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Abstract 

In this article, I discuss the challenge posed to environmental education (and education for 

sustainable development) by the thinkers who see the situation of the world as so severe that 

”sustainability” is an outdated concept. By environmental education I mean first of all 

educational activities for children and youth, but also environmental communication and 

action related to all age groups and methods.  

My approach is interdisciplinary and I discuss especially the connections between 

environmental education and psychologies of the environment. Based on psychological 

research, I argue that the wide-scale unconscious anxiety, which people experience, should be 

taken very seriously in environmental education. My discussion thus contributes in a new kind 

of way to a long-standing key issue in environmental education, the gap between people’s 

values and the perceived action. Scholars of eco-anxiety have argued that instead of not 

caring, many people in fact care too much, and have to resort to psychological defenses of 

denial and disavowal.  

Thus, the question in environmental education is not anymore whether environmental 

education should deal with anxiety, for anxiety is already there. The question is how anxiety is 

dealt with; how unconscious anxiety is lured into daylight and processed in such a way as to 

generate positive action and resilience. The prevailing attitude in environmental education 

writing is right in emphasizing positive matters and empowerment, but the relation between 

hope and optimism must be carefully thought about and a certain sense of tragedy must be 

included. Therefore, my article participates in the discussion about the role of “fear appeals” 

in environmental education. 

Drawing from my own field of expertise, religious studies and theology, I include discussion 

about the role of existential and spiritual factors in the phenomenon. I discuss deep themes 

such as anxiety, mortality, fear, hope, and joy. I provide ideas for activities, but the main point 

is to engage in thinking (and feeling) about the requirements and aims of environmental 

education in the current situation. Thus, my discussion is directed to anyone who wants to 

understand the reasons for inaction and the ways in which these may be overcome.  

Keywords: environmental education; sustainability education; education for sustainable 

development; ecopsychology; conservation psychology; environmental ethics; hope and 

optimism; tragedy 



Introduction 

People have different understandings of what environmental education (EE) is. Like the concept 

“education” itself, environmental education is often seen to refer to children and youth in particular. 

These age groups are in a major role in environmental education, but a wider view includes all age 

groups. A classic definition was made already in the late 1970s: “Environmental education should 

cater to all ages and socio-professional groups in the population” (Tbilisi Declaration 1977). 

 

Thus defined, it is clear that environmental education is pursued in many areas and disciplines 

where the actual term is not used. A title of a recent book suggest this wider vision: Environmental 

Education and Advocacy (Johnson and Mappin [ed.] 2009). All activities which aim at shaping 

people’s nature-relationships can be seen to have a dimension of environmental education. Even 

more widely, other activities can be analyzed for their implicit views on environmental education in 

the sense of asking what kind of views of human-nature-relationships they convey. Naturally there 

is a need for a focused and explicit EE, both as an academic discipline and a practice, but it is 

crucial to understand the wide nature of the issue. 

  

During the last decades, when terminology related to sustainability has been popular, the term 

environmental education has often been replaced by “education for sustainable development” 

(ESD) and related terms, such as “sustainability education” and “education for sustainability” 

(Gough 2013, 13; cf. Berryman and Sauvé 2013; Sterling 2001). The use of terms has been related 

to differing views of education, environmental action and the balance between the needs of human 

communities and ecosystems, but also to more accidental factors such as the prevalence of a certain 

term and discipline in the institution where a certain scholar is educated or working. Similarities are 

found from the thoughts of people working under different terms for their fields.  

 



In this article, I discuss the challenge posed to environmental education by those thinkers who claim 

that we should stop using the term sustainability, because the global situation is so severe. This is 

one of the reasons that I use the term EE as a general concept, but I want to emphasize that my 

discussion is closely related to what many people call sustainable education. Other relevant terms 

include “climate change education” and “futures education”. My main point is that environmental 

education (as widely understood) needs a realistic sense of tragedy. A major reason for this is the 

wide unconscious anxiety that people have. Hope and empowerment are still the responses to the 

situation, but the relation between hope and optimism must be clarified. 

 

I will provide ideas and even outlines for practical activities, but the main point is to engage in 

thinking (and feeling) about the requirements and aims of EE in the current situation. My approach 

is interdisciplinary and I discuss especially the connections between EE and “psychologies of the 

environment”, which I later call ecopsychology for brevity (for the various related terms, see Paidas 

2011; Scott et al. 2016; Clayton and Myers 2015). This means that I discuss heavy themes such as 

anxiety and mortality, but also hope and joy.  

 

As a result, some may think that my discussion is quite far from environmental education as it is 

often understood on a popular level: as practical activities where people learn how ecosystems 

function, care together for local environments, and so on. However, there has always been a wider 

dimension in thinking about EE, and in addition many of these deep themes have been implicitly 

present. I argue that in the current situation, we need more explicit and carefully thought-out 

treatment of them.  

 

My discussion contributes in a rather new kind of way to a long-standing key issue in research on 

EE, the gap between people’s values and the perceived action. While related psychological and to 



some extent existential factors have been somewhat discussed by scholars in EE (f.ex. Brownlee, 

Powell, and Hallo 2013; Selby 2011; Jickling and Wals 2008; Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002; cf. 

Stevenson et al. 2013, 514–515), I draw more extensively on the latest ecopsychological research 

on the scale and seriousness of unconscious anxiety as a factor which prevents positive action. This 

explains also the phenomenon that many people seem to be indifferent about climate change and 

related issues: the reason may be that instead of not caring, people in fact care too much, and resort 

to psychological defenses or paralyzing anxiety, apathy and helplessness. Thus, my article is related 

also to the discussion of “fear appeals” in EE. 

 

Drawing from my own field of expertise, religious studies and theology, I discuss the role of 

existential and spiritual factors in the phenomenon. Some of the EE activities that I discuss have a 

general spiritual tone in the sense that they deal with the deep dimensions of existence and meaning. 

I argue that these kind of activities can be conducted either within or without a certain spiritual or 

religious tradition. However, I do believe, as some other scholars that I discuss here, that there are 

some “best practices” by spiritual and religious communities that can be very helpful in addressing 

the deep dimensions of EE in an age of crisis. 

 

Among scholars working in the field of EE, I emphasize the importance of the work of David 

Hicks. It is fascinating that we have ended up in many similar views and recommendations: I knew 

Hicks’ earlier work, but only after I had completed the first draft of this article did I read his 

Educating for Hope in Troubled Times (2014), which includes many similarities with my work. In 

the history of Hicks’ work, there is a movement towards more caution as regards optimism and this 

is most evident in this latest book of his. Drawing from some of the similar sources that I do and 

from the famous EE thinker David Orr (2009), Hicks includes more pessimism about the future and 

argues for the need to deal with this situation in (environmental) education. I will refer to Hicks’ 



work in many places in my article, but may it be said already here that a certain difference between 

our views is that I discuss tragedy and anxiety more, and I make a stronger difference between hope 

and optimism. The closest approach to mine is the one taken by Kelsey and Armstrong (2012). 

 

My article, like Hicks’ work, includes a strong dimension of futures education. As Hicks and Bord 

(2011), I emphasize the need for the performer of EE, the “environmental educator” or who I call a 

“leader”, to engage in a personal process of dealing with visions of future (cf. Kelsey and 

Armstrong 2012, 197). In practice, this means wrestling with anxiety and the relation of despair and 

hope. By the term “leader” I do not wish to over-emphasize that role, for I believe in much of what 

theorists of constructive learning have argued, but I join those who argue that in times of crisis, 

including the climate crisis, the importance of good leadership turns crucial (Välimäki and 

Lehtonen 2009; Randall 2009, 126). 

 

The psychoanalysts have pointed out that their possible insight into socio-environmental situations 

will most probably generate resistance, since that is the usual reaction when unconscious processes 

are called into daylight (Rustin 2013, 171). Hicks has discussed a similar kind of resistance that has 

arisen in connection with the ideas that he has been discussing (2014, 66). I expect that my deeper 

plunge into troubling issues, such as mortality, will probably meet resistance also, perhaps for 

various reasons. However, I hope that the challenge posed by the thinkers who I’m discussing 

would be carefully considered, perhaps over time if necessary.  

 

Thus, my discussion is linked to several of the recognized needs for further research in EE 

(Stevenson et al. 2013), such as the role of emotions, hope and worldviews. I hope that my article 

will spark further discussion between various disciplines. For example, ecopsychologists rarely cite 

works in EE, even when they in practice discuss same themes. 



 

Anxiety, Denial and Disavowal 

 

Even beyond the threat of nuclear warfare, I think, the ecological crisis is the greatest threat 

mankind collectively has ever faced … My hypothesis is that man [sic] is hampered in his 

meeting of this environmental crisis by a severe and pervasive apathy which is based largely 

upon feelings and attitudes of which he is unconscious (Searles 1972). 

 

Environmental education has always tried to balance between two things: a realistic account of the 

threats that the world is facing and an ethos which would motivate and empower people. Like many 

other environmental disciplines, EE has existed in essence for a long time, but it has been greatly 

strengthened since the late 1960s and the birth of the wider environmental movement (Gough 

2013). In that movement, a major tenet has been consciousness about the severity of environmental 

problems and the possibility of a major crisis, even an apocalyptic one. It has remained a contested 

issue a) whether a major crisis is coming and b) how should information and fears about such a 

crisis be discussed (f.ex. Buell 1995, Chapter 9; cf. Skrimshire [ed.] 2010; Eckersley 2008).  

 

Some have thought that it is only realistic to be serious about the threats and that the gravity of the 

situation will spark action. Others have pointed out that there is psychological evidence that “fear 

appeals” do not in general generate positive action, but may instead be counterproductive (see 

Dickinson et al. 2013; Marshall 2015, 138–144). In environmentalism, there has been much 

discussion and debate about this issue. As a result, many, indeed most, of those who wish to 

advance environmental matters (later: environmentalists1) have stressed that anxiety and guilt 

should not be generated (Lertzman 2015, 4; Weintrobe 2013a, 33).  

 



Thus, this is a key issue in environmental education, both in the specific field of EE and in the EE 

dimensions in all environmentalism. There are various major theories of EE, but practically all of 

them emphasize the need for a positive vision, where the individual is able to see that her actions 

can contribute to the state of things and thus can experience empowerment (Gough 2013; cf. Palmer 

1998; Hungerford and Volk 1990). Educator David Sobel (1996) warns about generating “eco-

phobia” by discussing too many negative things related to environmental conditions (cf. Kelsey and 

Armstrong 2012, 187–188). Many scholars in both EE and psychology emphasize “optimism” as a 

key issue, in varying measure (Stevenson et al. 2013, 514; Clayton, Manning and Hodge 2014, 41; 

Fritze et al. 2008; Chang 2014, 107). Some have believed in technological solutions (cf. Huckle as 

quoted in Hicks 2002, 69). 

 

However, two major and intertwined issues partly challenge this traditional understanding. First, if 

Clive Hamilton, John Foster and many others are right, the socio-environmental situation of the 

world is so severe that a major crisis is truly coming and indeed has already started. Second, these 

authors also point out that there is widespread denial and disavowal, because the crisis is so difficult 

to bear, and because it stands in opposition to a major traditional belief system, belief in progress 

(Hamilton [2011] 2015; Foster 2015; cf. Jamieson 2014). How should and could this situation be 

dealt with in EE? In Susan Koger’s (2015, 246) words: “Somehow, we need to convey the urgency 

of the situation and engage and empower our audiences without overwhelming them or sending 

them into despair or retail therapy.” 

 

A starting point is to recognize and admit that it is difficult to think about these issues for leaders in 

EE also. Two recent popular but well researched books introduce the wide variety of factors which 

make it difficult for us deal with these questions. The titles are telling: What Are We Thinking When 

We Are Not Thinking About Climate Change (Stoknes 2015) and Don’t Even Think About It: Why 



Our Brains are Wired to Ignore Climate Change (Marshall 2015). There are biological, social, 

psychological and political reasons for denial and disavowal. These two books make for excellent 

reading for both educators and educational activities (for youth and adults).  

 

David Orr (2009, 184) tells that he has not met many educators who would be willing to consider 

the seriousness of the situation. This has direct links with the absence of activities related to 

emotions and existential themes in EE (Zeyer and Kelsey 2013; Kagawa and Selby [eds.] 2010; 

Kool and Kelsey 2006). Indeed, an emphasis on the importance of emotional preparation for 

teachers in climate change education is absent from many books, which usually stress the cognitive 

dimensions (cf. Chang 2014). A telling example is mentioned by Hicks (2014, 66): when he 

proposed that the emotional dimension should be dealt with, an educator replied that “I don’t expect 

to have to be a therapist in my work”. However, as Macy and Johnstone (2012, 2) argue: “How can 

we even begin to tackle the mess we’re in if we consider it too depressing to think about?” 

 

Care must be taken in thinking about how to present troubling information (cf. Hicks and Bord 

2001), but it is important to realize that the beginning of the conversation can also be relieving. One 

can start simply by asking himself and the audience: how do we feel about the socio-environmental 

situation of the world and about climate change? (To keep the text flowing, I shall often use the 

terms “climate change” or “crisis” to describe the wide socio-environmental crisis.) Questions and 

guidelines for both personal and group reflection are offered by Hicks (2014, 75–76, 88–89), as 

well as Macy and Johnstone (2012, 72, 76–78).  

 

In other words, the environmental education leader should wrestle with the “difficult problem of 

anxiety” (term used by Weintrobe 2013a). I use the term anxiety both for a specific emotion and 

more widely: anxiety is linked to many other emotions, such as fear, helplessness, hatred, despair 



and depression (cf. Miceli and Castelfranchi 2010, 264–265). In psychological and psychoanalytical 

literature, there is now enlightening research and discussion about this phenomena (Clayton et al. 

2015; Weintrobe [ed.] 2013; Nicholsen 2002), and I will discuss several aspects of it below. For its 

part, this research explains the inaction that is experienced in relation to climate change (cf. 

Brownlee, Powell and Hallo 2013; Gifford 2011). There is a grave need to help people to 

understand the scale and hiddenness of this anxiety, which is often called eco-anxiety. Philosopher 

Joanna Macy, who has developed many EE activities, has been a pioneer in discussing this 

“environmental despair” (1983, 1995). 

 

The environmental crisis and climate change have both direct and indirect, gradual effects (Doherty 

and Clayton 2011; Clayton, Manning and Hodge 2014; cf. Weissbecker [ed.] 2011). The indirect 

effects are often difficult to notice for several reasons. First, they may happen gradually and avoid 

attention. Second, they are often unconscious. There is an increasing scholarly discussion about 

these indirect effects and I can only refer to some major tenets here. An illuminating comparison 

can be made to the threat of nuclear devastation and the research that has been conducted of 

people’s reactions to it. Because these kind of problems are very difficult to solve and because they 

cause constant threat, people feel disempowered. Depression rates increase and especially the 

people who are, for various reasons, in a vulnerable position are prone to serious health effects, 

such as disorders and severe depression (Kidner 2007; Fritze et al. 2008; Doherty and Clayton 

2011; Clayton, Manning and Hodge 2014). 

  

There are various methods that people use to survive the anxiety. The best ways of adaptation are 

linked to positive action (cf. Randall 2009, 122–124; Reser and Swim 2011), but often the anxiety 

results in various forms of denial and disavowal as psychological defenses. Outright denialism is 

only one form of these (Stoknes 2015, 9–84; Foster 2015, Chapter 1). Psychoanalysts have warned 



that denial as disavowal may be more dangerous, because it builds a situation where reality both is 

and is not accepted. People find a way to live on their lives, ignoring the grave dangers even while 

information about them grows. Sally Weintrobe summaries the phenomenon:   

- The reality has become too obvious to be simply denied with negation.  

- There is anxiety that the damage is already too great to repair. 

- There is felt to be not enough support and help to bear the anxiety and suffering that 

knowledge of reality brings (Weintrobe 2013a, 44). 

Avoiding the subject of anxiety does not make people’s anxieties about climate change go 

away. The defenses used to minimize anxieties drive them underground, where they are not 

worked through and can escalate. People need genuine emotional support to bear their 

anxieties... (46). 

 

Environmental education thinkers Hicks and Bord (2001) have warned that leaders can make only 

things worse if they are not careful about the ways in which global problems are dealt with. There 

must be enough time and resources to engage the matters with the audience, and the audience must 

have opportunities for self-reflection and peer group work. Emotional support from the leaders is 

required (cf. Hicks 2014, Chapter 4, 173–176; Lehtonen, Cantell and Salonen 2016; Næss 2008). 

Otherwise, there is the danger that anxiety or the “wall of denial” only grows stronger (Stoknes 

2015, 78).  

 

A factor which proves the importance of such activities, and helps in them, is the fact that people do 

have a certain resonance with the situation. Weintrobe (2013a, 42) points out that “Deep down ... 

most people know this, at least unconsciously” (similarly Stoknes 2015, 7–8). Norgaard’s study 

(2011) on the cultural forms on denial supports this: sometimes, the anxiety behind all the “acting” 

shows itself, for example late at night. My own experiences of discussing with people in Europe and 

North America confirm this, although I have collected no scientific data of these talks (cf. Moe-

Lobeda 2013, 95–96). Roy Scranton argues strikingly: 



The problem with our response to climate change isn’t a problem with passing the right laws or 

finding the right place for carbon or changing people’s minds or raising awareness. Everybody 

already knows. The problem is that the problem is too big. The problem is that different people 

want different things. The problem is that nobody has real answers. The problem is that the 

problem is us. (2015, 68, italics in original) 

 

Thus, the question in environmental education is not anymore whether environmental education 

should deal with anxiety, for anxiety is already there (similar views in EE literature have been taken 

by Hicks 2014; Zeyer and Kelsey 2013; Kelsey and Armstrong 2012, 188–193; Selby 2011; 

Lehtonen 2015; cf. Forrest and Feder [eds.] 2011). The question is how anxiety is dealt with; how 

unconscious anxiety is lured into daylight and processed in such a way as to generate positive action 

and resilience. Despair and “doom and gloom” must not have the final word, but still the problems 

have to be faced. The prevailing attitude in EE writing is right in emphasizing positive matters and 

empowerment, but the relation between hope and optimism must be carefully thought about and a 

certain sense of tragedy must be included. I will return to this theme of hope after I have discussed 

several major facets related to this anxiety and the ways in which EE can function in relation to 

them. 

 

Mortality, Finitude and Fear 

A major source of eco-anxiety is fear related to the future: what will happen to us, our loved ones 

and nature? Some thinkers believe that fear is the key: people want to avoid it and those who want 

to use power use fear to control the masses (Wuthnow 2010; Pyszczynski 2004; cf. Klein 2007, 

2014). Many thinkers have stressed that these fears are closely linked with mortality and finitude. 

Regarding climate change, people realize that it posits a danger of causing loss and even death. This 

is almost unbearable. As a result, people resort into denial and disavowal related to climate change. 

However, because anxiety is not dealt with, but instead it is repressed, it only gets worse (Foster 



2015; Marshall 2015, 205–210; Scranton 2015; Weintrobe 2013a, 42–43; Dickinson 2009; 

Nicholsen 2002, esp. 108–112, 137–141; Pyszczynski, Greenberg and Solomon 1999). 

 

The denial of death is an ancient issue and its role in technological societies has been deemed great 

(Becker 1973). Overly optimistic belief in the possibilities of science and technology can be seen as 

an effort to find a means to overcome mortality. The most extreme forms of transhumanism are 

current examples of this, and it should be kept in mind that several transhumanists are positive 

about climate engineering (and related notions, of which see Jamieson 2014, Chapter 7) as a means 

to deal with the mounting climate crisis (cf. Bonneuil 2015, 23–26). Foster (2015) links this with 

faith in progress: because people are too anxious about finitude, they resort to belief in 

progressivism.  

 

Nicholsen (2002, 130–131) has raised up the important notion of “symbolic immortality” in relation 

to human-environment relations and eco-anxiety. Drawing on Robert J. Lifton’s classic research, 

she discusses how people search for meaning by desiring that their life would continue to have 

significance after they have died. People wish that their lives would continue symbolically, which 

means a combination of actual continuation and metaphorical continuation, in various ways: either 

in their close ones (especially children), in the legacy of their work efforts, in the legacy of their 

artistic or creative efforts, in some kind of eternal life offered by religious faith, or, notably, in 

nature. I draw special attention to the last point: many people are comforted, often half-consciously, 

by the thought that nature, the ecosystems will go on, life will continue, and their bodies and actions 

will be transformed into particles in the lasting process of nature (cf. Weintrobe 2013b).  

 

Now in the time of environmental crisis and the threat of atomic warfare, Nicholsen emphasizes, all 

these forms of symbolic immortality are threatened. Many people in industrialized countries do not 



find solace in the faiths of traditional religions (cf. Jamieson 2014, 200; Foster 2015, 111), and the 

environmental catastrophe threatens to take away all other aspects of symbolic immortality. This is 

why the situation is so traumatic and causes so much anxiety, Nicholsen argues (similarly, with 

different concepts, Weintrobe 2013b, 42–43; Steiner 2013, 81–82; Kidner 2007, 138).  

 

If these thinkers are right, as I belief they are, if our fear of mortality causes anxiety which results in 

denial, disavowal and wrong types of environment-related behavior, then environmental education 

must in some way deal with this problem. Some may think that this goes beyond what EE is, but, 

given the situation, these deep issues have to be wrestled with, if anxiety is to be realized and 

burdens relieved. The two challenges for EE are: 

 helping people realize how mortality is related to our fears, anxieties and denial of climate 

change, and 

 helping people to come to grips with mortality, which is a source of empowerment and 

resilience. 

 

However, the challenge is that when this issue of mortality is evoked, it can generate very strong 

emotions in audiences and even result in counterproductive action. Janis Dickinson, who has given 

deep thought to this issue, writes:  

While climate change is a dire problem, one that is threatening to people’s lifestyle, health, and 

survival, there is evidence that framing it within the context of threats, a strategy known as ‘fear 

appeals,’ can have the opposite of the intended effect. One suspected reason for this is that 

when asked to think about mortality people have a set of anxiety-buffering defenses that 

they subconsciously evoke ... (Dickinson et al. 2013, 147, emphasis mine) 

 



Others have noticed the same phenomenon: when confronted, people desperately cling on to the 

path that they have earlier chosen. It would be too painful to confront reality. Sometimes, it seems, 

this results in concentrating on work in a manner which suggests that implicitly work is for that 

person a major hope for symbolic immortality (cf. Hamilton [2011] 2015, 215–216).  

 

Thus, dealing with mortality requires care, but it is of utmost importance. Explicitly death has been 

dealt with very little in environmental education, but implicitly it has been related to numerous 

facets of it. Some beginning have been made by Joshua Russell’s recent article (2016), which 

focuses on children’s experiences of deaths of companion animals. Russell explores “the cognitive, 

affective, and moral potential of an environmentally-centered death education” (13). I share 

Russell’s interest on the theme and emphasize its relevance to eco-anxiety. Dealing with the 

mortality of animals is linked with dealing with our own mortality. It can also strengthen our 

understanding of interconnections between humans and other nature.  

 

Mortality is an undercurrent in all futures education, although usually unconsciously. In addition, I 

think that EE has also implicitly helped people to deal with their mortality by strengthening their 

connections with natural environments, which people find therapeutic. What is needed now is more 

explicit integration of “education in mortality” with EE. Insights for this can be gained by reading 

Roy Scranton’s Learning to Die in the Anthropocene (2015), which is an enlarged version of his 

much discussed writing in The New York Times. Drawing from his experiences as a soldier in the 

American-Iraq war, Scranton argues that we must retrieve the ancient task of philosophy (and, I 

would add, religion): dealing with mortality, accepting that we will die. In the line of Hamilton, 

Foster and others, Scranton discusses the severity of the environmental crisis and argues that in 

order to be able to live, we must first learn to die (cf. Foster 2015, 191–192).  

 



There are some studies in EE which admit that a careful use of “fear appeals” can provide positive 

results (Li 2014; cf. Dickinson et al. 2013; De Young 2013, 239). Harrison and Mallett (2013) argue 

that “mortality salience” can positively influence environmental behavior, if there is already some 

concern for it. Further research is evidently needed. However, what I am arguing here is that 

education in mortality can and should include gentle aspects, which makes it quite different from 

fear appeals as apocalyptic warnings. 

 

What would such an environmental education be like? There is a need to develop it collectively, by 

listening to different voices and developing contextual methods. Along with fear and mortality, 

things that should be discussed and processed include grief, loss, guilt and shame; however, a 

deeper treatment of these themes must be left to another article. Some of the rudiments include:  

- the important role of natural environments, even parks or riversides in cities, as places where there 

is solace enough to engage oneself and others in encountering our mortality 

- the crucial role of wrestling with classics in arts and literature. As examples, I mention 

Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Harry Martinson’s Aniara, Albert Camus’ The Plague (cf. the 

discussion about it in Hamilton 2013; Stoknes 2015, 225–226; Gibbons 2013ab), and the movie The 

Dead Poets’ Society. The literature on ecocriticism offers insights for this (see Buell 2005; cf. Orr 

2009, 192).  

- the use of drama and art-based environmental education (see van Boeckel 2013). For example, 

Finnish art educators have conducted an activity for children in which they seek three items from 

nature: one related to birth, one to living and one to death (van Boeckel 2009, 147). 

- the possibilities offered by spiritual (generally defined) activities and experiences (cf. Koger 2015; 

Selby 2011, 8; Christie 2013), such as: experiencing deeper connection with nature; burials of 

animals; and other ritual-type activities where mortality is encountered. Co-operation with various 

organizations, for example in the line of action research (see Stevenson and Robottom 2013), 



provides help in these kind of activities. One option is collaboration with various local spiritual 

communities and leaders (Ramsay and Manderson 2011; Hitzhusen 2012, 2011, 2007, 2006; 

Hitzhusen and Tucker 2013; Toh and Cavagas 2010). 

 

Tragedy 

Many environmentalists and environmental educators warn about using tragedy to describe the 

situation in the world. Philip Smith and Nicholas Howe argue in their insightful book, Climate 

Change as Social Drama (2015) that the narrative of tragedy tends to give a message that things are 

beyond the control of people. Like many other environmental thinkers, they see this as 

counterproductive.  

  

On the other hand, many thinkers emphasize the gravity of the situation and either explicitly or 

implicitly discuss tragedy in its various forms. Among these thinkers, John Foster has given special 

attention to defining tragedy. In his view, events are made tragic not only because of the evil in 

them, but because of the ways in which even good intentions often have tragic consequences. 

Tragedy reveals troubling aspects of the structure of being itself and is thus closely linked to 

finitude. “Tragedy in the full sense arises when disaster ensues from and expresses destructive 

weaknesses which are inherent in the key life-strengths of an agent, whether an individual, an 

institution or, as in the present case, a mode of civilisation” (Foster 2015, 93, italics in original). 

 

I think that Foster is right: we should stop and see the tragic elements of reality (cf. Eagleton 2015; 

McIntosh 2008). In addition, perhaps surprisingly for many, a sense of tragedy can help us to 

remain resilient. If we are honest, we see that massive forces in the human world contribute to the 

current crisis. Social structures can be made better, but it is very difficult, especially in the long run. 

Currently, the situation is that people are offered as a standard relatively small options for 



“greening” their lifestyles and making an impact (cf. Marshall 2015, 192–197; Stoknes 2015; Brulle 

and Dunlap 2015, 8–12). This can lead to what Sapiains, Beeton and Walker (2015) call 

“dissociative experience”. Many people feel social and personal (conscience-related) pressure to do 

something to alleviate the crisis. Even if they resort to the minor options that are available, they end 

up experiencing anxiety, because deep down they know that this is not enough. As a psychological 

defense they then tend to dissociate their own behavior and the actual demands of global situation 

(cf. Ojala 2012), ending up in a kind of neurotic behavior (cf. Lehtonen and Välimäki 2013). 

Another option is that they become depressed because they carry the whole world on their 

shoulders, which is a symptom many environmentalists have (Stoknes 2015, 88).  

 

A sense of tragedy, together with various means for strengthening resilience, can allow us to face 

the reality: our actions, both personal and social, are inadequate. We are caught in a plight. We are 

both guilty and victims, which makes the situation both tricky (Nicholsen 2002, 142) and 

potentially relieving. This kind of tragic realism can alleviate anxiety, but further work is needed to 

address the question of hope, so that we do not end up in inaction or despair. The critics of the use 

of tragedy are right in saying that without hope, anxiety grows. This is closely related to the 

question of inevitability.  

 

Some thinkers relate inevitability and necessity closely with tragedy and I think that the critique of 

the use of tragedy in EE is linked with this kind of view (cf. Smith and Howe 2015; MacLellan 

2015, 52–53). However, there is a difference here between tragic drama and life. A tragic drama is a 

play, a setting of boundaries, an aspect of reality. Observing a tragic drama is a kind of a 

vaccination: it can provide health by injecting a suitable amount of the sickness in us and indeed 

reminding us that we have the potential for the sickness. At the same time, its role is to remind us of 

the good things that still remain, especially in contrast to the scenario that the tragic drama creates.  



 

If tragedy is the only and all-comprehensive narrative as related to climate change and the future of 

the world, then the critics of its use in EE are right: such a narrative is to be avoided. But tragedy 

has its important place as a reminder and exploration of key aspects of reality. It is the setting for 

“deep hope” (Hicks 2014, 106) or “realistic hope” (Orr 2009, 185). After all, one of the historical 

aims of tragedy has been to generate compassion (Wallace 2007, 5–6; Bushnell 2008).  

Hope, Meaning and Joy 

What is needed is hope in the midst of tragedy. It is important to note that the concepts “hope” and 

“optimism” are used in various ways, as is the adjective “hopeful” (Alarcon, Bowling and Khazon 

2013; Scioli and Biller 2009; Webb 2007; McGeer 2004; Miceli and Castelfranchi 2010). I join 

those thinkers who argue that it is useful to separate hope and optimism in relation to the different 

views of future inherent in them. Optimism is linked with belief in a better future, often in 

“progress” (Foster 2015; Nicholsen 2002, 183; cf. Eagleton 2015). As David Orr (2009, 181–186) 

notes, optimism often generates good results, but it can sometimes be dangerous (cf. Scott et al. 

2016, 190–191).  

 

Hamilton ([2011] 2015, 129–133) discusses “illusions” and “delusions” as related to hope and 

optimism. “Positive illusions”, referring to a famous book with the same title by Shelley Taylor, can 

be empowering and important for the psyche. However, there is a danger that they turn into harmful 

delusions, which enable people to avoid making necessary changes and choices. Even Martin 

Seligman, a guru of Positive Psychology, admits that when positive thinking is not able to change 

the future, people “must have the courage to endure pessimism” (131). 

 

Hamilton himself (2013) suggests that the required attitude is “pessimism of strength” or “active 

nihilism” (28, borrowing the last concept from Nietzsche). Personally, I join those who see that the 



concept of hope has much possibilities for EE. Hope is a powerful word, it has a long history and it 

has an implicit relation to tragedy and finitude, even when this has to be discussed and brought into 

daylight (Scioli and Biller 2009). Webb’s (2007) discussion of five different “modes of hoping” is 

important reading for environmental educators: in the proposals about hope made by various 

thinkers, there is manifested a certain variety of views of hope, such as patient hope and utopian 

hope. 

 

The crucial point is that hope can be strongly related to a process of creating meaning and positive 

action, not so much to a certain goal or state of the future (cf. Clayton & Myers 2009, 204–205; 

Jamieson 2014, 237–238). Naturally a vision is needed, but the difference between hope and 

optimism is that hope can prevail even when there is no certainty at all about the future. This is the 

“radical hope” that philosopher Jonathan Lear and educators Orr and Hicks champion: “it is 

directed toward a future goodness that transcends the current ability to understand what it is. 

Radical hope anticipates a good for which those who have the hope as yet lack the appropriate 

concepts with which to understand it” (Lear as quoted in Orr 2009, 173 and Hicks 2014, 109; cf. 

Williston 2012).  

 

Foster (2015, 17) takes a very similar view and argues that: “the opposite of despair is not optimism 

... but hope”. Hope is a conviction that there is still something worthwhile; contrary to despair, 

which believes that there is nothing left. There is a possibility for something more honest, more 

resilient; it may not be “better” in the modern sense of “progress”, but still a step forward in another 

sense. As Orr notes (2009, 181–185), there is sometimes a tenet in optimism that achieving a better 

future is relatively easy; he and the other advocates of “deep hope” point out that it will be very 

difficult. One could say that for them (and me) hope is a virtue, a habit of finding meaning and 



resilience, not giving up. Hope “can mean the clear-eyed determination to live anyway” (Foster 

2015, 92).  

 

Several other thinkers agree. Macy and Johnstone (2012, 3) champion “active hope”, which does 

not require optimism and can be practiced even when we feel hopeless. Stoknes (2015, 220–222) 

emphasizes “active pessimism” and “grounded hope”: “It’s hopeless and I’ll give it my all”, he 

summarizes.  

 

However, it takes courage to encounter reality and to be able to hope (Orr 2009, 173, 184–185; van 

Boeckel 2009, 158; in theology, see Tillich 1965, 1952). This is a tough challenge for leaders in 

education and advocacy. The leaders must have the courage to engage in working with the 

“affective and existential” dimensions of the situation (cf. Hicks and Bord 2001, 424). 

 

Even despair can contain seeds of hope, as James Hillman and several others have pointed out 

(Stoknes 2015, 188–189, 219; Nicholsen 2002, 183–185; Hicks 2014, 106–109). Separation of hope 

from a certain clearly defined state of the future helps also to avoid what McGeer (2004, 110–111) 

calls “willful hope”, which often results in using others only as tools to advance one’s goals, and in 

depression if the result is not achieved. Orr (2009, 189–190) compares the certain heart-breaking 

situation that realism brings with a situation of a doctor who knows how serious a perceived illness 

is: the patient must be told, and as a result, surprising courage and determination often occurs. As 

pointed out above, this requires that the teacher, the environmental educator, must first process 

these things herself.  

 

In research on EE, the studies by Ojala (2016, 2012, 2007) confirm the crucial importance of hope 

for people living in our times. Ojala’s studies focus on young people, who are an excellent source, 



because many of them have not yet resorted to forms of denial. Many studies have revealed that 

youth experience much anxiety about the global situation. As a needed response to the situation, 

Ojala (2012) defines three main themes for what she calls “constructive hope”, as differentiated 

from “hope” as denial, which means wishful thinking (cf. McGeer 2004). Based on the analysis of 

interviews, people needed “positive re-appraisal”, the ability to see something meaningful and 

promising after encountering the situation of the world. This was often related to “trust in sources 

outside oneself”: people wanted and often needed to believe that there are forces and institutions 

which are working towards good. And finally, people needed “trust in one’s own ability to 

influence environmental problems in a positive direction”. 

  

Ojala does not discuss tragedy per se, but a discussion with her results provides an example about 

the ways in which hope and tragedy can be combined. She notes that hope gives “energy to act even 

in the absence of certainties” (Ojala 2012, 627). This absence and its tragic character can be 

strengthened in relation to the three main themes she describes. Positive re-appraisal can be linked 

with creating meaning, stressing hope and not optimism. Ojala herself notes that trust in others is 

not necessarily well-founded or beneficial for environmental responsibility, for it can be a form of 

externalizing action to others (628). Thirdly, the trust in one’s own ability to influence 

environmental problems in a positive direction can be interpreted as development of resilience: the 

positive direction need not be “progress” in the traditional sense, but a more honest, meaningful and 

resilient situation (cf. Hicks 2002, 76–77).  

 

Many people, deep down, resonate with the need for a realistic hope. They are aware that there are 

no easy solutions to the vast problems (cf. Marshall 2015, 145–149; Smith and Howe 2015, 199–

200). Realistic hope has its discomforting elements, but it can also be deeply relieving for teachers, 

for example. Many teachers who have the task of dealing with climate education have struggled 



with the problem of anxiety, despair and hope (cf. Kelsey and Armstrong 2012, 189). They have the 

idea that they must not express their anxieties to children and youth, for that would generate despair 

(Hamilton [2011] 2015, 129). These warnings, which are often found in climate education 

materials, are relevant in the sense that the teacher must be careful not to project her anxieties to 

children (Österlind 2012, 46); and it should be kept in mind that the relations between the 

generations are a tricky issue psychologically (cf. Nicholsen 2002, 11, 135).  

 

However, realistic discussion, where both tragedy and hope are dealt with, can be empowering for 

both the teacher and the audience. As discussed above, there is already anxiety that should be dealt 

with. Dickinson et al. (2013, 156) argue: “If psychological resilience in the face of dire problems is 

a matter of tolerating increased anxiety, rather than suppressing it, then a combination of 

empowerment (collective efficacy) with compassion for other organisms may be a favorable 

emotional outcome of climate change education.” As Kelsey and Armstrong (2012), I argue that 

environmental education must build on hope as resilience. 

 

Hicks provides many practical recommendations for educators in relation to discussing realistic 

hope (2014, 70–77, 85–90, 100–104, 144–146). His research of the “sources of hope” for people 

has provided an important list of things to be grateful of (110–120; cf. Macy and Johnstone 2012, 

Chapter 3; Kelsey [ed.] 2014). This points to a crucial dimension of joy and play, which may sound 

somewhat absurd after all the discussion above about anxiety, grief and other heavy matters. 

However, some of the most profound joy is found from places and people who have a strong sense 

of the tragic: that has helped them to appreciate daily life and ordinary things, and realistic hope can 

bring empowerment (cf. Stoknes 2015, 188–189).   

 



Basically, there are two possibilities to respond to mortality and all that it contains: one can despair 

of the brevity of time (cf. Sigmund Freud on transience, quoted in Lertzman 2013, 124–126) or one 

can practice the art of carpe diem, living in the present. Writers such as Annie Dillard (1974) and 

Rachel Carson (1965) have written eloquently of the joy that a sense of wonder and a capacity to 

remain open to the world, despite the pain involved, can bring (cf. Foster 2015, 97–98, 109–110). 

As Carson’s example shows, such an attitude can be strongly linked with positive action. A third 

writer, Vaclav Havel condensed some elementary aspects of such an attitude in his discussion of 

hope: 

Hope ... is not prognostication. It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart; it 

transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its 

horizons . . . Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the same as joy that things are going 

well, . . . but, rather, an ability to work for something because it is good (quoted in Orr 2009, 

182). 

 

Others have described this kind of attitude by emphasizing the importance of retaining an ability to 

play well (cf. Clayton and Myers 2015, 295–296). Theologian Hugo Rahner goes so far as to say 

that only a homo ludens, the human at play, is able to take in both the tragedy and the joy. He seeks 

to describe “that attitude that is poised between gaiety and gravity, between mirth and tragedy, and 

which the Greeks designated by the inimitable expression ... the “grave-merry” man. Such a man 

[sic] is capable of making his life into a game, and a very lovely one at that, because he knows that 

this life is either a comedy or tragedy” (Rahner 1972, 9).  

 

Thus, there is a link to “well-being” and “happiness” (cf. Weissbecker [ed.] 2011; Kelsey and 

Armstrong 2012) in my argument, but I emphasize the need to encounter the tragic situation 

realistically. The way in which I would frame the narrative for our socio-environmental situation 

(cf. Smith and Howe 2015) is not melodrama and neither a simple tragedy, but a combination of 



tragedy and hope. It should be noted here that some thinkers use the concept of optimism in ways 

which come close to what I have discussed as hope. Examples include the application of Victor 

Frankl’s “tragic optimism” as meaning-creating activity which builds resilience (Ramsay and 

Manderson 2011, 168–171), Hicks’s “cautious optimism” (2014, 175) and the “dark optimism” 

discussed by Hoggett (2013).   

 

A somewhat similar stance is taken by one of the most influential environmental thinkers of the 

twentieth century, Aldo Leopold (1886–1948), who provided pioneering reflections on 

environmental education also. He believed that “fear and indignation” are not the ways in which 

children and youth should be educated. Manifesting what has been called above “realistic hope”, 

Leopold ([1955] 1993) stated that:  “we shall not achieve harmony with land, any more than we 

shall achieve justice or liberty for people. In these higher aspirations, the important point is not to 

achieve, but to strive” (155–157).  

 

It’s a tough task. But an honest one, and one much needed.  
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1 There is a problem in labeling people who wish to advance environmental matters as “environmentalists”, 

because the use of the term is often related to identity politics. However, I use the term here for brevity.  


