in.


It’s safe to say that I care a lot about climate justice, and thus about people, about the planet, and everything in between. Many might deem this ‘virtue signalling’, but it’s the truth, and in saying it, I hope it reminds us all that caring for the planet and its people is a fundamental aspect of our humanity. And through understanding that, much like Me, this world is suffering, I refuse to accept that anyone or any struggle is solely a result of their inner workings and predispositions. As we’ve seen, the climate crisis is making us unwell, and attempting to address it is my form of therapy, even if one suffers in the process – after all, they say you get sick before you get better. But thankfully, a problem shared is a problem halved, and so I am grateful to be reminded that, despite it all, It’s Not Just Me.










2 IT’S NOT JUST IRRATIONAL



The cliffs of Aust, on the banks of the River Severn near Bristol, are a peculiar, unassuming place. Muddy flats and reeds are flanked by busy bridges and dilapidated structures, signifying an area of little activity and importance. I often spend my evenings on the rocky shores, not another person in sight. Far from being alone, however, I am accompanied by age-old creatures housed in shale from times gone by. The sediments at Aust are over 200 million years old, boasting creatures that once roamed the shallow waters of the southwest. I take my hammer and chip away at the debris lining the cliff edge, finding modest shards of Triassic shell, bone and teeth. It is a strange feeling knowing that Aust was completely underwater during this time. But what is even stranger, is that in less than thirty years Aust will be at risk of being completely submerged once again. The difference being that this submersion is due to anthropogenic climate change, and with it will come the transformation of manmade structures into relics of the past.


As someone who now lives in Bristol, I have spent much time thinking about how the rise in sea levels will devastate much of the southwest. I frequent one map in particular called the Coastal Risk Screening Tool, based on rigorous peer-reviewed science. Yet I see new housing being erected on flood plains, and estate agents enthusiastically marketing properties without disclosing these risks to future homeowners. More pertinently, our government is engaging in a reckless folly of leadership roulette while allowing for an ongoing energy crisis to justify more ‘homegrown’ oil and gas. This will have knock-on effects for the already vulnerable who won’t have the option of relocating. And so, thinking about the deluge that will affect the southwest among other places has deeply perturbed me; I am fraught with the frustrations of knowing that time is passing, and little is being done by those in power to stop the seas from rising.


Converse to the flooding at Aust, in the summer months reservoirs and lakes around Bristol are drying up, leaving crusty earth bare. When walking along the shores of Blagdon Lake in July 2022, the crunch beneath my feet was too much to handle. I looked down at the many shrivelled-up reeds, embedded bottles left by visitors and hundreds of empty white shells jutting out from the cracks in the earth. My heart sank knowing that this was to be the new normal. In the distance the local birdlife gathered around a small pool of water, jostling and cawing as a result of the newfound claustrophobia. It left me feeling crestfallen and scared; my partner had simply wanted to take me for a nice walk to clear my head. But far from that, Blagdon had reminded me that climate calamity is inescapable, and few souls have the means to avoid its existence.


Over the years I have spent many sleepless nights thinking about climate breakdown and coming to terms with what some people call eco-anxiety. I first stumbled upon the term online, about five years ago. It was transformative to say the least, as I had yet to encounter any words dedicated to the climate-related mental burden I believed I was carrying. It was also an assurance that I was not broken (which had been insinuated with prior mental struggles), as eco-anxiety operated with an emphasis on de-pathologising what is ultimately a rational response to abnormal circumstances. These new, validating words were part of the reason I felt so compelled to associate with being eco-anxious, and, as I detailed earlier, I soon began my foray into unpacking how climate change affected mental health more broadly. To me, eco-anxiety was a more humanising descriptor in a long list of traumatic experiences, conditions and disorders I related to, but this time the cause was undoubtedly external. It gave credence to the frustration in feeling that the world wasn’t supposed to be like this, and that we, as a society, weren’t supposed to continue with business as usual.


The links between planetary and mental health have been reaffirmed far and wide, with some researchers reiterating that a ‘stable climate is the most fundamental determinant of human health’. More and more people are recognising that climate change poses a very real and tangible threat to our wellbeing, and in turn that our emotions influence how we respond to climate change. Eco-anxiety in particular has become a focal point of these discussions over the past few years and I am relieved that it’s picking up steam.


There are many variations in the definitions of eco-anxiety, but by far the most popular seems to elucidate a certain distress in response to climate change, with some emphasising a worry for the future. The Climate Psychological Alliance, for instance, more broadly defines eco-anxiety as the ‘heightened emotional, mental or somatic distress in response to dangerous changes in the climate system’. And although definitions are inconsistent across the literature, as per my first encounter with the term, eco-anxiety reminds us that It’s Not Just Irrational; that whatever negative emotions you are experiencing in response to climate change are not unjustified. Let me reassure you that your feelings are valid, no matter how big or small. Whether it be overwhelm, worry or fear, these emotions are especially vocalised by young people like myself who express dismay at inheriting an unstable future.


A recent global study, which surveyed 10,000 young people from ten countries, showed that nearly 60 per cent of them were extremely worried about the future state of the planet. Nearly half said that this distress affected them daily, and three-quarters agreed with the statement ‘the future is frightening’. Many of these youths expressed disappointment and betrayal over governments failing to act. Similar research investigating the impacts of climate change on 10,000 university students in thirty-two countries found that it was impacting young people across the globe, with a quarter of respondents saying they felt ‘terrified’ about climate change. And these feelings of worry, grief and despair only seem to be increasing.


It is no surprise, then, that 2018 and 2019 were formative years in the mobilising of many youth strikers across the globe. When I think about just how dedicated this cohort is to climate action, what springs to mind are the words of the political philosopher Frantz Fanon: ‘Each generation must, out of relative obscurity, discover its mission, fulfil it, or betray it,’ he famously remarked. It appears that for Gen-Z, the climate crisis is of utmost importance, and they are certainly fulfilling their role as activists, perhaps more than their fair share, which seems to compound the eco-anxious experience even further.


Activist and organiser Dominique Palmer started campaigning when she saw how environmental racism affected her community while living in Lewisham, South London. She explains to me why she thinks eco-anxiety is so prolific in youth spaces: ‘I think it comes from two main things. Firstly, the immediate future they’re going to inherit, especially because so many young people are studying at school or university and thinking, I’m doing all of this work, I have all of these dreams but what future is that going towards? Secondly, this is also from seeing how politicians and leaders from different generations are so against any change and are just selling off futures. And the decisions they’re making is what makes me the most eco-anxious. It’s no wonder that there are so many young people who are very eco-anxious, especially those who have been directly on the frontlines of climate breakdown.’ She goes on to tell me: ‘When you talk to people who are also experiencing eco-anxiety, you realise that you are not on your own. It’s Not Just You.’





But young people are not the only cohort to experience high levels of eco-anxiety. While it must be acknowledged that there is much weight to bear for inheriting a troubling future, young age alone is not the only factor that comes into play. In fact, studies have also shown that those working in climate research are experiencing these emotions too. And a survey carried out by the Global Future think tank in conjunction with the University of York showed that concerns about climate change were as common in older and working-class communities as young and middle-class people, with 78 per cent reporting feelings of eco-anxiety. Studies in the US have also shown that communities of colour experience high levels of eco-anxiety relative to white communities. And research from The Eco-Anxiety in Africa Project (TEAP) found that of over 170 young Nigerians interviewed, 66.5% of them confirmed that eco-anxiety was something they related to.


However, there are still gaps in the literature as this realm is in its intellectual infancy, and it is clear that much more inclusive research is needed, exploring the longitudinal effects of long-term environmental trauma. This is especially important for indigenous communities and people disproportionately impacted by climate change in the global south. Especially as western terms such as eco-anxiety may not be part of the everyday vernacular in non-western countries.


Mitzi Jonelle Tan, a climate justice activist from Metro Manila, Philippines, argues that mental health trauma may not be something people are aware they are experiencing. She tells me: ‘In a lot of marginalized communities, particularly in the global south, mental health is not often recognized as a core issue by outsiders or even the community itself. Non-recognition… mainly stems from a lack of awareness and stigma surrounding mental health problems and their manifestations, as well as a lack of knowledge regarding the science behind the climate crisis and the impending doom of unimaginable impacts if business-as-usual continues. Because of this, individuals in affected communities may be experiencing climate trauma and anxiety without even realizing it.’


Within climate communities, however, eco-anxiety is a common occurrence and a term that many ascribe to. Our movements are regularly made aware of corrupt politicians, widespread systemic injustice, weak climate targets, new fossil fuel ventures, biodiverse habitats being ravaged by wildfires, freak weather events, record-breaking temperatures, ongoing environmental abuses and more – the list is never-ending. Many recognise that no crisis has been more pertinent in exacerbating inequalities and threatening all life on earth. Many even question the extent to which the future is ‘liveable’ in the most basic sense of the word. This mentality is echoed more broadly with campaigners, politicians and scientists reiterating the severity of the situation. And so, with this awareness, might it be worth interrogating the upsurge in mass mobilisation, scientific communication and media attention as a means for understanding the prolific emergence and perpetuation of eco-anxiety?


In October 2018, UK climate group Extinction Rebellion launched its first public call to action: a national climate protest due to take place in the capital at the end of the month. Back then I was working part-time at a science centre, and I recall desperately trying to rearrange my rota in the hopes that I could strike. After all, I had read online that the best way to ‘cure’ myself of eco-anxiety was to take action and attend a protest. My attempt at getting the day off was unsuccessful, and so I spent my lunch break despondently scrolling through social media and looking at photos of people posing with placards, who heroically centred themselves in the fight for climate justice. I had severe fear of missing out accompanied by a rather frenetic sense of anxiety. I promised myself I’d go to the next strike – and the rest is history, as they say.


That same month the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published its Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C. The report called for ‘deep emissions reductions’ in line with the 2015 Paris Agreement – a legally binding global framework designed to limit warming and address the impacts of climate change. Scientists stipulated that ‘Global net human-caused emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2 largely owed to fossil fuels) would need to fall by about 45 per cent from 2010 levels by 2030, reaching “net zero” around 2050’ in order to stay within the proposed 1.5°C target. However, far from slowing down, fossil fuel production was being ramped up by industries set to produce more than double the required amount in 2030 than what is needed to keep in line with the Paris Agreement. Climate models at the time suggested we were on track for heating between three to four degrees by 2100, spelling out decimated ecosystems, mass extinction events, ice-free poles, intolerable heat stress, more intense storms and the collapse of civilisations. It was emphasised that the planet was in dire straits, with a domino effect of ‘tipping points’ and prospects of being past the point of no return. The 2018 report was startling, (eco-)anxiety-inducing and subsequently prompted a furore.


Later that year, at the 24th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, or COP24, countries gathered to put the plans of the Paris Agreement in motion. It was during this conference that fifteen-year-old Greta Thunberg, who had gained notoriety for striking every Friday outside the Swedish parliament, delivered a rousing speech to delegates in Katowice, Poland. I remember watching her speak on television during my lunch break, completely entranced by her candour. Her tone was unapologetic and stark, speaking to the swathes of eco-anxious youths across the globe. ‘You only speak of green eternal economic growth because you are too scared of being unpopular. You only talk about moving forward with the same bad ideas that got us into this mess, even when the only sensible thing to do is pull the emergency brake. You are not mature enough to tell it like it is. Even that burden you leave to us children. But I don’t care about being popular. I care about climate justice and the living planet. Our civilization is being sacrificed for the opportunity of a very small number of people to continue making enormous amounts of money.’


But popular she became. Greta was quickly heralded as a leading public figure in the youth climate movement and has helped inspire the mobilisation of many school strikers worldwide. And no doubt she inspired me too, though I have much to say about the pressure and obsession with cults of personality as ‘solutions’ to this crisis or remedies for eco-anxiety (see Chapter 11). At the same conference, similar sentiments of urgency were echoed by Sir David Attenborough: ‘the collapse of our civilisations and the extinction of much of the natural world is on the horizon’, and UN secretary-general António Guterres: ‘… we are facing an existential threat. This is the biggest crisis humanity has ever faced. First, we have to realise this, and then as fast as possible do something to stop the emissions and try to save what we can save.’ What proceeded was a seismic shift in the conscience of climate-concerned citizens.


As with the urgency conveyed by the UN, environmentalists and youth movements, the media also changed the way in which they referred to these affairs. No longer were youth protesting climate change; they were protesting a climate ‘emergency’, climate ‘breakdown’ or the climate ‘crisis’. The IPCC’s countdown to 2030 was also imprinted into the minds of eco-anxious individuals, with people reiterating that the window was closing before climate change reached an irreversible tipping point. This countdown commotion even inspired installations such as the ‘Climate Clock’ in New York City, which was erected to ‘remind the world every day just how perilously close we are to the brink’. Similar messages were shared at the TED Countdown summit, just weeks before COP26, and ahead of Glasgow, the United Nations Environment Programme Executive Director Inger Andersen remarked, ‘The clock is ticking loudly.’ This doomsday countdown narrative is anxiety-inducing, to say the least, and seems to have perpetuated a mental paralysis as much as it inspired urgent action, and it’s no wonder eco-anxiety has seen an upsurge. Make no mistake, however; the countdown commotion is not entirely unwarranted, but its capacity to transform action requires further consideration.


Urgency itself soon presents as the lesser of eco-anxious evils when we witness the inverse perpetuated by climate foes. Climate change deniers are far and wide, often conflating climate urgency with vested political interests and conspiracy theories. As if from nowhere they make themselves unapologetically known in the comments sections of activists’ online forums. I myself have come across a fair few climate change deniers in person spouting the words of other notable ‘debunkers’ as gospel. When striking outside the British Parliament one summer, I met a man who claimed that as a ‘scientist’ (he wasn’t a scientist at all) he was better positioned to talk about the liberal climate hoax than writers of the IPCC. While western science is not the be-all and end-all of inclusive climate communication, it is rather concerning when deniers denounce the 99 per cent of scientists who agree that climate change has been caused by anthropogenic activity.


Climate change deniers are not limited to a subset of the general public, and sadly many people in power are vocally fighting climate legislation and information. At the time of writing, I came across ultra-Republican representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, from the state of Georgia, who recently took to the media to proclaim that global warming was ‘actually healthy for us’, using food output as a signifier of the benefits of increased carbon in the atmosphere. And while her speech was riddled with misinformation and false equivalencies, she was also backed by avid supporters online.


Many of us in the environmental space may also remember how in 2020, under the presidency of Donald Trump (a well-known climate change denier), the United States withdrew from the Paris Agreement despite the country’s evident responsibility in greenhouse gas output. And while under Joe Biden the US has since ratified the agreement, the administration has still failed to take a consistent stance against oil and gas due to entrenched economic and political interests; that much is revealed by the approval of the Willow Project oil drilling venture in early 2023.I It appears to be the case, as author and activist Naomi Klein says, that ‘The only thing rising faster than our emissions is the output of words pledging to lower them.’ It is clear that this is no longer just a crisis of denial but also of delay.


Political and public figures are not the only complicit bodies in this. Media outlets continue to be negligent of the impacts of the climate crisis, and in some cases even celebrate aspects of it. In July 2022, the Met Office forecasted temperatures of up to 40°C, the first time ever recorded in Britain, despite some speculations that these temperatures wouldn’t happen until 2050. Yet tabloids like the Sun failed to even mention climate change in key articles and continued to show people enjoying days out at the beach. Many media outlets also are guilty of framing climate campaigning in a disparaging and derogatory way. That summer I was invited not once, but twice onto Good Morning Britain to ‘debate’ whether heatwaves and the Tory Party’s cuts to climate policy were bad news for Brits. Not only is posing this crisis as a debate with two ‘equal sides’ ludicrous, but the show has a history of mocking young activists.


When asked to talk about the Just Stop Oil initiative, activist Miranda Whelehan was belittled by host Richard Madeley, who patronisingly said, ‘And this “Just Stop Oil” slogan is very playground-ish, isn’t it? It’s very Vicky Pollard, quite childish.’ Perhaps things would’ve transpired differently had Madeley decided to engage more critically with Whelehan and acknowledged that movements such as JSO are asking the UK government to stop opening new oil and gas fields, not end all oil and gas overnight. In a similar vein, that summer meteorologist John Hammond took to GB News to explain the severity of the situation, only to be mocked by host Bev Turner, who remarked ‘… summer of ’76 – that was as hot as this, wasn’t it?’ and ‘I want us to be happy about the weather… I don’t know whether something’s happened to meteorologists to make you all a little bit fatalistic… and harbingers of doom.’ That ‘something’ is climate change; and far from being a harbinger of doom, John Hammond spoke calmly and factually about the situation.


A pattern emerges: ‘news’ outlets chastise advocates with ridicule and false equivalencies (despite their composure and expertise) under the guise of a ‘balanced’ discussion. It doesn’t take much digging before you realise how much of the media is run by climate-sceptic billionaires. And it’s no wonder parallels have been drawn to the 2021 climate change parody film Don’t Look Up, in a scene where astronomers, played by Leonardo DiCaprio and Jennifer Lawrence, talk about the threat of an asteroid hitting the earth. Akin to reality, in the movie they are met with futility and whimsy from the talk-show hosts.


Climate activists are frequently ridiculed, scapegoated, mocked, undermined and criticised for campaigning against the injustices of climate change, no matter what their methods are. I’ve found that, over the years, it doesn’t matter how perfect you are, how reasonably you package your arguments or what tactics you use, the powers that be have always had a problem with people challenging normalised injustice, especially when it hurts their profits. In response to any form of direct action, activists are branded disruptive, dangerous, delusional and Irrational, and authoritarian governments continue to push for anti-protest legislation against so-called ‘disruption’. It makes me think of a recent comment from António Guterres, who remarked, ‘Climate activists are sometimes depicted as dangerous radicals. But the truly dangerous radicals are the countries that are increasing the production of fossil fuels.’ Perhaps we might agree that throwing tomato soup at a protected Van Gogh painting really isn’t as outrageous as the way some media and politicians have denied and delayed climate action.


To compensate for the cultural dissonance around climate change, as conscious citizens we may feel obliged to take the weight of the world on our shoulders by acting on and acknowledging each and every catastrophe around the world. And the mind-blowingly terrifying information is out there if you look for it. While I do not operate on the mindset of scarcity in terms of what we can care for, it is simply unrealistic to expect each individual to tackle every single injustice in the world from a practical standpoint. The climate crisis cannot be resolved without serious system change, as it is those with the most wealth and power that are responsible for perpetuating it. Yet we are told that it is our responsibility to tackle the climate crisis and we are criminalised when we do so. Many ordinary people are made to feel guilty for their relatively minute contributions while the mega-rich and those in power continue to sell us down the river. In fact, the same study that looked at eco-anxiety in young people around the world found that over 50 per cent of respondents felt guilty about climate change. And studies have shown that guilt has profound impacts on levels of stress, anxiety and depression. I’ve also seen the media and people in power look towards the youth for ‘hope’, putting even more pressure on young minds (more on this in Chapter 11). It is akin to adding fuel to the eco-anxious and planetary fire. And so, to those who feel the weight of the world on their shoulders, I see you. It is painful knowing that doomers, deniers and delayers operate with such intent and vigour. Rest assured that It’s Not Just Irrational to be struggling with one’s mental health during this utterly Irrational time.





The consistency of negative news, doomsday-esque rhetoric, climate betrayal, burden to be the change and ultimately eco-anxious paralysis requires further analysis. And in moments of hardship, these attributes may actually hold the key to our success. While we may not be able to immediately change the material conditions that give rise to our eco-anxiety, our emotional responses can teach us a lot about how best to act such that we can change them in the long-term.


Over the years I have been wrestling with whether I should read catastrophising headlines in the news. As a climate activist, I felt a duty to do so everyday, but the results would often leave me feeling unable to act to the best of my ability. This isn’t surprising, as research has shown that consumption of media around climate change can lead to anxiety and uncertainty and even perpetuate cycles of distress as people seek to further satiate the urge for negative news. Philosopher Timothy Morton has even suggested that our obsession with eco-facts is akin to nightmares suffered by people with PTSD – reliving trauma, repeating the nightmares over and over as a survival instinct to make us prepared – yet it often has the opposite effect. We have become so preoccupied with consuming information, albeit information that most of us already know. In her book A Field Guide to Climate Anxiety, Sarah Jaquette Ray talks about the impact of ‘infowhelm’ – the phenomenon of being overwhelmed by the constant flow of information. More specifically, many of the narratives shared online encapsulate an element of doomism, leaving little room for action and hope. Ray argues 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’. It doesn’t take long when on social media to see just how overwhelming this information can be.


At the same time, as I’ve learned from personal experience, we cannot keep our heads buried in the sand, especially as many who are positioned to feel anxiety for the future may not be those experiencing the worst of the crisis currently. This ‘ecological amnesia’, as Naomi Klein calls it, spells out a special type of climate change denial – one where we understand a crisis but refuse to act on it accordingly. It appears that we’ve got to contend with a pendulum that swings both ways.


In an interview with the Guardian, psychotherapist Caroline Hickman poignantly remarked, ‘I would worry about people who aren’t distressed; given that this is what is happening, how come?’ The most dissonant ‘solution’ to people facing overwhelm would be denial and eco-paralysis ‘as a way of coping and reducing the fear that they feel’. Such narratives may play out as us telling ourselves, ‘Oh, well, the government will save us; technology will save us; if it was that bad, somebody would have done something.’ But what results is the rationalisation of existential crisis in a way that disempowers the person in question.


In the same article, climate psychoanalyst Sally Weintrobe comments that this ‘climate bubble… has been supported by a culture of uncare, a culture that actively seeks to keep us in a state of denial about the severity of the climate crisis’. She goes on to explain, ‘The bubble protects you from reality, and when you start seeing the reality, it’s hardly surprising that you’re going to experience a whole series of shocks.’ And perhaps it is these shocks that perpetuate feelings of paralytic fear, creating cyclical feedback loops of eco-anxiety. I certainly felt that way when I read the IPCC report for the first time.


Herein lies the problem: we need to strike a balance between engaging people with the realities of the climate crisis without prompting overwhelm or indifference. Researchers argue that the cessation of climate information is not the solution, but instead we need to aim for constructive reporting which inspires agency through maintaining urgency. But this constructive reporting isn’t always accessible. For those of us who feel deep eco-anxiety in response to climate information, we must learn how to hold space for these emotions and better understand our emotional limits. By doing so, we may even begin to harness this eco-anxiety as an adaptive response to climate change. In this sense, consuming climate information can be a catalyst for action, making it a fundamentally rational response to irrational circumstances. This is different from consuming solely optimistic and non-urgent messaging, which has been shown to reduce motivation and willingness to act. What we need is to find the Goldilocks zone of climate consumption which is entirely personal to you. This resultant climate consciousness should then spur people on to pursue action sustainably and inclusively, while maintaining forms of community strength.


But again, to each their own. Researchers also argue that those who are predisposed to severe eco-anxiety may benefit from the consumption of more climate optimism, contrasted to other demographics who may be able to consume more urgent information. Either way, the climate crisis is not something we should shy away from, and as communities we need to find ways to tackle these issues head on, without doing a disservice to those who do not have the liberty of switching off from it. The ‘climate bubble’ may act as a temporary protective mechanism but does little to stop us from avoiding the worst of climate breakdown.


In my own case, I try to strike a balance between being meaningfully engaged while recognising my greater role in the movement. I regularly engage with climate information, but I try to avoid doomist perspectives that hinder my willingness and capacity to act urgently. I believe that eco-nihilistic perspectives that we’re doomed to fail are not only objectively wrong but also incredibly discouraging, and a huge disservice to communities on the frontlines who have had little choice but to act. Alongside this I have been exploring the realms of what some might call ‘resilience’ – which I outline in later chapters in the book – as a means to pursuing action sustainably.


But with all of this dialogue around taking action, we also need to acknowledge that not all barriers are strictly emotional. There is also a certain caveat to understanding how eco-anxiety inspires action across the globe. The same study that looked at eco-anxiety in 10,000 university students also found that the ability to take action depended on where people lived, and thus whether people had the capacity to engage in certain behaviours. In this study they found that eco-anxiety led to pro-environmental behaviours in wealthier nations, converse to those in the global south where there were limitations to pursuing activism. And, as I explore in Chapter 5, there are more nuances to the ‘take action to combat eco-anxiety’ discourse. For now, it is clear that context is important, and we need to make room for these realities such that every person has the freedom to feel and act on the climate crisis.





But conversations about our personal responsibility can only go so far. There is much to critique in the over-individualisation of eco-anxiety as a fault of the self as opposed to something that world powers are responsible for mitigating. So, what exactly is being done by world leaders to tackle eco-anxiety?


It is clear that mental health issues arising from the climate crisis are a matter of urgency. After all, climate change is considered the biggest threat to mental health in the coming century, deeply informing our capacity to navigate a crisis of this scale. And with the sixth iteration of IPCC echoing that ‘healthy ecosystems are more resilient to climate change’, leaders would do well to appreciate how the health our social ecosystems is an indicator of our ability to tackle climate change. Yet no solidified plan to deal with eco-anxiety or cultivate resilience across the globe currently exists. This is especially concerning since there will be billions of people vulnerable to the impacts of climate change.
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