
		
			[image: Cover for Amplify]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Amplify, Subtitle, How to Use the Power of Connection to Engage, Take Action, and Build a Better World, Author, Adam Met, PhD; with Heather Landy, Imprint, Harmony]
			

		

	
		
			Harmony Books

			An imprint of Random House

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			HarmonyBooks.com | RandomHouseBooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2025 by Adam Metzger

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Harmony Books is a registered trademark, and the Circle colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Met, Adam, 1990- author. | Landy, Heather, other.

			Title: Amplify / by Adam Met with Heather Landy.

			Description: New York, NY : Harmony, [2025] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2024054279 (print) | LCCN 2024054280 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593735909 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593735909 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Social movements. | Social change. | Musicians—Political activity.

			Classification: LCC HM881 .M47 2025 (print) | LCC HM881 (ebook) | DDC 303.48/4—dc23/eng/20250107

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024054279

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024054280

			ISBN 9780593735909

			Ebook ISBN 9780593735916

			Book Team: Production editor: Andy Lefkowitz • Managing editor: Allison Fox • Production manager: Angela McNally • Copy editor: Lawrence Krauser • Proofreaders: Dan Goff, Karina Jha, Taylor McGowan, and Robin Slutzky

			Book design by Debbie Glasserman, adapted for ebook

			Cover design: Lucas Heinrich

			Cover illustration: Jonathan Calugi

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie

			ep_prh_7.1a_151959290_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Contents

			Foreword

			Introduction

			1. That Thing You Do

			2. Who are You?

			3. Waxing Lyrical

			4. Ladders and Hurricanes

			5. Hammers and Strings

			6. Press Play

			7. Alive Nation

			8. Graceland

			9. Feat.

			10. “If You Wanna Rock, You Gotta Break the Rules”

			11. Where Do You See Yourself in Ten Years?

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			Index

			About the Authors

		

	_151959290_

	
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Foreword

			Maxwell Frost

			The week before I turned sixteen, I traveled to Washington, D.C., and spent a morning on a small parade float connected to a Ford F-150, standing behind a set of Tito Puente Matador Timbales. As a kid from Florida, I’m sure I didn’t love the 40-degree January weather, but I don’t remember the cold. What I remember is my heart pounding with excitement. It was 2013, Barack Obama was about to start his second White House term, and I was with my best friends from school, thrilled to be playing in the first salsa band ever to perform in a presidential inaugural parade.

			From a young age, music was my passion. My dad is a working musician, heavily trained in both classical and contemporary music, as well as studio engineering. There was a music studio in the middle of the house where I grew up. Some of my most vivid memories are of accompanying my dad to his gigs, sometimes even performing with him. I’d watch with admiration as he’d walk up to his steel pans and transform an audience. My dad is a powerhouse, able to turn a group of people sitting around, barely paying attention, into a joyful, dancing crowd. I always loved watching how his music brought people together and made them feel something.

			I attended the Osceola County School for the Arts for middle and high school, where my life revolved around playing the drums and putting together shows—passions that soon became intertwined with a budding interest in social advocacy.

			The 2012 mass shooting in Connecticut at Sandy Hook Elementary School changed me. In Washington, I attended a vigil and memorial for the twenty children and six staff who lost their lives, and spent time with the families who had just lost their loved ones. We met with legislators, volunteered at local schools, and strategized on how to win common-sense gun laws. That experience instantly turned me into a passionate advocate for ending gun violence. But I wasn’t very practiced at organizing—not yet.

			

			—

			In 2014, Bruno Mars performed in the NFL Super Bowl halftime show. Wow, that show changed my life. I watched it about a hundred times in a matter of weeks. Then I decided to re-create the show at my high school during lunchtime. I put together a band, dancers, and a team to hand out flyers to invite students to the performance. We picked high-traffic areas around the school to excite everyone about the show and used social media to ensure the details were shared in specific group chats. I didn’t understand this then, but looking back, it’s very clear: We were organizing.

			I loved every aspect of it, from setting up the stage to figuring out the lighting and brainstorming with my friends on how to make it feel like a truly special event. For me, it wasn’t just about the music; it was about creating an experience and a sense of community. That’s how I learned the power of building a base. A base of supporters isn’t just a collection of people who like your music or your cause; it’s a network of people who share a vision and a deep commitment to something bigger than themselves.

			Soon I was organizing events for even bigger communities. In 2015 my friends and I started MadSoul Music & Arts Festival, an annual Central Florida event that blends music with social advocacy. People come to hear their favorite bands, but they also get to learn about important local causes and hear from inspiring leaders. In 2024, more than 3,500 people attended MadSoul. Many of them had never been to a political event before but left inspired to act. It always felt magical to me to see people come together around a shared passion for music and a commitment, however new, to making a difference.

			As I got older, I started noticing more commonalities between music and social advocacy. For example, both are rooted in storytelling and rely on the power of a well-crafted narrative. It’s a way of connecting with people on a personal level to ultimately build a culture—and out of that culture based on the power of stories comes a movement. This movement might be referred to in different ways, depending on the context. You might call it a following, a support base, or a fandom.

			For generations, music has been a powerful tool of resistance and change. From the anthems of the Civil Rights movement to the massive Live Aid concert that mobilized the world to address a famine in Ethiopia, music has been more than a soundtrack to change. It has brought people together to join voices, raise money, advocate for causes, and inspire action. Artists themselves have played key roles in many social movements. They played a major part in spreading awareness and galvanizing global support to fight apartheid in South Africa; they helped erase stigma during the AIDS epidemic, educating the public about the disease while raising funds for research and treatment.

			While I could clearly see the commonalities and intersections between music and movements, politics still struck me as a completely separate matter, a different game with different rules. After I became the organizing director of March for Our Lives, I quickly began to see how these things were much more similar than I had ever thought. Suddenly I understood how I could use the skills I had developed as a musician growing a fan base, and as an Organizer building a movement, to make a real difference in the political arena.

			

			—

			At the age of twenty-four, I ran for Congress. The field of ten candidates included several veteran politicians. I knew I’d have to be creative and build not just a political campaign, but a movement. And lucky for me, I’d spent years practicing how to do just that.

			As a musician, I had learned how to build fan bases, organize events, perfect my craft, and tell stories through art. As an Organizer, I had learned how to build a volunteer base, raise resources for our work, and use my story to inspire others to get involved in the fight. I applied everything I had learned in both arenas to start a political movement in Orlando, Florida, and bring people together around a shared vision. Through stories and art, we created a culture; through that culture, we created a community.

			A few months into the campaign, we turned the flatbed of a trailer into a mobile stage for the Orlando Pride parade. I asked a few performer friends to join me, and we put on a mobile concert that introduced me to a large slice of the local LGBTQIA+ community. As unusually young as I was for a Congressional candidate, I wanted to show the district that supporting me was worthwhile not because my campaign was so different, but because we made things feel so familiar. As our truck went by each section of the crowd, everyone watching was briefly part of our movement. And the excitement we generated drove many to support me in the race. I won the election and became the first Gen-Z member of Congress.

			Who knows what else we can achieve when arts and advocacy intertwine in new ways to create community? That’s why I believe it’s important that artists, fans, supporters, producers, and organizers understand the less obvious but extremely important connections between the arts and social change. Books like Amplify can help with this.

			I’ve known Adam Met since I worked with March for Our Lives; he’s always been a staunch supporter of that movement. When I met him, he had a very full plate, balancing a successful band, a PhD in international human rights law and sustainable development, and a nonprofit organization for climate research and advocacy. I very much admired and understood his journey. When I heard from Adam that he was working on a book to share his experiences in how he combined his passions, I knew instantly it would be an important read for artists, fans, and Organizers alike.

			Amplify uncovers, explains, and celebrates the connections between music and social movements. It reminds us that we can and should use the skills and passion we learn from working in the arts to help make a positive difference in our communities. Not only is it a practical guide to getting engaged and bringing others along for the ride, it challenges us to build movements for transformational change. And it reminds us that these two worlds of music and movements, although not identical, are truly indivisible in the fight for justice and social progress.
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			Introduction

			When my brothers and I started our band, AJR, we didn’t know the “right” way to do anything. We had no industry connections. We barely had money for instruments, let alone expensive studio time. Every song on our first album was written, produced, and mixed in our parents’ living room. There was no label, no team, no publicist, no agent. We learned how to do every job since there was no one else to do it, which helped us understand exactly what we needed when we were finally ready to hire people to join our scrappy team. At the time, the do-it-yourself approach was unusual in the music industry. Streaming hadn’t completely upended the economics of the record business, and music production software for the masses wasn’t yet as massive as it soon would become. We were a bit of an anomaly, which meant that while we were able to borrow some of the industry’s tried-and-true methods for catching on with a fan base, we often had no choice but to invent our own strategies.

			A good number of our ideas worked out, and a good number didn’t. We were making everything up as we went along. But it was always with the constant forethought to invest in ourselves and the mission, and never with the sense that there was just one set of rules to follow if we wanted to succeed.

			We discovered early on that when you’re organizing concert tours or album releases, you need tools for reaching people, tactics for mobilizing them, and ways to measure your success. We found, or built, all of these things, and it created one of the strongest, most identifiable fan bases in alt-pop, which in turn allowed us to play our music to sold-out crowds at shows around the world.

			As AJR found its footing, I spent more time on pursuits outside of music. Growing up in New York City, where activism has been part of the local fabric for centuries, I was constantly aware of the many worthy yet struggling social causes that needed more people, more money, and more action. I found my home in climate work. I started a nonprofit for climate research and advocacy, earned my PhD in human rights law and sustainability, and entered the wild world of federal energy policy, all with an eye toward contributing in whatever way I could to our shift away from fossil fuels and a carbon-based economy.

			As I drew closer to the world of movements for social change, I often wondered: What if important causes—like climate action or gun control or gender equality—could attract support with the breadth and intensity of a fan base? What if social change movements could rely not only on donors and occasional demonstrators but on the unique powers of a fandom?

			There are lots of ways that fan bases come together, and we’ll explore several of those methods in this book. The main reason these strategies work is that ultimately, we all want to be part of something larger than ourselves. In music, that larger thing is typically a collective appreciation for a particular genre or artist. But the same dynamic can be found in collective action taken up in support of a good cause.

			At nearly every speech, concert, or rally I go to, fans ask me for help to find their place in the fight for social change. They want to build a better, more just world, but they don’t know where to start or how they can best contribute. The first two chapters of this book are designed to help with that. After that, we get tactical about building the fan base. Growth of a movement is usually the responsibility of movement leaders, but if they borrow the lessons of the music industry, they’ll see how much of this work can be carried out by the fan base itself.

			What every campaign needs

			There’s a typical path for developing social movements that deliver concrete change, and it can be applied at every level, whether you’re thinking about a movement on the whole (i.e., a broad effort with an overarching mission, like the climate movement); a campaign (a targeted action with concrete objectives, such as closing down a coal plant); or specific actions that make up a campaign (organizing a community protest opposing the coal plant). This path is based on decades of social-science research and practical application, and usually it looks something like this:

			
					
					Define the change you want to see

				

					
					Decide how you’ll measure success

				

					
					Identify the levers you’ll need to pull to get there

				

					
					Understand the audiences that can help you reach those levers

				

					
					Develop ways to engage those audiences

				

					
					Take action to move the levers

				

					
					Evaluate each action’s effectiveness

				

					
					Determine how to do better next time or what to do next

				

			

			There’s no shortage of dreamers spinning up visions of a better world (step one), and no shortage of data to help us with steps two through four. But too many movements get hung up at step five, failing to find audiences that are big enough, or involved deeply enough, to deliver change at the required speed and scale. Climate change, human rights, gender equality, gun control, immigration reform, healthcare access, school improvements—we are moving too slowly on all of it, without the full engagement of the critical mass we need.

			The music business, meanwhile, excels at reaching, developing, and engaging audiences. It starts with the songs, of course. But the industry also employs an impressive range of promotion tools and campaign tactics to get songs in front of listeners, turn listeners into fans, and turn groups of fans into thriving communities with popular and diverse participation.

			The central argument of this book is that the proven tactics musicians use to grow their fan bases can be put to work building stronger support for social change. It’s a multidisciplinary approach, which is how I was trained in graduate school to study problems, and how I find inspiration when it comes time to solve them. Borrowing ideas from one realm and applying them to another always involves a bit of calculated risk-taking. The math should be simple in this case, considering what’s at stake. That’s not meant to sound alarmist; if alarmism were a sufficient strategy, surely we would be much further ahead than we currently are on addressing climate change or protecting abortion access or closing educational gaps, or any number of other important issues. What I mean to say is that our efforts to date, while not for naught, have not been enough to forge all of the concrete changes we need. So let’s try something different.

			Way up we go

			In 2017, AJR wrote a song called “Burn the House Down.” It wasn’t a political song, and it wasn’t written as an anthem for any particular cause. It was simply a reflection on the incredible power and potential of millennials and Gen Z to organize and press for change.

			
				Should I hang my head low?

				Should I bite my tongue?

				Or should I march with every stranger from Twitter to get shit done?

				Used to hang my head low

				Now I hear it loud

				Every stranger from Twitter is gonna burn this down

			

			The song was released in March 2018, just one month after a nineteen-year-old gunman murdered seventeen students and staff at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. In the wake of the shooting, student survivors David and Lauren Hogg, X González, Cameron Kasky, Jaclyn Corin, Alex Wind, and others formed a new protest and advocacy group calling for gun control. They could have joined up with one of several established organizations working to reduce gun violence. But if school shootings were going to continue to be an epidemic, maybe it was time for students to get a voice in the movement. When the organizers of March for Our Lives asked us to perform at a rally in New York City, we jumped at the chance, eager to offer whatever we could to support their mission. We ended our set with “Burn the House Down,” which by then had become a soundtrack for the group’s demonstrations and public service announcements. They even played it, loudly, in the halls of Congress as they descended on Capitol Hill to meet with legislators and demand change. At the end of their New York rally, we invited the students to come up onstage and sing with us. The emotional moment gave me a new perspective on what music can do to galvanize a movement. Here were kids, literal kids, who had been through an unimaginable terror, and who were now singing and dancing in solidarity with one another and their supporters while fighting for the future they knew they deserved. For the first time, I understood what the idea of music as protest really meant.

			Still, I always felt there was more I should do, and could do, for the intelligent, passionate young organizers I met that day, and for their peers pushing us toward progress on so many other worthy causes. The strategies I offer in this book are for them—and for any young person just starting out as an agent of social change. But even old hands at this type of work will find fresh ideas here for building connections, telling powerful stories, engaging trusted messengers, maximizing different platforms, finding new audiences, activating communities, and setting long-term goals.

			I’m aware that even with my academic credentials and sleeves-rolled-up policy work, plenty of people see me as just another musician with another hollow agenda. My friends remind me of it, too. “Every musician has a cause,” they say. “They want to make it look as if they’re doing something good for the world.” There may be some truth to that. But if I can’t convince you that I understand the finer points of permitting-rules for energy plants on federally leased land, or of stakeholder rights for indigenous communities, I at least should be able to show you footage of fans singing or cheering or crying at our concerts—or coming up to us in airports or at meet-and-greets and sharing extraordinary stories about how our music helped them in some way—and convince you that I know something about moving people. And that’s ultimately what this book is about: how to move people.

			Incidentally, we’re going to need a lot more people to be moved to fight for social progress on any number of fronts. We can already see that climate change is not being adequately addressed anywhere on the planet, and that the consequences of this are becoming more dire. We are also watching as America’s first real momentum in decades on racial justice is getting undermined by political attacks on diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts. We are witnessing assaults on women’s rights, even in places that used to protect them. We know that politicians at every level of government feel more emboldened now to exert frightening tendencies toward totalitarianism. We sense that social media platforms, which once served as exciting new organizing tools for movements like the Arab Spring and Black Lives Matter, are aging poorly and need to be revamped, reformed, or replaced.

			The strategies examined in this book won’t fix all of that. But they should provide a new type of blueprint for inspiring and mobilizing people who can help solve these problems. And by “people,” I mean you, along with everyone you can then inspire and mobilize to join the causes you care about. I’m not here to tell you which causes those should be (although in Chapter One you’ll find some helpful ways of thinking through the options). What I’m here to tell you, as someone lucky enough to have a night job playing music for some pretty incredible crowds, is that there is nothing like the energy of a great fan base. Every good cause should have one at its side. Building a great fan base takes time, effort, and a mix of tactics that will engage people in meaningful ways. This book distills everything I’ve learned over the better part of two decades about bringing people into the fold, making them feel something, and moving them to action.

			Now let’s dive in.
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			That Thing You Do

			What Will You Choose to Take Action On?

			
				We have to imagine this world we need to be rushing towards.

				We’re not going to get there as urgently as we need to unless we actually want to.

				And of course we need to want to, because it’s going to be a much healthier world.

				We’re going to have a lovely greening of cities.

				We’re going to have these new jobs that are going to be so much better.

				We’re going to hear the birds singing.

				We’re going to have a more equal world.

				We can’t get there fast enough.

				—Mary Robinson, former president of Ireland and former UN high commissioner for human rights[1]

			

			I was never meant to be a musician. Yes, I’m the bassist in a reasonably successful band. Our music has been streamed billions of times, we’ve played sold-out shows at Madison Square Garden, and our songs have gone platinum and double-platinum and triple-platinum. It’s not what I ever thought I would be doing with my life, though. Don’t get me wrong. I am thrilled, and so thankful, that this is what I do. But I wasn’t meant to be a musician. I’m not even particularly good at the bass. I am not good at songwriting. I am not good at producing. I am definitely not a lead singer. For these reasons and more, it took some time for me to figure out my place in AJR, the band my brothers and I started as teenagers. And it took me even longer to find my place in the broader music industry.

			I may have complicated the process by embarking on a PhD in human rights law and sustainability, and starting a climate nonprofit, just as the band was really getting off the ground. At times, these things took up focus I otherwise might have devoted to, say, becoming a better bass player. But it was because of these other pursuits that I finally understood why my music career really mattered.

			The first speech I was ever invited to give about climate action was at a rally in Omaha in 2018. I was really excited for the opportunity. I talked about regenerative agriculture (a key issue in Nebraska) and the power that individuals have to make systemic change. After the speech, I got lots of requests to take photos, but no questions or compliments about anything I had said. Feeling a bit deflated, I went back to the nearby concert venue where we were playing that night for a few thousand people and got ready for the show.

			The next morning I was sitting in the Omaha airport when I was approached by a mother and daughter holding hands. The girl couldn’t have been more than ten and was eagerly bouncing on her heels. “Thank you so much for yesterday,” the mother said. I smiled and thanked them back and inquired about their favorite part of the show. Confused looks crossed both of their faces. “What show?” they asked. Apparently I was the confused one. They went on to tell me how inspired they were by my speech about taking action. They weren’t aware of the band and didn’t know we had played a concert the night before. After the rally, they said, they went home to research new ways of farming and how Nebraska could be a leader in fighting climate change.

			This was the first time that being a musician felt right to me. Music was what had brought me to this place, a long way from my home in New York City. I like music; it fills me with passion and excitement. But it is only one part of the equation. I told you I was never meant to be a musician. More accurately, I was never meant to be just a musician. I love being onstage, guiding people toward an understanding of something, helping them feel things that compel them to cheer or cry or laugh or widen their eyes in surprise. I love participating in the act of moving people. But I couldn’t be effective at that, whether as a musician or as a climate advocate, until I found my own place, a place that actually felt right.

			Some days it’s still a struggle. In the years since that speech in Omaha, I finished my PhD, became a development advocate for the United Nations, formulated new approaches to energy policy that got Republicans and Democrats in Congress to shake hands, taught climate advocacy at Columbia University. And still, when I want to talk to people about urban farming practices or energy plant permits, they want to hear about what it was like performing at Red Rocks Amphitheatre.

			I understand why people have a hard time seeing me the way I want to be seen. I’ve spent more than eighteen years now working to set up the tours, the stories, the games, the community, and the emotional connections that created a fan base for the music. I haven’t yet spent the same amount of time or energy making people care about the environment, or the specific things I’ve had to say about it. Also, I haven’t really applied the same fan-building tactics to move people to action on climate or other important issues.

			But what if we could?

			What’s Your Thing?

			On a wet April morning, a few hours before a big show in Charlotte, North Carolina, I made my way to nearby Davidson College. I’d agreed to give a talk there about climate policy because I’m deeply worried about the future of our planet, and because I was curious what the atmosphere was like on a college campus in a swing state in 2024, and because the student group that invited me figured people would show up to meet the “A” in AJR. So that was how I introduced myself: I gave the students all the reasons why I was there. After highlighting several big climate policy wins under the Biden administration, I asked who in the room was majoring in something connected to climate. Hardly anyone said yes. So I started cold-calling on students to ask them what they were studying. Engineering, education, marketing, visual arts, international relations, political science—they didn’t see how any of it related directly to climate. One student told me he was taking architecture classes. I asked if he could imagine working with sustainable materials, or designing buildings to withstand increasingly severe weather events. I inquired whether the pre-med students had learned about the mosquito-borne illnesses that will spread with the Earth’s temperature rise. I challenged the business majors to think about ways for industries to adapt to a warming planet, as nearly every sector will eventually have to do.

			Maybe you saw these connections coming. Maybe you’ve already made connections like this for yourself and have joined the movement, or at least can see a pathway for doing so. Or maybe climate change isn’t the issue that speaks loudest to you. In fact, the world is full of pressing problems in need of broad-based solutions. We could apply this same exercise to any of them. We also could look at other ways, aside from schooling or professional expertise, to contribute to social change, whether through your money, your time, your vote, your affiliation with an organization that’s already doing great work, or your idea for starting a new campaign. But first, you need to know which issue you’re focusing on. So what will it be? How do you find your thing?

			While I could easily argue that climate change touches just about everything (from the energy we create, to the way we travel, to the things we make, eat, wear, and throw away), I promise I won’t be too disappointed if your cause of choice isn’t climate. Throughout this book, you’ll hear from leaders of movements for gun regulation, global health, racial equality, immigrant justice, LGBTQIA+ rights, and more. They’re all doing important, inspiring work and asking crucial questions about how to get more support for the changes they want to see in the world. In later chapters, we’ll explore specific tactics for building fan bases for causes. But first we need to make sure everyone can envision a path to participating in social change, which starts with understanding how a path might materialize in the first place. My own path, the one that led me to climate advocacy, was shaped by a well-timed field trip, a picky PhD adviser, and a purple Nintendo Game Boy Color I got when I was in fourth grade. So let’s start there.

			Here’s to You, Mrs. Robinson

			In my senior year of high school, I went on a class trip to see a presentation by Mary Robinson, the former president of Ireland and a past UN high commissioner for human rights. I was excited to go, because I liked field trips. I came home with a newfound appreciation for the relationship between human dignity and the environment, and with a mini-crush on the person who’d imparted this knowledge with warmth and certainty and a charming Irish lilt. I went on to learn everything I could about her work, including the fact that she saw herself as a latecomer to the climate movement, and that she regretted not realizing earlier the impact of climate on basic human rights like access to food, water, and sanitation. I found it fascinating that a person could help usher in as much social change as she had—it was during her presidency that Ireland decriminalized homosexuality, legalized contraception and divorce, established the right to legal aid in civil cases, and started including women on juries—and all the while she was still seeking the right place for herself in the fight for progress. As Mary would tell me years later, when I interviewed her on a podcast:

			
				You know, I spent my five years as UN high commissioner for human rights and I knew there was another part of the UN dealing with climate, the climate convention, and I didn’t make the connection to human rights. It was afterwards, working in African countries on economic and social rights, that literally my eyes were opened in a very humiliating way, in a humbling way. I had missed it. And so I’m a latecomer, in that sense, to the connection. But once I got it, I really got it.[2]

			

			And luckily, she got it in time for me to first hear about it when I was an impressionable seventeen-year-old. Prior to hearing Mary speak, news reports about a famine in one country or a flood in another felt unreal to me, or at least very distant from life at home in America. But now, using the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a framework for thinking about the protection and sanctity of all individuals, I could break down the boundaries between the society I was living in and the places taking the brunt of our escalating climate crisis. And of course it wouldn’t be long before America, too, was noticeably suffering the effects of the Earth’s temperature rise.

			Evolution, Effectiveness, and Renewable Energy

			The same year I took that field trip, I also visited Valley Windworks. That was the name of the giant wind-power plant taken over by Team Galactic in Pokémon Diamond. I’d been playing Pokémon in varying iterations since I was nine years old, first on my purple Game Boy Color, then on a Nintendo DS, and then on a Nintendo Switch. Even now I play it from time to time out of nostalgia, and also because it still feels like an escape. As a kid, as my little life got more complicated with new offshoot paths to consider and decisions to make, I appreciated the game’s linearity. I never had to wonder what to do or how to do it, because it was all laid out for me. I just had to complete the task at hand and move on to the next one. As an adult, I appreciate this feeling all the more.

			Energy was always part of the storyline in Pokémon, whether in fueling the characters for their battles or in the development of the different towns and continents featured in the game. A magnetic train appeared in Pokémon early on. Valley Windworks showed up in generation four of the series; other generations brought us the Kalos solar energy plant and a geothermal plant on Blush Mountain. I can’t say I knew much about renewable energy prior to any of that. I just knew it was an important consideration for the survival of a world I was building and wouldn’t have minded living in from time to time.

			Back on the Climate Bus

			After I finished high school in 2008, with my Nintendo close at hand and memories of Mary’s talk still fresh in my mind, it took a decade for climate issues to figure prominently again on my radar screen. In the interim, I studied business and philosophy as an undergraduate and took courses in sustainable development; after that, I got a master’s in constitutional religious law and was accepted into a PhD program. My PhD adviser was decidedly not into my idea of exploring the implications for human rights in space (yes, that really was my initial proposal), so I started researching the intersection of human rights and commercial development back here on Earth. Meanwhile, on the AJR side of things, my brothers and I had signed with a manager, released two full-length albums (Living Room and The Click), and started touring as much as we could. And that’s how I ended up on a tour bus in San Francisco in 2018, with a bunch of tired musicians and an apocalyptic vision of our climate future.

			We were heading up to the Bay Area after a show in Los Angeles. It was the middle of the night, and we were all asleep when the air conditioner suddenly turned off. With twelve people on board and hardly any space in our narrow, stuffy sleeping compartments, it got hot very quickly. We all woke up sweaty and went to the front of the bus, where our tour manager, Keith, told us that because of forest fires, thick smoke had settled into the Bay Area. It would be too unhealthy to pull air from outside into the AC system.

			An hour later, we pulled up to the Masonic, an auditorium in San Francisco’s Nob Hill neighborhood. Like the rest of the city, it was shrouded in smoke. Keith made us put on firefighter-style gas masks for the short walk to the building entrance. We loaded into the venue quickly and were alarmed to hear there were already fans lined up outside for that evening’s show. We opened the doors many hours early, allowing everyone to escape the choking air and wait inside as we finished setting up. This was the first time I ever felt directly affected by climate change. I wondered if it was the beginning of a new era for how we thought about touring and the fan experience.

			It turns out 2018 was a historically destructive year for California wildfires. But it wasn’t a fluke. Even more acreage burned in 2020, and again in 2021.[3] And California would be far from the only place to keep breaking records for extreme events tied to climate change.

			Cause Fatigue

			Caring about climate change, or any intractable problem, can easily get exhausting. The fatigue might set in after years of fighting, but it also can arrive early on. After my eye-opening experience talking with students at Davidson College about what they were studying, I visited several more campuses during AJR’s 2024 concert tour. At Grand Valley State University near Grand Rapids, Michigan, one of the students in the room told me he’d been heavily involved in climate action during high school but was disillusioned by Big Oil’s emphasis on carbon capture. The technology, which is still years if not decades away from being economically viable to use at scale, collects and stores the carbon dioxide released by burning fossil fuels. Necessary as it may be to a holistic response to the climate crisis, investing in carbon capture allows the oil and gas industry to claim it’s helping to solve climate change even as it conveniently continues extracting fossil fuels from the Earth.

			When any of us, but young people especially, start focusing on solutions that are that complex, that controversial, and that far in the future, the problem quickly gets overwhelming. Hearing this student talk about how depressed and burned out he was, I tried to bring the discussion back to a place where he could see the impact he could have. I pointed out that there are many solutions already available to us: renewable energy; regenerative agriculture; mitigation projects, like the Billion Oyster Project in New York City to restore protective reefs in New York Harbor, or the city of Grand Rapids’s own curb-cut rain gardens to capture and treat stormwater that might otherwise pollute local creeks.[4] I don’t know if I convinced him to give the movement another shot. I hope he at least understands he’s not alone in his feelings of discouragement.

			I give myself similar reminders from time to time, because I’m as prone to paralysis as anyone else. In 2017, Donald Trump revoked the country’s support for the historic Paris Agreement on climate change soon after he was sworn into the White House. Over the next four years, he proceeded to roll back more than a hundred environmental rules that had been put in place to protect our air and water, preserve land and wildlife, and decrease the greenhouse gas emissions causing global warming.[5] I was just beginning to get more involved in the climate movement during this time. Many times I wondered if I should even bother, given that literally every other week, on average, the Trump administration was doing something to undermine measures that were already in place to protect the planet. In late 2024, I had to wonder again, as Trump was reelected.

			It’s painful to think about how much potential for social change has been lost to the very real effects of outrage fatigue and general disillusionment. Efrén Olivares, whose work you’ll learn more about in Chapter Five, arrived in the United States from Mexico at age thirteen already knowing he wanted to be a lawyer. His college courses in political science and philosophy had him questioning the ways in which societies get organized, and his career aspirations coalesced around social justice. While in law school, he took a summer internship as a civil rights observer in Chiapas, in southern Mexico, where a new hydroelectric plant was being planned. He watched as indigenous men were falsely accused of crimes so that they would be pressured to agree to the project, if not entirely dispossessed of their homes and property to make way for it. I’ll let Efrén tell you the effect this had on him as a law student:

			
				It was almost the reason I decided not to be involved in this type of work. The inequality and inequity is so structured and entrenched. There was always an economic interest, typically a transnational economic interest

			

			
			Two Steps Forward, One Step Back

			
			
			
				
			

			
			
			
				
			

			
			What Can I Do?

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			An Exercise Before We Move On
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