


Frustration, Despair and Anger:

A word of Caution
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It can be very hard to learn about the numerous environmental problems the world is facing.  Many students have voiced feelings of frustration, of being overwhelmed or of not really being able to make a difference.

How should one deal with these feelings?  What if your pessimism grows so strong that all you want to do is close your ears and focus on something else?  What to do if you feel burnt out?

These are difficult questions, yet it is vitally important not to ignore such feelings but to acknowledge and process them.

There are no set answers on how one should deal with grief and anger.  Each person has to find his or her own way of dealing with these difficult feelings.

Below are some thoughts other people had on the topic.

If you feel low, please don't hesitate to bring it up during a group meeting.  You can be sure that you are not the only one feeling like that.

Cheers For Fears: A Primer To Help Fight Despair 

(Elizabeth Sawin, 13 May 2002, Grist Magazine: http://www.gristmagazine.com)
Just now, despair lives close to the surface in many people I know, and leaks out at surprising times.  Taking a walk with my neighbor Phil, a bottle of milk in his arms, my daughter on my back, I'm thinking how warm the spring day feels when he stops suddenly and speaks. 

"We had a friend over this morning, an expert in landscaping.  I mentioned that we were thinking of planting a sugar maple tree.  He told us that maybe we shouldn't, because climate change could make it impossible for sugar maples to live in Vermont in a matter of decades." 

For a moment, all we can do is stand together in the April sunshine and try to comprehend Vermont without sugar maples.  None of that dappled welcoming shade on summer afternoons.  Fewer splashes of red on the hills each October.  Children who must go to the library to learn how maple syrup used to be made in their hometowns.

Reports on the problems plaguing ecosystems around the world keep streaming at us, even as people around the world kill and maim each other in the name of security, justice, or revenge.  All the while our government systematically undermines the sort of international agreements -- from the Kyoto Protocol on climate change to the anti-ballistic missile treaty -- that could make the world a safer place. 

Just now, it is easy to listen to the voice of despair, the voice that says, "Anyone who thinks there's a way out doesn't understand the magnitude of the problem."

Of course, despair does nothing to guarantee our children a world with sugar maples and safety.  If we assume all is lost -- if we stop working for change -- we create a self-fulfilling prophecy.  However, it is one thing to recognize this fact and another to keep going day after day in the face of frightening trends and a reckless national leadership.

I don't think there is a magic cure for despair, but there are things I've learned from watching people who are able to carry on bravely working in the face of seemingly intractable problems.  Especially I have learned from the woman who founded the institute where I work.  Donella Meadows was a scientist and writer who spent 30 years analyzing and communicating about problems ranging from poverty to pollution without allowing despair to slow her stride.  From watching her in action, I've created a short list I turn to when despair threatens. 

In their deepest essence, people are good.  We've created social and economic rules that make it hard for us to act out of this goodness, but what we have created we can change.  We could tax pollution and consumption and reward land stewardship.  We could invest in healthcare instead of weaponry.  From the abolition of slavery to women getting the vote, our history shows us that dedicated people can change the rules under which they live.  And Donella Meadow's example convinced me that focusing on the rules of the dysfunctional system rather than the people trapped by those rules frees us from the preoccupation with blame and enemies that in the end only fuels despair. 

Small changes can snowball.  When and where this snowballing effect will happen is unpredictable.  Nevertheless, if enough people take small stands and make small changes, a system can shift, suddenly and dramatically.  It is because of this possibility that a trend is not a prediction.  Each time you speak the truth or act out of love for something beyond yourself, you create the possibility of someone else doing the same.  You create the possibility of an upward spiral. 

It will be a great adventure.  Imagine how you would live in a better world, and then try to live that way in this one.  Not everything you do will take off into a snowball of change, but everything you do is an opportunity to live your life out of your deepest convictions.  When she wasn't writing or teaching, Donella Meadows rejoiced in the fertility of a vegetable garden or the satisfaction of insulating a farmhouse wall.  She always lived out her global convictions in small, practical ways -- in one community, on one piece of land.  We live in uncertain times, but we can relish the beauty and resiliency all around us, and we can align our lives with both.

There is so much at stake.  The trends are scary and they seem likely to get worse before they get better.  There are going to be times, perhaps many of them, when we think, "I don't make a difference, and it's too late anyway.”  But always, we have the option to reply in a voice that is just a little bit louder than that sly whisper -- the voice that is saying, "People are good.”  Small changes can snowball.  It will be a great adventure." 

Apathy

(Sources: http://members.tripod.com/~Eden_S/page19.html, context.org/ICLIB/IC22/Macy.htm
earthshare.org.au/training/manual/manual_sustainable_activism.htm)
"The worst sin towards our fellow creatures is not to hate them, but to be indifferent to them: that's the essence of inhumanity."  George Bernard Shaw

"The world is a dangerous place.  Not because of the people who are evil; but because of the people who don't do anything about it."  Albert Einstein

"We will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.”  Martin Luther King Jr.

Apathy is derived from the Greek word, apatheia, which literally means non-suffering.  Apathy, therefore, really means the inability or the refusal to suffer pain.  The pain of environmental awareness in our time, however, is of a greater dimension than that of the ancient Greeks.  It pertains not merely to loss of wealth, health, reputation, or loved ones, but to the extinction of life itself.  It is hardly surprising that you often prefer not to feel or even acknowledge it.  As a matter of fact, you tend to repress your feelings of danger and your despair.  But did you know that that despair can be the source of personal power? 

Dr. Joanna Macy, in the course of conducting Despair and Empowerment workshops all over the world, has identified a number of deep-seated fears that cause one to repress ones awareness of environmental degradation.  You must make an honest examination of yourself to see whether any of these fears apply to you, for the first step in converting despair into power is the acknowledgement of the fears that cause repression.  They are as follows: 

1. Fear of Pain - To permit our selves to entertain dread for the world is not only painful, but also frightening.  We are afraid that if we were to let ourselves fully experience our dread, we might fall apart, lose control, or be mired in it permanently.

2. Fear of Appearing Morbid - The successful person, as we conclude from television commercials, brims with optimism.  In such a setting, feelings of anguish and despair for the world can appear to be the trademark of the loser.

3. Fear of Appearing Stupid - Environmentalists are often derided and challenged to present a practical solution for every problem that they wish to raise.  They are made to feel that they should not complain about a situation unless they have already evolved a solution to it.  If we have not evolved a panacea, along with an impressive command of environmental facts and figures, we can feel stupid, as if our concerns were without grounds.

4. Fear of Guilt - To acknowledge distress for the environment opens us to a sense of guilt.  Few of us are exempt from the suspicion that as a nation, through expedience, lifestyle, and personal advancement, we are accomplices to catastrophe.

5. Fear of Causing Distress - Pain for the world is repressed not only out of embarrassment and guilt, but compassion as well.  Reluctant to burden our loved ones with our inklings of apocalypse, we would protect them - both from the distress that we feel and even the knowledge that we bear it.  And so, we keep up the pretenses of life-as-usual.

6. Fear of Provoking Disaster - We may be unwittingly subscribing to the superstition that negative thoughts are self-fulfilling.  There is a tendency to blame the messenger for the message.  Those who express alarm over environmental disaster are called prophets of doom and gloom and are made to feel guilty of somehow contributing to the very fate that is feared.

7. Fear of Sowing Panic - Some of us who are well aware that our collective future hangs by a thread, keep the noble silence of the stoic for fear of fostering social disarray.

8. Fear of Religious Doubt - To entertain images of environmental annihilation can seem to challenge our belief in a loving and omnipotent deity, and in the goodness of creation itself.  Our feelings of despair over the growing possibilities of environmental disaster could be interpreted as a sign of inadequate faith.

9. Fear of Appearing Too Emotional - Many of us refrain from expressing our deep concerns for what is happening to our environment in order to avoid creating the impression that we are over-emotional.  Our society has erected a dichotomy between reason and emotion and has accorded higher value and trust to the former, which has to do with the analytical operations of intellect.

10. Fear of Feeling Powerless - Probably the most frequent response to the subject of environmental threat is to the effect that "I don't think about it because there is nothing I can do about it.”  By such a refrain, we choose the role of victim before attempting to organize and change the situation - before even engaging in it.

Joanna Macy says:

"First of all, we need to recognize that denial itself is the greatest danger we face.  We have the technology to make sweeping and fairly effective changes.  But not much can be done until we're ready to acknowledge the situation we're in, to let it sink in."

"That kind of acknowledgement isn't easy.  Our fear of despair functions to filter out painful information, and furthermore it's not in the interest of our economic system, as it is presently structured, for us to get alarmed.  It's in the perceived self-interest of the state, the corporations, and the media, which serve them for us to imagine that everything is just fine and that we are happy - or that we're just about to be happy if we buy this product or that product.  So to break through this protective screen we've erected, it's very helpful to see it as a spell, like in the old fairy tales."

"But we are fleeing from that pain when we say, "Don't talk to me about global warming.  Don't talk to me about the ozone layer, or the dying species.  Look, I've got problems enough.  I've got a family to support and payments to meet.  If I were to let all that stuff in, if I were to let myself experience it, I wouldn't be able to get out of bed in the morning.  Don't ask me to let that in.  There's nothing I can do about it anyway."

Signs and information telling us that the world is in trouble continually bombard us.  Feelings of pain or distress caused by this are natural and healthy, if acknowledged, expressed, and used as a motivating force for acting positively for change. 

What is not healthy is the denial; the psychic numbing that prevents many people from really taking in what is happening around us, and which also saps energy and blocks the ability to take action for change, sending people scurrying into escapist activities. 

When we can express our feelings of pain for the world - whether they manifest as anger, fear, sadness, hopelessness, frustration, numbness, etc. - in a safe way and in the company of others, it helps to release the mind, to clear the energy, and to overcome the fear that these feelings will destroy us.  It helps us to re-connect with others, with the vast web of life, and with the resources we have for creating change.  It reassures us that we are not in this alone - we have support for the journey.
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