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The other day, I was looking back over the photos I took at the Fill The Hill climate change event in
Ottawa, back in October of 2009. At the time, the event made me optimistic. Here were all these young
people concerned about climate change and ready to take personal action in response to it.
When I look at the photos now, the Hill seems a bit thinly populated. Contrast how many people turned
out to express their concern about climate change with how many people get excited about a
meaningless hockey game or concert and it seems like humanity has cause to worry.
The most important reason to deal with climate change is the ethical obligation we owe to future
generations – the obligation to leave them a planet that can support their welfare. When it comes to how
people decide on their priorities, however, it seems like such ethical obligations are very low on the list,
way below personal financial welfare or convenience.
When I think about how the Amazon rainforest may be doomed because of human greenhouse gas
pollution, along with the Great Barrier Reef and countless species, I feel overwhelmed with revulsion
about how casually destructive our species is, and how little regard we show for the world which we
inhabit and ultimately depend upon completely. We do not have the technical means to build a
self-sustaining spacecraft and so the continued life of every human being on the planet depends on the
continued operation of all the physical and biological processes that make the Earth habitable. Now –
largely because we are fond of cheap energy – we are willfully assaulting those processes as though they
are indestructible.
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In the face of that, I wonder whether any personal efforts of mine are meaningful. If humanity as a
whole is determined to commit suicide, why should I spend my life trying to stop it? The forces pressing
for a sane and sustainable strategy seem to be far weaker than the forces that promise instant
gratification today, with little consideration for whatever consequences follow.
Normally, this is where I would try to write an uplifting closing about how doing the right thing is
appropriate, even when the odds are hopeless and when other people will actually resent you for making
the effort. The noble course combines self-sacrifice (reducing your personal impact) with determined
political action to try to produce a better outcome. While I still think that is true, and know my
conviction will eventually return, it is feeling thoroughly sapped at the moment, partly by the way voters
everywhere continue to make their political choices largely on the basis of their own short-term
economic self-interest.
Humanity is very clever in a micro sense – when it comes to solving small problems in ways that benefit
the solvers quickly and materially. When it comes to macro issues, it seems to be dumb luck and the
sheer durability of nature that explain why we haven’t wiped ourselves out already. That isn’t much
comfort though. There are limits to how much abuse nature can tolerate, and we have been beating it
pretty harshly with a wrench lately (with still-worse abuse promised for the future). Perhaps humanity
has no future, and perhaps the thing to do as individuals is choose whatever life seems most tolerable
with that possibility acknowledged.
Report a typo or inaccuracy
{ 17 comments… read them below or add one }
mek June 16, 2011 at 6:54 pm
Unfortunately for my own sanity, I feel morally compelled to resist. However, I think resistance
on the global macro-policy level is, again unfortunately, agreed to be futile. As William Rees
correctly notes, humans as a species are not behaving rationally. To their great credit, many people
are working on initiatives such as the Transition Network to increase food security and community
resilience. Even if you accept climate change as inevitable, there is no shortage of work to be
done. Resistance can be as simple as gardening, canning, homebrewing, building a personal
skillset and teaching others. Permaculture, De-Growth, Downshifting, etcetera… there are so
many post-peak movements it’s hard to remember half of them.
If political change is impossible within the system, all the more reason to work outside it.
Ryan June 16, 2011 at 8:39 pm
I strongly relate to your lack of optimism. I agree with mek that working outside the system is the
most effective way to bring about change. I also believe that it is good idea for most of us humans
to stop reproducing.
Gail June 17, 2011 at 12:06 am
Plus ça change…from ushistory.org:
“These are the times that try men’s souls.” This simple quotation from Founding Father Thomas
Paine’s The Crisis not only describes the beginnings of the American Revolution, but also the life
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of Paine himself. Throughout most of his life, his writings inspired passion, but also brought him
great criticism. He communicated the ideas of the Revolution to common farmers as easily as to
intellectuals, creating prose that stirred the hearts of the fledgling United States. He had a grand
vision for society: he was staunchly anti-slavery, and he was one of the first to advocate a world
peace organization and social security for the poor and elderly. But his radical views on religion
would destroy his success, and by the end of his life, only a handful of people attended his
funeral….Paine discovered that his contributions to the American Revolution had been all but
eradicated due to his religious views.”
Don’t get discouraged Milan! The journey is the point of it all – not what you accomplish at the
end, which can never be predicted anyway. I just found out I can watch Hulu movies online for
free. I kind of think you can’t get it in Canada but, I saw the Snow Walker – it’s not a great movie
but I liked it, it’s about surviving in the far north of Canada with no modern luxuries at all, but a
big beautiful sky.
Anon June 17, 2011 at 8:17 am
Mormon missionaries face the same quandary – almost nobody wants what they are selling.
What keeps them going? Largely the conviction that they are right and doing good, while others
are wrong and probably immoral to boot.
Milan June 17, 2011 at 9:06 am
The factual claims made by missionaries do not have a sound basis in evidence. By contrast, there
is a robust and interconnected body of evidence that supports the view tha we should be concerned
about what humanity is doing to the climate.
Milan June 17, 2011 at 9:07 am
That said, there may be some psychological similarities between the experiences of missionaries
and those of climate change activists.
Gail June 17, 2011 at 9:16 am
“…there may be some psychological similarities…”
A gracious gesture but I would venture to say that statement is nonsense. Missionaries of faith are
intrinsically operating from a completely different motivation than scientists, whose most
fundamental tenet is that a theory can be tested, and proved or disproved. There is no reason to
conflate the two unless the objective is to denigrate science because it goes against ideology.
Anon June 17, 2011 at 10:25 am
In both cases, there is a feeling of moral superiority. Also, a feeling that you are part of a small
group that understands an important truth that most people are ignorant about.
Anon June 17, 2011 at 10:27 am
To some extend the conviction shown by both groups is suspicious to the general public. Lots of
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people are out there with scams or crazy ideas, and most people just want to live their lives
without worryin about such things.
LinneaSR June 17, 2011 at 11:14 am
Perhaps you are correct: climate changes will take their most drastic projections, humanity and
much of the other lifeforms on Earth are doomed in the near future. You may not be, but let us
assume that you are.
Don’t the choices then become about living with integrity? Making the choices which make the
most sense, each time? So far, none of us have made it out alive, so if we all die with less hope
that “something will remain beyond ourselves” than people have for the last many thousands of
years, is that anything more than a blow to our ego & sense of self-importance?
This may be a bit nihilistic, but it’s where I am. Right now, anyway.
Tristan June 17, 2011 at 11:38 am
It’s not good enough to simply propose that an important problem be dealt with. While you are
certainly correct that climate change is the biggest problem facing humanity, simply proposing we
do something about it without working within avenues that have a tactical chance at success is I
think similar to proposing that “everyone live in peace”.
Mek is right – if opportunities for chance do not exist within the system, then the appropriate
place for advocacy is outside or parallel to the system.
It seems to me that dealing with climate change is, from a scientific, logical, and moral point of
view, one of the most obvious and obviously important problems which humanity has ever faced.
As such, I think it might be more useful to fight the ways in which inaction is reproduced as the
norm rather than proposing action. What do you think of proposing the problem in this way:
Acting on climate change is obvious and simple – it’s the inaction which is currently normalized
which is complicated and needs to be fought against.
alena June 17, 2011 at 6:30 pm
As the most critical issue of our times, action in regard to it is bound to be slow. That does not
mean that what you have done and stood behind with such determination and zeal has no value. In
fact, it is an inspiration to many. I don’t believe that governments will devote enough funding or
effort to climate change until it is too late, and perhaps the earth will not be a life sustaining place
within the foreseeable future. If that is the case, each individual action will at least make the
remainder of our life more humane and bearable. I salute you and all the other people who have
devoted their life to making a difference in whatever field they choose. You are definitely an
outstanding example of commitment and passion. I am sure that you will find a way to be heard or
to make an impact on others.
oleh June 19, 2011 at 9:30 pm
In my lifetime, I have seen tremendous positive change of attitudes and actions on the
environment. Raising awareness about climate change is extremely important. That concern was
not even widely known 20 years ago. Now it is well-known. This website and Bury Coal has been
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an effective way to raise that awareness.
With that awareness, comes action. Working both within and outside of “the system” is important.
Being outside of the system can raise awareness. That has now generally occurred. However, it is
working within “the system” that I believe the most widespread change is institutionalized. This
occurred with the forms of pollution such as air pollution that we are addressing.
Peter June 21, 2011 at 4:31 pm
Milan, there’s an old saying: if you don’t have anything good to say, don’t say it.
The world is like a balloon, filled with positive action, hope and energy. Some people are trying to
fill the balloon, while others are trying to pop it.
If you’re feeling burned out, fine! But don’t pop the balloon. Just move on to something else.
Whatever gives you more meaning or satisfaction, whether it’s another cause or a long vacation.
Do what you feel called to do — but if you’re burned out, give it a rest!
There are already too many burned-out old fools trying to spread their gloom around.
. June 22, 2011 at 12:37 pm
To make our elected leaders take action to solve the climate crisis, we must forcefully
communicate the following message: “I care a lot about global warming; I am paying very careful
attention to the way you vote and what you say about it; if you are on the wrong side, I am not
only going to vote against you, I will work hard to defeat you — regardless of party. If you are on
the right side, I will work hard to elect you.”
oleh June 23, 2011 at 2:22 am
Peter, I believe that we are better off with a full discussion and attitudes. I do not believe that I
should tell you what to say, write or think; I would encourage you not to tell others what to say,
write or think.
There is definitely a need for people who identify what is wrong in the world. That seems to run
contrary to your starting proposition that “if you don’t have anything good to say, don’t say it”. If
someone does not identify what is wrong, then positive change is equally unlikely to happen.
I believe that there is definitely a reason to be pessimistic regarding whether the world in general
is taking the problem of climate change adequately seriously; therefore, there is room for the
pessimistic opinion.
. July 22, 2011 at 3:27 pm
Climate change and conflicts between generations
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.

5 of 11

Name *

2016-06-04, 10:54 PM

Why keep trying?

https://www.sindark.com/2011/06/16/why-keep-trying/

dot@sindark.com

E-mail *
Website

Notify me of followup comments via e-mail
You can use these HTML tags and attributes: <a href="" title=""> <abbr title=""> <acronym title="">
<b> <blockquote cite=""> <cite> <code> <del datetime=""> <em> <i> <q cite=""> <s> <strike>
<strong>
Submit

{ 1 trackback }
Feeling resigned
Previous post: Retraction actually impossible
Next post: Ride the rocket

Photography
People's Climate Plan teach-in
Grassy Narrows River Run
Evergreen Brick Works
Walter Gordon Symposium
Massey College
My Flickr page

Photo info
Mailing list
Usage guide

Active discussions
U of T rejects divestment
Metrics of activist success
University of Ottawa divests

6 of 11

2016-06-04, 10:54 PM

Why keep trying?

https://www.sindark.com/2011/06/16/why-keep-trying/

Recent Comments
car insurance quotes on Is it ethical to fly?
. on Is the Leap Manifesto at risk of easy reversal?
Milan on Is the Leap Manifesto at risk of easy reversal?
Milan on Is the Leap Manifesto at risk of easy reversal?
. on Is the Leap Manifesto at risk of easy reversal?
. on Climate: integrated left or post-partisan?
. on Jeffrey Goldberg on Obama’s foreign policy
. on Explaining Trump
. on Explaining Trump
. on Chernobyl gets a new hat
. on Explaining Trump
. on Explaining Trump
. on Ending drug prohibition
. on Ending drug prohibition
. on Ending drug prohibition

Most Comments
Is the Leap Manifesto at risk of easy reversal? - 4 comments
Climate change and flying - 3 comments
Openness versus effectiveness in activist organizations - 2 comments
Barbour Beaufort jacket - 2 comments
A new favourite maritime folk song - 2 comments
Flowers in her hair - 1 comments
Two heads - 1 comments
Totem - 1 comments
Liminal commerce - 1 comments

Pages
About me
Academic C.V.
Contact me
Oxford blogs
Projects
Copyright info
My blogs
My photos
My travels
My wiki
Site rules
Top posts

Subscribe to Posts
RSS

7 of 11

2016-06-04, 10:54 PM

Why keep trying?

https://www.sindark.com/2011/06/16/why-keep-trying/

Email

Subscribe to Comments
RSS
Email

Make a difference on climate change

Search site
Search

Advanced search
Tweets by @sindark

Climate action
350.org
Citizens Climate Lobby
Climate Action Network Canada
Environmental Defence
PipeLeaks.org
Toronto350.org

Environment blogs

8 of 11

2016-06-04, 10:54 PM

Why keep trying?

https://www.sindark.com/2011/06/16/why-keep-trying/

BuryCoal
Climate Progress
DeSmogBlog
From the Living Soil
gracenjohnson.com
Grist
Heliophage
nothing new under the sun…
Picture Framing
R-Squared Energy Blog
RealClimate

General blogs
Educating Silicon
George Monbiot
Mica Prazak’s Videos
Praesidium
Push Coast
Put This On
roving poet
Schneier on Security
Some Writing on the State of Vancouver
Strobist
The Sounds of Sash

Key pages
Climate change index
Climate in one page

Ottawa blogs
Adorkable Undies
Apt 613
David Scrimshaw’s Blog
ELgiN StreEt iRReguLars
Greater Ottawa
Inside Politics
knitnut.net
Results for Canadians
the most exquisite moments
tonyfoto/drool

Personal
/LaTeX/
AES

9 of 11

2016-06-04, 10:54 PM

Why keep trying?

https://www.sindark.com/2011/06/16/why-keep-trying/

∆
Chess
Genre experiments
Links
Photo.net
Vigenere Cipher

School
/phd/
Massey College
My University of Toronto page
Oxford IR
Oxford Strategic Studies
Toronto politics
UBC
Wadham College

Toronto blogs
Citizen Lab Research Blog
fullerenes
Jessica Bell
Only a Northern Song

Categories
Art (51)
Bombs and rockets (330)
Books and literature (325)
Canada (752)
Daily updates (1,565)
Economics (1,057)
Films and movies (222)
Geek stuff (1,327)
History (23)
Internet matters (565)
Language (8)
Law (455)
M.Phil thesis (70)

10 of 11

2016-06-04, 10:54 PM

Why keep trying?

https://www.sindark.com/2011/06/16/why-keep-trying/

Massey College (117)
Music (96)
Ottawa (238)
Oxford (544)
PhD thesis (14)
Photo essays (51)
Photo of the day (1,319)
Photography (389)
Politics (1,685)
Psychology (179)
Rants (509)
Science (1,068)
Security (463)
Space and flight (20)
Teaching (7)
The environment (1,437)
The outdoors (261)
Toronto (765)
Travel (484)
Writing (511)

Archives
Archives

Select Month

Get smart with the Thesis WordPress Theme from DIYthemes.
Content copyright Milan Ilnyckyj (2003-2016). May be used non-commercially with attribution. For
more details see this page.

11 of 11

2016-06-04, 10:54 PM

