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Praise for At Work in the Ruins

‘Drawing on decades of experience in climate journalism and activism, Dougald Hine’s At Work in the Ruins is one of the most perceptive and thought-provoking books yet written about the multiple intersecting crises that are now upending our once-familiar world. Of particular importance is Hine’s deeply respectful yet unsparing analysis of the strengths and limitations of science in reckoning with these crises. At Work in the Ruins is essential reading for these turbulent times.’

AMITAV GHOSH, author of The Great Derangement

‘In this age of confusion and corruption, Dougald Hine has always had a great gift for asking the right questions. Here he makes a stab at some answers, too – and, more bravely, identifies the places where “answers” are not available and the real work is rebooting our entire way of seeing. There are far too many books about climate change around, but this book is about something more unsettling: what our response to climate change reveals about us – and what we can’t do about it, as well as what we can. You are certain to come away rethinking some of your own assumptions.’

PAUL KINGSNORTH, author of Confessions of a Recovering Environmentalist

‘Dougald Hine’s book At Work in the Ruins is a deep reflection on the foundations of the destructive path humanity has been pushed on, driven by colonialism, modernity and fossil fuel addiction, by its love for centralization, control, consumerism, certainty. By stopping to talk about climate change and the other problems we face, Dougald invites us to make deeper shifts by making a turn in our hearts and minds, seeking smaller paths, paths to be discovered and walked along by individuals and communities, paths of diversity and decentralization. And trust uncertainty.’

VANDANA SHIVA, author of Terra Viva

‘In this sonorous swoosh of earnest prose composed with the cadence of a fugitive journalist who has a news story that should end all other stories – as well as the unmistakable lilt of an elder who would have sat at the edge of my Nigerian village – Dougald Hine ushers us into the Gordian knots of our strange times where “following the science”, “solving the climate challenge” and “saving the world” no longer hold much cartographical promise. Ironically, talking this way about a phenomenon that calls into question humanity’s claims to sovereignty is how the modern machine keeps reproducing the fires we want to extinguish.

‘Let Dougald’s masterful storytelling mark you; let his song of loss and longing, his call to fugitivity, dispossess you of your steady gait and poise. Perhaps then we, collectively infected, might together witness the incomprehensible.’

BAYO AKOMOLAFE, author of These Wilds Beyond Our Fences

‘I love reading Hine’s writing. Here is a work that began with a feeling that was sensed before it was thought. The result is a book of rare originality and depth – profound, far-reaching, mind-altering stuff.’

HELEN JUKES, author of A Honeybee Heart Has Five Openings

‘There is great storytelling woven within Dougald’s timely and sometimes-disturbing book. Hine addresses the blessings and chaos of this moment without ever moving into relentless naysaying or vapid optimism, which makes it hugely refreshing. He seeks a third, truer position. A bigger one. At Work in the Ruins carries the weight of many years at the front line of thinking around climate emergency. This isn’t a weary, trotted-out mandate; it wonderingly tugs at what we think we know and points towards what we may not.’

MARTIN SHAW, author of Courting the Wild Twin

‘Dougald Hine’s very personable book makes a persuasive and welcome case for a new view of science. He shows clearly how movements that live by science – in its current, institutionalized meaning – will also die by science. At Work in the Ruins speaks up for practical judgment, common sense and the wisdom of heart as guides on the “small and branching path” that Hine contrasts with the big highway of surveillance and regulation by which scientized technocracy proposes to address climate change. The Covid years have revealed a stark choice, long foreseen by the prophetic thinkers, such as Ivan Illich, by whom Hine is inspired. I hope many will heed Hine’s invitation to friendship and intellectual modesty, and join him on the adventure of the small path.’

DAVID CAYLEY, author of Ivan Illich: An Intellectual Journey

‘If the hourglass has come to stand for the time of endings in which we find ourselves, Dougald Hine looks beyond it to recall the myriad encounters with thinkers and knowledges which have shaped his sense-making over the past two decades, and which shed light on our predicament. When our gaze returns to the hourglass, the reader might question its shape, the width of the opening, where the sand was taken from and who gets to turn it. What actually happens once the sand has drained? Or what happens if it doesn’t? What would happen if the glass cracked and the sand was allowed to spill out onto the table? Hine makes tentative maps with that spilt sand, tracing lines with his finger that are clear, compelling and cathartic; reverent to the unknown and unknowable.’

SARAH THOMAS, author of The Raven’s Nest

‘Here is a book that explores the public understanding of science around climate change, Covid and social movements. Asking if we demand too much of science, Hine points beyond the “dark hubris” of despair. With eloquence and honesty, he invites us to the hope of deeper mystery that life on Earth might yet unfold.’

ALASTAIR MCINTOSH, author of Soil and Soul and Riders on the Storm

‘We’ve tried browbeating people into saving the planet. It doesn’t work, both because most people don’t like to be told what to do and because it is pure folly to imagine that individual microchoices are sufficient to lift us out of this crisis. Why not try, instead, to invite people to think together with us in a spirit of honesty, not only about the crisis and possible ways out of it, but also about the deeper reasons why we cherish the world we have been told we must save? This is Dougald Hine’s approach, and it is timely indeed – a desperately needed change of register in contemporary environmental thinking.’

JUSTIN E. H. SMITH, author of The Internet Is Not What You Think It Is

‘In this book, Dougald Hine invites us to repurpose the ruins of the modern structures of organisation and existence (within and around us) that have led us on the path of premature extinction. The end of the world as we know it is the end of a world that needs hospicing, and perhaps, through this hospicing, humanity can learn to be taught by the violence it has inflicted on itself and the rest of nature. It is pretentious to think we (humans) can “birth” a new world; but since we are part of nature and not the centre of it, we can learn to trust the healing capacity of its metabolism to work through us, if we can decentre ourselves to allow it to happen.’

VANESSA MACHADO DE OLIVEIRA, author of Hospicing Modernity

‘It’s hard to exaggerate the importance and sheer nerve of Hine’s prophetic call to face the facts. This is an elegant and acute examination of our personal and societal pathology, and a stirring but never polemical insistence that we must start the treatment. What’s wrong with us? Our storylessness, our pathetic clutching at polarities, and our ludicrous faith in progress rather than process. And the therapy? Stories that are worthy of us, because we’re huge and enduring – unlike politics or institutions or ideas. These are apocalyptic times. Hine reminds us that apocalypse means “unveiling” and prepares us for what we might see if we’ve still got eyes.’

CHARLES FOSTER, author of Being a Human and Being a Beast
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First There Must Be an End


It seems like it’s been growing all my adult life, this sense of living at the end of the world as we know it. For a long while, it was a rumour, a story mostly told in what got left unsaid. It was real enough in lots of people’s lives, but if you tried to talk about it in the places where the people who shape public opinion meet – in the TV newsrooms and the think-tank seminars, in the offices of government ministers or around the dining tables of dotcom millionaires – you would get strange looks and awkward laughter, a swift change of subject or a suggestion that you ought to get some perspective. I know this because my life in the early years of this century took me to those places. Not often enough to get comfortable – that was never what I was looking for – but often enough that the opportunity arose, and I sometimes took it, to talk about what I thought I could see coming.

By 2010, there were surveys from across the Western countries showing that those who still believed today’s young people would have a better life than their parents were outnumbered, two-, three- or four-to-one, by those who thought they were going to have it harder. The basic promise of progress had broken down in the everyday experience of ordinary people in the societies that were meant to serve as a model of where everyone else on the planet was headed.

I saw such findings dismissed by journalists with smug lines about how the slow miracle of economic growth rolls onwards, whatever the ups and downs of the cycle, to touch the lives of most of us sooner or later. Their complacency lasted until the middle of the decade, when it was replaced – almost overnight – by panic at a series of unpredicted political eruptions. For those still sold on the big story of progress and sheltered from how things were going for many of their fellow citizens, the Brexit vote and the election of Donald Trump felt like the end of the world.

Meanwhile, in the last years of that decade, a new wave of awareness and activism around climate change broke into view. These movements didn’t talk about the climate crisis as a future threat, a problem that could be fixed and made to go away. They were shaped by a sharpening awareness of a crisis that is already here, a tide of chaos reaching the lives of more and more of us, an unfolding reality that will change all our lives.

The shadow thrown by the climate crisis is long, and it will be at the heart of the story I have to tell. Yet even as I write, they keep on coming, these ruptures in the fabric of the world we thought we knew. Working on this book in Europe, in the spring of 2022, I’ve watched the shock of the war in Ukraine flash around the world. For millions of Ukrainians, the known world was ripped apart in a matter of days. For others, in Europe and beyond, the return of international conflict to this continent tears a fresh hole in the roughly stitched patchwork of assumptions that we mostly take for how things are. Ahead of us lies the greater shock of an energy crisis that will reveal the realities of dependence and helplessness we cushioned ourselves against with comforting visions of progress and development.

So many ways in which a world ends, but in the middle of all these is the largest rupture we have yet experienced: the hole in the fabric of reality made by the Covid-19 virus and the decisions taken by governments as it spread around the world in the spring of 2020. This book was born out of the Covid times, so this is where the story needs to start.



In the early weeks, there were memes that played on our expectations as to how the world ends: a still from Mad Max or The Road set against the hoarding of toilet roll and the tedium of lockdown. As apocalypses go, the internet felt, this one was underwhelming.

Yet the word ‘apocalypse’ starts out meaning something else: a moment of revelation, the point at which hidden things are brought into the light. In that sense, we have surely been living in apocalyptic times. The Covid-19 virus – and the reactions to it, both cultural and political – revealed and radicalised existing tendencies and tensions within our societies. It brought into view the gaps between the kind of world in which we find ourselves and the stories that we like to tell about it. It made it possible to see things we could only half make out before.

What gets revealed depends on where you’re standing, though. This book is an account of how the Covid years unsettled my assumptions, as someone who has spent much of his adult life talking to people about the trouble around and ahead of us, not least the kind of trouble that rides under the name of climate change. I’ve had no cause to question the part of the story of climate change that science is able to tell us. In that sense, I remain convinced that humankind is in deep trouble. But what became clear to me, these past three years, is that the way we talk about this trouble is making everything worse. The mobilisation of fear and the language of emergency, the elevation of science into an article of faith and an overriding source of political authority – even when the intentions are good, even when the sense of urgency is sincere and well-founded, these moves push forward the project of making this living planet and its inhabitants into an object of technological management and control. For those of us who want no part in that project, yet who remain convinced of the depth of the trouble that climate change represents, there is a need to find other ways of talking and other moves worth taking.



What gets revealed depends on where you’re standing, and Sweden has been a strange place to call home in these years, especially for those of us who were born elsewhere. As was widely and sometimes accurately reported, this was the one major Western country that didn’t respond to Covid by following the path of lockdown. Life here did change; there were some restrictions and more advice. But as the months went by, I felt the gap widen between the reality outside my front door and the one that my friends and family elsewhere were inhabiting. Our governments made different decisions, and I saw the difference these decisions made to the people closest to me. So I’m grateful to have lived through these years in a country that didn’t force its population to stay home, or encourage an overwhelming sense of fear, or make life hellish for anyone who hadn’t been vaccinated.

Yet none of this was obvious in the early going. What I remember from those first days and weeks are the conversations with friends, colleagues and acquaintances elsewhere who were deeply worried about the horror-show that Sweden was headed for, if its government didn’t change course fast. I was worried, too, when I looked at the projections they sent me. It’s hard to share the confidence in the Swedish system felt by those who grew up taking it for granted. That was true of life as an incomer to Sweden, even before the pandemic put us to the test. So, through the early spring of 2020, I carried the fear that my friends elsewhere were right. I sat with the possibility that the society of which I was now a part was weeks away from collapse and there was little I could do about it. I let this teach me something about vulnerability and the limits of what I can control.

Whole books will be written about how Sweden came to take the path it did. Looking back now, you can argue over the consequences of that decision and whether the Swedish approach would have worked elsewhere. But what’s clear is that the ‘horror-show’ we were told to expect never came to pass. Nothing even close to it. And to live through that was a powerful experience, the kind it’s hard to know how you should feel about. It’s an experience that left me cautious about the sudden certainties born of the Covid times. I took the vaccine with no particular misgivings; I’ve had no cause to regret it and I don’t subscribe to any alternative set of certainties about the science of the virus and the illness that it causes. But I reserve the right to be less scared than I’m told I should be – and less impressed by the latest declarations about what we know and what our governments have to do.

It has also left me sceptical about the new political maps that have been drawn around the pandemic. Sweden’s decision not to go into lockdown was overseen by a government made up of Social Democrats and Greens. The only party here arguing for tougher measures that spring was the far-right Sweden Democrats. So the way the lines have been drawn up in the wider political debates over Covid seems less obvious from where I’m standing.

The old maps will fail us. They are less and less help in making sense of where we find ourselves and where might be worth heading. This much was true before the pandemic and has only become clearer in these years. It goes with the territory of living through the ending of a world. All I’d say is, don’t be too quick to adopt the new maps that are offered when the ground is still moving under our feet. Stay puzzled by what has been revealed, take time to find your bearings and carry whatever claims you are offered around for a while to test them against your own experience and see which ones you can steer by.



Here are two claims I have found that I can steer by.

The first comes from the closing lines of a manifesto that a friend and I wrote, nearly fifteen years ago now: The end of the world as we know it is not the end of the world, full stop. Unless we can inhabit that distinction, we will end up defending the world as we have known it at all costs, no matter how monstrous those costs turn out to be. Think of the desperate schemes for geoengineering already being drawn up. Think of the walls being built to defend against those already displaced by changing patterns of sea, rain and heat. How we name what is at stake will determine what we are prepared to do.

The second claim came out of the conversation started by that manifesto: The end of the world as we know it is also the end of a way of knowing the world. When a world ends, its systems and stories come apart, even the largest of them: the stories that promised to explain everything, the systems that organised all that could be said to be real. It’s not that those stories had no truth in them; it’s not that there was no reality in the description of the world those systems offered. It’s that they couldn’t hold. The things they valued betrayed them; the things they left out came back to haunt them.

One name for the world as we have known it is modernity ; one name for its way of knowing the world is science. So this is also a book about navigating the end-times of modernity and what happens to science as its world ends.



Here’s one more story from the Covid spring. I remember this post like a message in a bottle, thrown into the storm of social media, back in those first weeks. It was lost in the tide of memes and takes, I don’t know how to find it, but the author was a climate scientist. Already the lines were being drawn and there was a take going round that went like this: ‘Has anyone noticed how the people refusing to follow the Covid science are the same ones who refuse to accept the climate science?’ Hang on a minute, this climate scientist said, it’s taken decades of careful work to be able to say with confidence the things that my colleagues and I can tell you about climate change. Please don’t treat that as equivalent to what it’s possible to say about a virus that was only identified a few weeks ago.

The iterative nature of the work of science means that the state of knowledge will vary from field to field. With a new object of study, it’s hardly surprising if what the researchers think they know turns out to change from week to week, in contrast to the well-grounded consensus that can emerge in a mature field. But the political rhetoric of ‘following the science’ disregards these differences, casting a singular authority over whatever is said in the name of science, so that the first provisional findings about a new disease are presented as though they were established certainties.

Science in general – and climate science in particular – is not well served by this ideological conflation. Yet, as we shall see, this is a problem that runs deep because the multitude of methods and practices that make up the work of science have been entangled for centuries with a singular story that grants this way of approaching the world a monopoly on telling us what is real. It places a burden on the scientists’ shoulders that was always going to prove unsustainable, but we are living through an intensification of this logic that will push it to breaking point.

One of the questions running through this book is how far, and in what shape, the work of science might survive the end of the world in which the story of science took shape. I might as well say now that I don’t have an answer; it’s not the kind of question that can be answered with a book, but what a book can do is make an invitation to the kinds of conversations and encounters that might be called for, that might help us find some paths into the unknown world that lies ahead.



‘In these times, all we can do is be a sign,’ a father tells his daughter in Ben Okri’s novel The Freedom Artist. ‘We have to help to bring about the end of the world.’ We must do this, he goes on, so that a new beginning can come. ‘But first there must be an end.’1

It matters which world we think is ending, and it matters what we tell each other is worth doing in such a time. Among the people we’ll meet in the story I tell in the pages ahead are those who have dedicated their lives to the study of climate science, those taking desperate measures as activists to break the trance they see around them and those inside existing institutions who have been shaken to the core by what we know and what we have good grounds to fear about the trouble in which we find ourselves. There can be a danger in allowing that trouble to be defined solely in terms of climate change, but I’m convinced of the importance of each of these roles in these times. I’m also convinced that other roles need playing and other kinds of action are called for. There’s a lot to be unfolded along the way, but let’s have some leads to get us started, taken from a few of those who have helped to shape my thinking.

First there must be an end – but many kinds of end are possible. My friend Vanessa Machado de Oliveira wrote a book called Hospicing Modernity.2 The title invites us to a kind of work in which the focus is not on saving modernity, or bringing it down, or rushing to build what comes afterwards, but doing what we can to give it a good ending. To let it hand on its gifts and teach the lessons that may only become apparent as the end approaches.

‘It may seem like this book is trying to kill or destroy modernity by announcing its death,’ she writes, but this is ‘something no book can do.’ It’s a warning that applies here, too.

No one I’ve met has more to offer by way of tools for the work of hospicing, but the way Vanessa tells it, this must be accompanied by a work of midwifery: assisting with the birth of something new, unfamiliar and possibly (but not necessarily) wiser, and avoiding suffocating this new world with our projections.

The philosopher Federico Campagna speaks about living at the end of a world.3 In such a time, he suggests, the work is no longer to concern ourselves with making sense according to the logic of the world that is ending, but to leave good ruins, clues and starting points for those who come after, that they may use in building a world that is – as Vanessa would say – ‘presently unimaginable’.

They may be here already, the builders of that world. Some of them may have been here all along, inhabiting the ruins made by the world of the powerful. The anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing wrote a book called The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins.4 That could be a role to take in times like these, to go looking for possibilities of life among the ruins around and ahead of us.

I don’t write to announce the end of the world or to change the minds of those who are convinced that the world as we have known it can be saved or made sustainable. I write for anyone who has found themselves, as I have, needing to make sense of what is ending, how we can talk about it and what tasks are worth taking on in whatever time it turns out that we have. Something is coming over the horizon: a humbling from which none of us will be spared, that will not be managed or controlled, but will leave us changed. Before it is over, I suspect, we will need to learn again what it means to take seriously things that are larger or smaller than were allowed to be real or significant, according to the scales and systems of modernity. We will need to dance again with the rhythms of cosmology, to be carried by the kind of stories and images in whose company – as the mythographer Martin Shaw would say – a universe becomes a cosmos. We will need to remember that we are not alone and never were, that we are part of a world of many worlds, only some of which are human. And we will need to rediscover that any world worth living for centres not on the vast systems we built to secure the future, but on those encounters that are proportioned to the kind of creatures we are, the places where we meet, the acts of friendship and the acts of hospitality in which we offer shelter and kindness to the stranger at the door. In this way, even now, there may be time to find our place within the vastly larger and older story of which we always were a part.





PART I

How This Started






ONE

Talking About Climate Change


I never trained in how to do this. It’s not a job that I applied for. It’s not the only thing I’ve done with these past fifteen years, but it is the thread that has run through my life and work over that time: on stages and on Zoom calls, in public and in private, on air or off the record, in essays and articles and conversations, I have been someone who talks to people about climate change. Then a day came when I saw that I had to stop. The words were failing me. Their meanings seemed to have come adrift, the way a sign can go on saying the same thing, only it has swung away from the path it used to point down. Or perhaps it was the path itself that changed. All I knew was that I would need to start again, to find another way of talking, another way into what we needed to talk about. This is the story of what I saw that day and where it led me.



I have worked with climate scientists, but I am not a scientist. When it comes to explaining what we know about the processes of climate change, I leave that to others. My role has been to come in at the place where the work of science runs out, when it’s time to talk about what climate change means, how we make sense of it, how we go from an arm’s-length knowledge of facts to the experience of knowing that can leave us changed, that might lead us to act as though we recognise the depth of the trouble we are in.

People often come to me when they’ve hit the oh-fuck moment: the point where climate change stops being one on a list of serious matters that hover in the corner of your field of vision and becomes the thing that keeps you awake at night and lives in the pit of your stomach all day. I hit my own oh-fuck moment in my late twenties. It was 2005 and I was working as a journalist at the BBC. In the months that followed, I’d go around switching off light switches with an obsessive compulsion and recycling like it was going to save the planet. I remember clambering over desks at the end of a late shift in the newsroom to switch off all the overhead screens my colleagues had left on when they went home. Under any other circumstance, linking the fate of the planet to the small behaviours of your daily routine would tick a major box on a psychiatrist’s diagnostic questionnaire, yet this is how we are taught to react to the news of the climate crisis. And maybe it’s the right response, to lose your mind a little as you wake up to the gap between the situation we are in and what is being done about it. Meanwhile, I had to listen to ambitious young colleagues talk smoothly about how we should always put climate sceptics on air alongside the scientists or campaigners as part of our duty to provide balance in public broadcasting.

Around that time, I met another disillusioned journalist, a few years my senior. Paul Kingsnorth had written for most of the national newspapers, he’d edited The Ecologist magazine and he had been an environmental activist since his teens. Together, we wrote a manifesto that was a call to look down: to abandon false optimism and face the depth of the crisis and the deep cultural roots of how we got here. Looking back, I think we were both in need of a place to talk about our fears and darknesses without feeling judged and without a rush to action or answers. We had a hunch that others might need this, too, and when we published the Dark Mountain manifesto in 2009, the response proved this right.1 Out of the manifesto grew a project: publishing books, holding an annual festival, hosting gatherings and courses, inspiring songwriters and filmmakers and sparking collaborations we could not have imagined at the outset. Within five years, the New York Times could introduce us to its readers as ‘changing the environmental debate in Britain and the rest of Europe’.2

Not everyone appreciated what we were doing. I once spent an hour on stage going head-to-head with the journalist and environmental campaigner George Monbiot as he laid into the dangerous pessimism he saw in Dark Mountain. On the other hand, I was invited for a meeting with the artistic director of Sweden’s national theatre, who told me he had spent two years in despair as he read book after book about the climate crisis, until he came to our manifesto, which had provided a turning point. I went to work with his theatre, running a year-long workshop on the roles of art under the shadow of climate change and collaborating on a play that was based on interviews with scientists, where we set out to show what it does to you when the climate crisis is your day job. For many people I worked with in those years, Dark Mountain became a journey to the far side of despair.

I found myself invited to gatherings with scientists and policymakers, where they asked for help from those of us who came from the arts or education or religious traditions. I took part in public conversations with archbishops and philosophers and Indigenous activists. I wrote about what I called ‘the dark matter of climate change’, the part of the story that science alone can’t help us fathom. Often, people would come to me with a professional request – an interview for a newspaper or a research project – only for the conversation to take a more personal turn, as they began to speak about their dilemmas over parenthood or their doubts about the work they had once believed in.

The summer of 2018 was hot and rainless here in Sweden; by June, the grass in parks and gardens was a dead yellow and in July, I walked through fallen leaves in the streets of Stockholm. The news was full of wildfires and the politicians argued about why we were having to borrow planes from Italy to fight them. When the schools went back for the autumn term, a fifteen-year-old Greta Thunberg chose instead to start a protest outside parliament: the image of this young woman in a yellow raincoat, sitting on the street, a handmade sign propped up beside her, spoke of a generation begging for a future. In London that autumn, Extinction Rebellion protesters dropped banners that just read: ‘Climate Change – We’re Fucked’. It was all a long way from the last wave of climate awareness, a decade earlier, when you had Al Gore with his PowerPoint and his after-dinner patter, guiding you to a viewing platform a quarter of a mile from the edge of the abyss, explaining the seriousness of the situation, then walking you safely back down with a list of ten things we could all do to make the horror go away. The voices of the new climate movements belonged to people who were clearly hanging out there, over the abyss. They had no comforting message to send you home with. That was what made them powerful.

Ten years after we published the manifesto, I spent the spring of 2019 travelling around Europe, speaking in universities and community gardens and at the European Commission. Back in England, with the momentum of Extinction Rebellion at its peak, I sat in a Cotswolds pub with Gail Bradbrook, as she spoke eagerly of plans for what they would do next. In these new movements, there was an approach to the climate crisis that lay far closer to what I had tried to talk about over the years. Yet, even before the virus blew in and swept the protesters off the streets, something had begun to trouble me. It wasn’t to do with the specific grounds on which they were, sometimes fairly, critiqued. Rather, I had a sense of a larger pattern that I couldn’t yet bring into focus. And then, one afternoon in the second year of the pandemic, at the end of another week which had been punctuated by familiar conversations with researchers and journalists, I saw it clearly and realised that I had nothing left to say. Or almost nothing, since, after fifteen years, I would need to offer an explanation as to why I was no longer talking to people about climate change.





TWO

The Trouble We’re In


Just to be clear, I still think we’re deep in trouble; deeper than we know how to talk about. And this trouble shows up in the form of what we know as climate change: no longer a future threat, but a spreading reality, with floods and fires and heatwaves in the far north and strange weather patterns that get stuck in ways they didn’t used to. You can smell the smoke of burning forests from half a continent away; fish are cooked alive in the heat of Canadian rivers – how much more biblical do you want this to get?

There’s a rising tide of alarm, as well. The early momentum of Extinction Rebellion and Fridays for the Future fell away but the legacy of these movements includes a shift in public opinion that made even a former climate denier like Boris Johnson feel the need to bang the drum for ‘net zero’ emissions. In the US, a Democrat president promises to take the lead on global climate action. I passed through a northern European airport last summer, for the first time in years, and there were adverts everywhere heralding the imminent arrival of fossil-free flying. Even in small-town Sweden, we see more and more Teslas on the road. And bleak as the latest report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change might be, it was greeted by a chorus of can-do messaging. Surely this is the decade in which climate change finally gets taken seriously? Why would anyone who cares about the trouble we are in want to stop talking about it now?

This book grew out of an attempt to answer that question, so it’s a theme to which we will keep returning, but let me try to sketch the outline of an answer here to give a sense of what is at stake.



When we start to talk about climate change, we enter into a conversation that is framed by science. How could it be otherwise? Climate change is a scientific term. It refers to a set of processes that are described by the natural sciences. Yet climate change also asks questions that science cannot answer. Some lie downstream of the work of science. When it comes to what to do about climate change, responsibility passes from the scientists to the engineers and the economists, while psychologists and marketing experts are brought in to figure out how to ‘deliver the message’ and ‘drive behaviour change’. In the rooms where I was brought together with religious leaders and artists and Indigenous elders, it mostly felt as though we were being enlisted in this downstream effort. The hope was that we had some wisdom or experience or practice that might help the news from the climate scientists to reach the wider public imagination. But the point that I would make in those rooms – and that often seemed to land and lead to fruitful conversations with the scientists present – is that there are also questions that lie
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