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So that man, which looks too far before him, in the care of future time, hath his heart all the 

day long, gnawed on by feare of death, poverty, or other calamity; and has no repose, nor 

pause of his anxiety, but in sleep. 

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chap. XII “Of Religion” 

 

 

Do not go gentle into that good night, 

Old age should burn and rave at close of day; 

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

Dylan Thomas, “Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night” 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Our shattering entry into the Anthropocene was marked by the crossing of four planetary 

boundaries: the climate system, biodiversity, the nitrogen and phosphorus cycles, and land use 

(Rockström et al. 2009, Steffen, Richardson, et al. 2015). Climate change, accelerated loss of 
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biodiversity, interference with the nitrogen and phosphorus cycles, and deforestation have 

taken us out of the stable environmental conditions of the Holocene, into an unknown 

geological epoch. If these transgressions persist, the entire planet will likely be pushed into a 

new state that would be much less hospitable for human societies, not to mention other 

species. The Anthropocene is a rupture in Earth history, an irreversible ecological disruption, 

a geological bifurcation with no foreseeable return to the normality of the Holocene 

(Hamilton 2016). Crossing the planetary threshold of 2°C above pre-industrial levels could 

even lead the entire Earth system into a “Hothouse Earth” trajectory, in which global warming 

may be substantially accelerated by a cascade of tipping points in the climate system (Steffen 

et al. 2018). Earth system scientists warn us that “the evidence from tipping points alone 

suggests that we are in a state of planetary emergency: both the risk and urgency of the 

situation are acute.” Indeed, “the intervention time left to prevent tipping could already have 

shrunk towards zero, whereas the reaction time to achieve net zero emissions is 30 years at 

best” (Lenton et al. 2019, 595). 

 Given this picture, it is very difficult not to feel anxious about the future of the planet, 

especially the future of the species and the sentient individuals the Earth hosts. Environmental 

scientists have been warning us for decades that economic activities are pushing against and 

even crossing natural limits. Half a century ago, Donella Meadows et al. (1972) had already 

highlighted the (natural) limits to (economic) growth. Back then, the tone was already quite 

alarmist, and the sense of urgency was rather pronounced. But as we entered the 21st century, 

the planetary boundary framework changed the game. This framework emphasizes nine 

planetary boundaries in the Earth system,1 stresses the existence of tipping points,2 and 

 
1 These nine boundaries are the following: the big three – the climate system, the ozone layer, and the ocean; the 

four biosphere boundaries – biodiversity, land, fresh water, and nutrients; and the two aliens – novel entities and 

aerosols.  
2 The nine major active tipping points are the two ice sheets in Greenland and West Antarctica, Arctic and East 

Antarctic sea ice, the Boreal forest and the Amazon rainforest, Atlantic circulation, permafrost in Siberia, and 

Australia’s Great Barrier Reef.  
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quantifies both the boundaries and their tipping points. Over the last decade, Earth system 

scientists have developed three key insights (Lenton et al. 2019, Steffen, Broadgate, et al. 

2015, Waters et al. 2016): (1) the Anthropocene probably started in the mid-1950s due to the 

exponential increase of material and energy flows underlying our economic activities; (2) the 

Anthropocene is functionally and stratigraphically distinct from the Holocene, a remarkably 

stable epoch that lasted for more than 10,000 years, allowing our complex societies to 

develop; (3) Earth’s tipping points are too close for comfort and too risky to bet against. Now 

that we more accurately know the scale of what we are up against, feeling anxiety is close to 

unavoidable. When scientists write that “we are in a state of planetary emergency” in the 

journal Nature (Lenton et al. 2019, 595 – emphasis added), when they explain that “The scale 

of recent changes across the climate system as a whole and the present state of many aspects 

of the climate system are unprecedented over many centuries to many thousands of years” 

and that “Many changes due to past and future greenhouse gas emissions are irreversible for 

centuries to millennia” in the latest IPCC Assessment Report (IPCC 2021, 8, 21– emphasis 

added), there are good reasons to feel not only alarmed, but also anxious about the state of the 

planet in the near and distant future. 

 In response to these more and more numerous, accurate, and accessible empirical data 

on the rapidly degrading state of the planet, there is a corresponding increase in pessimistic 

perceptions of the future through the lens of fictional narratives. The notion of “scenario,” 

ubiquitous in IPCC reports and scientific articles on climate change, usually refers to a 

reasoned effort of anticipation in a film or a novel. Scenarios are fictions depicting possible 

worlds. They illustrate what kind of future might result from current trends, such as the 

continued use of fossil fuels to supply global energy demand. In the genre of eco-fiction and 

the sub-genre of climate-fiction (“cli-fi” for short), more and more novels and films explore 

apocalyptic and/or post-apocalyptic scenarios in which anthropogenic ecological disaster 
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completely changes the world as we know it (Johns-Putra 2016, Svoboda 2016, Trexler and 

Johns-Putra 2011). Even if these “Anthropocene fictions” (Trexler 2015) draw more or less 

accurately on scientific knowledge, they contribute to influencing popular perceptions of the 

near and distant future. Anthropocene fictions link numbers, graphs, and figures with our 

daily lives. They make the notion of the Anthropocene more tangible. 

 Scientific knowledge and Anthropocene fictions therefore contribute to making 

anxiety a defining feature of our time. Just as John Rawls (2005, 36–37) perceived the “fact of 

reasonable pluralism” as a permanent feature of democratic public culture, it makes sense to 

consider the “fact of anxiety” as a pervasive characteristic of life in the Anthropocene.3 

Global environmental changes such as anthropogenic mass extinction, climate change, and 

ozone depletion arguably give rise to a specific form of anxiety: “eco-anxiety.”4 This chapter 

draws the contours of the notion of eco-anxiety and suggests possible remedies. In the spirit 

of the volume, the objective is to identify elements of anxiety culture without pretending to 

give definitive answers or trying to excessively restrict the understanding of anxiety. This is a 

contribution to an emergent research agenda on anxiety conceived as a new global state of 

human affairs.  

 

What is eco-anxiety? 

 

Let us start with the following working definition:5 

 

 
3 This is of course just an analogy. These two facts differ on many counts, starting with the fact that anxiety is 

not as rational as pluralism (even if this does not necessarily imply that anxiety is irrational: it can be a lucid 

reaction to an accurate empirical description of the state of the planet). 
4 So far, eco-anxiety has been extensively discussed in the media, with a small but growing body of scientific 

literature on the topic in various disciplines. For a recent review of different forms of eco-anxiety, see Panu 

(2020). 
5 I draw here on the definition of anxiety proposed by André Comte-Sponville in his Philosophical Dictionary 

(Comte-Sponville 2013, 79) and adapt it for the topic discussed in this chapter. 
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Eco-anxiety is a subjective trait, state, or disposition turned toward a possible objective 

state of the planet in the near or distant future. Its object is severe ecological risks that 

are not yet here (in space) or present (in time), but which might happen in the more or 

less distant future. It is a fear resulting from an acute awareness of the risks raised by 

global ecological issues. Eco-anxiety can lead to a generalized feeling of 

discouragement; taken to too high a degree, it can also become pathological, a fear of 

a fear, or an exaggeration of the probabilities of environmental dangers. 

 

Let us now unpack the three main elements of this definition. First, like any form of 

anxiety, eco-anxiety is future-oriented. The envisioned future can be more or less determinate 

and more or less near, but it is both (a) threatening and (b) uncertain. Regarding (a), the main 

object of eco-anxiety is ecological risks, such as sea-level rise, mega-fires, and extreme 

climate events such as hurricanes, droughts, heatwaves, and floods. Its object can also be the 

consequences of these phenomena on human and/or non-human beings, such as animal 

suffering, ecosystem degradation, species extinction, the disruption of agricultural systems 

and food supply chains, economic shocks, socio-political instability, as well as starvation, 

mass migration, conflict, and even societal collapse.6 Regarding (b), risks and uncertainty are 

intrinsically linked. Risks are the product of magnitude and probability: the magnitude is a 

measure of the seriousness of the loss and damage at stake; the probability is a measure of the 

likelihood of such loss and damage occurring (Shue 2010, 147). That something is uncertain 

means that it currently has no calculable probability; it does not mean that its objective 

probability, if known, would be small (Shue 2010, 148). Questions of probability can 

 
6 For a recent study of ecological threats to human societies, including the risk of collapse events, see Richards, 

Lupton, and Allwood (2021). There is a growing literature on the topic of societal collapse caused by ecological 

problems. The emerging transdisciplinary field of collapsology addresses the possible causes of collapse of 

civilization as we know it, as well as the possible ways to live in a post-collapsed world (Servigne and Stevens 

2015). Collapsologists are quite influential in the media and contribute to spreading eco-anxiety. Some scholars 

have criticized this new field because of its survivalist tone and its apolitical discourse (e.g. Charbonnier 2019).  
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however become less relevant if the magnitude of the possible loss and damage is massive, 

such as the triggering of a Hothouse Earth pathway. In such cases, it is possible to replace the 

category of “risk” with that of “danger.” A cascade of tipping points in the climate system, 

such as rapid permafrost thawing, the weakening of terrestrial and oceanic carbon skinks, and 

the Amazon Forest dieback would represent positive global feedback loops over which no one 

would have any control. We can conceive these carbon cycle feedbacks as “transcendental 

dangers” (Bourg 2013), that is, dangers that threaten the very condition of human existence on 

the planet, or at least the conditions of a flourishing human life.7 

 Second, eco-anxiety is a not only a state of uncertainty, but also of fear and insecurity 

in the face of ecological risks and transcendental dangers. Eco-anxiety is an emotion that 

reaches deep, a gut feeling that most, if not all, future scenarios are insecure. It is a constant or 

structural fear that we are contributing, with our individual and collective lifestyles, to 

creating a more dangerous world for young people and future generations. This feeling of fear 

and insecurity does not require the direct experience or observation of a dangerous 

anthropogenic ecological event to exist; imagining a risk or danger is sufficient to trigger it.8 

Eco-fictions, such as Kevin Reynolds’ Waterworld, Roland Emmerich’s The Day After 

Tomorrow, or Bong Joon-ho’s Snowpiercer provide a visual representation of the dark side of 

the Anthropocene. These movies set in motion images that are the interpretative 

representation of a crucial concept in the Anthropocene: that of ecological disaster. Films 

allow us to apprehend concepts through imagination and emotions rather than through reason 

alone (Renaut and Chartron 2015). Eco-fiction (and climate fiction) films seek above all to 

portray the notion of disaster, especially in the eco-apocalyptic and post-eco-apocalyptic sub-

 
7 Societal collapse and transcendental dangers link eco-anxiety with existential anxiety, a form of anxiety 

focusing on the threats to the very existence of humans and societies. Global environmental changes can raise 

deep feelings of ontological insecurity: see Panu (2020, 6–7). 
8 It is however important to stress that the most severe cases of mental health effects of climate change are 

related to the direct experience of severe climate impacts and include post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, 

anxiety, the exacerbation of psychotic symptoms, and suicidal ideation and suicide completion. Those who are 

most exposed to such mental health effects rely heavily on the land and land-based activities, such as Indigenous 

peoples and farmers (see Cunsolo et al. 2020). 



 7 

genres, which trace the end of the world as we know it back to current environmental 

problems (and sometimes to the potentially catastrophic side-effects of the technologies we 

might use to face them, such as geoengineering in the case of Snowpiercer).  

The ecological disaster confronts us, whether we are actors or spectators, victims or 

observers, with the unthinkable, the inconceivable, the impossible. The word that best 

corresponds to our direct or indirect exposure to disaster is stupefaction, which entails 

suspension of the movement of thought and action. The disaster lays bare a world in which 

reason has difficulty finding its bearings. Words resist, and a key objective of eco-fiction 

movies is to express the disaster through images rather than through concepts. Anthropocene 

fictions do not necessarily depict a world structured by a punctual and final disaster: the 

adverse effects of climate change and other environmental issues are gradual, widespread, and 

diverse. The ecological disaster is not simply a major, highly dramatic, and particularly 

destructive hazard; it is mostly a recurring, multifaceted phenomenon, occurring at various 

levels, and experienced in many different ways (Moreau 2017).9 

 Third, eco-anxiety usually leads to a form of paralysis, or suspension of action. Fear 

can sometimes be motivating, for instance when it pushes us to avoid its object or its source, 

but it can also be paralyzing (Roeser 2012). Eco-fictions can incite us to avoid the disaster 

they depict by changing our behaviors and reforming existing institutions, but they can just as 

easily block our individual actions by showing up the futility of our efforts. Likewise, 

learning about the existence of the nine planetary boundaries, the crossing of four of them, 

and the possibility of a Hothouse Earth pathway can be discouraging: what can I do as an 

individual in the face of such gigantic forces? Eco-anxiety can lead to a generalized feeling of 

 
9 To characterize this phenomenon of ubiquitous harmful anthropogenic ecological impacts, Frederic Neyrat 

(2015) uses the notion of “cosmophagy,” a process whereby humans abolish all forms of otherness by 

“devouring” what remains of the wilderness – we could also refer to this phenomenon as the “Langoliers 

scenario,” after Stephen King’s The Langoliers, a novella adapted into a movie in which creatures devour the 

world in an alternative reality (King 1990).   
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discouragement regarding the future and what we can do about it, both individually and 

collectively.  

 This third feature shows how easily eco-anxiety can become difficult to live with. 

Neither eco-fiction film directors, nor Earth system scientists wish to convey the message that 

individual action is futile. Quite the contrary: their films and publications is usually a call to 

action, both at the individual and the collective level. To take a recent example, Johan 

Rockström’s and Owen Gaffney’s book Breaking Boundaries, which has been adapted for the 

screen as a documentary, discusses individual and collective solutions to current ecological 

problems as much as the problems themselves (Rockström and Gaffney 2021). At the same 

time, given the scale and the gravity of the problems they discuss and what is at stake (what 

Rockström et al. (2016) call “the world’s biggest gamble”), one can understandably feel 

overwhelmed. “Doom and gloom” narratives can cause despair, which in turn can demotivate 

people in ways that could exacerbate ecological problems (McKinnon 2014, 33). When eco-

anxiety gives way to despair, it becomes a fear of a fear, an exaggeration of the probabilities 

of transcendental dangers. At that point, there is little chance that eco-anxiety will leave space 

for possible solutions to avoid the realization of the darkest scenarios.10  

 How widespread is the phenomenon of eco-anxiety? Although degrees of eco-anxiety 

vary according to factors such as age, profession, and location, the (limited) available data 

indicate that it is spreading very fast. Two categories of people seem to be particularly 

affected by eco-anxiety: climate scientists, and children and young people. A first survey has 

found that many IPCC authors are suffering from eco-anxiety, with more than 60% of the 

respondents saying that they experience anxiety, grief, or other distress because of concerns 

over climate change. 82% of the respondents report that they think they will see catastrophic 

 
10 In his review of research on eco-anxiety, Pihkala Panu (2020) highlights that three major factors discussed in 

the literature are uncertainty, unpredictability, and uncontrollability (three classic features of anxiety). He also 

stresses that most forms of eco-anxiety are non-clinical, but that some pathological cases that come with anxiety 

disorders are also discussed. In cases of strong forms of eco-anxiety, mental health care can be required (see also 

Cunsolo et al. 2020). 
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impacts of climate change in their lifetime, and six in ten expect the world to warm by at least 

3°C above pre-industrial levels by 2100 (Tollefson 2021). A second survey, the largest to 

date, has found that a huge and growing number of children and young people from a diverse 

range of countries with a diverse range of income and exposure to climate impacts are 

suffering from eco-anxiety (Hickman et al. 2021). While 59% say that they feel very or 

extremely worried about climate change, 45% say that their feelings about climate change 

negatively affect their daily lives. 75% find the future frightening, 56% believe that humanity 

is doomed, 55% think that they will have fewer opportunities than their parents, 52% believe 

that their family’s security will be threatened, and 39% are hesitant to have children. More 

than 50% say that they feel afraid, sad, anxious, angry, powerless, helpless, and/or guilty. The 

psychological state of children and young people is not only affected by climate impacts, but 

also by their perception of governments’ failure to respond to climate change, which leads to 

feelings of betrayal and abandonment by adults. The study highlights that all these stressors 

will have “considerable, long-lasting and incremental negative implications for the mental 

health of children and young people” (Hickman et al. 2021). It also frames government failure 

as a “failure of ethical responsibility to care” and a source of “moral injury,” understood as 

“the distressing psychological aftermath experienced when one perpetrates or witnesses 

actions that violate moral or core beliefs.” In other words, adults and governments hold a 

moral responsibility in the two major senses of this concept: they are responsible for the 

outcome of their lack of action on the psychological state of children and young people, and 

they are responsible for remedying this outcome by helping those who suffer from eco-

anxiety.11  

 

 
11 As David Miller (2007, 81) explains, responsibility can be understood either as “outcome responsibility,” that 

is, “the responsibility we bear for our own actions and decisions,” or as “remedial responsibility”, that is, “the 

responsibility we may have to come to the aid of those who need help.” He also stresses that although they are 

conceptually distinct, they are normatively closely connected, since “outcome responsibility provides us with 

one important way of identifying remedial responsibility” (Miller 2007, 108). 
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What can be done about eco-anxiety? 

 

Now that we know more about the meaning of eco-anxiety,12 we can ask what can be done 

about it. Since eco-anxiety is a distinctive feature of the Anthropocene, a key component of 

the fact of anxiety, it is in some sense unavoidable. The point is therefore not so much to try 

to escape this state as to mitigate it as far as possible, in order to avoid its undesirable side-

effects such as paralysis and its pathological effects such as despair. We must live with eco-

anxiety, but this does not mean that we cannot fight some of its most worrying manifestations. 

 

Cultivating hope and confidence 

 

A first intuitive counter-power that comes to mind when we wonder how to face eco-anxiety 

is of course hope. Some climate justice scholars have recently emphasized the value of hope 

in the climate change discourse by promoting “climate hope” (McKinnon 2014, Roser 2020, 

Shue 2013). Hope applies to an object that is (1) desired, (2) believed to be possible but that 

remains uncertain, and (3) characterized by a certain mental emphasis that makes the desire 

and the belief of the hoper significant and stable. The mental emphasis is on the possibility of 

a positive outcome, but at the same time, hope and pessimism can coexist. As Dominic Roser 

(2020, 68) explains, “I can believe X to have a low probability (condition 2.) but can still 

desire X (condition 1.) and psychologically rally around X (condition 3.).” He illustrates this 

with the case of the 1.5°C climate target: even if there is a low probability that we will keep 

the temperature increase below 1.5°C, this goal remains possible and desirable and can 

therefore be an object of hope. Roser (2020, 74–80) adds that it is not only justifiable to hope 

to achieve the 1.5°C target, but that there are also good reasons for cultivating hope of 

 
12 Again, my aim in section 1 was not to offer a definitive definition of eco-anxiety, but just to outline a working 

definition of the phenomenon for the purposes of this essay.  
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achieving this goal, since the advantages of hoping for this specific object (motivational and 

hedonic benefits) outweigh its disadvantages (temptation of wishful thinking, disappointment, 

and distraction). The motivational benefit of hope is especially relevant in discussions on eco-

anxiety: one crucial reason why cultivating hope is so important is that hope can contribute to 

increasing the probability of achieving the hoped-for outcome. While anxiety can lead to 

overwhelm, discouragement, and even paralysis, hope can work as a remedy thanks to its 

instrumental value: a hopeful disposition can represent a source of personal motivation to 

overcome collective action problems. This point is also highlighted by Catriona McKinnon 

(2014, 45): “Hope can increase the probability that a person’s agency achieves its purpose, 

and so can galvanise the person’s will as it aims at this purpose.” 

 Hope, however, is an ambiguous state, a double-edged sword. It is not necessarily 

energizing; quite the contrary, as Roser (2020, 77) recognizes, “Dwelling on the imagined 

achievement instead of working towards it, hinders rather than spurs action.” In that sense, 

hope can also be a hindrance to successfully taking action which achieves the hoped-for 

object.13 The main reason for this is that hope is not, contrary to a commonly shared 

conception, the opposite of anxiety.14 Hope is a desire for an object we do not have or that 

does not exist, a desire whose fulfillment remains uncertain (Comte-Sponville 2013, 356–

357). This is why, as Spinoza (2018, III, 50, Scholium, 132) famously observed, “there is no 

hope without fear nor fear without hope.” Hope and anxiety are both based on doubt, on 

uncertainty. To hope is to fear disappointment; to fear is to hope for reassurance.15 Spinoza 

(2018, III, 18, Scholium 2, 109 – emphasis original) adds, “Hope is simply an inconstant joy 

arising from the image of something in the future or in the past about whose outcome we are 

 
13 Roser (2020, 77) stresses that both common sense and empirical data tend to support the instrumental value of 

hope as a motivational factor to achieve uncertain but possible outcomes, but he also acknowledges that 

“Armchair reasoning can spin both answers as plausible” and that “it is not straightforward to draw clear 

conclusions from empirical research on hope.”  
14 As McKinnon (2014, 34–35) explains, the opposite of hope is rather despair, a feeling typically generated by a 

judgment that the object of hope is impossible or extremely improbable because of the way the world is. 
15 This may explain why hope was identified by Hickman et al. (2021) as an emotion constitutive of climate 

anxiety, together with worry, fear, anger, grief, despair, guilt, and shame. 
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in doubt.” This does not mean that one should stop hoping, which is neither possible, nor 

desirable. This rather means that, in addition to cultivating hope, one should find other ways 

to mitigate eco-anxiety. 

 If hope is not the opposite of anxiety, what is? Serenity would be a more accurate 

candidate. Serenity is an inner peace, an absence of disorder, close to the Greek ideal of 

ataraxia. The problem with serenity is that it is a state proper to the wise, an ideal towards 

which one can only strive, without ever fully reaching it. A more relevant (because easier to 

achieve) state to cultivate would be confidence. Confidence is less about the future than about 

the present, less about what we do not know than about what we do know, less about what 

does not depend on us than about what does (Comte-Sponville 2013, 199). There are surely 

many ways to cultivate confidence to reduce eco-anxiety, but here I’d like to focus on the 

promotion of personal action against global environmental changes. Even if global and 

massive problems such as climate change and biodiversity loss can seem beyond our control, 

we can focus on what we can do here and now, on what we know about our individual carbon 

footprint and how we can reduce it, in short, on what depends on us.   

 There are two major categories of individual action that can be taken to face climate 

change with more confidence and less anxiety. The first is actions that directly reduce one’s 

personal emissions. A recent review of the literature shows that there are five major high-

impact actions that allow individuals in developed countries to substantially reduce their 

annual greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (Wynes and Nicholas 2017):  

(1) Adopting a plant-based diet  (0.8 tCO2e saved per year) 

(2) Buying green energy   (1.5 tCO2e saved per year) 

(3) Avoiding airplane travel  (1.6 tCO2e saved per roundtrip transatlantic flight) 

(4) Living car-free    (2.4 tCO2e saved per year) 

(5) Having one less child   (58.6 tCO2e saved per year)    



 13 

All these actions need to be critically discussed, but they are representative of what 

needs to be done to seriously tackle individuals’ high-emitting lifestyles in developed 

countries. In addition, some high-impact actions to reduce GHG emissions come with 

substantial ecological co-benefits. For instance, moving from currently dominant diets to diets 

that exclude animal products at a global level would not only reduce  the GHG emissions of 

food by 49% ; it would also reduce land use for food by 76%, eutrophication by 49%, and 

freshwater use by 19% (Poore and Nemecek 2018, 991). Taking part in this kind of collective 

shift in habits can give confidence that the worst scenarios such as the Hothouse Earth 

pathway can still be avoided. 

 A second and related category of individual actions is to promote and support 

collective action against climate change. Individuals can do so by two means: by helping to 

design institutions better adapted to tackling climate change; and by participating in changing 

and creating social norms (Fragnière 2016, 807–809). In the case of institutional reform, 

individuals have a wide range of possibilities at their disposal, from voting green (Maltais 

2013) to civil disobedience in response to government failure and pushing for more ambitious 

climate policies (Caney 2014, 138). People can also write blogs and articles, petition their 

local government, email their representatives or executives, organize and/or attend 

demonstrations, and donate to or join NGOs (Cripps 2013, 143). In the case of social norm 

transformation and creation, individuals can for instance adapt their lifestyles and develop 

communication strategies to amplify the effects of their green behaviors. They can also frame 

greener lifestyles as appealing to influence other people to reduce their own carbon footprint. 

Abandoning the rhetoric of self-sacrifice and explaining the different ways in which more 

environmentally friendly lifestyles can be self-rewarding and contribute to happiness and 

well-being is a powerful tool to push other people to go green (Prinzing 2020). Here again, 
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these actions can help build a climate of confidence that can work as a remedy to eco-anxiety 

and its manifestations.  

 

The power of communication 

 

One could object that, just like hope, confidence can remain wishful thinking in the face of 

experienced, observed, or imagined ecological disasters. When we feel high degrees of eco-

anxiety, fear can lead to paralysis. How to break this vicious circle?  

I think that a key solution here is adequate communication. When they communicate 

the results of their empirical research, climate scientists should insist both on the urgency of 

the situation and on the available means to avoid dangerous climate change. Emotional 

appeals to fear in order to create a sense of urgency can backfire when they lead to paralysis 

or other psychological defense mechanisms, such as denial. For this reason, Susanne Moser 

(2007, 73) explains that “fear appeals must be coupled with constructive information and 

support to reduce the danger.” IPCC authors have already to a certain extent taken this into 

account in their communication strategy, but there is still a bias towards technology fixes in 

most IPCC scenarios, which leads to an overestimation of the effectiveness of technological 

solutions and an underestimation of the effectiveness of changes in economies, societies, and 

especially lifestyles (Kuhnhenn et al. 2020, 15). To combat eco-anxiety, they could and 

should say more about the environmental benefits of high-impact actions such as the ones 

mentioned above. 

Likewise, when they communicate the results of their normative research, climate 

justice scholars should articulate abstract duties of global and intergenerational justice with 

concrete courses of action that would allow individual and collective agents to fulfill their 

duties. To reduce individuals’ unwillingness to make lifestyle changes, so far philosophers 
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have first and foremost promoted moral education and awareness through theories of 

environmental ethics, climate justice, or ecological citizenship to bring people to see 

environmental issues as moral problems and persuade them that they ought to take personal 

action against these issues. The task of urging moral agents to fulfill their ecological 

responsibilities remains incomplete however as long as philosophers do not propose concrete 

courses of action as well. Regarding individual agents, philosophers should articulate the 

values, attitudes, and virtues they promote with behaviors that would allow people to reduce 

their overall environmental footprint. Regarding collective agents such as cities, states, or 

international organizations such as the UN or the EU, philosophers should explain how these 

agents can comply with their duties of justice by proposing feasible institutional reforms to 

existing municipal, national, and international environmental policies. So far, climate justice 

scholarship has mostly focused on the first, more abstract task of defining and justifying 

principles of climate justice at the individual and collective level. The time has come to link 

climate justice with climate action more systematically by proposing concrete and feasible 

courses of action (Bourban 2021, 2022, 2023).  This can play a part in replacing the vicious 

circle of anxiety, fear, and paralysis with a virtuous circle of environmental awareness, 

confidence, and motivation. The challenge is tremendous, but we can at least partially meet it 

with more adequate communication. 

 Finally, in addition to researchers, policymakers – both government officials and 

citizens – also have a key role to play in combating eco-anxiety (Hickman et al. 2021). As 

stressed above, policymakers are not only responsible for the state of the planet, which could 

definitely have been improved, had they taken more ambitious action sooner; they are also 

responsible for rising levels of eco-anxiety among children and young people. This double 

outcome responsibility gives rise to a remedial responsibility that policymakers can partially 

fulfill by way of two major steps. The first step would be to officially recognize young 
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people’s feelings by hearing and respecting them. All too often, negative feelings caused by 

climate anxiety have been dismissed, ignored, disavowed, rationalized, and negated by those 

in positions of political power: this is where things need to change first. Here again, 

communication is key: when they communicate regarding climate change, policymakers 

should directly address the legitimate concerns of young people. The second step would be to 

act upon the negative feelings of young people by taking ambitious environmental action. 

Once they have seriously acknowledged the negative feelings of young people, government 

officials and citizens ought to act accordingly. This means placing environmental protection 

not only at the top of the political agenda, but also at the center of policymaking. Otherwise, 

we will end up in the same situation as today, with discourses that seem to validate young 

people’s worries but that are not followed by corresponding actions. This is a question of 

integrity: policymakers should integrate their discourses and actions into a coherent whole, by 

designing and implementing policies that correspond to the degree of emergency of the 

situation. Otherwise, they will keep doing too little, too late.16  

 

Conclusion 

 

Eco-anxiety is a defining feature of the Anthropocene. It is a state of mind oriented towards 

an uncertain future characterized by ecological risks and transcendental dangers. It is also a 

state of fear and insecurity in the face of an observable or imaginable anthropogenic 

ecological disaster that can lead to discouragement and even paralysis. It can be triggered by 

scientific data about the state and the future of the world or by scenarios depicted in eco-

fiction novels and films, or both. 

 
16 This “too little, too late” rationale is clearly illustrated by the results published in a recent report from the 

UNFCCC (2021): even if all countries were to respect their current mitigation pledges, total temperature rise by 

2100 could reach 2.7°C above pre-industrial levels – a substantial overshoot compared to the absolute target of 

2°C and the aspirational target of 1.5°C set by the Paris Agreement. 
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Although eco-anxiety has become somewhat unavoidable, it is possible to mitigate its 

undesirable side-effects such as paralysis and its pathological effects such as despair. A first 

possible way to combat eco-anxiety is to cultivate hope, in particular hope to limit global 

temperature rise below 1.5°C and therefore to avoid a Hothouse Earth pathway by the end of 

the century. Hope can be galvanizing and energizing, but it can also lead back to a key 

component of anxiety: fear. For the opposite of anxiety is not hope, but rather confidence. In 

addition to cultivating hope, climate change scholars should cultivate confidence by linking 

climate science and climate justice more systematically with climate action. This can play a 

part in replacing the vicious circle of anxiety, fear, and paralysis with a virtuous circle of 

environmental awareness, confidence, and motivation. Adequate communication is key: 

appeals to fear, which are difficult to avoid in a state of planetary emergency, should be 

complemented by appeals to concrete courses of action that individuals can take to escape the 

psychological traps of paralysis and despair. Finally, adequate action by policymakers is 

probably the most effective remedy for eco-anxiety. Government officials and citizens should 

not only seriously acknowledge the negative feelings of children and young people in the face 

of global environmental changes; they should also act accordingly, by implementing long 

overdue ambitious environmental policies.  
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