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Praise for
I Eat the Stars

“What the hell is happening to our world? The wonderful Sarah Wilson writes straight to the beating heart of what we all need to hear. This loving and uplifting book is the wise guide that can hold our hands as we tread these dark times.”

—Liam Neeson, actor and Goodwill Ambassador for UNICEF

“This book is like a raw conversation with the friend who can capture where we are as a collective. There are some people I do not want to ever leave this planet. If we can keep Sarah Wilson and David Attenborough forever, there will always be beacons of possibility to guide us.”

—Lena Headey, activist and star of Game of Thrones

“Praising Sarah Wilson sufficiently is a prodigious task. Her range, her freedom of spirit, her brilliance, her unflinching honesty. . . . I Eat the Stars is a feisty, outspoken testament that devours wobbly beliefs and half-lived lies. Wilson’s not here to soothe. Her writing agitates. It awakens our exasperation, but also our compassion. It is unlike any book you have ever read. Be warned: You may never see the world again as you do now.”

—Paul Hawken, New York Times bestselling editor of Drawdown

“As I read chapter after chapter of this book, I realized that Sarah Wilson understands it all—every aspect of our species, our societies, and our inclinations that make us vulnerable to collapse. I have met no one else with such knowledge and insight. Whatever your taste in reading, if you are concerned about our future, take this book seriously.”

—Joseph A. Tainter, author of The Collapse of Complex Societies

“A chilling and important book about the chaos and complexity of what’s happening in the world—and how to understand it at a human level.”

—Johann Hari, New York Times bestselling author of Stolen Focus

“Sarah Wilson has taken material that I am deeply familiar with in my own work and made it come alive in compelling and captivating ways. I love her memorable prose. I love the nonlinear romp through facts and emotions. I love her presence. This is a long, hard road we’re on, and I am glad for her companionship on the journey.”

—Margaret J. Wheatley, collapse theorist and author of Who Do We Choose to Be?

“A book for dark times that is filled with light and hope. Thoughtful, sometimes unsettling, but always brave.”

—Peter Frankopan, international bestselling author of The Silk Roads

“I Eat the Stars is a personal but information-and-thought-packed account of a vividly intelligent, profoundly concerned mind grappling with the threats and challenges of our increasingly chaotic world. Boldly and passionately confronting what is happening, Sarah Wilson seeks to make sense, to identify solutions, to question, to call out those who are harming the world, on a vigorous crusade to save the future. This is a clarion of a book. Hers is a soaring voice, which speaks with incisive clarity on behalf of the fears and hopes of many, and in doing so shows where hope is still to be found.”

—A. C. Grayling, philosopher and author of The History of Philosophy

“It is difficult to provide philosophical guidance through rupture while it is still tearing the fabric of the world apart. But this is what Sarah Wilson manages to do, with exactly the kind of tenderness and wild-spiritedness that we are going to need—and want—going forward.”

—Alain de Botton, philosopher, author, and founder of The School of Life

“When it comes to analyzing all the many things going wrong in our world, Sarah Wilson has few rivals. Her latest book sets them out with brutal clarity, and whilst she does not offer policy solutions, the analysis itself is an important contribution to the current debate. We need more people like Wilson alerting the world to its painful realities if change and improvement are to come.”

—Alastair Campbell, journalist and host of The Rest Is Politics




i eat the stars


Sarah Wilson is a New York Times multi-bestselling author and journalist. She leads global conversations on complex philosophical issues via her Wild with Sarah Wilson podcast, popular This Is Precious Substack, and books. She’s the former editor in chief of Cosmopolitan magazine, hosted MasterChef Australia, and founded the internationally acclaimed I Quit Sugar movement. Sarah was the winner of the Australian Book Industry Award (ABIA); her New York Times bestseller First, We Make the Beast Beautiful was described by bestselling author Mark Manson (The Subtle Art of Not Giving a Fuck) as “the best book on living with anxiety that I’ve ever read”; and her most recent title, This One Wild and Precious Life, won the US Gold Nautilus Book Award. She lives nomadically, based between Paris and Sydney, and is a compulsive hiker and adventurer.
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For Tim . . .

(. . . and with profound gratitude to my This Is Precious community for helping me bring this to life)





Sometimes as an antidote

To fear of death,

I eat the stars.

Those nights, lying on my back,

I suck them from the quenching dark

Til they are all, all inside me,

Pepper hot and sharp.

—FROM “ANTIDOTES TO FEAR OF DEATH” BY REBECCA ELSON
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i’d love you to know a few things before we start

I always feel I need to explain why I write a book. I wrote this one because I wanted to understand what was happening to the world. I was feeling like we’d entered an entirely new, darkly disintegrating age that didn’t make sense anymore. I also wanted to understand what was happening to us. We’d become less understanding, trusting, and caring of each other. I was scared and confused, but strangely, I was also feeling an urgent love for “it all” and for all the humans. I knew that this is not where the wonderful experiment that is the human species should wind up. It was incredibly disorienting, and none of the old explainers were stacking up. I felt like I was bobbing for apples.

I didn’t know how to reconcile so much dissonance; this book is my attempt to do so, for myself and the people around me feeling the same stunned overwhelm.

This book is not an easy book. It is about the collapse of the systems that once held our world together, and it requires facing a bunch of brutal truths and large feelings that perhaps you’ve been avoiding—for very fair reason. So it may not be for you just now. And this is very okay. That said, I’d urge you to read the first three chapters and see how you feel. You can best decide from there. I will say, however, for me, squaring with the epistemic, emotional, and sacred truths that I lay out in this book has landed me in the most profoundly fulfilled and joyous place in my life. In many ways the process is like a homecoming.

It started as a serialization on the writers’ platform Substack. Many “not-easy” and controversial books before this one (War and Peace, Lolita, most of Virginia Woolf’s books) started out as serializations before becoming actual paper-and-spine books. I simply began writing about my journey to fathom the “everythingness” going on around me in real time. Tens of thousands of readers in my online community joined me; each week I wrote about where my investigation was taking me, and the community chimed in with feedback and questions, which would then inform the next chapter of the journey. Week by week, we wrangled our way through this existential everythingness together. I include some of their comments and questions in this book—which is a reformatted, updated, snazzier version of the serialization—because I think they could help you navigate your way through your own reflections and quandaries and perhaps make you feel less alone in them.

Along the way I interviewed more than two hundred experts—energy futurists, economists, philosophers, climate scientists, effective altruists, demographers, spiritualists, and at least two nuns. [Find it wherever you listen to your podcasts (blah blah).] You can find most of these interviews on my Wild with Sarah Wilson podcast if you’d like to delve deeper into their work.

A word on the structure of this book. It might strike you as messy, complex, and chaotic at times. I invite you to get okay with this. What is going on around us—this systemic collapse—is itself messy, complex, and chaotic. To discuss it, I had to break with the linear structure of a typical book and write in looping layers, presenting the information in an emergent fashion, jumping from a philosophical point, to an emotional consideration, to a poem, to a science factlet.

I present a kaleidoscope of ideas. No one expert, theory, or explainer can possibly hold it all. And to this end, don’t feel you have to either. Go easy on yourself. My suggestion: Have a felt experience and let things . . . emerge.

I also want to warn from the get‑go that I won’t be providing fixes or solutions. And I will avoid writing in absolutes. It’s because what we are in is a wholly uncertain predicament with no such fixes or solutions, only chosen ways of being in it. Again, I invite you to get okay with this. It’s part of the process.

I write things in real time. You will be doing your journey as I do, or did, mine. Which has a bunch of implications. I won’t be writing from on high, from a position of arrived authority. I’ll be in the muck and mire with you, examining my ugly biases and fears. Also, as I wrote the serialization, and then as I rewrote it into the book you are now holding, the world kept on collapsing. Much of what I had been writing about as something that may very well happen was now happening in real and accelerated time. America, in particular, entered a trajectory that I spent the whole journey trying to comprehend. Donald Trump came into power and, accompanied by Elon Musk and a bunch of tech bros [I refer to these tech oligarchs as tech bros because they are very much a brotherhood, or fraternity.] and Fox News hosts, began to dismantle the nation’s democratic foundations. I found myself trying to document the slide, updating data and examples as the landscape shifted hourly (and worrying where the world would be by the time this thing hit bookstores). Eventually I had to accept that getting bogged down in the devastating details was very much not the point. We’ll discuss this in a lot more detail shortly.


Oh, and a note on the title, I Eat the Stars. It’s a line from a poem—“Antidotes to Fear of Death”—by astronomer and poet Rebecca Elson, who died at thirty-nine from non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. It appears in her book of poetry, Responsibility to Awe (a thoroughly awesome title), which she wrote as she faced her own bodily collapse.

Sometimes as an antidote

To fear of death,

I eat the stars.

Those nights, lying on my back,

I suck them from the quenching dark

Til they are all, all inside me,

Pepper hot and sharp.

Elson died in 1999. I read her poem a decade later and it sang to me as I wrote this book. The line “I eat the stars” encapsulates what I want to share with you. The world has shifted off its axis, and things are going to become increasingly fearful and existential. What is left now is an invite to really live, to eat up life, to fully feel and breathe in the sacred gift of this universe. Now.
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hope


Cease to hope and you will cease to fear.

—SENECA



According to Greek mythology, one day, an age ago, the gods decided to curse humankind with terror, jealousy, suffering, greed, and wars. They bundled them all into a box that they entrusted to the mortal Pandora. At the last minute, Prometheus decided to toss hope into the box as well. For some trickster good measure.

The gods warned that the box was not to be opened. But temptation got the better of Pandora (she was, after all, only human!). She lifted the lid, and in an instant all the troubles and woes were released upon a previously naive humanity. As Pandora slammed the lid shut in horror, hope was left trapped at the bottom of the box. And so hope remained, forever lodged in human consciousness as a thing that exists but is always out of reach.

*

For decades as a climate activist I preached hope. I’d be asked, Sarah, do you think humanity can still wrangle its way out of this global heating crisis? Will we be able to bring along the deniers, the uber rich, Elon? Can we do it in time? Is there . . . hope?

Yes! Yes! I’d cry. There’s still hope! I would use sporting analogies and tales of superhuman feats that saw us escape calamity at the eleventh hour as evidence that if we hung on to hope, we could make it. Of course, I was careful to talk of an “active hope,” drawing on American writer and activist Rebecca Solnit’s thesis that real hope is optimism combined with action. To blithely sit back and optimistically believe that someone else “out there” will magically fix things was as dangerous as pessimism, people like me would say. Both result in deadly inaction.

Hope is a bright, shiny thing. It forever dangles just ahead, luring us onward and keeping us engaged in the fight and engaged in life. It has been particularly crucial to the climate movement. Dodging the largest existential crisis any of us can fathom requires all of us doing the heavy lifting all at once. Without hope, would any of us—or enough of us—bother? If we were told we probably wouldn’t make it, or that the best we were shooting for was a 50 percent chance, would we still support wind turbines and divest our pension funds? Very possibly not. So, you can see, we had to have hope that things would turn out . . . so that . . . things could actually turn out. Hope was what would save us.

*

But then it didn’t.

Save us.

Did it.

Because reality caught up and all the things that we hoped would not happen, happened.

Didn’t they.

*

We did not stop emissions. Our leaders did not stick to the Paris Agreement, and tellingly, less than 0.1 percent of global financial assets are currently aligned with its 1.5°C threshold.1 And so the planet kept heating, with temperature rises now accelerating.2 In 2024, we casually exceeded that 1.5°C threshold we’d so desperately hoped we wouldn’t. The year also recorded the highest number of billion-dollar weather and climate disasters, and we learned that seasons were dissolving; Australia would no longer have a winter by 2050, we were told.3 We are currently on track for three, possibly four, degrees warming above preindustrial levels by 2100, quite possibly sooner.4 NASA modeling led by prominent climate scientist James E. Hansen indicates 8° to 10°C of warming might be baked into our future climate due to the greenhouse gases already released.

For a long time, we convinced each other the back-to-back floods and record-busting temperatures were anomalies. We said “unprecedented” a lot, and at the end of news articles about some irreversible climate disaster, the expert scientist would add, “But it’s not too late to act!” or “There is still hope!”

For decades we were, rightly, told there was hope if we acted immediately.

But we didn’t act immediately.

More years passed, more deadlines were missed, and more “code red” warnings were issued by the United Nations.

We still didn’t act.

*

The stop sign hit the windscreen, and we failed to brake.
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But what about the green energy transition? Won’t that save us?

[image: ]
Look, I had truly hoped it would. I told everyone who’d listen it was going to. If we could all just electrify everything—switch out gas-guzzlers for EVs and gas cooktops for induction, and support solar and wind investments—we would right the ship.

Wonderfully, we’ve been switching to renewables at an impressive rate. It’s a magnificent thing to witness. But we’ve also been dialing up our use of fossil-fuel energy at the same time.

It’s a paradox, right? And it has a name. Jevons paradox describes how whenever humans invent a new form of technology or bring in new policies geared at saving time or money or energy, we wind up increasing overall consumption and negating any efficiencies we were shooting for. Sigh. Take washing machines. They were meant to save time and resources. But we wound up just washing our clothes more often. We invented more fuel-efficient cars and drove more.

It’s what we humans do.

The green switch also relies on existing emissions being offset. Alas, a 2023 joint investigation by The Guardian, Die Zeit, and Source Material, a nonprofit investigative journalism organization, found over 90 percent of certified forest carbon offsets are essentially worthless5 for a bunch of complex reasons including the fact that corporations have largely exploited the carbon credit system,6 and because it turns out that climate warming is increasingly causing these forests to be destroyed in wildfires, whereupon any stored carbon is released straight back into the atmosphere—to the point where, since 2001, Canada’s carbon offset forests have been a net emitter.7

There’s also this sad addendum: The production of all the stuff required for the hopeful energy switcheroo (solar panels, batteries, turbines) chews through way more carbon budget than anyone expected. And a ton of rare earth minerals. Which are . . . rare . . . which means there really are not enough of them to do this transition. Plus, their extraction is rife with exploitation, like most rare things are. In the Congo, cobalt pillaging has contributed to the displacement of seven million people and relies on forty thousand child slaves to provide the resources for our “ethical” lifestyle choices.8

Yes, sunshine and wind are renewable. But solar panels and wind farms are just not.

We need to finally get honest about this.
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What about nuclear? And geoengineering—those sun visors and sulfur clouds? What about offsetting and abating? Can’t these human ingenuity solutions save us?
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Sadly, too, that’s now unlikely. Not because they couldn’t save us one day. The problem is, there’s just not enough time left to get them off the ground and make an impact in the window we now have. This is our issue, friends: We’ve used up our window!

I mean, it’s hard to face, but we were warned. We were given a deadline of 2030 to halve emissions (so that we would not exceed that 1.5°C temperature rise before 2100). Given that not a single nation on the planet is on target to hit that goal (and that we’ve flopped over the 1.5°C threshold), our no-more-excuses-this-is-final deadline is . . . yesterday. Nuclear plants, to take one example, realistically take twenty years to approve and construct, while also requiring an exorbitant amount of fossil fuels.

There’s arguably not enough geopolitical—or climate—stability for any kind of large-scale or multiborder solution like a nuclear plant or a geoengineering fix such as planetary sun visors. And there so very literally isn’t enough land on the planet to plant all those offsetting trees that airlines and fashion houses like to placate us with. There never was.

This is not to say some magical, resource-negligible, immediately installable invention categorically won’t sprout from somewhere in the next year (or less), funded generously by an actual nonnarcissistic billionaire. But to pin hope on this feels like a precarious and massively dangerous distraction, don’t you think?

*

Then there’s the Faustian bargain we’ve made with air pollution.

When I first learned about it, I had to marvel at the neatness of the irony.

Since the industrial age, aerosol pollutants, which reflect sunlight back into the atmosphere, have kept the planet about 0.5° to 1°C cooler than it should be. But as we’ve nobly begun to fix the air pollution debacle (which kills seven to ten million people each year), this faux cooling effect has fallen—and by around 30 percent since 2000.9 Some have said this could double warming in the next few years.10

Could you even make this up?

I could delve into tipping points and feedback loops riddled with unknown unknowns that get disrupted as we—with so much human hope and good intention!—try to further unfuck our fuckuppery. But I think I’ve landed this point for now.

*

For months, as I developed my thoughts around all this, I took to ringing and emailing various people—friends who work as renewable energy investors, insurance company CEOs in my LinkedIn connections, climate scientists I respected—and I put it to them: Are we going to make it? How are those deadlines going?

They all told me that since I was asking so directly, they had to admit: The picture was no longer . . . hopeful. At all. One prominent US climate scientist and author told me she could no longer do media interviews. “I can’t push hope just to protect people’s emotions,” she said. A friend in the energy market space told me he was avoiding many social occasions now. “It’s got too hard.” [I add here that even Christiana Figueres (the woman behind the Paris Agreement) has changed her “hope-full” wording. She told me, “Stubborn optimism may be our only hope.”]

*

So, as I set out to write this book, I hit a very sticky juncture. We’re at it right here, now, together. I had to declare that I no longer have hope.

Seeing the words on the page, I’m aware they sit so very awkwardly between us. And when I first said them out loud I felt I was betraying something or someone. The first person I said it to was my dad. He went quiet and put on his disapproving grimace. Then hot tears formed in his eyes, and he said, “But what about your nieces and nephews?”

“I know,” I said.

It breaks my heart to say it, to type it. I no longer have hope. For me, hope that we would achieve something Herculean and life-bettering with our predicament was what got me up every morning. It diluted my cynicism. It was my emotional ballast. My hope was an expansive belief in a fundamental goodness that could be galvanized and serve as a North Star for a complex, flawed, but ultimately loving species.

While hope dangled, we rose.

As the wonderful environmental activist and spiritual elder Joanna Macy said on her podcast a year before her passing in 2025, “Lack of hope causes people to doubt their patriotism. Hope has been identified as so basic to the American value system that if people have a failure in that, they see it as lacking in moral commitment.”

I think that in many ways our capacity to hope signaled we were essentially good and would, in final washups, make good things happen. We ache for this goodness in ourselves and each other. We do.

*

I met the actor Liam Neeson while I was grappling with this. He had reached out (via his son’s Instagram account) while I was camping in a remote part of Western Australia with my brothers. He liked my way of living, he told me. And the fact that I’d walked away from the rules. We became friends, talking regularly for hours about death, God, the point of it all. I acknowledge it’s a strange pairing, he and I. But I think strangenesses dial up when you walk away from the rules and open yourself to absurdity. They come find you.

One night I was talking Liam through this chapter. Like Dad, he got upset to hear me say that I didn’t have hope. So I clarified a few things, and he asked that I write them down here for all of you.

I still, to be sure, live to a hopeful vibe. I get up every day buzzing with an “onward” energy. I continue to think there is something positive to fight for, to reach for. But hope is no longer the destination. That’s the big difference.

I’m also just as committed as ever to the climate fight, for reasons we’ll get to.

Plus, I have so, so much hope for a lot of other things. I have hope that humans will keep coming back to love. I have hope, or faith, in humans’ desire to survive. I have hope that there are a lot of brave people out there, and that the bulk of us—or at least enough of us—will rise to the challenges before us.

I have hope that what comes next will be meaningful and beautiful. I really do.

However, the particular hope that we have hung so much on—that we can fix things and continue our comfortable, growth-based existence on the planet—is over. [Liam also said to tell you all that he was happy with this clarification.]

And this changes everything.

*

I’m thinking just now that my breakup with hope is not unlike the drawn-out process of leaving a toxic relationship. For months, perhaps years, you try to explain away the tortured dynamic as a bug, not a feature. You keep telling yourself things will change. You try even harder to find a way out of the disconnect. In hindsight, you see that you were in love with the other’s potential and not who they were right in front of you at the breakfast table as your nervous system jumped tracks. You also see that the delusion served you. By the time you break up, everything is all so ambiguous, implicating many versions of yourself, and you’re grieving so many things at once.




relief


It is a feeling of relief, almost of pleasure, at knowing yourself at last genuinely down and out. You have talked so often of going to the dogs—and well, here are the dogs, and you have reached them, and you can stand it. It takes off a lot of anxiety.

—GEORGE ORWELL, DOWN AND OUT IN PARIS AND LONDON



Now, a strange thing happened. As I started to talk and write about this idea of no longer having hope, I was met with a very particular reaction: relief. In the comments section of my Substack it was universal.


@Megg: I find I can take a deep breath; it frees up all the energy I was using striving for hope, which I can now use to enjoy life and take in its preciousness.




@Zoe: I found myself doing a long exhale. I think hope has kept us confused—like little kids who know their parents are stressed but are saying everything’s fine.





@KarenE: I now have permission to be scared. To think Faaaaaaaark . . . [It’s] a huge hug telling me I am not alone.




@KristyH: Does anyone else feel that by accepting collapse is happening and inevitable and losing hope that “they” will fix it, actually feels like permission to buck the systems that aren’t working or aren’t good for us? To stop conforming maybe or just feeling more of a sense of urgency to do things differently?




@DavidG: As my collapsology knowledge increases, I don’t care so much about things that were once important to me. I’m not feeling depressed about the future as much as I feel challenged. It’s more of a realization about what’s important in life.



Yes. Oh goodness yes.

*

You see, we’ve all been hoping so hard for a solution. But these hopeful stories we tell each other no longer match the unfurling facts and headlines that keep pouring in, and this has created a profound cognitive dissonance in us.

In 2005 the anthropologist Alexei Yurchak coined “hyper-normalization” to describe the psychological experience of civilians in Soviet Russia. The term is now being bandied about to describe what we are in—a totally disorientating, alienating confusion as we witness the world falling apart while everyone pretends nothing has changed.1

As I was writing this, I received a news alert—a UN report had declared that by 2030, the number of satellites orbiting the Earth could increase more than tenfold.2 As that happens, says the report, a collision becomes increasingly possible. This would create thousands of pieces of debris triggering many more cascading collisions, resulting in all existing satellites being destroyed and making future space activities—and, presumably, the geopolitical stability of the world—impossible. [It’s worth knowing, too, that Elon Musk’s Starlink currently controls almost two-thirds of said satellites.] Right on cue, the article came with the cheery rounder-outer in the final paragraph: “But it’s not too late to act.”


Are they kidding?

How could any power on the planet enact a global treaty to stop sending satellites into space? Do they take us for fools? Are they fools? Is foolish cognitive buttressing all we have left?

*

Joanna Macy asks of us, “Do we cling to [hope] righteously because it is crucial or because we favor the comfort of positivity?”

*

Humans can’t hold a lie or so much befuddlement in our being for long. We end up anxious, depressed, and hating on the world and each other.

Studies have shown a connection between truth suppression and various autoimmune diseases and metabolic diseases.3 I witness the number of people, particularly women, suddenly developing such diseases—like thyroid complications and gut complications—and I can’t help but draw a potent link.4

*

Some people in my orbit—friends, colleagues, etc.—tell me they have hope because they have faith in humans, in our resilience, in our ability to find a way out of the grimmest of scenarios. It’s beautifully true; humans have untold tenacity. But it has started to worry me that as these same people increasingly witness our society fail to cooperate and rise together to cope with all that is happening, they will lose this faith in humanity. Then what? I’m seeing it already. Humans are giving up on each other, turning their neighbors into enemies, because they’re unable to—we’re all unable to—live up to what we hoped for.

However, when we quit the hopeful stories, or the “hopium,” as the late Reverend Michael Dowd called it, this cognitive dissonance is resolved. And we feel a profound—and very eerie—relief.

My friend Eleanor helped me with these first few chapters. In her notes, she wrote, “It’s a quiet, humble surrender, a waving of the flag at the end of our sad attempt to cheat the basic laws of nature.”

*

All of which makes me think of the Stockdale paradox.

James Stockdale was a POW for seven years during the Vietnam War, repeatedly tortured and made to believe he’d never make it out alive. He was one of the highest-ranking naval officers at the time and went on to become a vice-presidential candidate. After his release, Stockdale was asked which prisoners didn’t make it out. “Oh, that’s easy,” he told the reporter. “The optimists.” Stockdale explained that certain men clung to the hope that they’d be out by Christmas, but then Christmas passed. Then they lived for Easter, and Easter passed. Eventually, the men who were trying to hope their way out “died of a broken heart.”




truth


I am not pretty. I am not beautiful. I am as radiant as the sun.

—SUZANNE COLLINS, THE HUNGER GAMES



Can we, as a species, go on without hope? Actually, I might rephrase that. I think the more fruitful inquiry might be this: When hope is gone, might there be something else—something more useful and nourishing—that a despairing humanity can cleave to?

I wondered about this for many months. And then the answer slowly came into view. When I removed my own aching hope from the equation, when I freed myself from the tug-of-war between what I could plainly see was happening around me on the one hand, and the hopium on the other, I noticed that all that was left was . . . truth. And I began to see that truth is what could hold us instead. Indeed—and here’s the really hope-full reality—when we let go of hope, truth emerges as a far more solid and enlivening thing to peg a life to.

The poet, dissident, and former president of the former Czechoslovakia, Václav Havel, captures this subtlety. True hope, as opposed to the dissonance-making kind we’ve been clinging to, “is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.”

That something makes sense . . .

Yes, that feels like the thing to shoot for here!

My friend Kylie read these first few pages that you’ve just read as I published them on Substack, and she rang to tell me, “More than anything, I just want someone to tell me what’s going on. Tell us straight, Sarah, because what keeps me awake in the middle of the night is the fact nothing makes sense anymore; nothing stacks up. That’s what’s killing me.”

It’s killing all of us. The lack of congruency sees us spending our days wrangling with false promises, sweeping things under rugs, and forever trying to find the fix that will bring the hopeful thing into existence. It. Takes. Up. So. Much. Energy. And it’s also taking up precious, dwindling resources. When we’re freed of the hopeful dissonance, we are suddenly able to get clear on what we’re facing, which, yep, is some bloody brutal reality.

*

I mean, it’s not complicated. We’re just joining life, instead of fighting it.

*

Of course, we could get bogged down in semantics. What I’m describing is in fact a kind of hope, in that it entails a reaching out to something better. The American philosopher Jonathan Lear fleshes out what he calls a “radical hope” that in some ways gets us closer to what I’m grappling with here. Lear describes radical hope as an honest reckoning that entails moving forward in the face of unbearable loss and with no rational justification for hope, just the “hunch that we are onto something important about being human.”

The hunch that we are onto something important about being human . . .

This is such a glorious line, do you agree?

*

I discovered that this repositioning from hanging on to hope to bravely confronting reality is called post-tragic consciousness in integral psychology. We see and feel into the tragedy, but we don’t wallow in it, or try to run from it, or deny it (by hoping it away). And we accept the brutality head-on. There it is. And here we are. This is big and serious and, wow, we’re all here together. The emotion is massive, and nothing has prepared me for being in this moment in history.

We look around at each other with soft, soft eyes, and we see each other’s shock and fear, and everything suddenly feels very high-definition and wide-screen. And from this expansive vista, we find ourselves with an overwhelming desire to . . . fully live! To fully live the pain, the truth, all of it. Game on! is the exhalation that comes to mind. Game on, screamed from deep within, with burning, terribly sad tears welling and a pounding ache in our hearts.

Part of this post-tragic mindset is about acknowledging, as I want to here with you, that this is truly fucked up. I find when I do this, I’m again hit with another wave of expansiveness and relief. And love. For all of us. For all of it.

And this feels useful. It feels galvanizing.

*

I interviewed the spiritual elder and author Stephen Jenkinson not so long ago about how to navigate the overwhelming truth we face. Stephen is a “grief walker,” or what some might call a death doula. He has counseled thousands of sick humans and the elderly in their final weeks or months to face the uncertainty, pain, and beauty of the cycle of death and life. “You don’t need hope to get your bearings,” he says. “What you need is a willingness to occupy the fact that you were born to a troubled time.”




collapse


The end of the human race will be that it will eventually die of civilization.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON



A supremely brutal truth we need to acknowledge is that much of the world is now going through what is called collapse. And we’re not just talking about climate collapse, although this is what we’ve been concentrating on this far in. We’re talking the collapse of many, if not most, of the complex, interrelating, cross-pollinating systems that make up our civilization.

*

Let’s start from the beginning. In the past five thousand years there have existed dozens of complex civilizations. Think: the Roman and Mayan empires, the Xia and Han dynasties and the Minoan civilization.

Every one of them collapsed.

And every one of them collapsed because they became too complex.

Over a few hundred years, they grew from simple societies into bigger, increasingly complex, and more prosperous civilizations, adding on untold layers of wonderfully interconnected systems and technologies as they progressed. Their structures of governance, trade, and social engagement became more and more sophisticated, but also interdependent—cross-pollinating and knotted.

Things expanded happily for some time. It was all upward trajectories and optimistic growth-speak. But at a certain point, a calamity would strike, say a famine, a flood, a pandemic, a war. It might not even be a particularly large or threatening calamity. But the very complexity that saw these societies become prosperous and powerful now prevented them from coping with said calamity. Too many committees! Too many competing interests! Too many contingencies with consequences and vested interests and unresolvable intricacies. Debts deepened and spats blew out between leaders and power brokers as the impossibility of the situation sent populations spiraling cognitively and emotionally.

Soon enough, these once magnificent civilizations buckled under all the gnarled layers and chaos—like a house that can no longer hold all the lean-tos and extensions. They collapsed via a slow-at-first-then-rapid decline of population, identity, and socioeconomic order. This is, in essence, the definition of civilizational collapse.1 People then died of starvation, or killed each other, or fled.

We can take the Roman Empire as an example. As Rome conquered and pillaged and generally dominated with its aqueducts and domes, it had to build more administrative hubs, or cities, farther and farther afield. This required a larger and harder-to-manage army. Which, in turn, required more taxes and, thus, more food production to fund the taxes. Overproduction soon saw the land deteriorate, the farmers go bust, and, then, the taxes decline. Social disorder followed and citizens stopped procreating, emperors turned authoritarian, and overindulged elites became decadent and distracted. There are many theories as to exactly what stressor finally toppled Rome (a volcano? corruption? invasion? too many orgies?). But it ultimately collapsed because it had become too precariously complex to deal with any stressor.

We are currently at a similar juncture.

*

In his 1976 essay “The Fate of Empires,” British historian Sir John Glubb posited that a civilization’s rise and rise and inevitable implosion happened over six stages, with the first couple of stages seeing a society or civilization progressively innovate, conquer, and become prosperous.2 In the mid-stages, as affluence builds, the dominating discourse switches from morals and values to knowledge and discourse. A society will start to become secular and fixated on rights over collective needs. Academic and political infighting tends to become rife by stage five, “the age of intellect.”

By the sixth and final stage, the “age of decadence,” all this growth, success, and intellectual infighting turns in on itself. Like all species and organisms that get too big for their proverbial petri dish, human civilizations can wind up eating themselves up from the inside or destroying their own defenses. Cyanobacteria once filled the oceans with oxygen, but their abundance eventually saw them poison themselves with their own waste. The Byzantines flourished exponentially, but spent the last fifty years of their empire in repeated civil wars (until the Ottomans popped by and were able to finish them off).

As historian Arnold Toynbee once wrote, “Civilizations die from suicide, not by murder.”

*

According to William Ophuls, who wrote Immoderate Greatness: Why Civilizations Fail, the dangerously decadent sixth stage is characterized by behaviors and vibes that you might find frighteningly familiar as a person wandering around the planet today. Take a look at his list:


Frivolity, aestheticism, hedonism, cynicism, pessimism, narcissism, consumerism, materialism, nihilism, fatalism, fanatics and other negative behaviors and attitudes suffuse the population. Politics is increasingly corrupt, life increasingly unjust. A cabal of insiders accrues wealth and power at the expense of the citizens, fostering a fatal opposition of interests between haves and have-nots. The majority lives for bread and circuses; they worship celebrities instead of divinities . . . throw off social and moral restraints—especially sexuality; shirk duties but insist on entitlements.



Oh boy.

*

There is some conjecture as to when our own sophisticated, complex civilization kicked off. Most historians agree it was with the Industrial Revolution in the mid- to late 1700s. So what we will henceforth refer to as the postindustrial civilization is roughly 270 years old.

I now add this: The average lifespan of a complex civilization is 336 years.3

*

I don’t think I have to join too many more dots for you here.

I do feel, however, that I need to flag something that often gets overlooked. Unlike previous collapsing civilizations, which were reasonably isolated, ours is global. All the trade routes, supply chains, energy markets, misinformation networks, and our shared atmosphere and biodiversity are interdependent, and they extend in an intricate web around the planet. Should one system collapse in one corner of the planet, well . . .

I’m not too sure how to finish that sentence.

*

Now, I’ll be honest with you. I agonized over whether to even include this very long chapter.

For three years I researched and conducted hundreds of interviews with experts and read reams of dense scientific, economic, and esoteric spiritual papers about collapse. I amassed 163,000 words of data, theories, and links on the subject. Of course, I got horribly confused by the competing theories and bad-faith selective data picking. This realm is rife with powerful, materialist operators (terrified of losing their supremacy) claiming to “know” our fate and wanting a stake in the end of the world (I’ll come back to this again down the track). It took me a long time to sift through their vested interests and fears.

But one late-autumn afternoon, I finally sat down to start writing. I looked at all my notes, spread across notebooks, spilling out over my desk, and in open tabs and little blue folders scattered across my laptop screen. My breath shortened. And I spun out into a spiky panic.

I’d spoken to renowned collapse theorist Meg Wheatley the day before. Meg had come on my podcast a few months earlier and at the end of the interview offered to mentor me. She told me this project would be too hard on my own. On our latest video call Meg warned me that “understanding collapse is not for everyone.” It’s a phrase a number of people in this space use. The sense is that not everyone has the psychological capacity for the brutal details, and to impose the information on them is irresponsible—it could induce mass panic and untold emotional distress. Meg then vigorously cautioned me against wading into the bamboozling, nonlinear complexity of collapse theory and endeavoring to map out all the different ways that we’re fucked. Instead, she suggested that I go straight to the more inviting psychological and spiritual insights that we’ll need for living in a dramatically altered world.

I’d also been getting messages from friends and peers in the climate space, expressing concern, albeit not for me, per se, but for something they weren’t really able to articulate. One friend rang to tell me, “I just don’t like what you’re writing and talking about at the moment, Sarah.”

Of course, collapse is not like the climate fight, where we were obliged to educate and mobilize everyone (with lashings of “hope”!). As we covered in the “Hope” chapter, with the climate struggle we needed everyone on board (whether they were ready for it or not) to save the situation. What’s more, there was (at least initially) something of a fix, a happy ending to shoot for—reaching those Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change targets! With collapse, there is no such happy promise, no discernible fix. My friend Kate asked me over a dinner where my close friends were talking about this book to make sure it “included lots of actionable things busy people like me can do straight away.” But what if there aren’t any, I replied, immediately aware of how obnoxious I sounded.

So, I guess the question I was facing was this: Is there any point in digging down into the dire details of collapse? And is it irresponsible to? Especially if I can’t offer tidy actionables?

For me, one doubt generally leads to all the doubts. And that afternoon at my desk, a multidecade backlog of them piled on in. Have I just let a bunch of cognitive biases wreak havoc with my thinking? What if I was just a deluded, or, worse, indulgent, doomist? Humans are programmed to think the worst, to be vigilant to threats; hadn’t humans always thought end-times loomed? Was I just being sucked down a self-fulfilling spiral? Who am I to embark on this crazy project? Could I hold it all—the “facts,” the fears, the nonlinear complexity, the emotional and spiritual fallout—responsibly?

*

Sitting at my desk, I lit a cigarette a friend had rolled for me. I’m not a smoker. But I’ve taken to using smoking—or more specifically, the novice smoker’s head spin—as a device to dislodge layers and move beyond old framings. The wrongness of it throws cats among my cognitive pigeons. I told Meg that this was one of my strategies when we spoke. “Bravo, Sarah, for knowing how to get to that place,” she said. “Do what you have to do.”

I opened the door to my balcony; the sun streamed in low and turned the misty rain that pinged off the rosemary bush into sparklets. The smoke curled. My focus turned surreal. And I dropped out of my head into a broad, fully felt experience.

And I wailed.

And I wailed some more.

I cried out the bigness, my fear, my overwhelm and self-doubt, and the beauty of the world, for almost two hours.

Until something lifted.

The clarity was brilliant! It hit me thus: Embracing the brutal truth is probably not for everybody. But for those of us feeling the dissonance, whose souls know the center can no longer hold, who are losing friends and feeling awkward at barbecues when we ache to talk about what’s really on our minds, we absolutely need to understand what’s happening. We need the framing. We need to find our coordinates to see where our agency, our beingness, our humanity fits in. We need to pull apart what’s going on, even if “understanding” and neat maps and descriptors are part of the materialist (postindustrial, modernist) mindset that landed us in this mess in the first place (and will need to be replaced by a far more systems-orientated, spiritual vibe in due course).

I feel—and tell me if you feel differently—that we need to really play around with this surreal “certainty that something here makes sense,” as Václav Havel put it. We need to really feel into this “hunch that we are onto something important about being human,” per the philosopher Jonathan Lear. [These two lines (from last chapter) light me up! No doubt I’ll keep coming back to them . . .]

Which, of course, will require wading uncomfortably in some chaotic inelegance together.

I also think a lot of us here need to know that collapse is actually a thing. That it’s not some fringe conspiracy but a phenomenon that is being studied and tracked in universities and institutes around the world. We need to see evidence of scientific, economic, and philosophical theories and respected and bestselling books on the subject (not the kind that get downloaded on Reddit). We still have one foot squarely planted in that materialist, modernist world. I know I felt an odd reassurance to learn that in France, “collapsology” is a regular topic on morning TV, and that the Canadian government is now actively discussing the nation’s future in terms of collapsing systems.4 Also, that the University of Chicago runs a course called Are We Doomed? with lecturers from the Existential Risk Laboratory who teach Ursula K. Le Guin and the Fermi paradox.5

I share this self-conscious preamble, in part because I want to reassure you at this early stage of our journey together that I question myself and my approach robustly and constantly.
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