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Gen Z's first "existential toolkit" for combating eco-guilt and burnout while advocating for climate
justice.A youth movement is reenergizing global environmental activism. The “climate
generation”—late millennials and iGen, or Generation Z—is demanding that policy makers and
government leaders take immediate action to address the dire outcomes predicted by climate
science. Those inheriting our planet’s environmental problems expect to encounter challenges,
but they may not have the skills to grapple with the feelings of powerlessness and despair that
may arise when they confront this seemingly intractable situation. Drawing on a decade of
experience leading and teaching in college environmental studies programs, Sarah Jaquette
Ray has created an “existential tool kit” for the climate generation. Combining insights from
psychology, sociology, social movements, mindfulness, and the environmental humanities, Ray
explains why and how we need to let go of eco-guilt, resist burnout, and cultivate resilience while
advocating for climate justice. A Field Guide to Climate Anxiety is the essential guidebook for the
climate generation—and perhaps the rest of us—as we confront the greatest environmental
threat of our time. 
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AnthropoceneImagine yourself thriving in a climate-changed world. What does your life look
like? What needs to happen to you, and what needs to happen around you, to make you feel you
have been successful in your efforts to flourish and to improve the lives of others? Imagine ten
years from now, being thanked by the next generation for your role in achieving this vision. What
exactly are they thanking you for?Recently, I used these questions in an exercise with my
environmental studies college juniors to help them plan their next steps in working toward
climate justice. This “vision-change-action” exercise was inspired by community organizer,
activist, and professional facilitators Abigail Reyes and adrienne maree brown. I thought my
students would love the exercise’s concreteness, its centering of their desires and hopes, and its
action-oriented, DIY, problem-solving spirit. They often express frustration that their courses are
full of information about how bad things are, without giving them ways to tackle those issues. I
hoped this exercise would lead them to define the problems themselves and to articulate their
own action plans.In order to figure out what our next steps would be, we needed to imagine the
endgame, the ideal state. I asked students to visualize what it would feel and look like to live in a
climate-changed future in which all the positive results of all their collective efforts had come to
pass. After this visualization exercise, I explained, they would break down the big changes they
wanted into doable parts and start strategizing next steps.This exercise was supposed to be
empowering, to free them from the immobilization we all feel in the face of a problem as
enormous and intractable as climate change. But it bombed, and in a way I hadn’t anticipated.
The students could not visualize a future. When I asked them about their ideal future state, I



heard crickets. When I pushed them to answer, they confessed that they couldn’t even form a
mental image of the path ahead, much less a future that they could thrive in.At first, I was
confused and even angry with them, mistaking their reaction as short-sightedness or weakness,
or an unwillingness to work hard, or a desire to bury their heads in their iPhones. I worried that
they were surrendering their agency and using the mounting evidence of apocalypse as an
excuse to not roll up their sleeves.But I soon discovered I was off the mark, and that those who
think that “kids these days” are coddled, entitled, and have no grit—that they are “snowflakes”—
are simply wrong. The generation growing up in this age of global warming is not lazy or feigning
powerlessness. Instead, they are asking why they should work hard, and to what end. The
bigger problem comes back to their being so frozen by their fears that they are unable to desire—
or, yes, even imagine—the future.The Climate GenerationWe live in the Anthropocene—a
geological age marked by the irreversible ways in which human beings have affected the climate
and environment. Climate change is affecting everyone alive today, and the topics I address and
the approaches I offer in what follows are meant for people of all ages. But those of you born
between the early 1990s and the early 2000s, at the tail end of the Millennial generation through
what is being called Generation Z, or iGen, are the first to have spent your entire lives with the
effects of climate change. This is “the climate generation,” and I’m addressing you not only
because you are uniquely affected by global warming, but also because, more importantly, it is
you who are poised to organize and bring about real change.Your cohort is larger than the Baby
Boomers or Generation X. You exist at a time of improved global health, longer lifespans, fewer
wars, and greater access to education. But you face a bleaker forecast about the viability of life
on this planet than the generations before you. Members of your generation share a mounting
awareness that the effects of climate change are not abstract or predicted in some distant future,
but are already being felt. The problems on the quickly advancing horizon will diminish the
quality of life for everybody.Your generation shares many characteristics:• You care greatly
about climate change and social justice, and you see a link between the two.• You feel
financially insecure. If you are in college, you will owe on average $40,000 by the time you
graduate. If you have graduated, you are worried about finding a job. And you’re the first
generation that is more likely to be less well off than your parents.• You’re troubled by the
increasing disparity between rich and poor.• You were raised with smart phones, social media,
and unprecedented internet access to global networks and information. Although you are more
connected, you are also more lonely, suicidal, and depressed than previous generations.• By
the time you reach college, 66 to 85 percent of you have experienced some form of trauma,
including sexual assault, violence, loss of a loved one, or bullying.• Your generation is the most
ethnically diverse generation in US history.• You are the most stressed but also the least likely to
vote.Understanding these distinct qualities of your demographic will better enable you to
understand why you’re feeling the way you’re feeling and how to navigate these turbulent
waters.In 2018, the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
released its fifth report warning of the effects of a 1.5°C (2.7°F) rise in global temperature. The



report summarizes the most up-to-date and comprehensive science on climate and the future of
the earth from experts around the world, and it also sets targets for emissions reductions. Its
2018 conclusions are far more grim than those of previous assessments. It brings into stark relief
that climate change is a fact, not a “belief” that is up for debate, and suggests that the effects of
climate change across class and continents will only grow. Climate disruption is no longer
something happening “out there” to other people in other places. Sea levels are rising not only in
Bangladesh but all along the US coastline. The Mississippi River’s banks are overflowing,
hurricanes are becoming more extreme along the Gulf and the Eastern Seaboard, and in
California the fire season now extends nearly year round. As climate change becomes felt by
more people, the boundary between those who worry about a future apocalypse and those who
are experiencing that apocalypse right now will further blur. The climate generation is at the cusp
of that story.You are resentful that you are inheriting the problems of previous generations, who
have seemingly doomed you to this fate. Earlier generations have reaped the benefits of an
extractive, fossil fuel–based economy; they may talk about a looming crisis, but they likely think
that serious disruptions will not happen in their own lifetimes. Meanwhile, they may find it difficult
to acknowledge their failure to do anything effective about a problem they have seen coming for
decades.Your generation is demanding that climate advocacy attend to social justice as part of
any plan for ecological health. Your environmental politics are also eminently cultural; unlike your
predecessors, you see how important culture and society, not just science and technology, are
when it comes to addressing environmental problems.Yours is the most ethnically diverse
generation in US history. For indigenous youth, the issue of climate change has always been
connected with colonialism and your own people’s stories of genocide and environmental
disruption. Many of the rest of you have become politicized around issues such as ocean health,
climate refugees, disaster preparation, environmental racism, and the “slow violence” of human
suffering that spirals from climate change. Your generation may also be feeling profound despair
about the rise of nationalism, xenophobia, and authoritarianism around the globe, together with
a lack of progress toward a sustainable and just future. You see daily news cycles of
sectarianism, exploitation, and destruction, of which you are often the object. Feelings of grief,
mourning, fear, and overwhelm are giving rise to a new vocabulary, including such terms as
climate anxiety, vicarious trauma, solastalgia, pre-traumatic stress, and secondary grief, which
are discussed in the next chapter.A Field Guide to Climate Anxiety argues, however, that a bleak
picture is just one side of the story. A shift in climate politics is occurring across the globe, and
many are attributing it to Gen Z’s burgeoning activism. In the United Kingdom, Extinction
Rebellion is a movement of activists who are trying to prevent the extinction of humans by
climate change and social collapse. In the United States, the Sunrise Movement is working to
bring about a Green New Deal that would regulate emissions at the federal level, even as they
focus on organizing local politics toward the same ends. European student climate marches and
school strikes inspired by the protests of Swedish student Greta Thunberg suggest that change
is coming, and the climate generation is driving it. Along with veteran organizations such as



350.org, the Union of Concerned Scientists, and the Environmental Defense Fund, these groups
together constitute what might be termed “the climate movement,” an amalgam of many groups
that emerged from the broader environmental movement of the 1970s and have taken climate
change as their main focus for the current historical moment. By contrast, a combination of
younger and social justice groups are reshaping climate conversations and activism around
questions of equity, structural violence, systems of power, and identity. Those bridging social
justice issues with environmental ones might more likely characterize themselves as a
movement for climate justice.Climate change is an on-the-ground issue. The entities that benefit
from social injustice are often the same entities that drive climate change, and the polarization of
contemporary politics inhibits progress on addressing these issues. Yet the next generation will
likely force the Republican Party to change its tune on climate change. Conservatives in Gen Z
care about it, while older conservatives do not. It is counterproductive, therefore, to think of
climate change as just an issue for Democrats or “liberals,” and far more important to begin
mobilizing along generational lines.Your demographic has unique potential: At least 70 percent
of your generation cares about global warming, which is about 10 percent more than the general
public. You have skills and attitudes that the planet needs: social media savvy to create
innovative forms of civic life and community organizing; a lack of faith in existing institutions that
will motivate you to reorganize those structures; and awareness of the necessity to face an
existential crisis with resilience and solidarity. You are crafting your own emboldening story about
yourselves, no longer listening to the stories that older generations are telling about you.The
story you tell about yourself will be crucial in your effort to cope with the changes that are fast
coming and to reimagine how the world can be organized. Your story can rise above self-erasure
and hatred for humanity, vanquish myths of powerlessness, reject the seduction of denial, and
turn away from the distractions of consumable happiness (figure 1). By politicizing your angst,
you can focus your energies on collective resilience and adaptation. Making these stories true
will require you to nourish, not deny (as much environmentalist doctrine seems to demand) your
body and soul. Or, to put it another way: reframing environmentalism as a movement of
abundance, connection, and well-being may help us rethink it as a politics of desire rather than a
politics of individual sacrifice and consumer denial.FIGURE 1. “Seashell,” by Michael Leunig.
Reprinted by permission.Empowerment and ImaginationEchoing Greta Thunberg, the 1.4
million global youth climate strikers of 2019 were questioning what purpose there was in working
hard in school for a future that may never come to pass. They had lost faith in the experts who
fail to take the crisis seriously enough. Yet fear and feelings of helplessness and eco-grief
(sadness over the destruction of the earth and its species) make it difficult to take long-term
action. Such feelings are not good for us or for the planet. Instead, we need to turn them on their
heads and tread a path from despair to hope and, crucially, empowerment. For my students, the
first step toward progress was the hardest, but as humanities scholar and palliative care expert
Marie Eaton explains, we will get nowhere if we do not first “imagine the future we hope to live
in.”Most of the people disseminating climate messages in the media (80 percent of which are



framed in negative terms) are not paying enough attention to the relationship between narrative,
emotion, and individual decision-making. That’s where environmental humanities comes in. With
its focus on storytelling, narrative frames, environmental meaning-making, and ways in which
discourse shapes human behavior, this interdisciplinary and wide-ranging field is well situated to
help fill this gap.In this book I look at the research on emotional reactions to climate change and
ask, as I asked my students, why throw in the towel? There is a lot of work we can do—problem-
solving, building alternative solidarity economies, reducing waste, getting politically organized,
making change through our involvement in engineering or politics or law, organizing community,
educating. We already have many spheres of influence, and our actions can snowball, opening
ever more spheres of impact. How and where and how much to intervene is up to us all
individually, and we all need the energy and desire to engage with, not turn away from, the crises
we face.This is not a “how to” guide that will give you practical tips on how to do this work—there
are already many resources available to help with those kinds of activities. Instead, what you will
find here is a focus on actions you can take in how you think about yourself—what I refer to as
your “interiority”—drawn from the scholarly knowledge and wisdom I have gained from working
with college-aged students for twenty years.My purpose in writing A Field Guide to Climate
Anxiety is to support you, the climate generation, and to support the people who work with and
care about you. There’s no silver bullet that will stop climate change. But we will need a lot of
capable and energetic people—i.e., you—to navigate the coming storms. This book offers many
ways to build and maintain that energy and commitment to climate advocacy, including:• tools
to avoid burnout and to sustain yourselves, your hope, and your community in what trauma
worker Laura van Dernoot Lipsky aptly calls “the age of overwhelm”• techniques to help you find
purpose in the climate crisis and to uncover emotional and existential approaches to climate
change, sometimes called “adaptive” strategies as opposed to “technical” solutions• strategies
to cultivate personal and collective resilience in the face of the depression, anxiety, fear, and
dread that many of us feel when we think about a climate-changed future—or in the face of
climate emergencies that are already happening to many of us right now• tactics to address the
doom-and-gloom discussions of climate change in mainstream media• ways to integrate
pleasure, desire, humor, and optimism while pursuing the work of climate justiceYour existential
health is the soil in which the future you desire will germinate, as well as the nourishment
required to make it a reality.If the feelings I explore in this book, such as climate anxiety,
environmental trauma, and eco-grief, are causing you to feel suicidal or have suicidal ideation, or
if you suffer from severe anxiety, depression, or post-traumatic stress disorder related to these
issues, you might benefit from professional assistance. This book is not a replacement for
psychological support.In Emergent Strategy, adrienne maree brown asks, “How do we cultivate
the muscle of radical imagination needed to dream together beyond fear?” As a matter of
survival, we need to think beyond eco-apocalypse and nurture our visions for a post–fossil fuel
future. Our radical imaginations will also make visible all the good things that are being done,
allow us each to see ourselves as a crucial part of a collective movement, and replace the story



of a climate-changed future as a frightening battle for ever scarcer resources with one that
highlights personal abundance—where there is plenty of time and energy to do the work needed
to ensure that we can all be good ancestors to the many generations yet to come.My StoryEarly
in my teaching career, I saw my purpose as giving students the intellectual tools to grasp the
connections between different kinds of environmental and social problems. I tested students on
such concepts as environmental justice, structural violence, and externalities. I asked them to
deconstruct their assumptions about nature and the way ideas about nature shape how different
communities of people are treated. I taught them how issues of social injustice are tied to
environmental issues. They learned about colonialism, capitalism, patriarchy, racism, and how
all these -isms can be connected to ecological degradation, and vice versa. I thought my job was
to dazzle them with the extent, scale, and scope of interconnected problems, just as
environmental science instructors see their mission as disseminating information about how
ecosystems work and how human activities impact ecosystem health. Our content may have
been different, but our subtext was the same: “if you’re not horrified by all of this, then you’re not
paying attention.”I measured my success by my students’ ability to see more problems in the
world and to question cherished truths. My assumption was that the more students learned
about the problems and questioned their own intentions, the better equipped they would be to
address environmental problems in a socially just way. Most environmental messages, from
documentaries to news reports, are crafted with a similar premise: when audiences can see the
problems of the world, they’ll be more likely to go out and try to fix them.I felt I had done my job
when I crushed my students’ naive, tree-hugging idealism and replaced it with a critical analysis
of power. Love wilderness? Don’t be a fool! It’s socially constructed! Love animals? How
childish! You’re just projecting your anthropomorphism onto them, when you should really be
concerned about the chemicals in your water! Love natural beauty? How elitist! You’re just a
privileged American! Love science? Don’t be duped! It’s the product of patriarchal colonial
capitalism!It took me a long time to figure out that these assaults on students’ passions were not
just creating “discomfort.” I had made the students feel guilty about pursuing any kind of
pleasure, in nature or otherwise. I hadn’t accounted for how their feelings shaped their ability to
process the course material, much less do anything about it. I suddenly realized that their
emotional responses to learning the extent of the planet’s problems, and of their own complicity
in those problems, could derail our efforts together. Worse, their despair about the state of the
planet and their feelings of guilt (leading to powerlessness) could threaten their ability to show
up to class, stay motivated to graduate, and then go into the world with the resolve required to
tackle all these problems.Much to my chagrin, my office hours and classrooms became group
therapy sessions, and I found myself totally ill-equipped to manage the demand. Every time a
student came to my office, I wondered what crisis, existential or otherwise, I would be expected
to sort out this time. The course material was not just a rite of passage, challenging my students
to mature into critically thinking adults. It, combined with myriad other stresses of college, was
sending my students off the rails, and they were taking me with them.As I researched emotional



reactions to our global crisis, I realized that emotions cannot be separated from what we can
think or do about climate change. I began to see patterns in students’ emotional responses to
the material, which I started to call an “affective arc” of our curriculum (figure 2). I showed
students how to reflect on their feelings as stages in an ongoing process and how to understand
that this journey was shared by their peers. The vision change workshop I described above,
along with the work of adrienne maree brown, led me to think differently about my role as a
teacher.FIGURE 2. The affective arc of environmental studies curricula, by Sarah Jaquette Ray.I
started to wonder whether it was just as important for students to be asked to address their
feelings as it was for them to learn about environmental disruption and injustice. I started to see
that instructors needed more tools to help students process the principles of climate disruption
in both intellectual and emotional terms. Climate change education rarely accounts for students’
emotional lives, even though research shows that emotions are central to our ability to retain and
act on information.Training an emotional lens on climate change debates will enable us to build
personal resilience, attend to the social inequities of climate change better, cultivate better
relationships and networks, and learn how to talk with a wider range of people, a point I take up
in chapter 5. This starts with looking inward, unpacking ourselves, and taking stock of our
resources.The 2016 US presidential election called me to attention. My colleagues in social
justice circles were not as shocked as I, and they reminded me that my response was a function
of my lack of direct experience with racism and poverty. I knew that I needed more humility; I also
needed more tools, and to translate the tools I already taught into more explicit, resilience-
building strategies for students. So that’s also what this book is about—facing climate grief and
injustice with the climate generation, so we can all keep getting up in the morning and doing the
work the planet and our community need us to do.How to Use This BookTypically, field guides
assist with identifying some aspect of the natural world—geology, bird life, tree species, and so
forth. They are meant to accompany you in the field, so you can quickly orient yourself and gain
richer knowledge of an unfamiliar terrain. They don’t tell you everything about a species, but they
open the door to intimate knowledge by starting with a name and basic description. This book
will lead you through your own interior terrain and help you identify the feelings associated with
the environment problems you’re working to change. Mindfulness, critical thinking, and
emotional intelligence will be your guides on the journey to manifesting the world you
desire.Each chapter explains a strategy for cultivating resilience. The strategies synthesize
academic research on emotion, social movement history, affect, and environmental philosophy.
They draw on my expertise as an environmental justice and environmental humanities scholar,
as well as my experience as a mother, professor, program leader, and certified member of the
age of overwhelm.The chapters need not be read in sequence, nor does the book need to be
read in its entirety, though chapters do at times refer to information in other chapters, and many
of us struggle with all of the problems the chapters discuss. The various tools may appeal in
different ways to different people—or to you differently at different times of your life. Checklists at
the end of each chapter distill the key wisdoms. They are refreshers of what the chapter guided



you to think about—you might even use them as mantras to orient yourself to the day. The
chapter notes at the end of the book describe key concepts in more depth, for further digging
and research.Read through the following chapter summaries, then dive into the chapters that
resonate with you.Chapter 1, “Get Schooled on the Role of Emotions in Climate Justice Work,”
surveys the research on climate change as it affects mental health. We’ll explore the feelings
associated with environmental change and how—shaped by class, race, gender, sexuality,
power, and identity—they influence our emotional lives. Becoming knowledgeable about these
feelings is a first step toward staying cool on a warming planet.Chapter 2, “Cultivate Climate
Wisdom,” enlists scholarship about mindfulness, affect theory, grief and trauma, eco-psychology,
and emotional intelligence to help us understand the role emotions play in how we think about
and work on climate change.Chapter 3, “Claim Your Calling and Scale Your Action,” dismantles
two myths that act as barriers to action: (1) the “myth of instrumentalism”—the perception that
the results of our actions should always be spectacular and measurable; and (2) the “myth of
individualism”—the perception that a single individual cannot make much of a
difference.Chapter 4, “Hack the Story,” explores how we can use our imagination to replace
stories of urgency and doom with stories of collective and societal transformation. These new
stories will help us to stay in climate work for the long haul.Chapter 5, “Be Less Right and More
in Relation,” explains how to increase opportunities for collaboration with people from both the
right and the left, in part by prioritizing conversation and connection over being right and
“winning” debates. Using compassion instead of empathy, we can make social justice and
people’s material lives more central to climate justice efforts.Chapter 6, “Move Beyond Hope,
Ditch Guilt, and Laugh More,” shows guilt, one of the dominant environmentalist emotions, to be
destructive and pointless. Rather, as the traditions of “misery resistance” tell us, pleasure,
humor, desire, and a critical view of hope are better motivators of long-term commitment. We
can find joy in manifesting the world we desire, not just outrage in opposing what we
fear.Chapter 7, “Resist Burnout,” describes how to overcome the barriers we put up along our
path. Fending off burnout is not simply a narcissistic turn toward interiority at the expense of “the
cause” of climate justice; it is in fact essential to the strategy of dismantling existing power
relations.The conclusion, “Feed What You Want to Grow,” spells out how the strategies in the
book can lead to personal and collective resilience. Rather than focusing all our light and energy
on what we fear or what enrages us, we can tend what we want to grow inside ourselves and in
the world.All these chapters help us answer the question, What will it take—existentially—to
engage in work toward climate justice for the long haul and not just react in fear and panic to
today’s news of injustice and forecasts of apocalypse?We need to figure out how to not just
address but thrive in a climate-changed world. We need to desire, not fear, the future. I hope this
book helps you do that.1Get Schooled on the Role of Emotions in Climate Justice WorkOne of
my students, Madi, wrote a paper about how her environmental values led to such severe self-
loathing eco-guilt that she stopped consuming much at all, including food. Taking “zero impact”
to its nihilistic endgame, she reduced her footprint by literally reducing the physical space she



took up. At a grocery store, when she could not decide on a purchase that would not “somehow
contribute to ecological, social, and personal health problems,” she would “leave without food
altogether, deciding that it was better to go hungry than to make the wrong decision.” Madi
thought that “to disappear, to become smaller, was to be beautiful”—and, of course, a good
environmentalist. Her conclusion was that the best environmentalists are the ones who
disappear.Civil rights attorney and climate activist David Buckel went farther when, in 2018, he
immolated himself using gasoline. He claimed in his suicide note that ending his life represented
what we’re all doing to ourselves by relying on fossil fuels. The first “climate suicide” in the United
States, Buckel’s death signaled a new intensity in the emotional register of climate change
advocacy. Examples of the toll exacted by climate change abound. Photographer Chris Jordan,
who spent a year documenting Laysan albatross dying on Midway Atoll from ingesting plastic
pollution, has spoken publicly about the depression the experience caused him. For one of my
radio journalist colleagues, any mention of Al Gore or climate change is a trigger; he has to turn
off the radio when NPR’s daily report Climate Connection comes on. A viral YouTube video
shows a nine-year-old breaking down hysterically when talking about the devastation of the
planet.According to environmental science educator Elin Kelsey, our worries about the
environment affect us personally: they “influence what we choose to eat or how we get to work.
They keep us awake at night. They make us grieve for the world we are leaving to our
grandchildren. They stop us from choosing to have kids. They trigger depression.” Yet, she goes
on to observe, “there is a strange silence about the emotional impact of the ways in which we
talk about the environment.” We think nothing of “inviting a scientist into a second-grade
classroom and telling the kids the planet is ruined.” What’s going on here?Between
environmentalism’s maxim “leave no trace” and the Church of Euthanasia’s creepy slogan “Save
the planet, kill yourself,” it is no surprise that environmentally conscious Americans suffer from a
variety of existential ills, including guilt, depression, grief, and eating disorders. But Buckel’s
suicide introduced a new, dangerous phase of extreme reaction to environmental disruption. The
climate generation is particularly vulnerable to climate anxiety and its attendant ills. Getting
informed about the psychological effects specific to climate change, including pre-traumatic
stress disorder, solastalgia, and eco-grief, is the first step to overcoming them.These forms of
climate anxiety lead to a feeling of dread about the future combined with a feeling of
powerlessness to do anything to shape that future. Climate change disasters have increased
rates of suicide, depression, and anxiety in the past and are expected to continue to do so. The
new field of disaster mental health has emerged in part to deal with the high psychological
stakes of extreme weather events. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, suicide and suicidal ideation
more than doubled; one in six people met the criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
while 49 percent developed an anxiety or mood disorder. Suicide and mood disorders also rise
with rising temperatures. Ashlee Cunsolo and Neville R. Ellis, in their article “Ecological Grief as
a Mental Health Response to Climate Change–Related Loss,” document how “worry about
actual or potential impacts of climate change can lead to stress that can build over time,”



eventually leading to problems such as substance abuse, anxiety disorders, and
depression.Individuals like me who work with people experiencing these symptoms can display
additional secondary symptoms such as vicarious trauma, compassion fatigue, or apocalypse
fatigue. But these feelings are not limited to people working on the frontlines of trauma, as
clinical psychologist Leslie Davenport points out in her book Emotional Resiliency in an Era of
Climate Change. They are increasingly present in a wider population as more and more people
“witness climate-change-induced trauma of loved ones, communities, species, and lands.” A
whole set of “Anthropocene disorders,” as literary critic Timothy Clark calls them in Ecocriticism
on the Edge, is now part of the mental health and social work vernacular. Although climate
anxiety can affect anybody, for some people it can exacerbate other sources of despair or
stress, including colonization, military service, displacement, and sexualized violence.Glenn
Albrecht, an Australian philosopher who gives names to the feelings people have in response to
their built environments and the earth, calls “earth-related mental health states or conditions”
forms of “psychoterratica,” or mind-earth states, which can be both pleasant and not.
Recognizing that “cultures all over the world have concepts in their languages that relate
psychological states to states of the environment,” Albrecht found that the English language has
few words for environmentally induced distress and illness. He coined the term solastalgia—a
combination of the Latin word for comfort (solacium) and the Greek root for pain (-algia)—to
capture the existential and psychological feelings people have when their environments undergo
profound change or degradation. Natural disasters, land clearing, mining, rapid industrial
change, gentrification, terrorism, and war are all possible causes of this solastalgic form of
trauma.Eco-grief can manifest in a number of ways. In “Mourning the Ghost,” sustainability
activist Amy Spark describes the “anticipatory grief” she felt standing in a forest that was
destined to be logged: “The anticipation of knowing the entirety of what was going to be lost was
much worse than observing the aftermath. It wasn’t just trees, but the intrinsic value of the forest
and the peace that comes from being there that was going to be destroyed as well.” Those who
are not yet experiencing climate change’s immediate effects can suffer from its indirect effects
on agriculture, quality of life, identity (for example, the cultural identity of many Pacific Northwest
tribes has been affected by changes in the range and population of salmon), sense of control
and autonomy, displacement, and feelings of stress, helplessness, fear, and fatalism. These
effects are linked to physical ailments, such as a weakened immune system.Existential concerns
have given birth to an online resource and community of professionals, the Climate Psychology
Alliance, whose mission is to “help people face difficult truths.” Psychologist Emily Green
describes how thinking about the reality of climate change activates what existential psychology
would call our “ultimate concerns” or “existential facts of life, including finitude, responsibility,
suffering, meaninglessness, and death.” She calls this response “existential dread.” Existential
Anthropocene disorders affect even people who have been otherwise sheltered from many
forms of injustice, suggesting the need for an approach to environmental despair broad enough
to encompass people of all races, gender identities, socioeconomic backgrounds, religions, and



geographical locations.An existential fear of the future is entering into the question of whether to
have children. In the past, many environmentally minded people decided not to have children in
order to reduce population growth; now this decision is coupled with an unwillingness to let one’s
children live in a state of ongoing ecological crisis. Some young women, Rebecca Solnit
observes in The Mother of All Questions, choose not to have children because they want to
devote their love and energy to climate justice. Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
caused a stir in 2019 when she suggested that it is “legitimate” for women not to have children
because of the climate crisis. The new #BirthStrike community is committed to not bearing
children “due to the severity of the ecological crisis and the current inaction of governing forces
in the face of this existential threat.” Given that the climate generation struggles to imagine the
future, and given that having children is an act of faith that the future will be desirable, is it any
surprise that many are making the choice not to reproduce?The burgeoning subfield of
environmental studies called queer ecological studies is further exploring the relationship
between heteronormative nuclear family structures and environmental values. It raises questions
like, How does thinking about the future shape sexuality and gender relations? What should we
make of women who choose not to reproduce, or people who create new forms of family
relationships to build solidarity as economies and social values change in response to climate
change?Environmental educators and sustainability leaders are partly responsible for the
attempts of young people like Madi to erase themselves. They (I include myself among them)
talk all the time about scarcity, tipping points, and resource limits and insist that we should all
moderate our impacts and appetites. They assert that (consumer) desire is the devil to the
planet, and that every choice we make has negative consequences. Completing an “ecological
footprint” assessment, which shows how many “earths” of resources we use up even if we try to
maintain a green lifestyle, is designed to make us feel shocked and guilty about how much we
consume. It can have the effect of not just encouraging us to consume less, but of making us
think of ourselves—and all of humanity—as bad for the planet.This attitude is reinforced in
school by classes about the environment. “Human Impacts on the Environment” and “Natural
Resource Management” evoke a binary that posits humans as greedy consumers and nature as
a limited resource for human use. As indigenous students remind me, this framework ignores the
contributions of indigenous peoples to ecological health and biodiversity over millennia, creating
reciprocal relationships with nature that existed prior to colonialism and modernity and carry on
in many communities today. Current indigenous scholarship advances this point further:
colonialism and genocide are at the root of our current climate troubles, and the only way to
solve them is to return stolen land. Increasingly, as the Green New Deal and Sunrise
movements’ demands reveal, indigenous sovereignty is core to addressing climate change. To
clump all humans into a monolithic category of “bad for the planet” ignores the ways that some
humans exploit more resources than others, and the fact that some humans bear the costs of
that exploitation more than others. Are all societies equally culpable? Social justice–oriented
climate advocacy—or “climate justice”—recognizes that nature is all around us (think of the air



we breathe, the water we drink) and that it is possible for humans to actually be good for nature.
This contrasts with the dominant view in the United States: that nature is “out there” (not nearby)
and, indeed, that in its ideal state it is an untrammeled wilderness that should be protected from
humans. This belief directs needed resources and attention away from environmental justice
causes. Humans are not separate from nature, which is the infrastructure of all biological life, nor
is human activity inherently either “natural” or “unnatural.”The all-humans-are-bad-for-nature
narrative does not cultivate the agency that is required to get us up in the morning and get us
working on the problems. Instead, it can create a form of self-loathing—which some think is
good because it counters the anthropocentrism (a human-centered viewpoint) and humanism
(the idea that humans are better than other species) of Judeo-Christian thought. But asking
people to see themselves as only bad for nature can lead down a rabbit-hole of self-annihilation,
as it did Buckel. Framing our environmental crisis in simplistic “humans are bad for the planet”
terms undermines our efforts to live better with each other and with nature.People are profoundly
disturbed by climate change, and being told that it is the fault of our own moral failings is not only
demoralizing but factually wrong. It does not help us muster the stamina to stay involved in
environmental work for the long haul. Instead, it can lead to various forms of self-erasure, or
cause people to give up in despair, choosing short-term avoidance and apathy over long-term
climate justice.Social Justice and the Climate MovementClimate change is inextricable from
social justice issues (as we will explore in real-world terms in chapter 5). In the past, however,
environmentalists and social justice activists have been somewhat at odds. The climate
movement has been perceived as an elitist one, and proposed policies to address climate
change have often been seen as a threat by those who fear higher costs for basic necessities or
the loss of jobs. Meanwhile, those working for social justice have had cause to be suspicious of
Western science, which has sometimes been used to legitimize those in power and their
oppressive politics. Western science has at times been manipulated as a form of social control,
from the pseudoscience of Social Darwinism to more recent misuses of “science” to delegitimize
indigenous or grassroot activists’ experiences in places like the tar sands of Alberta and
incinerator site locations, where science was constrained by corporate and political interests, so
it took a long time to “prove” what was happening. Historically, Western science has also been
misused by those in power to “prove” the inferiority of marginalized groups or to supplant their
own forms of knowledge.In contrast, climate justice is often informed by traditional ecological
knowledge, arguing that indigenous understanding of the environment is also a kind of science:
a lay or “street science.” As the more dominant forms of environmental sciences come together
with these other ways of understanding the world—what philosophers call “epistemologies”—it
becomes difficult to agree even about what the “problem” of climate change is, much less on
solutions to that elusive problem. The climate justice movement includes people from a variety of
epistemological positions who are making competing claims about what the most pressing
problems are and how to solve them. For example, is the root problem colonialism, capitalism, or
carbon in the atmosphere? Which should be tackled first? Obviously, they are all pertinent, and



intertwined.Climate justice is an interesting movement in part because it must reconcile the
critiques of science with the role science plays in proving that ecological problems exist. This
tension is productive, but it causes friction within the broader climate movement, which
emphasizes scientific and political solutions that are often experienced outside the daily lives of
the people that climate change most affects. Claims to know the “truth” about the environment
are complicated by divergent histories, politics, identities, and interests. People in the climate
movement don’t even share the same definition of nature, let alone other key ideas.
Acknowledging multiple epistemologies, multiple subjective experiences, and multiple
definitions of “the problem” has resulted in greater awareness of historically marginal
perspectives.Holding competing truths in the same hand can be hard, and it can feel stressful.
But this tension gives us an opportunity to understand how important our feelings about truth are
to our behaviors and commitments. Confirmation bias—the way we filter information to reinforce
our existing viewpoints—and the fact that emotions dictate which facts we care about and which
we deem irrelevant show why it’s critical to own up to the emotional roots of our climate views
and attitudes about the environment.In subsequent chapters, I will discuss strategies gleaned
from psychology, the growing subfield of climate change communication (which teaches about
how emotions connect us to environmental problems), and the environmental humanities more
broadly. But the insights and resources that have been generated by other social movements,
such as those for civil rights, peace, decolonialization and indigenous sovereignty, and women’s
rights, are a largely untapped asset for the climate movement. Grassroots social justice
organizations possess valuable knowledge on how to create and maintain the resilience needed
for what environmental justice activist Robert Bullard calls the “marathon” (as opposed to
“sprint”) of social change. This book seeks to integrate these existential, social justice, and
organizing approaches, and in doing so, further celebrate the ways that a social justice focus
can improve the climate movement.What does the climate movement have to gain from the
insights of social justice movements? For one, social movements can teach the climate folks
techniques of grassroots coalition-building, cultivating collective and personal resilience,
understanding the connections between system change and social change, and recognizing the
importance of a “heart-hand-head” trilogy in keeping people sustained.In the climate movement,
problem-solving has long been discussed in a top-down, technocratic way, often pushing to the
side questions of social justice or efforts to democratize the movement. But since 2014, when
the first People’s Climate March in New York (with companion actions worldwide) became the
largest climate march in history and introduced climate justice as a mobilizing concept, the
movement has undergone a significant shift toward addressing social justice—resulting in the
growth of the climate justice movement. One outcome of this development is a greater focus on
the cultural, social, organizing, and emotional dimensions of climate work, whether that work is
in science, technology, politics, community organizing, creative expression, teaching, or
activism.Evidence is growing that climate change has a disproportionate impact on the poor.
Environmental forms of trauma such as solastalgia will exacerbate existing forms of oppression.



Insights from trauma studies and social movements such as the Movement for Black Lives
(M4BL), in addition to traditions emphasizing resilience in a variety of movements for social
justice, from indigenous to women’s to civil rights, reveal that personal healing and advocating
for social change are two sides of the same coin. Ensuring that we are emotionally and
existentially resourced is not a navel-gazing privilege; on the contrary, as movement strategists
know, the interior work that healing from oppression requires is exactly the kind of work that
enables us to be social change agents. Anybody who wants to work on climate justice for the
long haul will need these resilience-building skills in order to do the external work of climate
advocacy and community engagement, a point I take up in chapter 7.The key to happiness is
not pleasure or the absence of discomfort, but a sense of purpose. Emotional intelligence, self-
regulation, understanding our “windows of tolerance,” mindfulness, and critical thinking, which I
turn to in the next chapter, are all strategies for sustaining that sense of purpose. Cultivating
existential resilience is a necessity for—not a distraction from—the work of changing the social
structures that create these myriad forms of interlinked oppression.UPPING YOUR EMOTIONAL
RESILIENCE MEANS  Learning How to Identify Climate Anxiety Environmentally related
mental health issues exist and are pervasive; acceptance of this is the first step. Self-hatred and
misanthropy are not useful, or sustainable, if you want to effect change. Climate anxiety is
diverse: know how gender, class, race, age, ability, and location shape your outlook. Resilience
is critical to the movement, not a luxury outside of it.
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"zipppity", “Excellent book for environmental protection!. Great book for you and your family
members to share your thoughts with about concern and prayers!”

Lauren, “The book my students and I have been looking. I have taught a number of
environmental studies courses, and the opening of Ray's book stopped me dead in my tracks.
For years, students - and all members of society that have a realistic understanding of the
implications of global change - have left these classes with an overwhelming sense of "what
now?" I thought that this was all just kind of an "it comes with the territory" response, but the last
few years have shown that the psychological affects of climate change are real, and they are
harmful. As educators, citizens, and (new for me) parents, we have an obligation to share with
each other a productive route through the madness and chaos and depression and anxiety.
Ray's book is exactly that, and it is pitch perfect for the engaged student who might otherwise
feel immobilized by what they're learning. The book makes no argument "about" climate change
(its reality, its science, etc), so you won't get that here. Instead,the book is exactly what the title
suggests: a manual for students/people everywhere for validating their emotional experiences
but not being immobilized by them. I particularly appreciated the care given to the multiple forms
of engagement and action. Not all of us can, or want to, go to a protest or chain ourselves to a
pipeline or paddle a kayak in front of an oil tanker. Those things, however, are often seen as the
only form of "activism" one can take (apart from the anemic "change a lightbulb" or "ride a bike").
Ray's book demonstrates that activism is mulitfaceted, and it does so in a way to empower
students and people to see their grief as what it is (deep-rooted love and the fear of losing
something loved) and move in the world with it.The book at times can assume a homogeneous
audience in terms of what people are feeling or how they experience the world, but asking the
book to be all things to all people is unfair, and it does situate itself early on.Can't recommend
this book enough. When I brought it to a bunch of a student activists as part of a reading group,
every single one of them had the same reaction: they've been waiting for this.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A book that inspires, comforts, and educates. This is one of the most
useful recent books on climate change, in part because it explores the psychological terrain of
climate anxiety and because it is filled with useful advice on navigating all the difficult emotions
associated with climate change: anxiety, fear, grief, anger...Every climate activist should read
this book. So should every teacher and student taking part in climate education. So should
anyone who has ever stayed up at night worrying about the future.”

Nicole Seymour, “Inspirational and transformative. I bought this book because I'm a professor
who teaches literature & the environment, and I thought it would help me reach my students
better. (And, ok, I know the author professionally!) But it was really inspirational and
transformative for me, too. There's a lot of focus on how we can stay focused and energized for



making change--instead of getting overwhelmed and burned out by trying to solve every
problem in the whole world! It's written in an accessible and non-academic way, so anyone can
read it--high school students, parents, etc.”

Dylan, “Helpful and thought provoking. Such a great book written by an amazing author! A Field
Guide to Climate Anxiety perfectly illustrates not only how we have to change our thinking about
combating climate change but how we have to rethink how we see ourselves in the equation so
that we can continue the fight for a healthier planet and in the end a healthier personal
self.Suberb job Sarah!!”

Robert McLean, “Increasingly important at the climate crisis worsens. Sarah Jaquette Ray has
written a book that with become increasingly important a the climate crisis worsens.Her writings
will help better understand why it is they are feeling anxious and how they should respond by
doing such simple things as going for walk, slowing down and better understanding some of the
fundamentals promoted and encouraged by Buddhism.Sarah's book is for the time, the moment
and the future and I urge to buy a copy, imbibe its wisdom, help your friends and help yourself.”

Mazsola, “Good read. Temporarily quelled my climate anxiety (but not for long with the state of
the world reminding you that we're likely already too late)...guess we just have to stop reading
the news”

The book by Sarah Jaquette Ray has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 52 people have provided feedback.
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