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INTRODUCTION

YOU ARE HERE

“WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT climate change?” she said. “I’m only one person.”

We were in downtown Providence, Rhode Island, in the Narragansett homeland, across from the bus station, and not far from the river. The spring air was a little chilly still, but nice in the sun, with pigeons, sparrows, and humans walking around. This human had stopped to talk with me because I was sitting behind a sign that read CLIMATE ANXIETY COUNSELING 5¢: THE DOCTOR IS IN. She’d stopped for the same reason I’d started sitting out there, inviting conversations with strangers: because our knowledge of climate change and our worries about it were too much to hold alone.

In the days that followed, multiple people stopped to ask me similar questions and gave that same name to their anger, their fear, their despair: I’m only one person. What can I do? It turned out that none of us were just one person: there were a lot of us. And the truth that we’re not alone gives us our best chance of not just living but living well in the hard times that climate change is bringing.

Summer after summer is the hottest on record. Crops fail. Roads melt. People’s homes are flooding, burning, blowing away. That was happening in 2014 when I had that first conversation. But back then it was possible to ignore if it wasn’t happening to you—and even if it was, the fact that it was a result of climate change wasn’t always part of the discussion. No one I knew seemed to want to discuss it at all, and that made me feel frantic and alone. I tried to push my reactions away, disconnected and unable to think of any action that would matter. I’d pause under a too-green oak and picture a spring when its leaves would not come back. I was conflicted when my friend told me she was pregnant: I wanted to celebrate this new person but was angry and sad about how precarious climate change will cause their life to be. And I couldn’t figure out how to talk about any of it. But I needed to talk about it. More than that, I needed to listen: to know what other people were thinking and feeling about climate change, and whether they felt as helpless as I did, or had answers I hadn’t considered.

This book offers you what I have learned since then—through years of asking, listening, answering, and asking again—about how to treat our emotional responses to climate change not as dead ends, but as living beginnings. This book is for you if you recognize climate change as an escalating situation that won’t go away, are struggling with your own responses to it, and want those responses to be more caring, purposeful, and just. It will guide you in transforming your feelings around climate change—anxiety, loneliness, anger, fear, grief, uncertainty, exhaustion, and more—into ways to connect and reasons to act.

I can put that into words now, but when I took a leap and set up the Climate Anxiety Counseling booth, I didn’t have a way to talk about it. I barely had a plan. The idea came from the comic strip Peanuts, where Lucy offers PSYCHIATRIC HELP for a nickel. I thought that people at bus stations, parks, outdoor markets, and other public places might get the reference. Maybe a sign reading CLIMATE ANXIETY, a term that at that time I’d never heard anyone else use, would make them curious enough to stop and talk with me. But I had no idea how those conversations would go, or where they might lead.

In my first few weeks at the booth, friends, students, acquaintances, and strangers all stopped to talk: an economics major, a mother of a young son, a gigging musician, someone in recovery. They shared nightmare visions of an unlivable future climate and stresses that weighed on them in the present. They showed me guilt, optimism, despair, and only occasionally denial or dismissal. A stranger in his forties told me the days of his boatyard were numbered by sea level rise. He didn’t expect any help from the state or federal government to relocate the business out of the range of storm damage—“120 employees, they’re not gonna do anything for that.” And a young guy with an overlay of Spanish and Rhode Island accents spoke with frustration and fear about his three-year-old son’s future: “How do people not at least care to not make it worse?”

Listening to them, I began to hear how complex our reactions to climate change are, and how our efforts to protect ourselves from the worst feelings get in the way of protecting each other from the worst consequences. Because climate change is not only huge in itself but interacts with other huge social and political forces in our lives, it can seem like nothing we could do could possibly be enough to respond to all of it. Most of all, what I learned at the Climate Anxiety Counseling booth was how alone and therefore weak so many people felt in their fear and their trouble.

And yet, through its moments of openness and connection, the counseling booth also got its visitors thinking and talking about how connecting with others might help them live better and do more. Two of my students stopped by to discuss the best place for their climate activism efforts—policy work or grassroots organizing? A teenager spoke quietly about her hopes for clean wind energy in the Port of Providence, near her school. Visitors came up with skills they could share and ideas for distributing resources among more people, or told stories of caring for the ecosystem directly, like one man who carried endangered fish over a dam (in laundry baskets!) to the place where they mate. I was surprised and encouraged, again and again, by how generously people responded to the climate-related changes they felt and the ones they feared.

It was through the booth and the people who spoke to me there that I began to learn about the many paths to making change on purpose, and how to find my place within them—paths that this book will help you identify in your life and near your home. The changes we make inside ourselves are entwined with changes in our actions. For me, that meant joining the local fight against a liquefied natural gas facility and volunteering with local land stewardship organizations; it meant reaching out beyond my communities, to be guided by people meeting and making change in more ways than I could learn at home. It’s also led me to become more involved in peer mental health work in my city and state. Like so much else about our climate-changing present, being with someone in their pain can be frustrating or frightening: like all care, it can also be an honor and a gift, a way of making meaning and purpose. As you identify your purpose within climate change, and locate the care you can offer and accept, your own transformation will flow outward to other people, to your communities, and to the living world you’re part of: plants and animals, fungi and bacteria, the land and the water and the air.

The questions I found myself asking and answering over and over, and the wisdom and courage that people shared with me through our conversations, have taken shape in this book: I and others have led them as workshops, trainings, and rituals. My years of developing this process and practicing it with others—six years at the counseling booth, and more since then—have shown me that it works. Here are the elements this book will use to help you feel your way into climate and community emotional intelligence, and transform what you feel, with others, into connection and action.

Stories and insights from people I spoke with at the Climate Anxiety Counseling booth and from people whose work on climate, trauma, and justice has been important and effective. Real people at all stages of the process of surviving and shaping deep changes have agreed to the sharing of their stories with the readers of this book. (Where people aren’t named, it’s usually because they spoke to me at the booth, where I offered anonymity.)

Questions to guide reflection, alone or with others, and help you to recognize your own climate emotions and how they shape your choices; to identify your current roles in communities and systems, including ecosystems; and to imagine how you might change your actions and your roles to meet climate change and its effects—even its worst effects—with justice and compassion.

Practices and activities that will help you build and share resilience, courage, and trust. I designed or adapted these based on what people at the booth told me they were missing, lacked confidence for, or wanted to get better at. Even visualizing or planning these practices will bring you closer to surviving and compassionately shaping our future on a shared, changed planet. Doing them, especially with other people, is even better.

Witness and analysis from me: how embarking on this process has allowed my ecological grief, fear, and anger to move me toward climate and community action, informed by the recognition of humans’ interdependence with the rest of the living world—including each other.

We each react to the full knowledge of climate change in our own way and at our own pace, and our experiences of climate change also differ according to the way the world has treated us. I ask you to look for yourself in the stories here, paying attention to what they call forth in your body, mind, memory, and imagination; to answer the questions, respecting that others’ answers may differ from yours, and using the process as a chance to listen as well as to speak; to try out the practices, even when they make you feel strange or vulnerable, and return to the ones that offer you the greatest feelings of strength and connection. Specific, concrete guidelines for doing the questions and practices start here. There’s a glossary of words and terms here—words that aren’t common in ordinary conversation or that have particular meanings when we’re using them to talk about climate change—to make it easier to proceed with a shared understanding.

The best way to travel through this book is in order and together. In order, because the progression of stories, questions, and practices is designed to unwind tightly tangled grief, frustration, exhaustion, and inertia—the state that keeps us doomscrolling or shrugging or veering away into dissociation or panic or punching down—into a followable path of courage, capability, and strength. Together, because while transformation begins with our own responses to our changing world, it doesn’t and can’t stop there. To create the large-scale social and structural transformations we need, our individual concerns must move us toward effective and inclusive group action—including ways of doing and being that we haven’t yet imagined.

Lessons from the Climate Anxiety Counseling Booth will help you start wherever you are, with whomever you’re with. You might want to form a new group with shared climate concerns as a focus and this book as a guide, or fit the questions and practices into relations and connections you’ve already built: your coworkers, your fellow parents, your recovery or chronic illness support group, your tenants’ association or building co-op. Let yourself imagine how strange it might feel, at first, to talk about climate change in some of these contexts, with some of these people—how being alone might seem preferable. And imagine how, as you talk and listen with greater care, witness intense feeling, and prepare for relevant, possible, practical action, you’ll learn more about how to work together for more good days for all of us.

As I wrote this book, I asked myself every day the questions I want you to feel strong enough to ask yourself: Is this what I should be doing with my time, my labor, and my love? How can I change, and how should I change? And I continued to be haunted by the questions that may, also, be haunting you: Does any of this matter? Are we fucked, are we doomed, is the world about to end?

Whether it is or not, it’s here now, and you are here, and we are here together. If I have to intelligently and imaginatively transform my life to meet the changing world, I want company. I want what I wanted from the very beginning, when Climate Anxiety Counseling wasn’t a thing and the reality of climate change felt at the same time all-encompassing and out of reach: to feel the truth that I am not alone. Individual helplessness becomes group effort, grief becomes possibility, as we let our world transform us into who we need to be, together, now.







GUIDELINES FOR THE QUESTIONS AND PRACTICES

YOU CAN DO THE QUESTIONS and practices solo or with one or more people, and you can imagine doing them or actually do them. If you’re not able or not ready to physically do the practices, you’ll still get something out of imagining or planning them. Actually doing them with other people will probably feel the least comfortable, but also the most supportive in practicing change.

You can, and should, also adapt the exercises to suit your culture, context, experience, physical and emotional capability, and your group size and purpose if you’re doing them in company.

SOLO


[image: image] Read over the questions and practices a couple of times before you start to do them. If you think that one of them will be incompatible with your well-being, skip it or change it.

[image: image] Have snacks and water around or eat something beforehand.

[image: image] You can answer the questions inside your head, out loud, or in writing/typing/text. Have a notebook or a recording device handy in case it helps you to write or talk your responses out, and in case you want to refer to them later.

[image: image] If you have steadying or grounding exercises that you do regularly, do one of those before you start the questions and practice, and anytime during the exercise that you need to. (There are also grounding exercises throughout the book.)

[image: image] Try to bring your attention back to the place you’re in. You may go “in and out” in your attention, and that’s fine—just bring it back.

[image: image] Some of these exercises ask people to be more present in their bodies. Skip these if you already know that they’re not good for you. If you discover that partway through, stop and change some aspect of your surroundings or sensations (listen to a song, splash cold water on your face, move to a different room, pet or hold an animal).

[image: image] Wind down at the end of the exercise by noting some part of the experience (a feeling, fact, vision, perception) that you want to leave behind, and something you want to take with you.

[image: image] If a practice is something you already do regularly, offer it to someone else you think will like it, or invite them to do it with you.


IN A GROUP


[image: image] Your group should contain people you already have some trust and familiarity with. Some of the exercises are harder than others, different ones will be hard for different people, and not all of them will work for every group.

[image: image] The guidelines for doing the questions and practices solo are all useful here as well! Share the questions and practices a few days before you do them, to give people time to get used to them. And if everyone will enjoy it, share a meal at the end, or eat at the same time if you’re doing the exercises remotely.

[image: image] You can ask one person to lead the exercise (ask the questions, describe the practice) or take turns leading—agree which it will be before you begin.

[image: image] Learn what will make the location and the exercise accessible to everyone who’s gathering, and set up those conditions. Some resources for doing so are named at the end of these guidelines.

[image: image] It usually works best for everyone to answer one question before moving on to the next.

[image: image] Whatever ways you have of organizing yourselves and being responsible to each other while you’re together also apply here—codes of conduct, community guidelines, etc. If you don’t have such things, developing them before you begin would be a good idea, including what will happen if someone goes against them once or repeatedly.

[image: image] Take breaks. Any person can also leave temporarily or for the duration, for any reason.

[image: image] Remain in control of what you reveal, and don’t push others. People’s different histories may make these questions and practices difficult for them in different ways and amounts. Choosing a story to share, thinking in an unusual way, remembering, and feeling can all be stressful or painful.

[image: image] Social safety is dynamic. The things that create it within a group shift based on many factors; it’s possible to feel unsafe without being in danger, and possible for what you do to scare, anger, or silence someone without you meaning or wanting to. If you notice yourself or someone else responding as though there’s a threat, pause, slow down, and see if a person or the group needs to make an alteration or a course correction.

[image: image] For practices that involve interacting with people outside the group, everyone must assess the risk as it applies to them and their willingness to take that risk, remembering that interactions and situations can change unexpectedly.


AS PART OF ANOTHER EVENT OR GATHERING


[image: image] The two sets of aforementioned guidelines are also useful here.

[image: image] If it’s a short gathering or if you have other things to work on, limit yourselves to one question set or one practice.

[image: image] When you’re choosing an exercise, you can choose one that feels especially relevant to your usual purpose for gathering, or one that feels like it will add to or deepen your usual ways of interacting.

[image: image] If your group already meets regularly for another reason, you can use the ways of organizing yourselves and looking out for each other that you already have. But you can also take this opportunity to add or change some of those ways, if that feels like it will create a better time for everyone involved.

[image: image] Here is some guidance on making events accessible, from Cornell University: https://accessibility.cornell.edu/event-planning/accessible-meeting-and-event-checklist.

[image: image] And from The Mighty: https://themighty.com/topic/disability/accessibility-questions-travel-food-allergies-chronic-illness-disability.

[image: image] Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha also has a great access rider, and some expansive thoughts on what everyone should be able to access, in their book The Future Is Disabled. COVID safety is also an access issue; masked in-person gatherings and online gatherings are two safer options to keep in mind, and to consider requesting from existing groups.








CHAPTER 1

GROUND TRUTHING

FROM ISOLATION TO CONNECTION


YOU ARE HERE

This chapter invites you to learn these things:


• Your climate anxieties are a real, reasonable, and common response to the scale of the crisis we face. You can practice feeling them, sharing them, and learning from them without letting them destroy you.

• Current power structures want us to think that our individual, household-level actions are our only site of power, and that only governments (or companies) can make changes that matter. But neither of those statements is true.

• If you’ve lived through climate trauma, you have skills to share with people who haven’t yet.

• We have many collective paths to meeting climate change, and many strengths and wisdoms we can put into action.





[image: image]




“I’M AFRAID THAT WE’RE LOSING”

Nicole Hernandez Hammer was already an environmental scientist when climate change came home to her. It came bubbling up through a Miami street on a sunny day in 2009.

“I was standing out there,” she told me, “not a cloud in the sky, and I was on the corner of Alton and 10th, and the seawater just started rising up through the storm drains. And it was like a horror film. I felt so insignificant and futile and powerless.” If the street was flooding with no rain, what would happen in hurricane season? The seawater rising in Miami was both a threat to the livable city—a setup for fried electrical systems, collapsing buildings, and people cut off from work or hospitals or childcare by unnavigable roads—and an indication of seas rising, irrevocably, everywhere.

Nicole had lived in Florida for much of her life after moving from Guatemala as a child, and she’d been working in climate science for several years. She didn’t need convincing that human activity is changing the Earth’s climate and the living conditions for everything and everyone on the planet. But that wasn’t the same as seeing the flood come up to meet her.

“I’m afraid that we’re losing,” Nicole said to me the day we met at the Climate Anxiety Counseling booth. “That we’re going to lose this. In the movies, you always know that things are bad when the scientists are freaking out. But scientists are freaking out, and it feels like a lot of people don’t care.… Miami is already flooding. California is already burning. You go about your business, you hang out with your friends, people come over for dinner—and then you check the weather report.” And you see three storm warnings back to back, or another day too hot to take the kids outside to play.

For many of us, the effects of climate change are both a source of future fear and a frightening memory. Nicole told me how she and her family lost their home in Hurricane Andrew in Florida in 1992. During the storm, they sheltered in Nicole’s mom’s house, the grownups shielding the kids with couch cushions and their own bodies when the windows blew out and the door slammed open.

The hours of the storm live in Nicole’s mind. Years later, they sharpened the significance of the seeping water in the streets of Miami; later still, they amplified the terror of a flash flood that swamped her car on a Florida highway. They lift her resolve to make change, to meet change. They swirl through her desire to have a safe, gentle, stable life for herself and her son.

LIVING IN THE AFTERMATH

When climate anxiety reaches a certain level among a group or society, it can become what psychologists call collective trauma: a weight on our spirits that people feel even when they don’t consciously recognize the drastic change or loss that’s causing it. Living through disaster or ongoing environmental injustice can produce another kind of trauma: a loss or displacement that deeply transforms you and makes you vulnerable. It can be isolating and lonely, not just hard to talk about but hard to communicate through.

If you feel these ways, it’s understandable if you want them to stop. And most of us fear losing what we have, however much or little it is. But our fear and grief and anger are not just valid responses, they’re important and powerful guides. Allowing yourself to feel them, respect them, move through them, and return to them deliberately is the first step in hearing what you’re telling yourself, and what the world is telling you, about what you can do—not as “only one person,” but as one among many.

When the reality of climate change hits you, instead of pushing it away, try the following.

Steadying Your Nerves

This practice, which you can use anytime, will be particularly useful to you if you react to anxiety with agitation and escalation. Caroline Contillo, who first shared it with me, is a disaster resilience social worker. She’s preparing people and communities to meet the effects of climate change with less anxiety and more mutual care.

If you’re not used to handling strong emotion by doing a deliberate, physical thing, this practice might feel strange and beside the point. But there’s a physiological reason why it helps: both the breathing and the sound-making affect the parts of our nervous system that don’t respond to our reasoning or our will, bringing our parasympathetic nervous system (which helps us calm down) into play to counter our sympathetic nervous system (which riles us up). The same is true of the other grounding and bodily practices you’ll find in this book. You can answer these questions in your mind, say the answers out loud, or write them down; involving your body through writing or speaking will allow you to feel them more.


QUESTIONS

Do you worry about climate change?

What, specifically, do you worry about?



PRACTICE

After answering each question, take a deep breath and breathe out while humming a low, deep hum each time. If you can’t hear, or can’t make sounds, try rounding out your lips and blowing out steadily and hard.

If you’re doing this practice with a group and can hear, listen to each other’s humming sounds as well as your own, and the total sound you make together.


This exercise is a low-stakes way to practice attention to one another. And it can also give people you’re with a chance to match your calm, instead of matching your distress. Somatic coach, grief worker, and educator Selin Nurgün emphasizes that we need each other to transform the way we relate to the world, because change happens through relationships. (“Somatic” covers our entire state of body, mind, and feeling—and because we’re always in relation with other living beings, it includes each person’s self and the people they’re with.) When you are able to feel, physically, what you care most about, and align your choices and actions with that caring, you become a “walking invitation,” Selin says, for other people to join you in both feeling and action. “Bodies scan and read other bodies, very intuitively, that’s our evolution. We can’t heal alone. That’s the important part of this work.”

And Caroline confirmed that a sense of safety and calm doesn’t come from an absence of risks, because it’s not possible for there to be no risks. Our sense of calm, and our ability to meet stress and danger, comes from a combination of physical responses, which we can learn and teach, and social support, which we can build and nourish.

IS ANYONE OUT THERE?

When Nicole and I first spoke, I was freshly struck with horror at her bleak and blunt vision. And I was also relieved because what she was saying was what I’d been feeling. I was not alone.

Britt Wray, author of Generation Dread: Finding Purpose in an Age of Climate Crisis, writes about bringing her own climate anxieties to online sessions of the Good Grief Network, a peer support network for processing the uncertainty and grief of the climate crisis: “For an initial meeting, things got very real, very fast. Inside the four corners of my laptop screen, a bunch of strangers’ heads… shared stories of environmentally linked depression, anxiety, hopelessness, and, for one person, the belief that societal collapse was coming soon and they weren’t going to be alive for much longer.… Hearing how difficult other people’s emotions were helped me feel less alone in my own.” She goes on to describe how this sharing process, guided by the Good Grief Network’s ten steps, led her and her companions through a sense of shared responsibility within uncertainty to a potential course of action.

The Good Grief Network didn’t exist in 2014 when I started the Climate Anxiety Counseling booth. But other research and recommendations on climate anxiety, like Kari Norgaard and Ron Reed’s research and Renee Lertzman’s work, and guided programs for connecting with others to process those emotions, like Joanna Macy’s Work That Reconnects, had been around for years. Not only did I not know about them, I didn’t even think to go looking for them. Nor did I look around (at first) for opportunities for climate activism in my city or state—people who could have guided me in putting my love for the living world to work, people who were already struggling with environmental damage that my whiteness and economic security had cushioned me from. I was sunk too far, not just in climate anxiety but in the myth of isolation.

Mainstream US society’s emphasis on self-sufficiency tells us that we’re supposed to be able to handle everything ourselves, to not need “handouts,” that Americans “got where they are today” without help from anyone. These cultural stories lead us to blame ourselves and, sometimes lethally, each other when we’re hurt or high or broke—or when our dream house turns out to be in a flood zone. Blame, like harm, travels down the hierarchies of power and status: the more you’ve been taught to think that someone’s less because of who they are, the more you assume that their suffering comes from something they did. We do this instead of asking why else a bad thing might have happened and who else might benefit from having it happen. There are also psychological reasons for this way of thinking: if bad things only happen to people who do or think bad things, then we can control whether we suffer or not.

With these pressures, we often keep our feelings to ourselves and seek personal or household-level responses to climate change, both because they’re what’s been presented to us and because we can control them with relatively little effort and almost no vulnerability. Hanging out laundry instead of using the dryer does take work and time, but it’s not emotionally risky, and it’s less likely to require negotiation, confrontation, or even openness with other people. The next exercise will help you reflect on how you currently talk about climate change on a day-to-day level, and let you practice bringing it up in a relatively manageable way.

Saying It Out Loud

This practice was a gift from a young visitor in the booth’s first season, who told me they started small climate conversations like this all the time. It combines something common to talk about—the weather—with something much harder to talk about. And it holds the reality that climate change is here and now.


QUESTIONS

Do you talk with people about climate change?

If you don’t, why not?

If you’ve done this, how have people responded?

How did you feel then?

What did you say to them next?



PRACTICE

Next time someone mentions the weather (any person, any weather), bring up climate change. It might mean saying, “Yeah, I treasure every snowy day now,” or, “I heard we can expect more rain like this as climate change gets worse,” or, “My aunt was really hurting last week. I don’t know what she’s going to do if we get another heat wave.” Say it in your regular words and voice, written or spoken. Notice how you feel physically when they respond, and pause before you react to them in a way that shows.

If you’re doing this practice as part of an intentional group, you can act out these exchanges with each other before trying them elsewhere, and let each other know how they went.


When I started offering Climate Anxiety Counseling, I was feeling climate change most in the destruction of ecosystems that aren’t my home and that I’ll never visit. Many people who come to the booth think of it that way, too: in our New England city center, they talk about polar bears and island nations. But all our places are vulnerable to climate change and the forces that cause it. Where I’m living, Narragansett and Pocasset Wampanoag people have spoken publicly of the new threat that sea level rise and warming oceans pose to the marshes where they fish, hunt, and quahog, and where both food and history are nurtured. In my role as their neighbor as well as a settler on their land, listening is the least of what I owe them. Listening reminds me of the vulnerability of this place that has become my home. It also reminds me that the same landscape is haunted by different losses, and that I need to care for so much more than what I’m personally losing.

All of us are part of living systems of sustenance much bigger than we are. We’re also part of the economic and political systems that keep climate change on the increase, while already hurting us in many other ways. Climate change presents us with the challenge of where to put our energy and effort in order to change those systems—and to do that, we have to talk to each other about it.

ACROSS DIFFERENCE AND INDIFFERENCE

At the beginning of Climate Anxiety Counseling, I’d get frustrated or even enraged when people’s reactions to climate change didn’t match my own.
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