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Learning to Live with
Climate Change

This imaginative and empowering book explores the ways that our emotions
entangle us with climate change and offers strategies for engaging with climate
anxiety that can contribute to social transformation.

Climate educator Blanche Verlie draws on feminist, more-than-human and
affect theories to argue that people in high-carbon societies need to learn to
‘Tlive-with’ climate change: to appreciate that human lives are interconnected
with the climate, and to cultivate the emotional capacities needed to respond to
the climate crisis. Learning to Live with Climate Change explores the cultural,
interpersonal and sociological dimensions of ecological distress. The book
engages with Australia’s 2019/2020 ‘Black Summer’ of bushfires and smoke,
undergraduate students’ experiences of climate change, and contemporary
activist movements such as the youth strikes for climate. Verlie outlines how
we can collectively attune to, live with, and respond to the unsettling realities of
climate collapse while counteracting domineering ideals of ‘climate control.’

This impressive and timely work is both deeply philosophical and
immediately practical. Its accessible style and real-world relevance ensure it
will be valued by those researching, studying and working in diverse fields
such as sustainability education, climate communication, human geography,
cultural studies, environmental sociology and eco-psychology, as well as the
broader public.

Blanche Verlie is an Australian climate change educator and researcher
currently living on unceded Gadigal Country. Blanche has over 10 years’
experience teaching sustainability and climate change in universities, as
well as experience in community-based climate change communication and
activism. She has a multidisciplinary background, brings an intersectional
feminist approach to her work and is passionate about supporting people to
engage with the emotional intensities of climate change. Blanche is currently
completing a Postdoctoral Fellowship at the Sydney Environment Institute
at the University of Sydney.
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1 Introduction: Climate is
living-with

‘'m fuming’ a colleague tells me. She is speaking about the cata-
strophic fires raging across Australia, which have sent massive plumes
of smoke billowing into our skies, with only a pitiful response from our
government.

‘When we’ve got no water in our rivers, it feels like we’re drained as
well’ says Elder Vanessa Hickey in a report about chronic drought
leaving towns without a drop.'

Timothy Morton refers to Hurricane Harvey ‘unleashing Hurricane
Tim,” as the atmospheric chaos reverberates throughout their
household.”

A marine biologist vomits because of her distress about coral
bleaching, mimicking her beloved polyps who purge themselves of
their symbiotic algae in warming water.

Rebecca Huntley recounts a sensation that ‘actually felt physical, as
if vital organs had moved inside my body’ when watching youth cli-
mate activists implore adults to ‘do something.”

School strikers declare: ‘as oceans rise, so do we!’

whNk

The more I search, the more examples I find of such affective
entanglements between climates and their humans, even before we
consider climate change. The Anglophone world has led humankind in
fossil fuel extraction and climate denial. Yet even the English language
abounds with idioms that express sentiment through meteorological
metaphors. We might feel under the weather, right as rain, or on cloud
nine. Atmospheric figurations also express broader dispositions such
as having your head in the clouds, making hay while the sun shines, or
throwing caution to the wind, as well as interpersonal relations like
stealing someone’s thunder or being fair weather friends. Temperature,
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2 Introduction: Climate is living-with

Tim Ingold reminds us, has the same linguistic root as temper.” We
often use ‘atmosphere’ and ‘climate’ to refer to the aura, vibe or
affective patterns of a place, time, group or event. These linguistic
practices seem to suggest that we understand that human experiences
are intimately related to the meteorological. In places like Melbourne,
Australia, where I lived for over a decade, we start almost every
conversation with the weather, because we implicitly know it affects
each other’s mood and wellbeing. We have all had experiences when
the weather gave us a spring in our step, left us feeling exhausted or
made us want to go back to bed.

Yet our capacity to feel is rarely acknowledged as a legitimate way
of knowing climate change. Public and academic approaches to
human-climate relations still tend to normalise and advocate scientific
modes of climate knowledge, which promote mental comprehension of
statistics and graphs through disembodied abstraction. In Australia
and other places where climate action has been stymied by systemic
and institutionalised denial, activists (of all sorts) have worked to firm
up the borders and reputation of science, and distinguish it from
ideological, irrational, and emotional ‘post-truth’ regimes. However,
positioning climate change as a phenomenon to be known primarily
through science has led to approaches to public engagement that are
highly disengaging, as well as ignoring the emotional pain of those
who are already concerned.

Research is increasingly finding that climate denial’s apparent
opposite, climate anxiety, is one of the major barriers to climate
action. Indeed, what appears to be apathy can actually be feelings of
grief and disempowerment that are too difficult to engage with, leading
to denial as a mechanism for short-term emotional coping.® If there is
a lack of care, it is not that most of us do not care, but that we do not
know how to care. We do not have the inter/personal competencies
necessary for engaging with the intense combination of guilt and fear
induced by this existential crisis.

I believe that if we are to adequately respond to climate change, we
need to consider humans’ ability to feel climate as a serious and
powerful mode of engagement. Beginning from this premise, in this
book I develop a pedagogy (a theory of learning, and strategies for
fostering it) that centres human feelings as potent apparatuses for
knowing climate. This approach can better attune to the intimate ways
people are enmeshed with climate and cultivate the emotional
capacities required for facing climate collapse.

However, before we can explore this, we need to begin by
reconsidering what we understand climate to be, because this
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underpins our pedagogies. Our dominant understandings of what
climate is are derived from Western climate science, and although they
offer us absolutely critical knowledge, they fail to adequately engage
or support people in the transformations that climate science itself tells
us are necessary. Western science understands climate as a system
composed of interacting subsystems: the biosphere, atmosphere,
hydrosphere, cryosphere (frozen water) and the lithosphere (rocks
and soil). Climate is therefore also a statistical measure of these
interactions which is calculated through the average conditions of the
weather — such as the temperature, humidity and pressure of
the atmosphere — and is usually measured over periods of 30 years.
Climate change is thus a change in the average conditions of the atmo-
sphere, and this is taken to represent changes in the whole climate system.

These scientific understandings have failed to engage the masses in
part because they do not offer relatable, connective or inspiring
accounts of human-climate relationships. To be fair, climate science is
increasingly using ‘Gaia-like principles’ of ‘processes and relations’’ to
represent the climate, and humans are incorporated, as a homo-
geneous species, into the models scientists use to create projections
about potential future climatic changes. However, while climate
science seeks to inform us of humanity’s connection with the climate,
the climate scientists themselves are considered to be external
observers of the climate system, occupying a ‘God’s eye view’ of the
planet.® The mechanistic language of systems combined with the myth
of the invisible scientist continue to perpetuate assumptions that living,
flesh-and-blood individual humans are separate from the climate. We
are offered two depictions of the human within human-climate
relations: the disembodied and dispassionate scientist, or the faceless
masses of ‘humanity’ represented as numbers within computer models.
Most people do not relate to either. Neither offers a template for living
in and with climate as a real-life embodied person; nor do they account
for the diverse possibilities of ways of being human.

Thankfully, climate change engagement has moved beyond these
dissociative accounts. Alternative approaches have largely been
informed by social constructionism, which believes that people create
knowledge and meaning through social interaction and cultural
engagement. Such approaches allow us to investigate and appreciate
the influential roles of ideology and culture in how we understand and
thus relate to climate. They have greatly improved strategies for
engaging people with climate change. Indicative of these approaches,
Mike Hulme, a world-leading climate change scholar, argues that
scientific definitions of climate:
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too easily maintain a false separation between a physical world (to
be understood through scientific inquiry) and an imaginative one
(to be understood through meaningful narratives or human
practices). Such a distinction maps easily onto the nature-culture
dualism which has engrained itself in much western thought and
practice.’

In response, Hulme has contended that climate ‘needs to be under-
stood, first and foremost, cultumlly’lO and as an ‘idea of the human
mind.”!" However, this does not overcome the human/nature dualism
that Hulme rightly critiques. Rather, it switches from one side to the
other, enclosing climate entirely within the human imagination.

As a student of mine once stated, ‘I don’t believe climate can be a
purely constructed idea because we can feel it, not just with our senses
but with our emotions and in our subconscious.” The Bawaka Country
research collective add that ‘the patterns of climate exist far beyond
human minds, have their own existence and agency, have knowledge
and law, even as they are entangled with us.”'?> While both scientific
and social constructionist approaches have value, neither fully engages
with the human body as a legitimate means of knowing climate
change.'® Similarly to scientific approaches, social constructionism
erases human embodiment and considers humans to be onlookers or
inventors of climate rather than intimately enmeshed within its living
material fluxes.'* As Indigenous and posthuman'® scholarship argues,
this is because both Western science and social constructionism are
founded on problematic anthropocentric, dualistic and individualistic
assumptions.'® Anthropocentrism is the belief that humans are sepa-
rate or separable from, unique in comparison to, and more important
than, the non-human world. Some of our apparent unique qualities
include the possession of minds (and thus consciousness, spirit,
knowledge and intelligence) and of agency (the ability to influence
change in the world). The supposed exceptionalism of the human mind
leads to a denial of the value and capacities of the intelligence of
human bodies. This myth of human cognitive supremacy also works to
justify the belief that humans can and should fully comprehend and
control the non-human world.

Unfortunately, while such anthropocentrism is acknowledged as one
of the root causes of ecological crises,'’ it remains the philosophical
foundation for almost all climate change engagement efforts (i.e. edu-
cation, communication, awareness building, campaigning, behaviour
change and related policy).'® In our aspirations to reduce emissions, we
perversely perpetuate deep seated extractivist understandings of humans
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as autonomous, entrepreneurial selves who, if only they cared enough,
would be able to exert morally righteous control over themselves, their
actions, and therefore, the non-human world. This limits our abilities to
understand ourselves as part of climate, to engage with our embodied
experiences of climate change, and to cultivate collective climate action.
But what if we began with a different understanding of what climate is,
and how we can know it? What if lived, embodied, emotional, inter-
personal and relational experiences were considered constitutive of
climate and as valuable ways to comprehend it?

This book argues that we need to learn to live with climate change.
Learning to live with climate change begins from an understanding
that climate is living-with. This is climate not as a noun referring to a
thing — whether a cultural idea or a geophysical system — but climate as
a verb, referring to an action: to processes of living-with ourselves,
others, and the world. Climate is something we all do, all the time, and
we are always doing it together, even if we are not doing it in
coordinated, similar or equal ways. Climate as living-with focuses on
the intimate ways we are entangled with the non-human world, and
how the patterns of these relationships generate the conditions in
which we live. It therefore attunes to how the planetary and epochal
phenomenon of climate change is metabolically, emotionally and
politically enmeshed within our everyday, mundane, inter/personal
lives and compels respect, reciprocity and responsibility for this
expansive relationality. This understanding better enables us to culti-
vate strategies that can adequately inspire and support people to
engage with and respond to climate change, and to do this in ways that
contribute to multispecies climate justice.'”

In figuring climate as living-with, I am drawing upon critical feminist
posthumanism,?® cultural geography’s articulation of the affectivity of
atmospheres2] and, to the extent that I am able to do so, Indigenous
philosophies.”* More specifically, I am indebted to Astrida Neimanis’
and colleagues’ notion of ‘weathering’ that poetically articulates the
ways in which our different bodies are enmeshed — differently — with
climate,” and to Nancy Tuana who demonstrates that lived experiences
of disasters can help us cultivate awareness of this.* I am fascinated by
Waanyi writer Alexis Wright’s exploration of the awesome agency of
the atmosphere and enlivened by her suggestion that even settler
people have some remnant appreciation of this.*> Similarly, I am
captivated by Métis scholar Zoe Todd’s articulation of climate as a
‘sentient commons,?® although I am aware that much of what this
nuanced phrase offers is probably lost on me. Building on these
relational understandings of climate, Potawatomi scholar Kyle Powys
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Whyte’s exploration of the qualities of relationships (such as consent,
trust, accountability, and reciprocity) that constitute livable climates
and which must be re-established for climate justice is central to the
ethos of living-with climate.’” T am buoyed by Ashlee Cunsolo’s
elucidation of the transformative politics of mourning climate change.”®

Common to such approaches, and thus to this book’s philosophy of
climate as living-with, are four key interdependent notions. The first is
about interconnection, entanglement or relationality: that to exist is to
be composed, and continually re-composed, through relationships
with others, and that climate is not an object so much as a patterned
‘set of relations.”” Second, these relationships are always more-than-
human: we cannot escape our entanglement with climate and the wider
ecological world. Relatedly, it is not just humans that change climate;
non-humans also participate in creating, stabilising and changing
climate, although this does not discount the significance of the changes
being wrought by some human systems in this geological moment.
Third, climate is embodied, and all earthly beings are viscerally
enmeshed with climate; indeed, we become (with) climate.’® Fourth,
climatic phenomena are inherently affective: they are energies, forces,
intensities, feelings. Collectively, these principles articulate climate as
‘a living phenomenon’®' that emerges from the interactions and
relationships between all bodies: human, non-human and ‘inanimate’;
living, dead, ancient and yet to come. In describing climate as living-
with — as patterns of affect; as flows of feeling; as repertoires of re-
lating; as a sensational phenomenon; as multispecies enmeshment — I
am seeking to expand how we might relate to climate, rather than
narrow this. Thus, I take a capacious approach to these explorations
because part of my agenda is to enable openness to climate’s exces-
siveness, especially in ways that I have not anticipated.

Attuning to climate as a process of living-with tries to get out of the
damaging ‘worldview’ that literally gazes upon the world as though it
were an object external to the self and available for human use. Climate
as living-with conceptualizes humans and atmospheres as temporary
differentiations of the same visceral materiality which cycles through the
world and which contributes to us all changing through and because of
our interpermeation. As a cycle of energetic dispersal, climate affects
bodies, is archived within them®? and is composed by them. Climate is
thus not only the conditions for life, but a product of it, and it emerges
from all earthly bodies living-with each other. This of course also in-
volves patterns of dying; living-with is always also about living-off,
living-through and living-after others, as well as knowing that others
benefit from our own edibility and mortality. Death, destruction and
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decomposition are necessary and life-giving parts of what constitutes
climate.*® However, contemporary climate change is a radical disrup-
tion in our patterns of relations, leading to what Danielle Celermajer
terms omnicide: the killing of everything.** Omnicidal cultures stem
from a failure to recognise our implication within and vulnerability to
the more-than-human. For those of us who are complicit with climate
change, these are the cultures we have inherited and which we are
implicated in.

Of course, this ‘we’ is not everyone. The ‘we’ that I am most often
referring to in this book is, except where specified otherwise, those of
us who are significantly complicit with climate change. To be climate-
complicit is to benefit from climate-changing systems: capitalism,
colonialism, industrialisation and/or extractivism more broadly. Being
a beneficiary of such systems does not preclude being distressed and
threatened by climate change. Indeed, climate change can leave us
feeling deeply unmsettled because it disrupts the sense of security —
comfort, control, complacency — that global histories of imperialism
have afforded us. Although not all climate-complicit people are living
on stolen Indigenous land, at times I therefore refer to this ‘we’ as
settlers. In doing so I am using this term in an expansive way in order
to attune to the trans-national affective regimes of extractivism that
contribute to climate-complicit people’s eco-anxiety.>> This ‘we’ is an
admittedly ambiguous collective, and I do not try to draw tight
parameters around it other than clarify that I am not referring to all of
humanity when I argue that if ‘we’ are to become climate-responsible,
we will need to learn to live with climate change.*

We, those of us steeped in extractivist cultures, urgently need to
cultivate a relational understanding of climate, which is to say, we need
to consider humans as part of climate, and to appreciate that life is
always living-with climate. While this can sound like a romantic or
rose-tinted approach, in an era of climate crisis and ecological
collapse, being interconnected with nature is not a choice, nor is it
inherently nice: it is our interrelatedness that makes our organs fail in
extreme heat, leaves local economies reeling from cyclones, and leads
to complex intergenerational grief when ancestral homelands are
slowly eaten away by the rising tides. And it is through our inter-
connectedness with climate that we are making this happen.

Appreciating our intimate relationality with climate change is
therefore deeply distressing. Understanding climate as living-with
acknowledges we can and do feel violences inflicted on the atmo-
sphere and broader planetary relations in our own bodies, as these
violences are also inflicted, in some ways, on ourselves. For example,
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in the undergraduate class on climate change I taught for five years, in
one semester my students stated that climate change made them feel
anxious, frustrated, confused, uncertain, cynical, scared, overwhelmed,
emotional, devastated, depressed, frightened, angry, gloomy,
resentful, challenged, isolated, desperate, disheartened, shocked,
concerned, confronted, unsettled, bitter, sad, sick, upset, perplexed,
guilty, stressed, amazed, daunted, defeated, dismayed, pessimistic,
uneasy, tired, appalled and terrified. Given the incomprehensibly rapid
and traumatic changes being wrought upon our planet’s climate, it is
unsurprising that many of us are overwhelmed with climate anxiety,
whether we can consciously and reflectively acknowledge this or not.
Kari Norgaard argues that if we acknowledge that climate change is
‘too disturbing to be fully absorbed or integrated into daily life’ then
denial and apathy can ‘be understood as testament to our human
capacity for empathy, compassion, and an underlying sense of moral
imperative to respond, even as we fail to do so.”*” Thus, we need to be
able to muster the courage to face up to our vulnerability and
complicity in climate change, painful as it is, because it is only from
there that we will be able to transform ourselves and our worlds. We
must cultivate an ethos of /living-with — respecting, being part of,
enduring and responding to — climate change.

Research investigating the mental health impacts of climate change
and how to build emotional resilience to this is increasing.*® However,
I worry that a focus on emotional resilience risks re-centring the
individual human — normally privileged ones — and breeding accep-
tance in place of outraged inspiration. In contrast, I want to rethink
how we understand ‘the human’ and how humans are, and can be
differently, entangled with/in climate change. I want an approach that
is less individualistic, less anthropocentric, and more ecological, more
collective. I want responses to climate change that are both humbler
and more ambitious. I want an approach that does not help privileged
people feel okay or help them accept climate change, but one which
enables us to bear the burden of complicity in ways that hold us
accountable and that generate radical change.

Rather than emotional resilience, learning to live with climate
change aspires for affective transformation. The climate crisis is
traumatic because it renders apparent the grotesque manifestations of
our unchecked individualistic sense of self. Rather than cultivate
tolerance of the unconscionable violences that are being wrought on
species, ecosystems, human people and communities, we need to
transform ourselves and our affective norms and repertoires. We
literally need to engage in other forms of being, and ones that do not
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draw self-enclosing boundaries around the individual human but
consider the ‘self’ to be dispersed in-between and across, and
constantly emerging with (‘trans’), its relations with others. Affective
transformation could enable us to more thoroughly empathise with
others near, far, estranged and yet to come, as well as to draw strength
and joy from our relations, empowering us to face up to, address and
prevent the injustices that climate change engenders. Advocating for
affective transformation as a response to complicit people’s ecological
distress is an effort to cultivate emotional climate justice: to work with
emotions for climate justice, and to work towards a more just
distribution of the emotional impacts of climate change.

whNk

To further explore these notions of climate as living-with, Chapter 2
attunes to the affectivity of Australia’s ‘Black Summer’ (in 2019/2020)
of extreme bushfires and chronic smoke pollution. The unprecedented
intensity and scale of these fires was attributable to climate change,
which in turn is attributable to decades of climate apathy and inaction.
In this context of smothering denial, the fire season ignited fiery con-
troversy, burning rage, smouldering grief, fuming shock and searing
abandonment. The physical, emotional and political ways that the
2019/2020 bushfires intruded into people’s bodies and worlds
demonstrate that atmospheres and climates are both meteorological
and affective, and that people and climates co-compose each other.*
Considering these various modes of feeling climate change and the
public’s immediate responses to the 2019/2020 bushfires, this chapter
gestures towards the need for careful strategies to support people to
learn to live with climate change.

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 take up this challenge and explore key practices
through which this can be achieved: encountering, witnessing and
storying climate change. These practices are qualitatively different to
‘knowing about’ climate change, whether through scientific or social
constructivist approaches, or ‘acting on’ it. They are embodied,
affective and relational practices that we enact with, and as part of,
climate change, and through which we become climate-changed. These
three practices are inter-related, and therefore each is threaded
through all of the chapters. However, Chapter 3 focuses on how
encountering climate anxiety can unsettle the affective norms that
sustain extractive cultures. Chapter 4 highlights how witnessing
multiple climate realities can enroll us in additional, and alternative,
relations with climate change. Chapter 5 attunes to how carefully
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storying climate collectives can enact more promising futures.
Collectively, these practices can generate affective, and thus, social,
economic and ecological, transformation. While numerous researchers
have argued for the urgent political need to acknowledge, explore and
make experiences of ecological distress public,*! these chapters develop
a pedagogy for doing so. Increased awareness of when, where, how
and with whom we can and do encounter, witness and story climate
change can enable more attuned and responsive climate change
engagement strategies.

My exploration of these practices is informed by a decade of
experience working as a climate change educator and facilitator with
students and communities, as well as personal experiences with friends,
family and colleagues, and my participation in and observation of
climate activist movements such as Extinction Rebellion, the youth
strikes for climate, and the climate emergency mobilisation. These
three chapters also include a detailed discussion of one of my
university classes, which enables close attention to how these practices
overlap and interrelate. The class I focus on was an undergraduate
social science climate change class in which I was a tutor with
approximately 45 students across two tutorials. In the class we studied
the political, economic, social, psychological and technological
dimensions of the causes and consequences of climate change, all with
a focus on climate in/justice: how those who contribute least to climate
change tend to experience the worst impacts of it, and how addressing
this injustice requires participatory responses led by those on the front
lines. Through focusing on this one class, these three chapters together
explore how we can encounter, witness and story the ways we, and
others, are encountering, witnessing and storying climate change. For
example, through our class discussions, we witnessed each other’s
encounters with climate anxiety; we subsequently told stories about
collectively witnessing each other; and these stories in turn countered
our individual and collective sense of self. These spiralling and
overlapping practices of engaging with and sharing our climatic
experiences contributed to an unsettling, but also regenerative,
atmosphere that enabled us to continue in this work.

Encountering, witnessing and storying climate change are not only a
pedagogy I explain and advocate, but also the methodology I enact.
Across the book, I describe, but also engage in, these practices,
including through the vignettes that open each of Chapters 3-5. These
three vignettes are my effort to witness experiences of ecological
distress which are too often glossed over. Collectively, they tell a story of
our class, one which seeks to narrate how affective transformation can
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cultivate alternative identifications and selves, decomposing neoliberal
understandings of human subjects as autonomous and self-contained
towards more dispersed, fluctuating, more-than-human gatherings. The
vignettes are written in first person but assembled from different peo-
ple’s comments, reflections and experiences from this class in an effort
to convey the ‘cloudy collective’ that emerged throughout that semester
(see Chapter 5 for more discussion of this). In that sense, these
stories are ‘made, [but] not made up’** and demonstrate my active
effort at storying climate collectives.*” The vignettes perform
a semi-coherent collective ‘I, a fickle narrator whose subjectivity
oscillates according to wavering affective entanglements with others and
with climate change. While just one example of the kinds of
non-anthropocentric characters we need, the vignettes demonstrate that
imagining, crafting and enacting more promising ways of being human
are possible and that this can be cultivated through collectively
encountering, witnessing and storying climate change’s affective agency.

My efforts to witness and story my students’ encounters with
climate change in these ways has in turn countered, rather than
affirmed, my supposed status as an external and authoritative
researcher. Across the years I have spent doing this work, I have been
lost, demoralised, exhausted and deflated, but also inspired and
energised. These affective experiences leaked from and infiltrated my
relationships with my students and other communities, blurring my
own sense of individuality. In order to better story this reality, a few
of the statements included in the vignettes are ‘mine,’” although
delineating authorship in this way is contrary to the relational
disorientation they are trying to narrate. ‘My’ experiences arose from
the close relations I had with others (human and non-human), just as
everyone else’s did, making it difficult to discern where one person’s
voice began and another’s ended. The vignettes therefore offer ‘a non-
linear collaborative narrative in which the voices of individual authors’
have become ‘entangled, and at some points, indistinguishable.’**

In addition to describing and performing these three practices, I am
also seeking to enrol you, dear reader, in them. It is my hope that
through reading, interpreting and responding to the vignettes — in
whatever ways you do — you may gain a little bit of lived experience of
what encountering, witnessing and storying climate change can do to
us. Perhaps you may find yourself similarly unsettled by the atmo-
spheres they enact, and/or drawn into the cloudy collective that
shimmers throughout them. What your experience of this may be, I
cannot tell, as these stories will intersect with and reverberate
throughout your unique affective world. Attuning to how this unfolds
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for you and how you respond to that will help cultivate understanding
of the analysis offered in the book.

It is worth noting that these vignettes include stories of distress; I
encourage you to approach them in a mode that cares for yourself
and is responsive to your own ability to engage with the pain of
climate change at the moment. As this book documents, climate
change is deeply traumatic and while I believe we need to avoid the
pitfalls of an individualistic approach to emotional resilience, this is
not to say that practices of mindful self-care or professional coun-
selling services have no value.*> They are necessary, indeed critical,
just not sufficient, if we are to collectively learn to live with climate
change. I hope that describing, enacting and enrolling you in
encountering, witnessing and storying climate change enables ap-
preciation of these three practices’ multiple sites and cascading
forms, and that it cultivates your ability to attentively step into them
in your life and guide others to do so too.

Building on the exploration of the possibilities of encountering,
witnessing and storying woven between Chapters 3, 4, and 5,
Chapter 6 articulates and advocates for affective transformation.
Affective transformation recognises that we are atmospheric beings
who are always becoming part of, emerging through, acting-with and
contributing to the affective flows of climate change.*® As such, it
suggests that our responses to ecological distress need to ensure that
we do not try to ‘bounce back’ to anthropocentric individualism.
Rather, we need to change who we are through, and as a means of,
responding to the affective pain of climate change. We need to bear
worlds, where ‘worlds’ are understood as complex sets of more-than-
human relations, dispositions, practices, structures, perceptions and
identities. We need to be able to endure the pain that business-as-
usual worlds are enacting, in order to generate more liveable
worlds. Learning to live with climate change is therefore not about
resignation or giving up. Rather, it is about engaging with and facing
up to the horrific realities of climate change and striving to make
things otherwise despite knowing that we may not be able to ‘save
the world.” Indeed, learning to live with climate change acknow-
ledges that ‘the’ world is not ending, but ‘a’ world is, and that some
worlds need to end in order to allow others room to breathe.*” Which
worlds we nurture matters.

Thankfully, this affective transformation is already underway, even
if we do not know, and cannot predict, where it is headed or who we
will become. Outrage at suffocating inaction is generating not only
protests, but also alternative aspirations, identities and communities.
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Figure 1.1 Protestor at the School Strike 4 Climate in Brisbane, Australia,
September 20, 2019. The sign speaks to the protestors’ affective
affinity with their more-than-human kin, as well as the emotional
labour of bearing worlds: working with ecological distress to catalyse
collective climate action. CC BY 2.0 School Strike 4 Climate.

As the school striker’s sign in Figure 1.1 so poetically indicates, climate
capable collectives are organising around empathic kinships with the
more-than-human world. Crucially, these collectives are emerging
through practices of making ecological distress explicit and public, and
thus using it as a source of communal motivation and strength.

This book is written with climate change ‘educators’ in mind:
teachers, activists, communicators, young people, parents, researchers,
policy makers, community members, artists, politicians — anyone
trying to encourage and support people (including themselves) to
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engage with and respond to climate change. To that end, Chapter 6
concludes with some tangible guidance for those seeking to engage
others in the process of learning to live with climate change,*® and the
book closes with an Appendix that offers some example discussion
questions. However, this book does not provide quick fixes, because
there aren’t any. Rather, it seeks to offer a nuanced account of
processes and approaches that can help reorient our collective efforts
towards more compassionate and transformative responses to climate
change. While written from an educator’s perspective, I believe this
book has much wider relevance, as it speaks to larger social processes
that are happening, and can be amplified, in all realms of human life.
My ultimate aspiration for this book is to contribute to society-wide
cultural changes that might give us a chance of contributing to livable,
and even enjoyable, worlds. As a systemic issue that is progressively
killing more and more people, species, ecosystems and livelihoods, if
we face up to and engage with these issues, climate change could be the
teacher we need to help us learn how to live.
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2 Feeling the climate crisis

During 2019 and 2020 Australia burned and suffocated for months on
end. This was our worst fire season ever, in many regards. From
September 2019 to early March 2020 fires burned out of control.
During December, more than 420,000 fires were detected across the
country.' Fires merged with each other, forming ‘megafires’ of hun-
dreds of thousands of hectares which left firefighters facing fronts of
up to 6,000 kilometres. Across the nation, an estimated 24-40 million
hectares burned, an area of land equal to or greater than the entire
United Kingdom.” Over the New Year’s holiday period an area half
the size of Belgium was evacuated in Gippsland, east Victoria. Thirty-
three human people died in the fires, and an estimated three billion
vertebrates were killed or displaced.’

The fires brought terror, panic and grief, and our political leaders’
indifference and ineptitude regarding the fires sparked outrage
throughout the nation. Whether on social media or watching the news,
footage of firestorms, burnt koalas, fleeing kangaroos and distraught
people filled our screens. In addition, the smoke would not let up.
Throughout the summer, all of Australia’s eastern capital cities, from
Brisbane to Hobart, and their regional counterparts, experienced
significant smoke pollution that affected over 80% of Australians
(see e.g. Figure 2.1). Studies found that the poor air quality led to nearly
5,000 hospital admissions and over 400 human deaths.* Depression and
anxiety were widely attributed to bushfires and the smoke,” with even the
Australian Financial Review quoting Dante’s Inferno to describe the
atmosphere.® Incredibly jarring and disorienting experiences characterised
the period, too. I found the footage of a magpie mimicking fire truck
sirens deeply haunting, and others described it as ‘practically dystopian’’
and ‘the bleakest thing you’ll see today.”®

Australia’s previously unprecedented summers of extreme heat,
crippling drought and mass animal deaths had been dubbed ‘angry
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Figure 2.1 Thick bushfire smoke along the Hume Highway, January 5, 2020.
The smoke was this heavy for almost the entirety of my
850-kilometre trip from Bendigo (Central Victoria) to Sydney
(New South Wales), as it had been when I made the original trip
south on December 22, 2019.

summers’ and then in 2018/2019 the ‘angriest summer.” This meant
that there was nowhere left to go with the ‘angry’ terminology. This
period became the Black Summer, referencing the burnt forests, the
carpet of ash that rained across the nation, the midday skies, and the
mood. These were dark days, figuratively and literally. Historically,
our dark days have been a day, or close to. The worst in living memory
have been Ash Wednesday (1983) and Black Saturday (2009). The shift
to a season as the temporal reference for bushfires speaks to the
escalation in scale, distribution, intensity and duration of these fires.
But even this term fails to accurately represent this: if we are to use the
European-imposed calendar, fires burned from winter all the way to
the following autumn.

The 2019/2020 fires were a pertinent, if gut-wrenching, example of
the affectivity of atmospheres and climates. There is a lot to gain from
such an understanding, and as the naming of the Black Summer
demonstrates, an appreciation of climate’s affective capacities is latent
within even the most ecologically insensitive cultures. For example, in
English it is common to use the terms ‘atmosphere’ and ‘climate’ as
metaphors for the emotional, political and/or interpersonal conditions,
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relations and patterns of a space, group, time or event. With a bit
of careful articulation we can amplify this and unearth otherwise
suppressed relations, knowledges, motivations and capacities.

In academic literature, the concept of ‘affective atmospheres’ offers
significant steps in this regard. This scholarship theorises affects as
embodied, visceral, sensual and somatic energies or forces. Affects can
consolidate into emotions and can emerge from them, but they
encompass far more than emotions. Emotions are familiar, identifiable
and internalised feelings which are experienced by individuated people.
By contrast, affects are distributed enigmatic intensities that might be
perplexing, fleeting or disorienting, and they often exceed our capacity
to make sense of them.'® Despite their significant influence on us,
sometimes we might not even notice them, perhaps because they are so
mundane and everyday that we take them for granted. Understanding
affects to be atmospheric emphasises that affects form and move in
ways similar to meteorological phenomena: they emerge, condense,
drift and dissipate according to their relations with other parts of the
world.!! Just like air, affects swirl, waft, interpermeate and exude from
human and non-human bodies and practices, and in so doing, they
effect change in the world. In this sense, affective atmospheres help us
attune to the embodied relationships between beings, and how and
why they change and morph.'?

Australia’s 2019/2020 fires demonstrate that not only are affects
atmospheric, but that climatic phenomena are affective.'® Climate
affects us, but equally, as the Australian Government’s adoration of
fossil fuels indicates, our desires and affective norms propel the ways
we participate in climate.'* Climate is feeling. Or to be a little more
precise, climate is distributed and dynamic patterns of affect; the
climate crisis is a radical disruption in those patterns; and climate
action requires affective transformation. The embodied, more-than-
human relations that compose climate, and which we live-with as part
of climate, all have affective — energetic, emotional — dimensions.

As 1 explore throughout this book, attuning to humans’ affective
entanglement with the climatic has significant implications for how
we approach human-climate relations, and more specifically, climate
change engagement. This chapter demonstrates that human affective
experiences of climatic phenomena emerge from, and contribute to,
our embodied relations with the more-than-human world. In order to
illustrate this, I explore the political, cultural, scientific, emotional and
embodied entanglements that coalesced to create the ‘end of days’”
feeling of the fires, and how this atmosphere kindled a nascent
collective climate consciousness. I am not exploring, at least not as the
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central focus, people’s lived experiences of being directly in the fire
zones, or of losing loved ones or homes. These experiences deserve far
more space than I can give here.'® Rather, I am focusing on the larger
population’s experiences of and responses to the bushfire smoke and
mediated representations of the fires which unfolded in a context
where the majority of Australians knew people or places that could
have been or were directly affected, and where the smoke and media
brought and maintained their attention to that. This is in order to
focus on the multiple ways through which atmospheres — as climatic
and affective — are composed: through immediate gaseous envelop-
ment, cultural representations, and multi-temporal and geographically
dispersed inter-personal and more-than-human relations. Such an
approach foregrounds the ways that climates, feelings, and people
re-compose each other through complex and ongoing entanglements.
This theorisation of the co-creation of gaseous conditions and human
subjectivities (our sense of self) informs the remainder of the book
which discusses the practices through which we can cultivate careful
climate collaboration in the midst of planetary catastrophe.

During mid-2020 as I wrote this chapter, the Arctic reached tem-
peratures of 100 °F (38 °C) and experienced significant wildfires. Shortly
after, California recorded the world’s hottest ever temperature (130°F/
54.4°C) and experienced off-the-charts ‘gigafires’ that produced apoc-
alyptic skies all too reminiscent of Australia’s.!” Such increasing fire
conditions around the globe have led some to suggest we are entering
the age of the Pyrocene.'® Articulated with devastating accuracy by
Greta Thunberg’s refrain ‘our house is on fire,” the combustion of fossil
fuels is returning to us as the incineration of our homes. While the
discussion in this chapter is specifically about Australia’s most recent
fires (at the time of writing), unfortunately, similar experiences are likely
to be ignited around the world in coming years.

*kk

The smoky skies of the 2019/2020 fires are evidence of our corporeal
entanglement with/in our more-than-human relations. The ashes
floating through the skies were the ‘muted embodiments’ of dead, and
in some cases now possibly extinct, beings who were ‘no longer
individuated or recognisable, and yet all there...in a dispersed, dusty
mass.”'” In breathing the smoke, we inhaled incinerated forests and
wildlife, and the tiny particles of their charred bodies made their way
into our lungs, our blood, our organs and our brains. This ‘macabre
atmospheric communion™® produced a ‘thick fear’ that ‘settled in so
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many of our hearts.”>' The smoke’s capacity to diffuse and permeate
all kinds of bodies epitomised Stacy Alaimo’s concept of transcor-
poreality which refers to how ‘all creatures, as embodied beings, are
intermeshed with the dynamic, material world, which crosses through
them, transforms them, and is transformed by them.’*?

Efforts at constructing borders to counteract this transcorporeal
pollution proliferated as people tried to reduce the human health risks
and avoid the general disgust of the smoke. Hardware stores sold out of
P2 face masks, although they turned out to be basically ineffective
anyway. Health agencies advised us to stay at home and close the doors
and windows. Interior windowsills dusted with ash led to the rolling up
of wet towels to fashion makeshift draught stoppers. The smoke was as
uncontrollable as the fires though, and it wafted through crevices with
ease, disabling human agencies. One sufferer of rheumatoid arthritis
described the ‘huge loss of bodily autonomy’ that the heavy smoke
induced, noting it ‘massively’ increased her levels of inflammation and
joint pain and that this got worse every time she took a breath.?* Urban
fire brigades were overwhelmed by smoke alarms triggered by the high
levels of indoor pollution, and evacuation protocols that directed people
outside into the even worse air highlighted how unanticipated and
unmanageable this situation was. Other technologies were also
overwhelmed or disrupted by the smoke: MRIs stopped working, and in
a cruel twist, the smoke appeared as rain on the Bureau of
Meteorology’s radars.>*

Climate change provides important lessons here about the
incapacity of humans to manage atmospheric phenomena. The fires
were found to be 30% more likely because of fossil-fuelled climate
change, affirming the ability of humans to affect the planet’s atmo-
spheres. But the bushfires doubled Australia’s annual greenhouse gas
emissions.”® This is what climate scientists call a positive feedback
loop, when fossil-fuelled climate change catalyses ecological processes
that further warm the globe. In such circumstances, whatever ability
humans had to limit global heating become overwhelmed by the
planet’s own potential to change its climate.”” These additional
greenhouse gas emissions were produced because fires burned ‘out of
control’ for months, despite a highly developed country’s best efforts
to ‘contain’ them. Rather than controlling the climate, the fires
demonstrate that we are instead interfering with and unleashing
climate’s own agency.”®

The smoke’s unavoidable intrusions into our bodies also elicited
broader emotional distress. For those of us in the inner cities, the
visceral ways we encountered the smoke ensured that even if we
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wanted to, we could not escape the knowledge of the harrowing
realities faced by rural and regional communities, including our
non-human companions. Throughout the fire season, empathic rela-
tions were cultivated as we were ‘feeling other people’s feelings in the
air,’® or to put it more bluntly, we were immersed in their ex-
termination. Wildlife carers spoke of their grief while caring for in-
jured animals, made all the more overwhelming as there was ‘the scent
of death in every breath’ in the smoky skies enveloping them.** Over
time I noticed that this odour of obliteration changed depending on
the proximity of the fires and wind direction: volatile eucalyptus like a
campfire, which was disconcertingly nostalgic; dirty like pollution,
which made me feel deeply resigned; stale like ashtrays, which was the
most physically vile. The skies also changed colour: white, grey, dusty
yellow and a Mad Max-like orange within Sydney where I was living;
and scarlet red and midnight black in areas most immediately under
threat of the out-of-control fires. As the skies reddened, so did our eyes
and the secretions from our noses. The inflammation in our throats
was a niggling reminder of the fate of our forests.

The distress this embodied testimony generated was amplified by
mediated representations of the smoke and fires. Satellite images
documented the smoke traversing the globe and scientists informed us
that toxicity reached more than twenty times the ‘hazardous’ level in
some places. My stomach dropped watching The Guardian’s animated
graph which had to reorient the scale to accommodate these
extremes.’! The unending news feeds of apocalyptic imagery meant
that the bushfires were distressing for many, many Australians, not
just those who were directly affected. These anxieties were further
inflamed by scientific knowledge of climate change. As David Wallace-
Wells suggests, in our changing climate, bushfires are ‘terrifying and
immediate, no matter how far from a fire zone you live. They offer up
vivid, scarring images it can be impossible not to read as portents of
future nightmares even as they document present tragedies and
horrors.”*? The affective intensification that these multiple forms of
knowledge generated is apparent in Charlotte Wood’s discussion
of her experience in inner-Sydney:

In news updates about the fires, it’s now commonplace to hear two
horrific phrases: ‘seek shelter’ and ‘too late to leave’...We watch
the footage — those walls of orange flame storeys high — with our
hands over our mouths...This is what the scientists have warned
us about, begged us to think of, all these years. It’s here. And it’s
going to get worse...We have the ‘Fires Near Me’ app on our
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phones now, but I'm careful not to zoom out too far from our
immediate 50km zone. If you do, it’s easy to panic. There are so
many little fire symbols they overlap...And zooming out brings
the existential horror of what all this really means...There’s
nothing like going to sleep with the taste of ash in your throat
to give you an actual, physiological understanding of real fear.*?

The scientific, cultural and embodied knowledges of the fires and
smoke all functioned as affective prostheses, enabling us to vicariously
experience some of the terror others were suffering, to some extent.
But it was the smoke, more than anything else, that rendered apparent
how our practices of knowing climate change are enacted through
being enmeshed within it. As Dayna Scott suggests, ‘there is a
boundary transgression inherent in the act of smelling: to become
aware of a scent is to have already inhaled it.”** This bodily knowledge
was augmented with air quality indexes, maps of ember attack zones,
photographs of deceased firefighters, videos of blackened koalas and
underlying awareness of our collapsing climate. This meant that
inhaling our cremated kin was not just a respiratory irritation but a
visceral existential crisis. As one writer put it, ‘the dread is palpable...
we’re breathing it in.”**> The horrifying atmospheres demonstrate that
our affective experiences of climate change are not internally generated
in our psyches, but emerge from our emplaced and embodied relations
with/in planetary processes. Bushfires are an iconic example of this
affective entanglement, as they can ‘mobilize and transmit latent
ecological energies, innervating the connective tissues that exist
between interdependent webs of human and other-than-human life.”*¢

Of course, not everyone experienced the 2019/2020 fires in the same
way. Being affectively entangled with others does not mean being
or feeling the same as them. The affective forces of climate change
condense around different bodies in different ways, meaning that not
everyone has to weather the same affective conditions.’” For city
dwellers like me, our embodied experiences of the smoke were only a
taste — literally — of the terror and suffering experienced by those
actually living amongst, and dying because of, the fires. We know that
climate change’s causes and impacts are distributed in starkly unequal
ways, and this is true of the affectivity of climate change.

For example, in countries like Australia, settler aspirations for
unfettered economic growth generate deep intimacies between our
politicians and fossil fuels,®® energy sources that are only extractable
through the long-running and ongoing exertion of power over First
Nations’ people.*® These same racial hierarchies constitute some of the
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social inequalities that render marginalised peoples more vulnerable to
climate change.*® Building on Sara Ahmed’s assertion that racism can
feel like a storm,* the 2019/2020 fires demonstrate that atmospheric
phenomena are affectively racialised.

Such ‘settler atmospherics™? were brutally apparent when fires closed
in on Lithgow in New South Wales and authorities evacuated everyone
except the inmates at the Correctional Centre, almost a quarter of
whom are Indigenous (in comparison to the national population of
3%).% This fits all too neatly with the systemic ‘weaponising’ of bad
weather in the racist Australian carceral system, practices like main-
taining poor ventilation and removing fans that create ‘cumulative and
deeply embodied’ affective violences.** More broadly, for many
Indigenous Australians the 2019/2020 bushfires led to ‘deep psycholo-
gical wounds’ that ruptured their identities because the Country that
burned is understood to be ‘an extension of self.”** This is a distinct kind
of ecological grief, and it is a violence that is further amplified by the
intergenerational and ongoing ‘trauma of dispossession and neglect’
that Indigenous Australians experience every day.*¢

Meanwhile, our political leaders appeared to remain largely
unaffected by the atmosphere, with Prime Minister Scott Morrison
spouting a litany of platitudes throughout the summer. For example,
on New Year’s Eve an image of 11-year-old Finn Burns, clad in gas
mask and enveloped in blood red skies, piloting his family’s boat away
from the ensuing inferno was beamed around the world. On New
Year’s Day, Morrison proclaimed that there was ‘no better place to
raise kids’ than Australia.*’ The contrast between the complacent
indifference of such privileged climate deniers and the world-shattering
terror and grief of others exemplifies the affective climate injustice
perpetuated when insulated people turn away from the climate crisis.
Those who actively strive to remain unaffected outsource the emo-
tional labour and affective pain of climate change onto others more
marginalised, and less complicit, than themselves.

Yet the ways that political leaders gaslit the public meant that the
fires did not only incinerate the forest, they inflamed human spirits and
fired up political tensions. During the fires, the emotional climate
denial of leading politicians*® catalysed an emergent collective climate
consciousness in the Australian public. The smoke also played a sig-
nificant role in sparking these affective affinities. Climate protests are
always atmospheric, in the sense of being affectively influenced by the
weather: chanting ‘climate action now’ when corralled under a baking
sun leaves you feeling both exhausted and justified. But the stark
novelty of the ashen skies made this entanglement of the
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meteorological and the affective all the more apparent. Across the
country, rallies throughout December and January protested not just
about climate change and the fires, but in the smoke. News media
interviewed people who said that they had never protested before but
that they were absolutely seething about the smoke and thus decided
to attend. One commented that he never thought he would ‘have to
rally for my right to breathe.”’

Protest signs referencing the suffocating conditions proliferated at
rallies. Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s nickname ScoMo was appro-
priated into SmoKo. Having celebrated his recent electoral victory with
the phrase ‘how good is Australia!?,” placards at protests challenged:
‘how good is breathing? Another in central Sydney proclaimed:

They BURN
We CHOKE
You DO NOTHING

One sign had images of Sydney which they compared to Mordor, and
another with a picture of the planet proclaimed ‘her lungs hurt too.’
The protests were full of P2 facemasks adorned with ‘climate action
now’ or ‘climate emergency.”>® Perhaps the most on-point placard I
saw consisted of just one small remaining corner of charred cardboard.
On December 19, 2019, Australia’s second hottest day ever (beaten
only by the day before),”' school strikers led a protest outside the
Prime Minister’s official residence to campaign for him to come home
from holiday in Hawaii and do something about the fires and climate
change. At this protest, 13-year-old Izzy Raj-Seppings was moved on
by the police under threat of force. As Izzy recounted, the context and
stake of the protests, the solidarity of her fellow protestors, the
‘blazing sun,” swirling smoke and riot squad combined to create a
‘whirlwind of emotions.’>

The atmospheres of the 2019/2020 fires were so affective that they
traversed the globe, just as the smoke circumnavigated it. Some ex-pats
felt ‘on edge — all the time’ because of the constant stream of media
updates about the fires; others drew on this distress to ‘get political,’
get together, and to write to politicians.>® One report from a protest in
London demonstrates that the fires elicited care, action and visceral
affective responses, far from the site of the local crisis: ‘the seemingly
endless footage of Australia’s bushfire crisis...had motivated plenty of
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newcomers’ and at this particular protest, ‘a funereal tone radiated’
amongst the protestors.”*

As pyrocumulonimbus clouds filled skies across south-eastern
Australia, the public mood darkened, and yet from these apocalyptic
atmospheres a climate concerned collectivity emerged, even if only
temporarily. The fires’ atmospheres swirled around and through us,
and were viscerally felt, connecting us in shared-but-differentiated
experiences. Gamilaraay and Yawalaraay reporter Lorena Allam
reflected on the summer, and hoped: ‘maybe this summer is the turning
point, where our collective grief turns to action and we recognise the
knowledge that First Nations people want to share, to make sure these
horrors are never repeated.”> As if responding to Allam’s call, settler
Australian Alicia Flynn reflected:

This planetary moment of crisis, despair, sorrow and fear, also
feels like the closest we have come to a sense of collective
entanglement on such a vast scale — emotionally, materially and
existentially...Aboriginal people, like many different First Nations
people around the world, have known the end of times, the end of
worlds and yet their knowledge persists...This crisis might just
help us finally surrender our savage settler ego and, along with the
sorrow and deep ongoing sorry work that needs to happen,
support First Peoples to fully recuperate the knowledge of caring
for this place in the ways that they have cultivated for millennia.>®

Discussions of Indigenous Australians’ practice of cultural burning
also received a surge of media attention during and after the fires,”’
described by some as a ‘quantum shift in public awareness of
Aboriginal fire management.”® Some of these discussions perpetuated
the inaccurate understanding of cultural burning as a traditional form
of hazard reduction which seeks to protect human life and property.
However, conversations also stretched beyond this to discuss the
complexities and nuances of cultural burning which is a relational
kinship-based practice that cares for Country. Through cool burns
tailored to each specific place, cultural burning allows for ‘the
involvement of other than human beings such as bettongs, bandicoots,
lyrebirds, wombats and brush turkeys who all assist with cultural
burning by turning over and reducing the leaf litter.”> In addition to
numerous interviews with cultural burning experts Oliver Costello and
Victor Steffensen,®® discussions also acknowledged the risks of cultural
appropriation and the need to return sovereignty to Indigenous
Australians — not only to prevent escalating bushfire threats but to heal
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Country and decolonise more broadly.®' This suggests that perhaps, as
Allam hoped, climatic traumas such as Australia’s 2019/2020 fires can
spark cultural transformation away from colonial extractivism and
towards more ecologically and socially just relations.

On the other hand, climatic tragedies can also compel a resurgence
of the very ideologies that set them in motion. Under the guise of
urgency, quick fixes that perpetuate hierarchical domination can
proliferate. Throughout and following the fire season, approaches
calling for a ‘war-like’ response to the climate crisis, including the
suppression of democracy, increased in volume and frequency.®’
Personally, I was immensely relieved when HMAS Choules was
deployed to evacuate some of the 4,000 people who were stranded on
the beach in remote Mallacoota over New Year’s Eve, yet a mili-
tarised response to climate change more broadly will not contribute
to climate justice.®> As Tony Birch argues, while we need to speed up
some elements of our response, we need to slow down in other
ways.® The 2019/2020 fires were an opportunity to rethink extractive
modes of being and glimmers of this occurred. However, it would be
naive to assume that this happened in any systematic, significant or
enduring way.

fhw

Australia’s 2019/2020 bushfires demonstrate the intense affectivity of
climatic phenomena and provide important insight about how this
unfolds and what it can do. The emotional and embodied intensities of
climate change can emerge from both immediate unfolding disasters and
awareness of slower global trends. The ferocious fires and the chronic
smoke pollution of 2019/2020 intersected with underlying eco-anxiety and
long-running systemic climate denial to generate widespread panic, grief
and anger. These atmospheres were composed by political, cultural,
geographical, scientific, interpersonal and more-than-human forces and
relations. The multiscalar energetic dispersals of the 2019/2020 fires
affected people’s physiological wellbeing, experiences of place, beliefs
about the future, interpersonal relations, political alignments and position
in power hierarchies. These relational, embodied, more-than-human
affective forces contributed to people’s emerging sense of self, percep-
tion of reality and understanding of how the world works.

For the climate conscious, the fires were experienced as ‘the death of
the planet come to visit you in your home.’®® It brought ‘a fear that it
won’t be over soon, or ever.”®® The reality that periods like this are
becoming a ‘new normal’ which will in turn soon be superseded is
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almost unthinkable. This chapter has not touched on the world-
shattering experiences of those in the fire zones, either during or fol-
lowing the fires. Yet even focusing on the broader public’s experiences
of the smoke and mediated representations of the fires demonstrates
the overwhelming distress that climate change can elicit, especially
when local disasters are situated within awareness of the projected
global possibilities. As Fiona Wright articulates, the 2019/2020 fires
were ‘the aftermath of a catastrophe’ and ‘the shape of things to come,
and it’s hard to hold both of these things together.”®’

But as climate science tells us, we are going to be living with the
climate crisis, in one way or another, from here on. Because of past
emissions and the climate’s complexity, the heat latent in the climate
system will continue warming the planet even if we magically halted all
emissions now.®® The 2019/2020 fires’ loss of three billion vertebrates®
occurred at just one degree of global heating. It is going to take ‘rapid
and far-reaching transitions’ in energy, land, infrastructure and
industrial systems to prevent exceeding 1.5 degrees.”” Few nations are
making progress anywhere in line with this.

Given how unfathomable this is, we have a society-wide educational
challenge on our hands: we need to learn to live with climate change.
The following chapters discuss three affective practices that will be key
in this journey: encountering, witnessing, and storying climate change.
These practices are enacted with climate change, and were unfolding
during the 2019/2020 fires, albeit in largely unorganised and
unconscious ways: we inhaled choking smoke, we beheld previously
unimaginable fires, and we produced shocked narratives of this. With
more explicit attention to how these practices work and what they can
do, we will be better placed to support people to engage in them in
promising ways. The remainder of this book seeks to provide such
guidance.
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3 Encountering climate anxiety

The first thing I think of when I think of climate change, is that I don’t
want to think about it.

Perhaps this is because much of the airplay surrounding climate change
follows a worst-case-scenario narrative. It is a constant reminder that the
Earth is fucked. Climate change is everything and it is going to affect ev-
erything. It is a massive issue globally, it is the biggest issue that we as
custodians of this planet will ever have to contend with.

Learning about climate change broadened my mind on the eventua-
lities to come: privileged countries are able to inadvertently ruin the lives
of the deprived. The increased floods in Dhaka, the severity of drought
arising in Cape Town, the extreme unpredictability of weather occurring
in Toronto and the increased likelihood of hurricanes decimating coastal
regions represents a future that becomes more real year after year: mass
migration, mass extinction, conflict, hunger, desertification, destruction,
loss. I don’t think we even grasp the complexity and nuance behind such
blunt projections. I think that it will be in the details that the real misery
is experienced.

As I live in a high-carbon country and benefit from all the luxuries it
brings, I too am in some way a denier.

Realising this came at a great emotional cost to myself. I questioned
whether my own actions were creating any positive change. Was I simply
another facet at the root of this problem? The hypocrisy played on my
conscience, and caused me many sleepless nights, as I grappled with the
contradictions between what I practice and what I preach.

Am I doing enough?!

Am I actually doing anything useful at all?!
DOI: 10.4324/9780367441265-3
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1 feel unsettled because I know I have less of a dependence on climate
than others purely because I was born in a wealthy country and live in a

well-off family.

1 feel bitter towards individuals and systems and fail to understand why
people are not being charged for climate crimes.

Australians are some of the worst climate sceptics in the world. I feel
that people must become numb to hearing about this issue all the time
and it just becomes white noise.

That disinterest sums up a lot of the general public’s view on climate
change. In the real world, who really cares? Who is going to go out of
their way to prevent increasing greenhouse gas emissions? I know that
climate change is a collective problem, but who is going to actually
contribute to a solution?

I thought, if only the media would portray things accurately, because
they are to blame. But it is much more complicated than that. Australia’s
history is built off of coal. In many ways, we still rely on coal. The denial
is cultural because our economic prosperity is tangled with it. Many
people’s identity is intertwined with it. When you think about it like that,
like a change in identity, it is easier to see why people are in denial.

A challenge in acquiring weekly knowledge of climate change has been to
keep walking the scary line of learning. Week to week there is always a
moment where I am filled with sadness at how I, who am so young, can feel
so passionate about a situation seemingly moving backwards. What gets me
the most is that the societies and the people that contribute most to climate
change are the ones that will be least affected. What happened to karma?
That just makes me so angry. In fact we are the ones who cause most of
these issues and for them to be faced with the consequences?

I've been crying myself to sleep a lot lately. And crying at random
times too. It’s not as though I watch a video about climate change, and 1
cry during it. I mean sometimes that happens. It’s more like, something
little happens, like my toast burns, and I have an existential breakdown
because I think it’s a metaphor for how the world is burning because we
aren’t paying attention.

1 found myself dry retching in the shower for over an hour one evening.
The contractions of my stomach muscles, sense of my throat exploding,
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and my whole body convulsing, felt like I was trying to spew up some
kind of demon, a wretchedness, a loneliness and desperation, a sense of
loss for all that could have been but probably won’t, for that which is but
will no longer be.

It is such an emotional challenge to deal with, especially when you
accept the fact that you and the society we live in today are to blame.

kN

In contrast to the volatile atmospheres of Australia’s 2019/2020
bushfires, my climate change classes, like so many efforts to engage
people with climate change, occur in ‘climate-controlled’ spaces.
Nevertheless, as the vignette above explores, climate change infiltrates
and indeed is embedded within these ‘thermal enclosures’ in all
manner of ways. Imagery, videos, graphs, statistics and stories pre-
sented in course learning resources, the ecologies of the buildings and
campus, and students’ emplaced climatic relations all contribute to
climatic-affective atmospheres® infusing these supposedly insulated
spaces. Our classrooms are thus inescapably implicated in and imbued
with the material and cultural elements of climate change.

Climate change is a trauma of geological proportions that can ‘enter
into the classroom not only as discursive topics, but as transcorporeal
forces that pass through and infect the very structures of bodies.”* For
example, as students and I discuss the systems that expose society’s
most marginalised to lethal heat stress, our bodily reactions such as
sweaty armpits, flushed cheeks and croaky voices belie the ‘thermal
monotony™® of our air-conditioned comfort. Subsequently, these
embodied responses to discussing climate change contribute to the
classroom atmospheres, which in turn go on to affect others in these
spaces, extending climate change’s affective flows. Attuning to the
affective experiences of engaging with climate change in such insulated
places offers an alternative geography of climate change, where the
embodied impacts of the climate crisis can be seemingly divorced
from the times, spaces and indeed bodies in which they are normally
presumed to be located. The extensile and expansive energetic dis-
ruptions of climate change can permeate our bodies. In doing so, they
can cultivate ‘entangled empathy’® through highlighting our somatic
connectivity with others, both known, unknown, and not yet in
existence.®

Engaging with climate change can be inspiring, energising, and
invigorating, but very often it is also deeply distressing. Petra
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Tschakert and co-authors describe climate change as ‘one thousand
ways to experience loss,”” and of course, these losses are only going to
escalate. In this context, Lesley Head writes that grief will be our
constant companion, and one we need to learn to live with.® For many
experiencing ecological distress, it can feel like grief is our only
companion, with isolation and loneliness common among those pa-
nicking about the state of the planet. Yet, climate anxiety and grief are
never a self-contained experience; they are not feelings encased within
our psyches or even our skin-bound bodies. Rather, they are trans-
corporeal experiences which are generated through our affective
entanglement with the wider atmospheric world. As I argue in this
chapter, they are evidence of climate change’s capacity to exceed our
control, rupture our worlds and reconfigure our selves.

In many of our efforts to respond to climate change, we seek to
increase people’s knowledge about climate change. This has obvious
value but also comes with risks, depending on the ethos we bring to
those pursuits. Too often, we are seeking mastery, domination and
control, the very ideals that got us into this mess.” We do this when we
try to completely comprehend climate change, under the premise that
if we could fully and accurately know climate change then we would be
(better) able to control the climate.'® This approach objectifies climate
change and encloses it within our minds, leaving little openness for our
transcorporeal body-climate relationships to activate alternative ways
of knowing and responding to climate change.

Our efforts at climate change engagement must move beyond
pedagogies based on humans ‘knowing about’ climate change. Climate
anxiety might provide the opportunity needed to spur such
reconsideration, because it undermines the notion that knowing more is a
straightforward process of gaining control.'" Climate anxiety arises when
people are aware of and know about climate change — this is the ‘scary
line of learning’ articulated in the vignette above. Knowledge may be
power, but when it comes to climate change, it can also be incredibly
disabling. The relationship between knowledge of climate change and the
unsettling distress this can generate provides an important impetus to
rethink the whole endeavour of seeking to know climate change.

Attuning to the processes through which humans encounter climate
change can help shake loose of such mentalities of ‘climate control.” To
encounter is to meet another in an unexpected way, or in a way that is
surprising or challenging. Encounters are not preorganised, they do
not go to plan, they are not on our terms and we are not in charge of
them. Encounters are relational exchanges that reconfigure those who
participate in them; they counter existing ways of being and relating.'?
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Attuning to the ways that we encounter climate change is to bring an
attention to the ways that climate change is disrupting, pushing and
reconfiguring us, and how disorienting, bewildering and destabilising
that can be. As demonstrated in this chapter’s vignette, our practices
of producing, interpreting and recalling information about climate
change are often processes through which the unruly capacities of
climate change exceed our mental faculties and elicit all kinds of
embodied, interpersonal and existential unravellings.

We can encounter climate change in virtually unlimited ways. Direct
lived experience of extreme weather — such as Australia’s 2019/2020
bushfires, discussed in the previous chapter — is the most obvious
mode, but we can also encounter climate change through graphs of
carbon dioxide, stories of climate injustice, news reports from disaster
zones, arguments with sceptical family members, campaigns for
carbon pricing policies, changing birdlife in the garden, disrupted
public transport, our own nausea when we speak about climate
change, school students striking in the street; the list goes on.

All of these diverse modes of encountering climate change can
generate climate anxiety, a multifaceted and varied experience that
can encompass distressing emotions and a broader existential
unmooring.'* While climate anxiety can intersect with and contribute
to clinically diagnosable mental illnesses, it is not itself pathological.
Rather, it is a rational, if painful, response to climate change that can
motivate action, although of course it can also lead to disengagement
and burnout.'* Climate anxiety, as I refer to it, is more than the short-
term concern or worry that can arise when people are confronted
with information about climate change. Rather, it is a medium- to
long-term sense that their world — their relationships, assumptions,
dreams, security and identity — is in the process of ending. This might
be a slow dread interspersed with periods of acute panic, but it can
manifest in all kinds of ways. While the terminology of eco- and
climate ‘anxiety’ appears to be taking hold, ‘ecological distress’ more
accurately denotes this wide range of emotional and affective
experiences and avoids the risk of pathologisation.'> For example, for
people in high-carbon societies, their climate anxiety is often pervaded
by guilt (as this chapter’s vignette explores), clarifying that climate
change becomes an existential threat because it jeopardises people’s
survival as well as their sense of themselves as morally competent
individuals. As the experience of guilt shows, ecological distress is
socially differentiated, and our emotional engagements with climate
change are a site of climate politics.
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As I explore in this chapter (and across the book), when we
encounter climate change, we become climate-changed. Focusing
specifically on experiences of ecological distress, including anxiety, I
attune to what these emotional, affective and existential destabilisa-
tions do to (certain) people’s sense of self and world. 1
demonstrate that experiences of ecological distress participate in the
articulation, consolidation, and/or decomposition of ‘the sense of the
“me” or “us” harbouring the emotion.”'® My main purpose is not to
provide an in-depth analysis of any individual person’s experiences, as
important as that may be, nor to comprehensively document the
characteristics of experiences of climate anxiety. Rather, through
attuning to the unruly transcorporeality (i.e. embodied, relational, and
more-than-humanness) of climate change’s affective agency, I seek to
show that encountering climate anxiety disrupts the sense of
individuality that we so often take for granted, and that it can there-
fore contribute to the emergence of new ways of being human.

fhNk

Anxiety is one of the most common emotions people feel regarding
climate change. Climate change’s uncertainty is one of the core drivers
of this anxiety, as it undermines Western notions of stability and
progress. Scientists confirm that it is ‘extremely likely’ that industrial
practices are heating the planet’s atmosphere and that this means it is
‘virtually certain’ that there will be more frequent hot extremes.'’
However, despite such high-level certainties, the finer details of exactly
how climate change will play out are not fully foreseeable. This is largely
because we do not know to what extent industrial societies will limit
their production of greenhouse gases. But it is also because the climate is
composed through all the relations of all the elements of the planet. It is
not possible to perfectly predict how these interdependencies will
respond to climate change’s cascading disruptions and disappearances,
even though we have solid knowledge of likely trends. Such ‘guaranteed
uncertainty’ can generate feelings of confusion, worry and anxiety, as
this statement from one of my students indicates: ‘I feel an uncertain
future is inevitable, and it deeply upsets me.’

Such feelings of anxiety are not just psychological but visceral, as
another student’s reflection indicates:

[climate change] often develops some sort of anxiety in me, or even
just a mild sick feeling, the feeling of not being able to predict the
future and predict the best thing to do whilst minimising as much
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harm as possible. This feeling often comes by me when I watch
how the leaders of Australia approach issues like these, and it
makes me feel sick.

Similarly to dry retching (as narrated in this chapter’s vignette) and
others’ raspy panic attacks,'® such experiences of climate anxiety
demonstrate that our human bodies are energetically enmeshed with
the planet. Planetary gaseous imbalances can generate metabolic and
respiratory agitation, momentary manifestations of epochal
disturbances that can be felt in our tummies, throats and chests.'”
Climate anxiety’s physiological materialisations demand that we
attune to our climatic transcorporeality and resist the tendency to
frame climate anxiety as an internal, psychological phenomenon.

In addition, climate anxiety is a deeply political experience that
emerges from particular social relations. The previous comment’s
reference to the loss of intellectual and moral control — generated by
government indifference — demonstrates that climate change is not just
upsetting, it can be unsettling. Settler-colonial and over-industrialised
cultures promise their (privileged) communities certainty, progress and
control of the future.’” We are also told that if we want to be ethical
people, we can achieve this through our individual choices. But climate
change undermines these narratives of individualised morality and
entitlement to a bright future. As youth climate activist Jamie
Margolin puts it: ‘it doesn’t matter how talented we are, how much
work we put in, how many dreams we have, the reality is, my
generation has been committed to a planet that is collapsing.’?' This
breakdown of the progress narrative constitutes a kind of cultural
trauma for industrial societies;*> as Lesley Head articulates, part of
our climate anxiety is an anticipatory grief for the loss of our
modern selves and their promising futures.”® In these ways, climate
anxiety destabilises the settler sense of belonging to the future; as
school strikers proclaim, their (presumed) future is being stolen.
Consider Greta Thunberg’s speech from the Houses of Parliament in
London, 2019:

I was fortunate to be born in a time and place where everyone told
us to dream big; I could become whatever I wanted to. I could live
wherever 1 wanted to. People like me had everything we needed
and more. Things our grandparents could not even dream of. We
had everything we could ever wish for and yet now we may have
nothing. Now we probably don’t even have a future anymore.*
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All around the world, young people like Greta — privileged and
vulnerable — are enraged by the anachronistic mythology of eternal
economic growth that is decimating the planet they are inheriting, and
rightfully so. But Indigenous peoples remind us that colonialism has
been ending worlds and stealing futures for centuries.”> Climate
change brings the violences of capitalist ideology home to its heirs, and
as the future slips beyond our control, we can become unsettled.?
These unnerving feelings force us to reckon with the myths of
extractive cultures of domination, as Greta continues:

Because that future was sold so that a small number of people
could make unimaginable amounts of money. It was stolen from
us every time you said that the sky was the limit, and that you only
live once. You lied to us. You gave us false hope. You told us that
the future was something to look forward to.”’

Through its capacity to dislocate privileged people from their
presumed bright futures, climate anxiety provides a constructive
opportunity to challenge, resist and rework these dominant cultures. If
engaged with carefully, these unsettling feelings might open us to
decolonial modes of being, although the desire to regain control of the
world is a terribly resilient trait of contemporary capitalism. Still, as
some of the statements in this chapter’s vignette indicate, climatic
breakdown exposes the stark social and ecological ineptitudes of our
dominant economic logics and compels reconsideration of them.

Relatedly, climate change’s temporal urgency and massive spatial
scale can disable our sense of individual efficacy. One of my student’s
comments epitomised this: ‘on a daily basis, I feel like I'm not doing
enough, I'm not achieving enough to create this huge impact I'm
waiting for. Though I feel like I'm not doing enough, I don’t know
what else I can do.” Neoliberal societies’ emphasis on individual
responsibility for this systemic problem burdens people with guilt, as
this statement from my class indicates: ‘I questioned whether my
actions were creating any positive change. Was I simply another facet
at the root of this problem?” As another commented, the incapacity of
individuals to prevent rapid planetary breakdown leaves people
tormented: ‘climate change is huge, overwhelming, and I feel
frustrated and angry. I am extremely cynical that humanity will do
anything to mitigate climate change before it is too late.’

Feeling overwhelmed is one of the most frequent emotions I hear
people express in response to climate change, and it is an apt word
given it originally meant being inundated by water. In the context of
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melting glaciers, rising sea levels, bigger storm surges and more intense
flooding, being overwhelmed by climate change will be a literal
experience for far too many. For those of us learning about such
events, whether through the media, in classrooms or otherwise, climate
change can feel like drowning, flailing as we are engulfed with
distressing information and immersed in political inertia. For example,
climate scientist John Fasullo feels ‘a flood of, what are at times,
contradictory emotions.”*® As cultures of individualism intersect with
climate change’s global and epochal scales, feelings of frustration,
powerlessness, and hopelessness can submerge our sense of self.

This overwhelming affectivity of climate change can force us to
reconsider our place within the world, and this sense of the shrinking
or sinking of the self can operate on our embodied imaginaries.
I myself have experienced this, noting in a journal one day:

Sometimes when I think of climate change, I see this dark, vague,
tsunami towering behind me, a frothing wall of utter destruction of
which we have felt tremors, but by turning our backs, have not fully
comprehended. I catch glimpses of it over my shoulder, about to
crash down upon me, obliterating everything, but in front of me, life
goes about its daily flow, oblivious to the imminent disaster.

As 1 (re)write this paragraph in 2020, the news tells me that the
Greenland ice sheet lost one million tonnes of ice per minute throughout
2019,%° and I am reminded of one of my student’s comments: ‘I feel
small in the face of climate change.’

However, as the overwhelming affective agency of climate change can
dissolve our individuality, it can bring our attention to otherwise over-
looked relations. Grief is an emotional response to loss, and loss occurs
‘when people are dispossessed of things that they value, and for which
there are no commensurable substitutes.”*® Climate change can threaten
all elements of our lives, including ‘phenomena that constitute the
meaning of entire societies,” such as cultures, social cohesion and
identities.>’ When we appreciate that climate is a set of relations
and climate change a disruption of those relations, it becomes
apparent that climate change is loss.>> As such, experiences of climate
grief can involve ‘diagnosing’ relationships: articulating or recognising
relationships at the same moment as realising that they are under threat
or ailing.®® Consider this student’s end-of-semester reflection, which
expresses how climate change can lead to the loss of entire life-worlds:
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It struck me that the world as we know it, and the way we live, is
going to dramatically change. Even if we stop our current globally
destructive practices right now, the climatic flow on effects will
continue into the future.

Such experiences of anticipatory grief — the recognition that massive
losses have already been set in motion — are a common experience when
encountering climate change. Yet, while painful, climate grief can be ‘a
path to understanding entangled shared living and dying,** as another
student’s comment articulates: ‘I feel emotionally tied to the fate of our
environment.” For these reasons, Ashley Cunsolo argues that we need to
engage in the work of mourning climate change, and that engaging with
our climate grief can be a promising political process:

Re-casting climate change as the work of mourning means that we
can share our losses, and encounter them as opportunities for
productive and important work...In mourning [we] lose our
former selves...We are changed internally and externally by the
loss in ways that we cannot predict or control, and in ways that
may be disorienting, surprising, or completely unexpected. These
responses [can leave] us more open to...our transcorporeal
connections with all bodies, species, and life forms.>’

As Cunsolo articulates so eloquently, our encounters with the de