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(This is an annotated transcript of the TEDx talk I gave in April 2023.)

Does climate action feel impossible?

When I was a kid, I was interested in everything. I’d need about 10 careers to do it all. So I got out my green and blue markers and made a calendar to keep track of which job I’d have on which day of the week. On Monday, I’d be a scientist, on Tuesday, a painter. Friday — some kind of explorer, because I loved nature documentaries. I related to how animals seemed fascinated by whatever was right in front of them.

Every documentary ended with a reminder that these animals needed our help, and all the ways they were threatened by human activity. I couldn’t believe no one had managed to do something about this. But I figured I would know how when I grew up.

So, though I kept changing my mind about what I would be, the one constant was that it would have something to do with climate and conservation.
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Me, onstage. Photo credit: my sister.

Years later, I was working as an engineer and plugging away at my art and writing. I didn’t tell anyone about my master plan to connect it all to climate, but I hadn’t forgotten it. I kept looking for ways to make my engineering work overlap with climate science or renewables.

Still, I avoided climate news. I didn’t need to hear over and over that climate change REALLY WAS real to motivate me to take action. I didn’t need to see a picture of an animal choking on plastic; I already had the master plan. Meanwhile, I kept circling climate action from a distance without taking the plunge.

But that changed in 2020. The United Nations issued a report giving us a deadline of 2030 to make steep emissions cuts.

Taking action couldn’t stay theoretical and future tense any longer. So I dove into the research to catch up on what I had missed. And I started — tentatively — talking to people about climate change and my intentions.

And I got wave after wave of bad news. It wasn’t just the tight deadlines, scale of changes needed, and years of deadlock.

It was also the confusing responses I was getting in my conversations about climate change. I’d bring up something I found fascinating, people’s faces would drop. They’d say “Yeah… I should be doing more.” And the conversation stopped there.

We’d all finally grown up! and I was ready to jump into the master plan, but I hadn’t factored in when I was 10 that no one would want to jump with me.

And it was 2020, and the air in California was full of wildfire smoke — a constant reminder of what was at stake.

Defeatism had hijacked the climate conversation and it was everywhere.

Eventually, the gloom shifted just enough for me to start wondering. Maybe we were all so bummed because we couldn’t see through the haze. We’ve all been peppered with directives — reduce, reuse, recycle. Drive less. Fly less. Turn off lights. Don’t buy plastic.

And we try, pushing against a system that wasn’t set up for any of that. But we don’t have a clear picture of how this helps.

We may have a vague idea of our individual reductions adding up to collective reductions — but then, every single one of us would have to cut our individual emissions by over half, and then to zero. We can’t imagine the effort it would take to scale up our reductions by that much. And convincing every single human to do the same? Impossible.

This picture doesn’t add up because it requires us all to be perfect. And worse, it makes us feel like we are failing, every single day.

But let me paint you a different picture. If change could only happen with 100% participation and perfection, change would never happen. But I think we can all agree that sometimes change does happen, even positive change. So — how?

For one thing, you can move society in a positive direction without being perfect. Think of it like electric current. We are the electrons.

When we imagine current flowing through a wire, we might imagine an orderly stream of electrons all moving in the same direction.
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“Orderly” current.

But actually, even before the current starts, the electrons are moving — randomly, at high speeds, in all directions.
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Before the current starts.

And when we apply a voltage to create current, it still looks like they’re moving at random, except there’s a change you can only see when you look at the wire as a whole.
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When the current starts, the electron motion still looks random.

Each electron shifts its velocity a tiny bit, all in the same direction. You don’t need perfect electrons to create current.
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But the subtle shift in electron velocities adds up to a current.

Society is a bit more complicated than electric current. Still, it doesn’t matter that we aren’t each moving in a perfectly sustainable direction as long as our changes line up. And more importantly, pick up speed.

So what’s the voltage that directs us? I called it “the system,” and what I mean is the way all the organizations that touch our lives are set up — what they prioritize and where they get their materials.

We are constantly pushing against the system while trying to influence “our” consumption. What if we tried influencing the system instead?

So how do systems change? I found the answer in one of my math textbooks. Transformation builds under the surface as ideas brew, minds change, and small clusters of supporters gather — all while progress appears to be slow or non-existent, until suddenly, the support reaches a critical mass, and the system transforms rapidly in an emergent process.
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Ideas spreading and social change.

Nearly every social movement that succeeded followed this pattern of slow, then all at once. To get to that point, a certain percentage of people need to participate (estimated variously as 3.5%, to 25%), but importantly, it’s not 100%.

So don’t think of the climate movement as something you’re guilted into. You can choose to be one of the 25% who become early adopters of change.

And you don’t have to worry about the people you can’t convince. They will change when the system changes because that comes first.

Changing the system requires creativity. The first act of creativity is to imagine the possible paths to transformation.

The second act of creativity is to imagine where you can fit into that picture. Old ideas need to be replaced by new ones — about everything from technology to our day-to-day lives. The new ideas spread through you.
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Social change: where you fit in. 

To make that happen, ask yourself these three questions.

One. What is a movement you want to throw your weight behind? Pick a trend or organization that’s already building, and that you can help accelerate. You can be another piece of its critical mass.

Two. What’s a practical obstacle that’s been keeping you from participating? Anything from not knowing what a word means, to having trouble deciding where to volunteer.

If you have this obstacle, others do too. So brainstorming a solution will help more than just you. That obstacle doesn’t stand a chance against your formidable skills at creative problem solving!

Question Three. What social circles that you’re already a part of, can you share your solutions and experiences with? Sharing in the circles where you can be heard is how your solutions amplify and ripple outward.

We’re facing unprecedented challenges, so our imaginations need to be nimble — zipping like a hummingbird — from the big picture, to our immediate surroundings. From where we’re starting from — to where we want to get to.

We can’t be nimble like this if we’re stuck in guilt and perfectionism, and gazing endlessly within our own homes and wallets at all the things we’re doing wrong.

No movement in history has been made up of perfect people, so stop worrying about the ways you’re not perfect. Perfect people are not required.

Instead, think of all the ways your creativity could accelerate us in the right direction.
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Exploring a question that’s more nuanced than you think, based on the latest research.

Oct 13, 2021

Do you associate optimism with hoping that things will work out while taking zero action?

Or with believing in your ability to make a change and never giving up?

Climate scientists who warned of the climate emergency we face today were probably branded as pessimists in past decades, and look where that got us. So it makes sense that the simple question in the title provokes strong reactions (that optimism is selfish as hell and fosters inaction on the one hand, OR that it’s the only way to increase our chance of success at mitigating climate change).

Part of the reason for the disagreement may be that words like ‘optimism’ and ‘pessimism’ mean slightly different things to different people and in different contexts. Below, I list some distinct concepts that ‘optimism’ could refer to.

Toxic positivity

Optimism is most commonly associated with seeing the good in a situation, like a glass being half full. In practice, many behaviors we consider optimistic might be better described as toxic positivity.

Exemplified by statements like:


	‘It’s not that bad!’

	‘Look on the bright side.’

	‘Good vibes only!’




…toxic positivity is an insistence on focusing on the positives in a situation, feeling only positive emotions, and minimizing the negatives. This behavior can lead to denying or repressing difficult emotions when present, pressuring oneself to feel better, and leaving problems unaddressed.

If you’re unwilling to think about problems that make you feel bad, you’re not going to read distressing climate news. You also won’t think creatively about solutions. You can’t — because you’re both uninformed and emotionally unprepared for the challenge.

This form of ‘optimism’ in the context of the climate emergency is useless and counterproductive. We have to look at all sides of crises to address them, not just the bright ones. Acknowledgment and deep examination of problems must precede any useful actions to solve them.

“It could be worse” is just an excuse to get comfortable and do nothing as the world burns.

Expectations about the future

If you’re not forcing yourself to be positive, you can make an honest assessment of your expectations. Situationally, you could be optimistic or pessimistic about the outcome of a specific action.

Researcher Anders Nordgren writes about the diversity of optimistic and pessimistic views about the climate crisis:


[…] in the context of climate change, pessimism and optimism may concern different aspects. A person can be a pessimist regarding some aspects and an optimist regarding others. For example, pessimism and optimism may concern: (a) climate change as an unmitigated or poorly mitigated process, (b) mitigation of climate change, (c) specific measures of mitigation of climate change, (d) adaptation to climate change, or (e) specific measures of adaptation to climate change.




Nordgren compares the views of several credible authors in the area of climate change. Though they are all looking at the same facts and science, they have a diversity of expectations of the future that can’t be captured by simplistic statements as to whether they ‘are’ an optimist or a pessimist.

For instance, all the authors that Nordgren studied








Hope and ‘learned optimism’



















Why do we need hope or optimism at all? The flip side.












Getting empowered requires ‘psychological tasks’









Grief
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Fear






Powerlessness, helplessness, and anger






Guilt over not doing more














Conclusion
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