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“For there is always light if only we are brave enough to see it. If only we are brave enough to be it.”

—Amanda Gorman, American poet and activist






Introduction

An Unabashed Rallying Cry for Parents Everywhere

In 2014, I stood waiting in an airport security line with my partner en route to our honeymoon in Kauai. A young couple behind us smiled, which I attributed to my visible baby bump.

Before my manual pat down, the man behind us said: “Congratulations! Y’all are about to enter one of the biggest, most awesome clubs in the world—the Parent Club.”

My partner and I looked at each other, then back at them, as I eked out a polite giggle.

“Thank you,” I said, appreciating what I felt was a kind remark, even though I didn’t really know what it meant.

We exchanged a few more pleasantries, but those words about the “Parent Club”—welcoming, yet mysterious—stuck with me like glue.

Crossing that tender threshold from pregnancy to new motherhood, and watching my first baby and then the next one grow from infancy to toddlerhood to school age, the significance of those words held fast. Even as I struggled at times along the way, I felt relieved that I was not alone. I was part of a club, a circle, a crew; a cooperative fellowship, a coalition united in purpose: doing the best for our children.

As I navigated the emotionally textured first years, I found myself hungry for conversation and connection with other parents. A magnetic attraction pulled me toward them, an instant kinship sparking even during the most mundane conversations: Is she sleeping through the night yet? Does she take a pacifier? Watch out, she dropped her lovey!

Gradually, I began to discern a certain twinkle in a parent’s eye that says without any words: I’m a parent, and I’ve been through the “trenches,” and we might have some similar experiences, so you can probably relate to me, and I to you, to some degree.

Parenthood is a humbling, bring-you-to-your-knees type of life transition, and cuts across geography, culture, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation; it’s honest, binding, and transcendental. And let’s not forget one more vital and unifying thread: parents generally want to do good by their children. The inherent vulnerability in parenthood creates unexpected opportunities for broadening perspectives, forging new connections, and a sense of solidarity.

It’s a good thing that there’s a Parent Club out there, since we as parents have a difficult world-maze to navigate. The environment we are bringing our kids into is not the same one that we were born into. We have to help them—and ourselves—figure out not just how to grow up, but also how to grow up in a world that can be violent, polarized, oppressive, and degraded.

While the initial adjustment to mom life was not particularly easy for me, I was fortunate to go through the transition before the additional worries of COVID-19 arrived. Motherhood, for me, entailed blinders, and my world shrunk in size to the essentials: our kitchen, our bedroom, our bathroom, our baby’s room, and our neighborhood.

My struggles, which felt so insular at the time, despite their universality, consumed me. Would I ever sleep for eight hours straight again? How come establishing a life balance felt so damn unattainable? Would my partner and I see things the same way when it came to parenting?

Then one morning, when my oldest daughter was just shy of two years old, fluttering ash and thick smoke arrived on our doorstep. Overnight, it was no longer safe to take my daughter out for a walk in the stroller, to let her swing at the local playground, or to drink tea on our patio. The climate crisis—which to me at the time seemed always to be assigned to some far-off date in the future by politicians, teachers, or scientists—was here, knocking at our door.

Parenthood, by definition, is laced with all kinds of anxiety. We worry about the developing fetus during pregnancy. We worry about labor progressing smoothly. We worry when our kids are sick. We worry if they’re struggling with school or in their relationships with peers. We worry if they’re not home by curfew. We worry when we’re alone in the empty nest. We worry, we worry, and we worry.

However, the day that wildfires arrived, my eyes opened to a visceral, felt sense of climate change and it ratcheted up my sense of vulnerability as never before. A couple of years passed, followed by the birth of our second daughter. Suddenly, there was something called “wildfire season” that descended each year. Suddenly, there were test evacuation calls coming through in case of a wildfire—not just smoke—coming to our own neighborhood.

When the electric utility company shut off our power for a few days as a precautionary measure, I packed my kids’ lunches and sent them off to school. At night, our family cooked dinner out of a giant ice cooler and crouched around the coffee table in the family room playing card games by candlelight. My eco-anxiety thrummed a low-grade apocalyptic drumbeat. Bum-ba-dum-ba dum ba dum.

As a therapist, I know that this cognitive dissonance—acting and behaving in opposition to your thoughts and feelings—feels robot-like and bizarre. You see red flag warning signs around town, your body bristles in the dry, gusty winds, but you pack unicorn and Hello Kitty lunchboxes and drop off children at school anyway. And repeat. Leaving town to attend a workshop under these circumstances was difficult. But time and space of my own—a parent’s antidote to parenting—was a gift that ultimately led me to greater clarity.

Driving north to Oregon, I passed charred forests and remnants of controlled burns while listening to news about wildfire evacuations in Southern California. My heart sunk as I slowed to take in the acres of trunks blackened by the notorious Camp Fire in 2018, which caused eighty-five deaths and destroyed more than eighteen thousand structures. Smoke-tinged air blew through my windows. Gone was the usual adrenaline thrill I felt from a road trip. That low-grade anxiety remained in the pit of my stomach every mile to my destination.

Then I started recording my thoughts and feelings on tape.

A few days later, on my return trip, I talked aloud and recorded some more. I knew what I was feeling was called “eco-anxiety” and that, while it was raw, it was also a perfectly healthy and rational response to the changing environment outside of my window. And if I was feeling it, I suspected that many other people, especially parents, were feeling it too. This anxiety—this worry and fear about the besieged world our children will grow up in and one day inherit—must be a common experience among millions of members of the Parent Club. As I drove toward a red-violet sunset horizon, in my mind I’d already begun writing my story.

Sitting in my office with clients was a different experience. When nearby wildfires raged, smoky air penetrated the window glaze while an air filter blasted, and uneasiness stirred in the pit of my belly. I didn’t feel safe. My kids were in the back of my mind, and I worried about the possibility of a wildfire sparking in my own community. Yet I was determined to transition smoothly back into work after my second maternity leave, so I compartmentalized my climate anxieties as best I could.

My clients came and went, and hardly anyone mentioned wildfires or climate change. If I’m being honest, I felt both a sense of relief and frustration. Relief in the sense that I felt vulnerable in tackling this daunting subject and wasn’t even sure what to say if my clients brought up the elephant in the room. Frustration in the sense that I knew continued avoidance of climate change was dangerous—potentially even lethal—and signaled that deep psychological defense mechanisms might be at play. My adult clients in particular (not unlike me!) clung to habitual avoidance, denial, and disavowal, nary a one mentioning the ecological crisis unfolding outside the office window, stinking up the room. Who was I to judge?

Early in our careers, therapists learn to skillfully manage our responses to clients. This helps to ensure a safe, calm, and nonjudgmental space. Yet what happens when climate change threats multiply, pose an existential threat, and remain deeply mired in the unconscious? There was certainly no playbook for this in grad school. To ignore or brush aside the climate emergency and fail to invite space for processing climate emotions in sessions could be viewed as colluding with our clients in their defenses.

I found comfort in connecting with a growing number of mental health professionals, climate-aware therapists, who help clients acknowledge and explore the elephant in the room. As psychologist Elizabeth Allured puts it, climate-aware therapists “hold in mind the larger environmental crisis we’re in, allowing it to surface into consciousness.”1 There’s an ethical impetus for therapists to support clients in turning toward difficult truths, in moving past “stuckness” or other defenses that are not serving them. So why would we not do the same with the climate emergency? And when we look at the climate emergency, boy, does that qualify as an existential threat.

As a mom, I knew we needed something else too. We need a parent fight club. This book is a handbook for parents wanting to join this parent fight club, for those parents who no longer want to turn a blind eye to reality but instead show up for their kids in concrete ways. By embracing the reality of climate change and other stressors, we can harness the true potential of the Parent Club to ensure a healthier, safer, greener, and more equitable future for our kids.

In writing this book, I hope to address the looming and often unnamed emotional burden that many parents are carrying alone right now. As a good friend of mine put it: “I walk around with a profound fear lurking inside of me: Are my children f*cked?”

Many of you are grappling with this question in your own way, whether you’re aware of it or not. And other questions mushroom out, like: Is there a climate resilient place we should move to? Should I equip my kids with survival skills for societal collapse? Will my kids live a life of anxiety and fear? Will they have a future that’s worth living?

One parent told me: “The fear that I carry is so huge—I wall it off and hold it in, and then get anxious about smaller things. What I’m actually scared of is what my kid’s life is gonna look like?… I don’t like living like this.”

It’s true that parents have encountered existential threats and crises—and endured the emotional fallout—over the centuries, and that parenting has always been a rigorous, eat you up and spit you out, unpredictable emotional endeavor. Yet at the dawn of the twenty-first century, there are indisputable challenges that are worth examining for their particularities, and we shouldn’t gloss over or minimize them. I’m talking about the confluence of fascist or fascist-leaning governments (and the resurgence of fascism overall); the powerful propaganda and disinformation campaigns easily disseminated over social media; the weakening of democracy in the US by a former jilted president (who won a second term as a convicted felon); the unleashing of AI despite ethical considerations; the proliferation of screens and technologies that distract and distort human lives; the approach to and surpassing of multiple climate tipping points; the global rise of antisemitism and neo-Nazism; a violent and volatile Middle East; and the list goes on.

The more thoughtful reframe here is that parenting has been and always will be a difficult enterprise across history, and each century brings its distinct challenges. Today, many of these challenges are abstract and existential, adding a new layer of complexity and confusion in how to raise kids, one that is quite different from running from a tiger with a baby in your arms in the wild or even sending a child to school where they are bullied. With threats that are covert (social media sites, marketing algorithms), invisible (rising atmospheric carbon dioxide levels), and unpredictable (mass shootings), children are exposed to a multitude of manufactured, adult-induced harms.

These are some of the intense, gripping fears that many parents live with today. I’m about to introduce stuff that you might already know or might make your stomach drop, but hang in there. If we don’t face reality, then we certainly can’t change it. And if we don’t stop to think and learn about reality, then our kids will know more than us and our ignorance will be their burden.

I’m not saying this will be easy or that you won’t encounter potholes or roadblocks along the way. But I do promise that in reading this book you’ll gain insight, reorient to today’s challenging socio-political landscape, sharpen your tools for staying balanced and resilient, craft a parent identity that will keep you on track, and feel comfortable to broach tough topics with your kids. Out of adversity comes strength, and the opportunity to become even more awesome parents. We need our togetherness more than ever right now to contend with the omnipotent forces that be.

Before I go on, I must acknowledge the honest, nagging question that’s on many parents’ minds right now regarding climate change: So, how bad is it? Here are three concrete statistics to help you see more clearly. You can revisit these or update them periodically to help maintain your edge and energy.


	The top ten hottest years ever recorded in Earth’s history have all been after the year 2000. The annual global average temperature is 1.1 degrees Celsius hotter than preindustrial levels and could reach 1.5 degrees Celsius as soon as 2040 or earlier, at which point climate impacts are predicted to severely worsen and be irreversible.

	Several climate tipping points—thresholds that when exceeded can lead to irreversible change—may be crossed this century due to human activity: ice sheet collapse, destabilization of the Amazon rainforest, and compromised ocean circulation are some examples.

	Per the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 6th Assessment Report, around 3.3 to 3.6 billion people already live in contexts that are highly vulnerable and impacted by climate change. The report also says that 50 to 75 percent of the world population can be subjected to periods of “life-threatening climatic conditions” by 2100. Vulnerable groups most at risk include women, children, the elderly, ethnic and religious minorities, Indigenous people, refugees, and low-income and agricultural communities.2



In short, it’s not good. The Parent Club should be worried. But to quote sustainability scientist Dr. Kimberly Nicholas: “It’s warming, it’s us, we’re sure, it’s bad, we can fix it.”3

I want you to feel comfortable and supported as you embark on the journey ahead, so here are some additional notes to prepare you.


	The book is divided into three parts: “Parents,” “Children,” and “Community.” You’ll notice that much time is spent on what is sometimes called “internal work,” or emotional processing, because going inward is ultimately your way to negotiate strength, balance, and calm, as ironically as that may sound. I know that some of you might think, Well, that sounds great, if I had the time. I’m here to say that this isn’t just some extra credit privileged shit but rather that it’s essential for sustained long-term engagement. And it’s work that you’ll come back to over and over again. By the end of the book, I’ll have laid out three paths for you: Will you be a doomer? A hopium addict? Or an anti-doomer? And, more importantly, what will this mean for your kids?

	Regarding language choice and inclusivity: To communicate and delineate particular parental experiences throughout this book, I use gendered terms such as “mother” and “father.” However, it’s important to recognize the limitations of these terms, which do not reflect everybody’s pregnancy or child-rearing experiences, particularly those whom identify as nonbinary or transgender, and who must navigate often exclusive, heteronormative language within the medical and political systems.

	The Parent Club includes any parent, caregiver, guardian, foster parent, involved family, or community member. Although I frequently reference American culture, this book extends to the global village of parents. After all, what we need right now is a global Parent Club coming together in community, in solidarity, and in strength.

	Throughout the book, I encourage checking in with an “accountability partner” or “Climate Buddy,” a person you trust, can lean on for support, commiserate with, and be vulnerable with. When you have a partner, companion, or group, it helps you to stay engaged. When one of you falls off the climate wagon, the other can be there to help. If possible, try to identify someone before you dig in. (And please be mindful of appropriate professional or other boundaries.)

	I use a sprinkling of acronyms throughout, and it’s worth explaining MHW, which stands for “more-than-human world.” This phrase, coined by eco-philosopher David Abrams, refers to an all-encompassing realm of earthly life that includes but goes beyond human culture (so as to embed humans more firmly in the natural world).

	In this book we’ll practice cultural appreciation by identifying traditional sources of knowledge, and by relating to and finding inspiration in practices different from our own. Please be mindful about overstepping or understepping into cultural appropriation. I’ll say more about this in chapter 6.

	At the end of each chapter, you’ll find an art therapy prompt. Even if you don’t consider yourself an artist or artsy, or doubt that you have the time, I still encourage you to give it a try—it could truly be transformational for you, as it is for many of my clients. Yes, it might feel vulnerable, scary, uncomfortable, or hokey. Try thinking of art-making as a tool for self-exploration, where there’s no actual right or wrong. By giving yourself permission to create, you’ll move past defense mechanisms to tap into your unconscious. What bubbles up inside of you—thoughts, sensations, and emotions—is often as revealing, if not more, than the art that you produce. Sometimes a low-stakes warm-up is helpful, like scribbling on paper with both hands or shaking your sillies out to music.

	I would encourage you to consider setting up a mini art studio. This could be in a corner of your home or office, on a bench or table outside, or in a garden or park—anywhere that you have some degree of peace, quiet, and safety. This might be an easy task or it might be a huge feat, depending on your circumstances. Try gathering various supplies that you may have on hand, repurpose or reuse, or find at local thrift shops, salvage yards, garage sales, or art stores: different size and textured papers, cardboard, scraps of wood, canvas, clay, glue, scissors, scraps of yarn, tissue paper, old magazines. Try to have both wet (e.g., paint) and dry (e.g., markers, oil pastels, colored pencils) media available. For more tips, please visit my website: www.ariellacookshonkoff.com. Do not be scared off by this step; the set up can be as basic as you’d like!

	Sprinkled throughout this book are Parent Pauses and Parent Centering Practices (PCPs)—moments when you’ll move out of left-brain didactic learning to right-brain experiential doing. These reflective exercises are an integral part of this book. These exercises are not to be rushed or ignored, so try to reserve time for them or come back to them later.

	You may be wondering, Can I read this book without participating in the Parent Pause or the art directives? Well, sure, absolutely. However, you’ll miss the chance for deeper emotional transformation, and you’ll bypass some of the avenues for resilience offered in this book. I encourage you to try some of these exercises even if they are not your usual jam.

	I’ll remind you periodically to self-regulate at intervals because this material can feel heavy at times. But please don’t wait for permission—honor your instincts. You can set the intention or mood for a PCP by doing something calming like lighting a candle, wrapping yourself in a blanket, playing music, brewing tea, or moving outside into nature.



Addressing tough real-world issues while staying engaged as a parent, and even reading this book cover to cover, is not particularly convenient. I get it. A million other things are screaming for your attention. To add “do something about the climate emergency” to your already unwieldy list can feel like more pressure than necessary.

But to reiterate: Climate change is not theoretical but a ginormous global in-your-face emergency that requires immediate action. Based on the findings of the IPCC 2021 report, the UN Secretary General issued a “code red for humanity.”4 Following the IPCC 2022 report, the cochair of the working group announced that it’s “now or never.”5 Following the the IPCC’s 2023 report, the UN Secretary declared “the climate time-bomb is ticking.”6 Each year, scientists and experts are screaming for our attention, and trying to find the words to get the message to sink in. In parent terms, this translates into “Dial 911” or “1-2-3… All eyes on me!” We desperately need cooperation, and we need a crisis response.

Beyond our personal crises, there’s no more urgent concern right now than the climate crisis. And I say that with the caveat that the climate crisis is part of the polycrisis—a confluence of overlapping existential stressors—and it’s not pigeonholed to halting carbon emissions in the atmosphere. Addressing the climate emergency is also about rectifying the egregious inequities baked in. We can do this by increasing representation of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities on the frontlines of decision-making, by combating environmental racism in our communities, and by making reparations to countries who have contributed the least to global warming but bear the harshest impacts of it. Let’s not forget the countless faces and names of kids, parents, and community members who are caught up in this human-caused mess all around the world, even as we speak in such generalities. Let’s also not forget about those who have perished because of the climate crisis—or will perish in the years to come.

As a cisgendered, white, heterosexual, Jewish American embedded in American consumerism, having the time and space to even think about climate anxiety is a privilege that I own. But more than that, it’s a privilege that I know I must act on.

I’d like to put forth the notion that those of us with some degree of privilege share a responsibility in doing what we can to enact systemic political change. Not every parent is free to exercise their voice, particularly those who are oppressed or marginalized. When we have opportunities to speak up, act, partner with, or amplify marginalized voices we must do so.

Although the change we need to see is systemic and global—not just personal—we start by planting seeds wherever we are: in our homes, schools, and communities. Then, do you know what we do? We go BIG. The rumor out there is that many people are scared of and prefer not to deal with angry parents. So let’s do it. And let it be the fight of our lifetimes, for the sake of other lives and lifetimes.

If that sounds like a rallying cry, it is, but remember, just as we tell our kids: small steps first. My hope is that this book will resonate with an emotional chord inside of you, stirring you awake or into action, and offering you a lifeline of resources and ideas.

Whether you’re a parent, teacher or engineer, an artist or scientist, in IT or HR, sales or in a union, a stay-at-home parent or currently unemployed, and whatever your religious or political affiliation (or lack thereof), there’s not a moment to lose. This book is for you, and the Parent Club is waiting.
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