






19THE NEW ECONOMICS ZINE

like. But there are also addiction issues within the community. It’s 
important to create a space to question a society which relies so heavily 
on dissociation to function. 

MISERY creates that space. There’s no dissociation here. 
There’s plenty of dancing, amazing music and outfits, 
but in this party everyone is encouraged to fully tune 
in and engage all our senses in their wide awake 
and sober state. They use soothing activities 
to ground people in these unstable times. 
Attendees can participate in trauma-
informed body work, curated 
especially to stretch and shake 
out the stress of exploitation 
and systems of oppression. 
They can run their hands 
through bright purple 
sparkly sand to build 
their own sandcastle 
utopia. They can 
learn about the 
spiritual magic 
of herbs like 

mugwort or 
lavender as 
they bind the 
herbs to use in 
tea or to cleanse 
their homes. They 
can totally transcend 
with delicious warming 
chai or some spicy buttery 
samosas. Mashallah.

The subversion of 
respectability runs through 
MISERY in many thoughtful ways. 
MISERY is also about breaking away 
from a heightened sense of perfectionism 
and performativity within capitalism today, 
which discriminates against the disabled and 
induces intense anxiety for all of us, especially the 
QTIBPOC community. We are told we need perfect grades, 
perfect neurofunctions, perfect English and perfect bodies.  

Here I chat to the founder and mother of MISERY, Aisha Mirza, about 
this spirit of the party, where MISERY came from, and what it means to her.
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C O N V E R S A T I O N 
NILU: I love the name MISERY. It’s really 
funny and pretty radical. Why did you 
decide to call it that?
 
AISHA: There is pressure on everyone, but particularly people 
of colour, queer people, marginalised people, to be happy and 
strong and fierce and inspirational and hot. We so often hear 
accounts from people who have been miserable, once they have 
found their way out the other side of it, as though sadness can 
only be tolerated in hindsight. No one wants to be sad all the 
time, but MISERY is an invitation to come as you are, to talk and 
heal collectively, to be sad or quiet in public, to celebrate, and to 
give gratitude for those before us and around us who have not 
had that option. 

NILU: Where did the idea of throwing a 
mental health centred, sober QTIBPOC 
party come from?
 
AISHA: I wanted to fuse my interest in music, nightlife and 
mental health by creating a nightlife space where sad people 
and introverts might feel comfortable. It became obvious 
pretty quickly that in order to really try to create a mental 
health centered space we would need to make it sober. 
Sobriety means a lot of different things to different people 
at different times and in that way it also became a really 
exciting opportunity to collectively reimagine the idea of 
sobriety – to hopefully make it more accessible and healing 
and less judgey and moralistic.  The idea came partly 
from conversations I had with a friend in the days 
before they killed themselves, about how they 
wished there was a place they could go and 
be around other queer people of colour 
and be their whole, depressed self. I 
wanted to experiment with the 
idea of truly coming as you 
are. 

NILU: Now you've created this space where 
people are actively encouraged to be sober 
- to be conscious and fundamentally to 
feel. Isn't this also profoundly terrifying for 
many people?

AISHA: I never thought of it as terrifying – but I’m a very ‘feel 
your feelings’ kind of person, so the masking of real feeling 
or thought or need or desire will always be scarier to me than 
being present. My fears were around creating something that 
was irrelevant or even harmful to our community, or of missing 
the mark and failing to communicate and hold the intention 
in the space. Like, how can you responsibly ask people to risk 
being sad in communion? What are the limits on that? Is 
it pretentious? We are still learning so much through 
MISERY but the audience it has attracted is just 
incredible. It’s like they understood the point 
completely. I think for some people it’s the 
first time their race, gender, sexuality 
and unfiltered mental health can 
hang out together and that 
in and of itself is both 
melancholy and 
joyous.

Q & A
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NILU: I'm really into the 'One 2 Hun' idea within misery 
party - could you tell me a bit about it?

AISHA: One 2 Hu is a new service, where we have a QTIPOC therapist at the 
event, and they have their own quiet space and people can come speak to them 
– like a half-hour drop-in service. It’s not a crisis service because we can’t 
do that, and it’s not like therapy, but it’s like… do you have something on 
your mind like that you would like to talk about? Is there something you 
need to share, do you need to be signposted to somewhere else, do you 
have questions about therapy itself? The thought process behind that 
was just trying to break down barriers between people of color and 
wellbeing services.

I’m a huge advocate of therapy and noticed, especially after 
living in New York for a few years, the mental and material 
blocks for QTIBPOC in accessing therapy in the UK. I’ve 
been working with QTIBPOC therapist-in-training 
Sabah Choudrey. We thought, if the queers love the 
club and they need therapy, let’s bring therapy to 
the club and see what happens. It’s going very well so 
far and I feel really pleased to be able to 
offer it as a free service due to everyone’s 
support of MISERY. 
 

NILU: You have such 
amazing talent at 
MISERY. Lots of 
different kinds of 
QTIPOC ‘healers’. 
Could you tell us 
a little bit about 
them? 

AISHA: Yes! We have 
a gorgeous crew of 
QTIBPOC MISERY healers 
and helpers who, like most 
people involved, have gone above 
and beyond to support and grow 
the project and bring such love and 
care to the space every time. There’s Ama 
who does massage and trauma-informed 
bodywork, Sabah who is our One 2 Hun 
therapy practitioner, Jon who runs a genderless 
nail bar, Grace who is an incredible witch offering 
tarot and birth charts, and much more. 
 

NILU: One of the my favourite aspects 
of misery is that it not only relies 
specialised healers, but really the vibe is 
carried by everyone. Mutual healing is really 
the foundation of this project and I guess what 
I'd love to know more about is why this sense of 
community is so important for us as a community?

AISHA: One of the things that I personally find difficult about depression is 
knowing you need other people to survive it but not wanting anyone to look at 
you at the same time. It’s so painful. I never would have imagined the energy, 
vulnerability and vast care that everyone who comes to MISERY brings with 
them. It’s so so nurturing to know that people have so much momentum to offer 
something so delicate, and at times sad and quiet. This one’s for the introverts.

C O N V E R S A T I O N 
Q & A
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O
ne of the reasons I wanted to 
become a psychologist was 
because of the 1985 Oliver 
Sacks book The Man Who 
Mistook his Wife for a Hat. 
In it, Sacks describes a man 

whose brain damage means he struggles 
to identify objects and people, including 
his wife, despite intact vision. I found these 
stories of patients’ behaviours after brain 
damage fascinating, so much so that I went 
on to study neuropsychology and train to 
become a clinical psychologist. Clinical 
psychologists train and work, predominantly 
in the NHS, in a variety of mental health 
settings. They offer assessments, therapies, 
training and consultations with a range of 
‘service users’ and their families, from children 
and adolescent mental health services, to 
adult secure inpatient hospitals, end of life 
care and including brain injury survivors. 

I feel privileged to have had this vocational 
training. However, it soon became apparent 
to me, as it has to many others before 
me, that actually the mainstream field of 
mental (ill-)health and the adjacent fields of 
wellbeing and self-improvement, are overly 
focused on micro-processes of the brain 
and mind – like which tiny part of the brain 
seems to be responding differently during 
depression – and neglect the broader social, 
economic, cultural and historical influences 
on psychological health. When I considered 
my whole political self, I realised I had 
journeyed down the wrong psychological 
path. Let me explain why. 
 
What’s wrong with the mainstream way 
we think about mental health?
The UK mental health system, including 
its NHS treatments, narratives, research 
and practice, is inadequate. The system is 
founded on biomedical approaches that 
liken ‘mental illness’ to physical diseases, 
dependent upon diagnoses, brain-based, 
neurochemical explanations, and frequently 
offers medication as a first line of treatment 
– despite the biomedical approach being 
highly scientifically contested. Meanwhile, 
psychological explanations are aimed 
at individual minds: our own personal 
distorted thinking patterns, unconscious 
drivers developed from early experiences, 
poor coping skills in response to stress, and 
failure to talk about ourselves to others 

because of stigma. Therapists then help us 
to reveal these patterns to ourselves. 

These models are ‘intrapsychic’: they 
focus our attention on our own mind, 
pushing for introspection and self-
improvement. These approaches are so 
entrenched within our culture that many of 
us now believe that due to some deficiency 
in the self, we are unwittingly holding 
ourselves back. Such explanations and 
therapies, combined with medication, 
form nearly all professional treatments for 
mental ill-health (and of course the basis of 
the ‘wellness’ industry) – regardless of the 
individual’s social circumstances, cultural 
background and the wider state of society.

There is without doubt a place and a 
role for these models. Medication can lift 
people out of the worst feelings, many 
(including me) would argue for the benefits 
of mindfulness, whilst mental health 
professionals would point to the scientific 
evidence for therapy. But these models tell a 
fraction of the story. They ignore the wider 
social and economic factors that form the 
fabric of our psychological experiences, 
and do little to intervene in them. The 
bigger picture about psychological health is 
arguably being intentionally obscured.  
 
The bigger story 
It will come as no surprise to readers of 
this zine that 10 years of austerity in the 
UK has led to a rise in mental health 
distress, including a rise in suicides and 
millions more antidepressant prescriptions. 
Those exposed to the punitive benefits 
system, those mired in debt because of a 
fall in income, or those who are struggling 
in the ‘hostile environment’ will attest to 
the dramatic effect of economic and social 
policies on mental health. Psychologists 
Against Austerity (of which I am a 
member) have shown how these policies 
affect people psychologically, including 
increasing people’s experiences of shame 
and mistrust of others. 

Our own social and economic conditions 
and the wider social fabric we are situated 
in significantly contribute to psychological 
health – as well as physical health. Estimates 
are that between 50-75% of our health is 
determined by these external factors and 
the ways they affect our behaviour. The 
nature of the places in which we live and 

work, the resources we have access to, as 
well as the quality of our communities, 
government systems and social connections 
interact with our personal histories to 
generate our core psychological experiences. 
Jenn, from the Poor As Folk blog, powerfully 
describes the experience of poverty: 

“The emotions certainly take their toll. 
Hopelessness is unbearable... Fear is constant. 
You’re always afraid of what’s next. I’m afraid 
of opening my bills to find new late fees. I’m 
afraid of losing utilities. I’m afraid of being 
evicted because we can’t afford our rent. You 
want to think positive, but the idea of ‘what’s 
next’ is always looming. Things that might 
seem minor to one person can spell disaster for 
a family in poverty.” 

So, it is unsurprising that the experience 
of distress is unequal, with those at 
the sharp end of structural inequalities 
suffering the most. Poverty, inequality, 
racism, debt, removal of community spaces, 
poor housing, social isolation, mistrust 
of statutory services and other forms of 
oppression, adversity and discrimination 
(often experienced in synchrony and 
accumulatively) have a knock-on effect on 
how people feel about themselves and the 
world. This seems so incredibly obvious, and 
yet, most of our interventions and mental 
health spending are aimed at individuals. 

Mental health research, which is 
chronically underfunded, devotes much 
of what money there is (at least 50%) to 
underpinning brain and psychological 
processes. As a former fan of the brain, I 
understand the fascination with pointing 
to bits of grey matter (and let’s not forget, 
saying nucleus accumbens does make 
you sound quite clever). But we must 
question whether some of these hugely 
expensive studies lead to new or useful 
knowledge, (my favourite examples of 
obvious conclusions being: ‘green spaces 
are good for your brain’ and ‘poverty is bad 
for children’s brains’). Especially when a 
mere 3% of funding goes to prevention 
research. Moreover, there is far too little 
research or data in the UK that brings to 
life the experiences of people of different 
and intersecting ethnicities, abilities, classes, 
genders and sexualities and what they 
might want in terms of both services and 
community. Understanding the real root 
causes of mental distress, and how to create 

Mainstream psychology tries to solve problems in people’s individual minds. 
But the world we live in has a massive impact on our health. Sally Zlotowitz 
reflects on what’s wrong with the way we think about mental health, and her 
journey from clinical to community psychology

IT'S NOT JUST ALL IN YOUR HEAD
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the conditions to foster good psychological 
health, would lead to impactful community 
and societal interventions delivered through 
new policy, social action and partnerships. 

The survivor activist movement has 
often driven the reforms of institutions in 
mental health. Current activist collectives, 
such as Mental Health Resistance Network, 
Disabled People Against the Cuts (DPAC) 
and Recovery in the Bin, campaign 
vehemently to make the links between 
mental health and the economic system, 
such as how the neoliberal agenda is bound 
up with mental health treatments and 
coercion into employment. For instance, 
Recovery in the Bin have created a satirical 
‘neoliberal wellbeing’ questionnaire that 
asks participants to assess such statements 
as, “I use inspirational quotes to excess” and 
“It is my personal responsibility to overcome 
structural inequality”. Meanwhile, DPAC 
have bought sets of the ridiculous, unwieldy 
recording equipment (two tape recorders, 
yes tape!) to lend to claimants so that they 
can record their benefit assessments. Tape 
recorders are the legally required recording 
equipment by the Department of Work & 
Pensions, but they won’t provide them - a 
clear wielding of power. These powerful 
campaigns play a crucial role in making 
economic structures and policies visible, as 
well as holding mental health services and 
professionals to account. 

On the Covid-19 crisis
The Covid-19 crisis has starkly brought to 
our attention the importance of context for 
our psychological health. You don’t need 
mental health experts to tell you that that 
social distancing is going to affect how you 
will feel or that the social and economic 
uncertainty is likely to make you feel 
worried. We can all expect to have these 
emotions and it is important they are not 
pathologised. Individuals shouldn’t feel 
ashamed or inadequate if they are struggling 
psychologically under the abnormal social 
conditions of the crisis. 

This pandemic is sadly exposing the ways 
in which the policy decisions that have 
gone before – organised around austerity 
and neoliberalism – have undermined 
our collective psychological resilience and 
exposed the nation to more psychological 
health risk. Communities that are well 
connected and in which people experience 
mutual trust will enable people to feel safer 
and more supported, and therefore less likely 
to experience psychological distress. Yet our 
communities have become fragmented as 
publicly-owned, accessible community spaces 
have been sold off, exacerbated by a culture 
of hyper-individualism and competition. 
Similarly, most decisions are being made ‘for’ 
people because there is a lack of participatory 
methods or democratic ownership of our 
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institutions, adding to the experience of 
feeling out of control. And heartbreakingly, 
it is marginalised groups again who will 
suffer disproportionately in terms of their 
psychological health as Covid-19 exacerbates 
the inequalities already generated by 
austerity. 
 
Community psychology
Coming to realise that the field of mental 
health lacked a real analysis of power, I 
ventured into what I hope will be my final 
resting place as a psychologist: community 
psychology. Community psychology (and the 
related field of liberation psychology) has its 
origins in Latin American critical and radical 
education and theology via thinkers like 
Paulo Freire and Igancio-Martin-Baro. Rising 
out of anti-colonial practices and thinking, 
community psychology has unsurprisingly 
been neglected by reductionist mainstream 
European psychology.

Community psychology explicitly links 
socio-economic conditions, structural 
violence and oppression to psychological 
distress. Its practices involve working in 
partnership with marginalised communities 
to create social change, social justice and 
inclusion – overlapping with other practices 
and bringing some unique aspects. Research 
is an active part of the work, but crucially, 
there is a preference for participatory action 
research in which members of a community 
engage as peer researchers, doing research 
with, rather than being researched ‘on’, and 
orientated towards social action. There are 
many groups and organisations (almost 
always outside of the NHS) that draw on 
community psychology. Youth charities, 
MAC-UK (where I work), The Advocacy 
Academy and The Winch all work with young 
people to take action on racial and economic 
inequalities as the root causes of serious 
youth violence and distress. Collectives 
that include community psychologists in 
Manchester and Scotland are working 
towards age- and dementia-friendly places 
or alternative economic systems, such as 
Steady State Manchester’s ‘Viable Economy’ 
framework. 

The concepts of peer support and mutual 
aid are also within the theory and practice 
of community psychology. As mutual aid 
groups have started to form the backbone 
of community support during the Covid-19 
crisis, there is hope this will strengthen our 
community ties and a sense that we all can 
contribute and all need support. Many of 
us in the profession have been encouraging 
clinical (and other) psychologists to shift 
their practice and mobilise in support of 
community action. Moreover, at MAC-
UK, we are using community psychology 
principles to inform our response to Covid-19 
– encouraging excluded young people to use 
their music creativity to express themselves 

FURTHER READING

and reach out to other young people, writing 
a briefing paper for policymakers that 
outlines the concerns of excluded young 
people around the new Coronavirus Act (such 
as new police powers) and joining campaigns 
to ensure marginalised communities are not 
disproportionately affected. 

I now see it as my professional duty to 
consistently draw attention to the links 
between what is ‘out there’ and what is in the 
brain-mind, to politicise our discipline and to 
encourage community psychology practice 
amongst colleagues. Activist networks such 
as the survivor activist collectives mentioned 
earlier, plus some health professional 
organising through Psychologists for Social 
Change, Psychotherapists and Counsellors 
for Social Responsibility and MedAct, to 
name a few, are pushing for change both 
within the mental health system and outside 
of it. But to revolutionise mental health 
requires a groundswell in order to overturn 
the dominance of the biomedical model 
in favour of a socio-economic one.  Our 
collective success depends on us joining these 
movements together.

Sally Zlotowitz is a clinical and community 
psychologist and director of public health 
and prevention at the excluded youth mental 
health charity, MAC-UK. She is a Co-founder of 
Psychologists for Social Change.
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Y
ou never look at The Scream by Edvard Munch the 
same way once you realise it’s not a painting of 
someone emitting a scream but of someone hearing 
one. And not just any old wail, but what Munch de-
scribed as the “enormous infinite scream of nature”.  

Munch may not have meant his aghast figure to be 
suffering from what we today know as ‘eco-anxiety’ – he probably 
had in mind more of a general ‘aargh’ of the human condition. 
But to a 21st century interpretation it’s a nailed-on metaphor for 

From the climate crisis to mass extinction to acidifying 
oceans, we’re living through an environmental 

emergency. What is this doing to our mental health? 
David Powell investigates the strain of eco-anxiety 

and what we can do to live with it

FOR
THE LOVE OF 
THE PLANET 

FOR
THE LOVE OF 
THE PLANET 

A
CANDLE
IN THE DARK 

THE 
LOVE OF HOME

 

a profound sense of unease and worry about the state of 
the natural world – shared by very many people, and most 
definitely by me. 

It’s crept up on me. I’ve never been particularly prone to 
debilitating anxiety-anxiety. But I remember in 2018, when it 
hadn’t rained in London for 42 days straight and all the parks 
had turned to dust, first realising that something was amiss in 
my innards – something different.  The Earth is broken, and 
that’s awful. 



It’s bad all right 
Given that the planet Earth is perhaps the 
only place in the universe where we can live 
it’s right to be a bit anxious about things. 
And things – health-of-planet-wise – are 
not tip-top. 

It’s hard to write a piece about eco-
anxiety without saying things that are going 
to make people eco-anxious, so let’s get this 
out of the way and then we can talk about 
what to do about it. Scientists say there are 
nine different ‘planetary boundaries’ which 
keep life on Earth kind of ticking along as 
it is as long as we don’t mess them about 
too much. But we’re messing them about 
big time. You’ll know all about the glitzy 
ones – climate change, species loss – but 
there’s also the acidity of our oceans and 
our soil health and many other bad things. If 
you really want to bum yourself out, have a 
google search. 

And it’s not just the scale. It’s the urgency. 
Everyone is screaming about how quickly we 
need to do everything: that this is the only 
window for action that means anything, and 
that we have to get to zero carbon emissions 
within a generation. Former head of the 
UN panel on climate change, Christiane 
Figueres, talked recently about her mental 
image of humanity tiptoeing along a narrow 
mountain ridge, with apocalypse and war 
on one side, and a sustainable future on the 
other. No pressure. 

This kind of starkness in our depictions of 
crisis is a natural response to the alarming 
science. We are, after all, not trying to make 
people feel warm and cuddly inside, but to 
get off their bottoms and DO SOMETHING. 
If you want to make people feel unsettled 
and uncomfortable, telling them it’s an 
emergency is a good way of going about it. 
But it doesn’t help the blood pressure. 

And to be totally clear here: it is an 
emergency. What we are doing to the Earth 
isn’t like anything else we’ve ever done. 
We – and everything else – are alive thanks 
to the benevolence of the Earth’s richly 
complicated chemical soup, and we’re 
souring it. Chuck on top that we face this 
monumental embuggerance while petty, 
dangerous nationalist populism is on the 
rise around the world – where countries 
and culture appear to be turning in on 
themselves at exactly the time that we 
probably need to zoom out a bit – and 
yeah, it’s a miracle that we are not all 
thunderstruck by the Fear.

And of course we are not, in the main. 
We get on with things. On we pootle, only 
occasionally shushing this nagging sense 
that the arse might be about to fall out of 
everything. But for me at least, that shushing 
is getting harder.  

Size is everything 
It’s all so… big. It’s this ‘bigness’ that’s the 
problem, freak-out-wise. We who are very 
small, one of billions, asked to understand 
and act to prevent the collapse of everything. 

I suspect part of the problem here is 
that we are not really evolved for this 
stuff. Evolutionarily speaking, it was only 
yesterday when the main business of the day 
was running away from angry hairy things 
that want to eat us. But ecological collapse 
or climate breakdown on a planetary scale 
is pretty different to running away from an 
angry hound. The teeth of eco-collapse are 
terribly sharp, but it’s not something that 
feels like it’s going to stop us going about the 
business of the day. Our chimp brains tell 
us still to worry, but there is no immediate 
monster at the door.  

Most of the time. It’s no surprise that 
environmental disasters are themselves 
bad for the mental health of those they 
increasingly strike. Solidarity and empathy, 
so essential for a global response on the 
scale required, brings home the injustice 
in which those who have done the least 
to cause climate breakdown are those on 
the front line of its impacts. Imagine being, 
for example, the elder from an indigenous 
community of North America, interviewed 
for the Guardian, who says: “We are people 
of the sea ice. And if there’s no more sea ice, 
how do we be people of the sea ice?” 

And spare a thought for young people in 
particular, for whom this is, after all, their 
future that’s literally on fire. Schools in New 
Zealand have been doing a lot to teach kids 
about climate change and, all too aware that 
its implications may be a lot to take in, have 
had a specific focus on helping them cope. 

But the new thing is what the American 
Psychological Association recently called “a 
chronic fear of environmental doom”. I’m 
not sure the word DOOM is a particularly 
helpful one for the eco-anxious to read. But 
yes, it is a very specific kind of horror – a 
dystopia made real and present. 

I’ve time for philosopher Timothy 
Morton’s view that the best scary films 
are the ones that make you think that 
everyday life has something evil hiding 
in the shadows. Because climate change 
and ecological collapse are not, despite 
the attempt of some economists to make 
us think so, ‘external’ to us: they are us. We 
have nowhere else to live; we are comprised 
of nothing else than the soil and the air 
and the dust of stars. If it all goes wrong, 
that’s like finding out you really have got an 
alligator hiding at the end of your bed. There 
is something truly terrifying hiding in the 
dark corners of our safest places, and that’s 
the scariest thing of all. 

Perhaps it’s not, at root, the vastness 
of eco-collapse that we really dread, but 
something altogether more human and 
close to home. Perhaps it’s mostly about 
love: the love we have for home, and for 
each other, and nature, and life itself. And 
its loss.  
Anxiety is OK
Given all of that, both anxiety and denial 
are entirely understandable psychological 
responses. Perhaps they’re different sides 
of the same coin, as Joanne Macey has 
suggested; different ways of dealing with 
a horrible truth. In many ways I agree with 
those who deny the science of climate 
change: I too wish it wasn’t happening, but 
the most extensive peer-reviewed scientific 
endeavour in history has overwhelmingly 
concluded that it is.  

It would after all be far, far worse if we 
weren’t being anxious about it all. I’d go so 
far as to suggest that if you aren’t feeling 
a little bit anxious about the state of the 
planet, you probably aren’t paying attention.  

Alas, the human brain doesn’t just stop 
worrying about things just because we 
instantly tell it to and trying to squish down 
our anxiety is not a particularly tasty recipe 
for sound mental health. We need to work 
what to do with that anxiety; the question is 
not: am I right to feel anxious (probably, yes); 
but instead: OK, and what can I do about it?

And so, what can you do? 

1) Look after yourself 
Just because a situation is urgent that 

does not mean that we have to run around 
shrieking with our hands in the air. That 
kind of thing can get one pretty tired. Go 
easy on yourself. Too many people that try 
to change the world for the better take all of 
its weight onto their shoulders, and a sense 
of the awfulness of everything isn’t likely to 
exacerbate that. 

You’re no use to a movement if you’re 
dyspeptic with fear. Try to get some sleep, 
and eat properly, and do things to take your 
brain out of it all for a while. Meditate, if 
that’s your bag (I recommend it, and I’m no 
hippy).

This is not some kind of appeal to a 
hyper-individualised response to anxiety, 
particularly one triggered by a vast systemic 
failing of how we run our economy, and 
exacerbated by our atomised, neoliberal and 
lonely society. These are collective problems 
and they require collective action. But giving 
ourselves a break is a pretty important first 
thing to do.  
 
 
2) Face it 

It’s hard to outfox something terrible if 
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“ ”
Doing something out of love 
for life itself is a very beautiful 
thing, and the love of others 
is perhaps the single greatest 
defence against anxiety of 
which I can think  
 

we don’t admit that terrible thing is real. 
Life is not a Disney tale and there are 
precious few happily ever afters. And that’s 
OK: as neurobiologist Sam Harris suggests, 
happiness is more likely to lie in a “clearer 
understanding of the way things are” than 
“pious illusions”. 

Yes, this is how things are. Those ice 
sheets crumbling off Antarctica, those 
glaciers withering to vapour, those dead 
koalas – this is how it is. We can, if we want, 
try to live the rest of our lives pretending 
that it’s not happening, or we can face it.  
As Caroline Hickman from the Climate 
Psychology Alliance says, “…with the 
majority of anxiety, once you engage with 
the thing that’s scaring you or you get 
beyond it, the anxiety goes away”.  

So, engage with it. Talk about it: openly, 
honestly, constructively, with those that may 
feel the same, or even those that don’t. Our 
society is after all truly terrible at talking 
honestly about the things we are anxious 
about, in general: death, aging, loneliness, 
decay. (It is, however, very good at buying 
products that promise to take those anxieties 
away).  
 
3) Think non-linearly 

Perhaps the scariest thing about climate 
change is that its impacts are not necessarily 
linear. Every fraction of a degree by which 
average temperatures increases the risk of 
genuinely catastrophic things happening.  
There is, for example, a vast amount of 
methane – a considerably more potent 
greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide – 
locked away under Siberian permafrost, but 
the more warming we get, the less perma 
and frosty it will be. 

But human change is not linear either. 

2019 was an extraordinary year of climate 
mobilisation, during which Greta Thunberg 
went from being an unknown teenager to a 
global megastar and Time magazine’s person 
of the year. In what seems like the blink of 
an eye, a thing we couldn’t really talk much 
about in public is now something that we 
can most definitely talk about. Greta’s rise is 
a phenomenon best understood as a symbol 
that allowed the release of a collective 
anxiety that had been building for years.  

4) Do something
Just…do something. Small or big. Accept 

there is no right thing to do and no perfect 
plan. Try not just to scream about how 
something needs to change, but in a tiny 
way, change it.  Plant something. Fix 
something. Help a new project grow. 

Act because others might notice and it 
might change something, no matter what. 
As Rebecca Solnit suggests in Hope in the 
Dark, light your candle even if it doesn’t 
appear to much illuminate the murk, 
because you never know who else might be 
lost and might see it.  

Act because there is an intense and 
rewarding fellowship in standing together 
with others.

Act because acting is about taking control 
of something that might otherwise be 
destabilising and chaotic.  

Act to translate the ineffable awfulness of 
the very big into the seeds of hope, and the 
precious nurturing of something better. 

Act out of solidarity and empathy, and to 
jointly share the emotional burden of these 
times. Doing something out of love for life 
itself is a very beautiful thing, and the love of 
others is perhaps the single greatest defence 
against anxiety of which I can think. 

And act because – well, what else are you 
going to do?  

A profoundly human response 
At the root of the right sort of response to 
eco-anxiety can come a curious but quite 
profound new optimism. Responding to 
ecological mayhem can actually remind us of 
something we all-too-often lose: that we’re 
all in this together, and humans are capable 
of not just awful but also wonderful things. 

As US radio host Chris Hayes says, “the 
solution to the climate crisis is just the most 
profoundly human one – how we relate to 
each other as human beings… and what 
human beings mean to each other and how 
they treat each other and what they will 
do for each other. And I still feel there is 
something beautiful about being alive at this 
moment for that reason.”  

Amen to that. 

FURTHER READING 

From the Observer: How scientists are coping with ‘ecolog-
ical grief’ by Gaia Vince (2020). https://www.theguardian.
com/science/2020/jan/12/how-scientists-are-cop-
ing-with-environmental-grief

From the Guardian: New Zealand schools to teach students 
about climate crisis, activism and ‘eco anxiety’ by Charlotte 
Graham-McLay (2020). https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2020/jan/13/new-zealand-schools-to-teach-stu-
dents-about-climate-crisis-activism-and-eco-anxiety

From London Review Bookshop: Foreward to ‘Hope in the 
Dark’ by Rebecca Solnit (2016). https://www.londonre-
viewbookshop.co.uk/blog/2016/9/hope-in-the-dark---re-
becca-solnit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dave Powell is the co-host of Sustainababble, a 
weekly comedy podcast about climate change and 
the environment. It’s available in all the usual 
podcast places or at www.sustainababble.fish
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T 
hat neoliberalism changed 
us isn’t a side-effect. It was 
the point of turning every 
joy of human life into a 
commodity. In 1981, Margaret 
Thatcher famously told the 

Sunday Times: “Economics are the method; 
the object is to change the heart and soul.” 
And she did. By the time she left office, 
the suicide rate among young men had 
increased by 50%.

I’m not sure I count as young anymore. 
But at 35, I was born into the world Thatcher 
created. And like many of the people 
I love, I’ve spent much of my adult life 
struggling with the epidemic of depression 
she unleashed. For many, that makes me 
another potential customer. Some products 
– the drug fluoxitine, Kung Fu classes, the 
Netflix show Queer Eye – have helped. I’ll 
come to them. But I’ve seen too many others 
conned in their desperate searches for help.

Neoliberalism makes millions miserable, 
producing vast markets for fake cures. Pablo 
Escobar, Billy Graham, Mark Zuckerberg and 
Jordan Peterson all got rich hawking false 
solutions to the crisis of disconnection. 

But just as lonely rats will choose cocaine 
over food, while rats kept in groups will get 
high in moderation, the drug is no more 

cause than cure. The problem is isolation in 
communities torn apart by brutal inequality, 
a world where we’re told to run ever faster 
to keep up. A society of spectacle, which 
taught me to aspire to celebrity. 

In the 12 years from the collapse of the 
global financial system to the pandemic-
induced collapse of the real economy, 
Western economies massively inflated the 
prices of their assets with billions of dollars 
of quantitative easing. As a result, those who 
already owned assets – houses or otherwise 
– did OK. Those who didn’t struggled. 
Wages have been stagnant in the US and the 
UK for decades, and millions who believed 
that by now they would have entered the 
middle class have discovered that they are 
very definitely working class.

In June 2018, the World Psychiatric 
Association published a paper which 
gathered research from across the 
developed world and showed that there is “a 
statistically significant positive relationship 
between income inequality and risk of 
depression”. Equally, people at the rough 
end of racism are much more likely to suffer 
from poor mental health.

This shouldn’t surprise anyone. Inequality 
rips society apart. It tears us away from 
those around us, severing the connections 

of community. My neighbour is a doctor in 
one of Scotland’s poorest areas. Many of 
his patients who want help with depression 
face, he says, lifelong circumstances which 
would make any rational person miserable. 
But he can’t prescribe the abolition of 
poverty.

For alt-right psychologist Jordan Peterson, 
the solution to this situation – and the 
reason he is beloved of the powerful – is to 
accept it. The sixth of his famous 12 Rules for 
Life – the title of his bestselling 2018 book 
– is “Set your house in perfect order before 
you criticize the world.” In other words, 
‘know your place’. 

Peterson’s message isn’t just “Don’t 
change the world.” It’s “Don’t change who 
the world tells you that you are.” And it does 
profound damage. In January last year, my 
friend Danielle, a brilliant activist who had 
started to come out as a trans woman, took 
her own life. Like thousands of others every 
year, she was struggling with a world that 
refused to accept her.

Too often, mental health is individualised. 
As with physical health, we are taught to 
believe that it is down to us, on our own, to 
sort it out. And as with physical health, this 
is essentially a neoliberal lie.

For much of the Left, the reaction is 

Neoliberalism and inequality make millions miserable. 
Adam Ramsay explains how figures like Jordan Peterson 
exploit this mental health crisis - and how introducing a 
sixth Queer Eye host can help

Finding 
joy



“The challenge for the left, then, is 
to learn how to organise miserable 
people, and to learn to organise while 
miserable. Depressed people shouldn’t 
be encouraged to treat politics as a 
distraction from their misery, but to 
look straight into their misery, and use 
it as a lens to better understand the 
world and a motivation to change it, 
together
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the opposite to the right’s individualism. 
It is: “Organise with millions of others to 
overthrow an economic system which 
makes us all sick.”

Of course this is something we should do. 
But exhortations to join the revolution aren’t 
much help to those who are desperately 
miserable now. Our political systems – 
particularly in Britain and the US – are 
designed to alienate. The purpose of them 
is to put off mass participation. And most 
people are put off. The prospect of wading 
through the factional flame wars of party 
politics, or of being beaten off the streets by 
increasingly militarised police, is unlikely to 
salve the hole in your chest where your soul 
has been ripped out.

So many progressive groups are full 
of people searching for salvation from 
the depression pandemic. And, fairly 
consistently, they fail. We fail. Because while 
hurling yourself at the great injustices of 
the world is a great way to feel 
significant, it’s also a brilliant 
way to distract yourself from 
inner turmoil, rather than 
resolving it. 

And in activist communities, 
feelings so often play out in 
over-intellectualised power 
politics. If everyone is telling 
themselves they are there for 
the greater good, then it’s hard 
to admit the real reason you’re 
upset is that your ego has 
been bashed. It’s hard to admit 
that you’re just performing 
your own neuroses when the 
planet’s burning. It’s easier to 
disguise hurt feelings behind 
ideological spars. Too often, 
people find it easier to split a 
movement than confront their 
own demons.

In this context, Jordan 
Peterson’s suggestion that you “tidy your 
bedroom” can seem to many like the only 
option: it answers the crisis of alienation by 
showing you something you do have power 
over. And it works: tidying your room is a 
remarkably effective way to feel better, for a 
bit. For a generation living in shared flats or 
parental homes longer than they expected, 
your bedroom may be the only space that 
you can control on your own.

Fortunately, the idea that you have 
control on your own or not at all is just the 
propaganda of the powerful. Because while 
activist groups are a terrible alternative to 
therapy, organising with our peers is the best 
tool we have for taking back control of our 
lives. 

The challenge for the left, then, is to learn 
how to organise miserable people, and to 

learn to organise while miserable. Depressed 
people shouldn’t be encouraged to treat 
politics as a distraction from their misery, but 
to look straight into their misery, and use it 
as a lens to better understand the world and 
a motivation to change it, together.

And that has to include giving the sort 
of depressed young men lured to Peterson 
the chance to connect with those who 
are different from them, to emancipate 
themselves from social hierarchies which are 
making them miserable, too.

This learning is already happening in 
many ways, through political networks, 
unions, and campaign groups. It’s a major 
theme of openDemocracy’s Transformation 
section. But what it needs is the touch of 
popular culture.

Last year after nine months of therapy 
I was still utterly miserable, and my 
counsellor had suggested it was time to start 
trying pills. It had felt good to say the words 

out loud – “I think I have some combination 
of depression and ADHD.” And it had felt 
even better when the doctor listened, asked 
careful questions, prescribed fluoxetine for 
the former and referred me to a specialist for 
the latter – leading to a diagnosis this spring.

I’d got through the previous months 
with patient support from my partner, 
and two brilliant Netflix shows, Rachel 
Bloom’s mental-health musical Crazy Ex-
Girlfriend, and the rebooted Queer Eye, 
a careful exploration of toxic masculinity 
and male depression in the dying days of 
neoliberalism, neatly tucked into the format 
of a makeover reality TV show

In each Queer Eye episode, the ‘Fab Five’ 
co-hosts give a struggling hero – usually a 
depressed man – a lifestyle refresh: teaching 
him to cook something scrumptious, buying 

him stylish clothes, grooming him, doing up 
his house and supporting him to confront 
troubles in his life.

What this means for each character varies. 
But the underlying message of every cry-
athon episode is the same. Toxic masculinity 
and competitive ultra-capitalism have 
taught men life lessons which make us 
miserable. To find joy, we need to unlearn.

While reality TV is notoriously cruel, the 
Queer Eye cast specialise in kindness. Each 
of them opens up about their own struggles: 
grooming expert Jonathan Van Ness is an 
HIV+ non-binary former sex worker and 
ex-meth addict. Interior designer Bobby 
Berk is estranged from his Bible-belt family, 
and was a homeless teenager. Culture expert 
Karamo Brown is of Jamaican-Mexican 
heritage, grew up “very poor” and became 
a father at 17. Fashion aficionado Tan 
France comes from a “very strict” Muslim 
household in Doncaster, and is one of the 

first openly gay people 
of South Asian descent 
on a major show. Chef 
Antoni Porowski, the 
son of Polish migrants 
to Canada, is estranged 
from his mother. 

Each episode, I would 
sob to a stream of 
touching moments and 
familiar feelings, and 
an unbearable pressure 
would slip from my 
chest.

In season five, 
released on Netflix this 
summer, the politics 
stops being subtle. 
They help a gay pastor 
accept himself. They 
study the psychological 
violence of Black 
impoverishment in three 

episodes with heroes bound by its chains. 
They show the struggle of migrant families 
through the eyes of a fishmonger and a 
pediatrician. 

They even spend a week with a young 
climate activist, helping ensure that she and 
her Sunrise Movement housemates don’t 
burn out in their drive to stop the planet 
from burning. And, of course, they return to 
their old theme of toxic masculinity.

While it’s easy to criticise the show as 
consumerist ‘change your wardrobe, change 
your life’ claptrap, the underlying messages 
are much more positive. Again and again, 
men are supported to open up to those 
around them, and ask for help. 

Where Jordan Peterson sees a world of 
individuals who must make themselves 



“ ”
Fulfilment doesn’t 
come from reaching 
up, but from 
reaching out to those 
around you. 
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strong, the Fab Five understand that we 
rely on each other. It’s no coincidence 
that the show isn’t based around a single, 
charismatic, middle-aged white male guru, 
but instead, a collective. It’s not just chance 
that, while Peterson is only really an expert 
in magical thinking, the Fab Five each have 
their own, specific craft.

At the turn of the millennium, when 
the original aired, liberals in the US still 
largely believed in the American dream. 
Help people access the spaces of the class 
above them, and you give them a ladder to 
socially climb. The world is made of winners 
and losers, and the original Fab Five helped 
you win.

As we arrive in the 2020s, the next 
generation of liberals in the world’s 
declining superpower are beginning to see 
through that mythology. Fulfilment doesn’t 
come from reaching up, but from reaching 
out to those around you.

Despite the role of our economic system in 
producing the depression pandemic, Queer 
Eye – like the American liberalism it grows 
from – is missing an understanding of class.

That’s not to say that it doesn’t look at 
poverty. A number of its heroes are clearly 
imprisoned by lack of funds. But again 
and again, the lesson it teaches is that the 
path to financial security runs through 
entrepreneurialism. And this is where 
modern American liberalism evaporates in 
the daylight of reality. The data shows that 
people in the US consistently overestimate 
the possibility of social mobility, and 
repeating that bedtime story helps no one.

The final episode focuses on a gym owner 
in an historically Black area of Philadelphia. 
Gentrification threatens his business and his 
community. But the only response to this 
from the team is to modernise the gym – 
which, in all likelihood, won’t be enough as 
the area’s landlords jack up the rent.

Just as you can only really explain the 
astonishing popularity of the musical 
Hamilton when you understand it is an 
attempt by liberal America to snatch their 
country’s foundation myth from the shadow 
of Trumpism, the popularity of Queer Eye 
makes most sense when you see it as an 
attempt to reframe the national myth: the 
American dream.

Generation after generation of US TV 
shows repackage the lie of the American 
dream, leading millions to miserable 
attempts that are doomed to fail, and 
luring them away from the statistically 
proven route to improving their prospects: 
workplace organising.

And this is why Queer Eye needs a 
makeover. Because just as social movements 
need to learn from Queer Eye about 

masculinity, misery and joy, Queer Eye 
needs to learn from social movements about 
how real change happens. What better 
time than season six to introduce a sixth 
character, specialising in helping people 
organise not just the objects around them, 
but their community?

In some episodes, they might focus on 
workplace struggle, establishing a trade 
union branch with colleagues and helping 
them negotiate better conditions with 
employers. After all, the data is stark: US 
workers who are members of unions earn 
significantly more than those who aren’t. 
And yet trade union membership has halved 
since 1983.

In some, they might knock on 
neighbouring doors and set up a tenants' 
union. All across the Western world, 
renters have responded to the housing 
crisis by getting organised. And in others, 
maybe they’d organise a marginalised 
neighbourhood to confront a local 
oppressor. Every community has plenty.

All politics is culture war: we interpret our 
material interests through lenses ground by 
society. And as the critic Raymond Williams 
powerfully argued, you can’t separate culture 
as ‘how we live together’ from culture as ‘the 
arts’. The latter is a powerful tool for carving 
the former.

And so as the Queer Eye crew look ahead 
to their next season, glinting with medals for 
their battles against patriarchy, it’s time for 
them to start to unpick the American dream 
and expose it for what it is: the core lie at the 
heart of American nationalism. 

 

With Black Lives Matter launching under 
the first Black president, the US has started 
to understand that change isn’t a matter of 
individual progress. ‘People like you’ getting 
to the top of the ladder doesn’t make it 

easier to reach the rungs. Emancipation is 
achieved together, or not at all.

In last year’s European elections, the 
far-right didn’t do as well as many had 
projected. Since Trump’s 2016 election, 
millions everywhere have been inspired to 
take part in politics, desperate to oppose his 
cruelty. Across the world, white supremacists 
and defenders of patriarchy aren’t feeling 
dominant. Their shouts are the squeals of 
the losers, the howls of white men failing to 
adjust to a world we’re increasingly being 
made to share.

In the coming years, millions of members 
of Generation Z will arrive in polling booths 
for the first time, and, across most of the 
Western world, polling consistently shows 
this is a cohort inspired not by Peterson, 
but by Greta Thunberg, Bernie Sanders and 
Black Lives Matter. 

Adam Ramsay is Editor of OpenDemocracy

This is an edited extract of Adam's piece ‘Queer Eye, 
Jordan Peterson and the battle for depressed men' 
first published on Open Democracy
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F
ingers in soil. Toes in sea. Air in 
lungs. When you’ve got a mental 
health problem the very weight of 
being alive can feel relentless. But, 
for me at least, my mind is rarely 
lighter and calmer and my mental 

health rarely better than when I’m doing 
something that connects me to the outside. 

The black dog that sits and waits; the 
black cloud that billows large then small 
then large again; the heavy rock in the pit 
of your stomach; or the ice-cold boiling-hot 
juice that runs through your veins as soon as 
you wake up – whatever it is, there are some 
days when nothing helps. Truly nothing. And 
even opening the door to the outside world 
feels impossible. In those times feeling like 
you have somewhere safe to be – both inside 
and, ideally, out – is very important.

We’ve seen this play out in real time in the 
last few months, in the most extreme ways. 
If there was ever going to be anything that 
threw into sharp relief just how important 
space in the outside world is to our mental 
health, then a pandemic was surely it. 

There are different kinds of space we 
need to feel safe, and then there are others 
we need to feel free. There’s the very 
inner – a warm and safe and secure home. 
The immediate outer – any outdoor space 
available to you via your home. The places 
you live – your immediate streets and 
community and parks. And then there’s the 
great outdoors – from the lakes and moors to 
rivers running through valleys and cities and 
national parks. And when we are lucky, some 
of that space is either ours or it’s public.

The provision of public green space is so 
important – for people’s health and, as we 

have seen through lockdown, for people’s 
sanity – somewhere to detach from work, to 
socialise and to find joy in the every day. The 
ancient Greeks knew how important public 
space was, they had central gathering places 
– agora – in all towns. The Victorians too 
who, during the industrial revolution, built 
parks into London as it was growing around 
them. Often referred to as the city’s lungs 
parks gave respite to those working in the 
filth and the soot, rather than just those of 
a higher class simply taking a turn. And this 
didn’t just happen in London but in other 
cites too – in Newcastle, Huddersfield, Derby. 

And so, as we all became enclosed in our 
homes and time outside became government 
mandated and exercise-linked, the call of 
and need for the outside seems, for most, to 
have become stronger. The pandemic turned 
our parks from lungs to living rooms – and 
for many it made all the difference. Because 
those lungs, which were always there and oft 
used but never relied upon, have come into 
their own. Not just, as might have been the 
original aim of some of our parks, as a valve 
for relentlessness work but as a space to do 
the things that make a life a life – to meet, to 
talk, to play, to celebrate and commiserate, to 
comfort and love. 

But as in many other areas, the crisis 
highlighted many existing inequalities: 
private outdoor space is limited, especially 
in cities, and is usually the preserve of 
the better-off; public green space is not 
uniformly good and not everyone feels 
welcome in it; and in this green and 
pleasant land a lot of our green space isn’t 
even public to begin with.

Deprived urban areas were hit hardest 
when it came to limited access to public 
space – with the calls to close overcrowded 
parks likely to hit those on low wages, 
especially people of colour, harder. As my 
NEF colleagues Alex Chapman and Jasmeet 
Phagoora found in their research in April, 
the proportion of people visiting parks or 
public green spaces almost halved at the 
start of lockdown, with the reduction much 

more pronounced in poorer local authorities 
than wealthier ones. 

The evidence available shows that access 
to green space is usually more difficult for 
those on low incomes – ONS data shows 
that houses closer to green space are 
more expensive, and a study by a group of 
academics at Sheffield University found that 
population pressure on green space could 
be approximately 60% higher in the bottom 
income quintile compared to the top. 

This crisis, which has made all of our 
worlds smaller, serves as a reminder to fight 
for easily accessible, high-quality public 
green space. Guy Shrubsole’s tireless work 
in uncovering who owns the land in the 
first place has brought home just how stark 
the situation is – his work found that half 
of England is owned by less than 1% of its 
population. During lockdown Shrubsole, 
alongside Friends of the Earth, launched 
a campaign to open up golf courses to the 
public, as it turns out golf courses not only 
take up more space in Britain than parks 
but that they are used by far fewer people 
– just 1.34% of the population use golf 
courses whereas London parks alone receive 
223m visits in a year. And so if we are to, as 
Chancellor Rishi Sunak put it recently, do 
more than simply exist we need high-quality 
public space that everyone can enjoy to be 
seen as priority, not just a luxury. 

My Dad, the son of wool mill workers 
in Yorkshire, was born in the nook of a 
valley. No matter how hard people up there 
worked, when they left the floor there was 
always the moors – the horizon. “Among 
these dark satanic mills?” indeed. Maybe 
people love that song (Jerusalem) because 
of its uplifting timbre and the opportunities 
to shout-sing through or maybe it depicts 
what people think about when they think 
about ‘home’. The patchwork of green, 
trimmed with the blue of the coast you see 
when you are landing at the airport. When 
I think of England, I think of green and of 

30THE NEW ECONOMICS ZINE

GREEN &  
PLEASANTLAND
As we imagine the world we want 

to live in after the pandemic, 
Sofie Jenkinson examines the 
role of the parks, gardens and 

green space in our mental health



sea. My Dad, who no longer lives in his 
beloved Yorkshire, tells me often about his 
longing for the moors – of what it means 
to have been born in a glacier-carved valley 
in the Pennines. He said that when he first 
moved away from the moors he yearned for 
the horizon and after a few years of living 
in London this was something I came to 
think of daily. I didn’t grow up in a valley 
but instead enveloped in a crease of the 
Shropshire Hills – the kind that Houseman 
carved his words into. When I started to live 
more of my life indoors, in offices where 
windows didn’t open and in cities where you 
rarely see the stars, I longed to plunge my 
hands into dirt. And since lockdown, living 
and working in a one-bed flat, I regularly 
long to jump into open water. 

The last few months have been tough for 
most of us – the gnawing days of lockdown 
stretching ahead as we stutter and reach 
towards the elusive ‘new normal’. Whether 
it should have done or not, this crisis came 
in hard and fast and took out a lot of what 
we had come to know. The structures we’d 
built, the routines and the dividing lines. 
But also the little moments of release 
that reconnected you with the world and 
dispersed some stress – like the breeze 
hitting your face as you finally leave work 
and make your way home. And so, as we 
cram all of the ripples of our lives into tiny 
spaces and roll back hard fought and won 
work/life boundaries, feeling diminished, we 
search for something to keep us sane, for 
something to give us those little moments. 
For the things that make life, life. 

For those of us that experience any type 
of mental illness, the pandemic has thrown 
up a variety of different issues. As this year 
has worn on and the world has felt bleaker 
with every sunrise, many people’s mental 
health has become worse. For me, the past 
six months have been splattered with quite a 
few dark spots, the last few weeks especially 
so. And not for the first time has the 
outdoors, the green, the sea, open water and 
a collection of pot plants been my saviour. 

The year after I moved to London, in the 
aftermath of the pomp of the Olympics, I 
had a breakdown. I stopped being able to 
use public transport, which meant I used to 
get stuck – at work, at home, or on the street 
outside tube stations. I walked more, saw 
more, found more parks. As I emerged from 
this period of serious mental health crisis 
my friend took me to a plant shop tucked 
under a railway arch with a corrugated iron 
roof and I bought my first proper plant. As 
I started to recover I filled my room and my 
house to the gills with plants – usually the 
forgiving cheese plant who survived on the 
days where I could barely feed and wash 

myself, let alone them. There was something 
soothing about their presence and watching 
them grow – giving something outside 
yourself life. I began to get better and care 
more about looking after them, and as I did 
so I found that looking after myself became 
easier too. 

This love of (and need to) bring green 
inside for the days I couldn’t be outside 
snowballed in the intervening years and 
my flat is slowing becoming a burgeoning 
jungle. In lockdown this has spread to the 
small morsel of semi-private outdoor space 
I have – a space that is not green and is not 
somewhere I thought a novice and patchy 
indoor gardener like myself would have 
any luck. But the act of pushing your hands 
into soil, planting a tiny seed and seeing 
what happens to is, it turns out, enough. 
There are tiny miracles every time you go 
out and check. And unlike the many, many 
other things I’ve tried in the past to occupy 
my mind, I didn’t mind if I was bad at it. 
Everything else – painting (is the paper 
supposed to be this wet), lino cutting (ow 
that’s my finger), drawing (is that a hand or 
a foot?), reading (I better just look that up), 
meditation (am I supposed to be thinking 
about what I’m having for tea?) just didn’t 
go that well. 

During lockdown seed sales skyrocketed 
and the Royal Horticultural Society reported 
that the number of people going to their 
website for advice grew fivefold. The joy 
I’ve experienced growing these little plants 
has endured, whether they’ve lived or died, 
whether I’ve excelled or just tried. And I 
guess all of this makes sense when trying to 
find hope, when digging for optimism – to 
be able to create something and watch it 
thrive. A simple pleasure, where the result 
brings joy, but if it turns out to be a disaster, 
it doesn’t really matter. 

If you think about how so many of us took 
solace in the green-ery of gardening or the 
outdoors in this time makes total sense – the 
connection between a healthy mind and 
time outside just seems logical. But what it is 
not is equally accessible to everyone – and it 
needs to be.

After a particularly bleak blast of news 
last week I stumbled across an episode of 
Mortimer & Whitehouse: Gone Fishing set 
on the River Usk. Both men sat with their 
wellington-booted feet in the river, cup of tea 
in their hands, looking downstream as the 
sun hit the water. I found myself soothed and 
enthralled. “When my mother-in-law was 
knocking on”, said Bob Mortimer, “I used to 
see her staring at a butterfly or a flower with 
a smile on her face…and I’m beginning to 
realise…it’s worth living for that, isn’t it?” As 
we get older, but also as we emerge from this 

period of being inside or being in one place 
most of the time, I think we will all start to 
have those moments more.

As the world starts to return we have to 
think: what kind of world do we want to 
find? One with more space to be in, more 
time to be in it with people we love, more 
opportunity to marvel at the nature that 
surrounds us. Not just living to work – but 
part of an economy that supports us and 
builds green space not just for us to recover 
from work and be more productive, but to 
facilitate a good life, instead of living with 
eyes trained on a GDP point on a graph. An 
economy that doesn’t only place value on a 
forest once it has been cut down.

The Reset inquiry alongside the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on the Green New 
Deal heard 55,000 people and found that 
overwhelmingly people want a greener, 
fairer country. Meanwhile the Climate 
Assembly recommended a range of ideas to 
Parliament for reaching net zero, their main 
priorities focused on restoring the natural 
world, local community, and engagement 
and urgency. And the big man himself David 
Attenborough, talking about his new series 
about life on the planet, acknowledged 
the problematic relationship between the 
natural world and capitalism, saying: “…
you have to have the wisdom to realise that 
you can live sustainably, that it is possible 
that your economics could live on a rather 
different system from the one which is based 
on profit.” 

So what we are waiting for? Let’s use this 
moment to fight for and build a society, an 
economy and a world that puts people and 
planet at its heart. One with secure, high-
quality jobs that support a green economy 
and give people a comfortable amount to 
live on, more publicly-owned land for us all 
to enjoy, and more rights to explore the land 
we don’t own, more paid time off to spend 
among what we love – people or trees..

As Arundhati Roy puts it: “Another world 
is not only possible, she is on her way…on a 
quiet day, if I listen very carefully, I can hear 
her breathing.”

Sofie Jenkinson is the Head of Communications 
and News at the New Economics Foundation and 
Trustee of Rethinking Economics

FURTHER READING 

From William Collins: Who Owns England?: Our Green 
and Pleasant Land and How to Take it Back by Guy Shrub-
sole (2019). 

From the Right to Roam campaign: The context (2020). 
https://www.righttoroam.org.uk/ 

From the New Economics Foundation: Parks are for 
everyone by Alex Chapman and Jasmeet Phagoora (2020). 
https://neweconomics.org/2020/05/parks-are-for-everyone 
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A
lienation from the natural 
world is a factor in the 
mental health crisis in the 
West.”  That’s the thesis 
of Losing Eden: why our 
minds need the wild by Lucy 

Jones. The book explores the evidence that 
spending time in nature is vital for our 
mental health, from relaxing our attention, 
to maintaining our circadian rhythms, and 
triggering our parasympathetic nervous 
system. Time interacting with the natural 
world is now used as treatment for mental 
health problems, from mild or moderate 
(often through ‘social prescriptions’) to 
severe and complex.

One of the most fascinating chapters 
looks at research which is beginning to 
investigate the effects of exposure to soil 
on the intricate communities of microbes 
which live in the human body. Our bodies’ 
microbes influence “our health and well-
being through complex ecological processes” 
including treating chronic inflammation, 
associated with decreased resistance 
to stress and depression. Jones writes: 
“Our microbiota are healthiest when they 
are diverse – and a diverse microbiota is 
influenced positively by an environment 
filled with organisms, which are found more 

THE REVIEW:
LOSING EDEN

abundantly in outside space than inside.”
For Jones, this research is not just 

informative – it’s personal. Throughout 
Losing Eden she traces stories from her own 
life, including a decade of depression and 
alcohol abuse. She attributes her recovery to 
psychiatry, medicine, psychotherapy, human 
support – and spending time in nature:

“Walking daily on Walthamstow Marshes 
[...] I started to feel that I belonged to a wider 
family of species, a communion of beings, the 
matrix of life, from the spiders to the lichen 
and the cormorants to the coots.”

This personal angle stops the book from 
being a list of scientific studies. It’s a call to 
go outside and stick your hands in some soil.

But the mental benefits of time in nature 

are becoming inaccessible: “Simply put, 
we’ve moved inside. We live in cubicles, 
cars and tower blocks, spending only 1 to 5 

WORDS BY MARGARET WELSH

It's a call to go outside 
and stick your hands 
in some soil.

“
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per cent of our time outdoors.” For those of 
us who can spend time in natural spaces, 
environmental depletion limits what we can 
experience. “[O]ur economic systems, our 
obsession with infinite growth and the way we 
perceive the world around us” are responsible 
for our ecological and climate crises. This is 
a vicious cycle: our non-relationship with 
nature impacts on our mental health and 
makes us less likely to defend natural spaces 
and species. And the resulting losses will 
intensify our mental health crisis further.

But Jones avoids the easy conclusion that 
to fight the mental health crisis everyone 
should spend more time outside. Access to 
nature is not evenly spread across society:

“Children who live in deprived areas 
are nine times less likely to have access to 
nature, through green space and places to 
play, than children in affluent areas, who 
may also have access to private gardens. 
Children living in the poorest homes are 
six times more likely to have never set foot 
in a wild open space than those in more 
affluent circumstances.”

In the UK, people from ethnic minority 
groups or with lower socio-economic status 
are less likely to have access to natural 
spaces. For working-class people, argues 
Jones, exclusion from the countryside began 
with the start of enclosure in 1604 and has 
finished with fewer than 200,000 families 
owning two-thirds of countryside land.

When poverty is the main driver of 
mental health issues, inequality of access has 
serious health repercussions. Richer people 
can ‘buy’ their way out of stress through 
expensive leisure activities and holidays. 
But for poorer people, access to soothing 
natural space is vital. This means access 
to nature can reduce health inequalities 
– environments which do this are called 
‘equigenic environments’.

Our economic system hovers just out 
of sight in Losing Eden. While innovative 
‘social prescription’ for time in nature 
opens up new possibilities for mental 
health treatment, local authorities have 
adopted it as a response to austerity, with 
the activities carried out by the voluntary 
sector. (Full disclosure: I first met Lucy 
Jones while volunteering with the Women’s 
Environment Network at one of these ‘green 
care’ sessions at Tower Hamlets Cemetery 
Park in east London.) ‘Equigenesis’ was 
developed by a researcher who became 

disillusioned with his attempts to reduce 
structural health inequality and wanted 
an approach that could be carried out on a 
short timeframe.

One question the book doesn’t explore is: 
how much nature counts as ‘enough’ to have 
a positive impact on our mental health? 
The answer seems to vary throughout the 
book. Edward Osborne Wilson, who coined 
the term ‘biophilia’, says that “lawn grass, 
potted plants, caged parakeets, puppies, 
and rubber snakes are not enough.” One 

study suggests that employee wellbeing 
can be impacted by pot plants and views of 
trees out the windows of an office. In one 
Chicago housing project, researchers found 
that a few trees and some grass close to their 
apartment was enough to improve residents’ 
wellbeing.

But what counts as ‘nature’ anyway? 
The separation between humans and 
‘nature’ is a pretty fuzzy one. We think of 
the countryside as ‘natural’ but much of 
our farmland is monocultural, sustained 
by artificial fertilisers and pesticides, and 
devoid of wildlife. Even before the Industrial 
Revolution, humans still changed the 
environment around them through practices 
like coppicing or animal grazing. Even 
the most remote parts of the world aren’t 
‘natural’. Our warming climate means that 
nowhere is untouched by human impact. 
If we can’t define what is ‘natural’, then 

how can we say that ‘nature’ is good for our 
mental health?

If we only define what is ‘natural’ as what 
is not-human, then it’s confusing to suggest 
that a managed urban park is a natural 
space that benefits our mental health. But 
Jones recognises that it’s more complicated: 
“‘Nature’ itself is problematic as a word 
because, of course, we are part of nature 
even if we don’t think we are, or accept we 
are, so in a way it solidifies the separation 
between people and the rest of the living 
world.” Investigations into how our 
environment affects our microbiome show 
that  “[w]e imagine our skin and bodies 
to be armoured, or a shell impenetrable 
to the outdoors, that we have somehow 
transcended our biological origins” but 
“we are woven into the land, and wider 
ecosystems, more than we realise”. This 
sentiment – that access to nature is vital to 
our mental health, and that we are already 
more entwined with nature than we realise 
– is the book’s most important message.

Our warming 
climate means 
that nowhere is 
untouched by 
human impact. 
If we can’t define 
what is ‘natural’, 
then how can we 
say that ‘nature’ is 
good for our 
mental health? ”

“
Margaret Welsh is communications officer at the 
New Economics Foundation.
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S
ince we published the last 
issue of the New Economics 
Zine, we’ve had quite a few 
people ask us: “Why a zine?” We 
thought it might be worth a little 
explanation, as the origins of the 

humble zine are quite interesting. 
A zine (pronounced ‘zeen’ as in ‘magazine’) 

is defined as a small-circulation self-
published magazine or fanzine which 
usually consists of a mixture of original and 
appropriated work, produced by a small group 
of people. Traditionally zines are produced 
and reproduced using a photocopier (or 
earlier on a mimeograph) to keep costs low, 
with contents hand-cut and -pasted, and 
usually have a circulation of 1000 or lower 
(with many having runs of less than 100).

Zines have been a significant means of 
communication and community creation 
in subcultures across the world for many 
years. They were commonly used as a way 
of sharing and developing skills and telling 
people’s stories rather than as a way of 
making money. 

Zines started their modern-day life 
in the 1930s and 40s in the science 
fiction community following a letter 
page in a popular magazine opening up 
communication lines between fans. The 
Comet, created by Science Correspondence 
Club is considered to be one of the first. Today 
the word ‘zine’ itself is usually added on to a 
descriptor eg political zine or literary zine.  

Next came comic zines and horror zines 
and others connected to sci-fi circles, before 
zines made their way over to the music 
community. In the mid-60s rock fanzines 
appeared and were carried into existence for 
the next few decades – including a generous 
handful on The Boss (Bruce Springsteen). 
In the 1970s zines became an integral part 
of punk culture, particularly in the DIY and 
hardcore scenes, though many used the 
term ‘punkzine’ to signal that they were not 
publications designed to uncritically celebrate 
any band or musician and to reject that 
element of celebrity (and capitalist) culture. 
Some of the most notable publications 
include UK-based Sniffin’ Glue who covered 
bands like The Clash, The Ramones, and Joy 
Division and Maximum Rocknroll, a punk and 
hardcore zine based in San Francisco, which 
started life in 1982 and only closed its doors 

last year. 
Later, zines turned up to a spectacular 

degree in the 90s riot grrrl scene through 
bands like Bikini Kill, Heavens to Betsy, 
Bratmobile, L7, and Sleater-Kinney. Both Bust 
(first published 1993) and Bitch (published 
1996) started out as zines connected to riot 
grrrl and later became full-scale magazines. 
Riot grrrl was a subculture that made its home 
in the intersection between punk, politics 
and feminism often touching on issues such 
a patriarchy, domestic and sexual abuse, 
race and class and female empowerment. 
By 1993, an estimated 40,000 zines were 
being published in North America alone, 
many of them devoted to riot grrrl music and 
politics. Current London-based punk band 
Dream Nails are from this tradition and have 
published a couple of zines to go with their 
music releases in recent years stating: “DIY is 
about never asking permission, about being 
self-sufficient and about believing in yourself. 
In a capitalist patriarchy where women are 
told to be dependent, DIY is about developing 
your own strength. Instead of waiting for 
someone to tell you you're good enough, tell 
yourself!”

Zines were popular for lots of reasons 
– they gave people creative freedom to 
make and talk about what they wanted, 
they also acted as very useful methods of 
communicating with groups, and before 
the days of the internet they gave people 
not just creative outlets but ways of getting 
their voices heard. Then, as now, the means 
of production and the capital to invest in 
machinery like printing presses was accessible 
to very few people – consolidating the power 
of those who were able to produce news and 
print. So being able to produce your own 
counter information was very valuable. The 
tradition of using leaflets and pamphlets 
and small-circulation newspapers and 
publications to spread information, create 
community and find like minds goes back far 
– from the tracts detailing the most important 
political and religious issues of the time in 
the mid-1600s leading up to the English Civil 
War, through the anonymous leaflet campaign 
of anti-Nazi resistance group White Rose in 
World War II, through to the modern-day 
leaflets handed out by Extinction Rebellion. 
Zines are just one part of that story but have 
a played very particular role in radical and 
activist spaces throughout the last century. 

The development of desktop publishing 
software such as Quark and Indesign (which 
is how we make ours!) led, to some degree, to 
the professionalisation and democratisation 
of publishing for the masses as it allowed 
you to do at home what those in newspaper 
and magazine offices had been doing for a 
while. It replaced the big sheets of metal with 
letters and pictures on a plate (in essence a 
big stamp) made out of moveable type placed 
by hand or casting of the type in molten 
lead with picking up a text box and shifting 
it across the page. But, fun fact, many of the 
tools you find in desktop publishing take their 
names from metal typesetting, such a leading 
and kerning. All major publications of course 
now use desktop publishing and digital 
printing with most phasing out hot mental 
and linotype printing in the late 70s and 
80s. When the Guardian stopped hot metal 
printing in 1987, they held a mock funeral for 
the practice. 

Traditional zines initially seemed to 
die down with the emergence of desktop 
publishing and the internet as avenues for 
expression and communication. But zines 
remain alive – you can buy a zine about birds, 
about restaurants, about art and literature, 
about things men have said at work, about 
sexuality, about politics, about basically every 
aspect of life. And there’s even a zine about 
zines called Broken Pencil. 

We felt like the name ‘zine’ was appropriate 
because we planned a small-circulation, non-
profit and accessible product that, at its heart, 
is battling with the widely-held orthodox 
notions of mainstream economics. We wanted 
this to be a space where those ideas can be 
shared and can flourish from anyone, not just 
academics or those inside thinktanks. 

While we acknowledge that our zine is not 
hand cut, pasted and photocopied we believe 
the spirit of the original zine movement is 
held in the way we commission, make and 
distribute the zine. We commission, edit and 
layout everything in house, feature original 
artwork from at least two illustrators every 
issue and print on sustainable and recycled 
sources of paper through a company that 
used to be a printing coop in Manchester, 
born out of Rochdale Alternative Press. 

But, whatever you think of the name, and 
whatever you think of ‘zines’, we very much 
hope that you enjoy reading our little project. 

WHAT IS 
A ZINE?
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A PERSONAL NOTE FROM ONE OF OUR EDITORS

A DEDICATION TO ED

I 
would like to dedicate this issue to 
someone who is no longer with us. 
In fact, I would like to dedicate it 
to all those who are no longer with 
because of mental illness. 

I met Ed at university while 
working on the student newspaper as I 
sat typing directly into Quark, like I am 
typing directly into Indesign now – very 
much frowned upon! Together we trained 
to be magazine journalists – laying out 
pages like this and staying up to the 
wee small hours trying to get things 
ready for print. I was always late and 
always stressed and he always seemed 
so together and ready for anything 
– there was basically no book he'd 
not read, and I've yet to meet a more 
effortlessly brilliant writer. He was a 
swan, swimming so calmly with his feet 
pumping underneath. And most of us 
didn't realise. 

As soon as I met Ed I felt I'd know him 
forever. He was one of the most brilliant 
people I've ever known – he wasn't like 
everybody else and there was something 
about him that spoke to me, and me him. 
We both struggled with our mental health 
but for a long time I didn't know that – or 
at least I didn't realise I knew that. There 
was something about the way we knew 
each other and understood each other 
that made more sense once I knew. 

If and when people found out 

he struggled they were usually very 
surprised. But I don't think I was. The 
weight of the world as it is, especially 
when your brain is prone to thinking and 
thinking and thinking of the million and 
one ways things can go wrong, worrying 
about how you may let people down and 
chalking up all the ways you miss the 
mark – well, that can take its toll. This is 
a weight I know very well, one I am sure 
he did too. And there is always so much 
going on for people we may never know. 

Two years ago I lost my friend when he 
took his own life. 

I wanted to dedicate this issue to Ed 
for a few reasons. Firstly, because I miss 
him. I miss his birthday-card-hating, 
prose-toting, book-reading, dry-witted 
presence in the world. And I think a lot of 
people have someone to remember and 
so I wanted there to be a space for us to 
remember how much we miss them. 

Secondly, I'm pretty sure I wouldn't 
be where I am right now, laying out this 
magazine for you, without him. I certainly 
wouldn't have made it through those 
years of university without him and I 
might have given up doing anything with 
this skill at all had I not had his support

And third, the thing that killed my 
friend kills thousands of people every 
single year and I will no longer let a 
moment pass where I keep my silence 
on it. An underfunded and ineffective 

system is what greets those that find 
themselves mentally unwell – and it's not 
good enough. Being put on a medication 
that 'might do the trick' is not good 
enough, pontifications in newspaper 
columns about people going to the GP 
because they want to be put on 'happy 
pills' (which couldn't be further from 
the experience) is not good enough, 
campaigns calling for the end of stigma 
and increased awareness that don't 
mention lack of properly funded or 
adequate services aren't good enough, 
and an economy that only truly values 
your financial worth, your productivity 
and your professional success is so 
obviously flawed it seems silly to even 
point out. 

And so this dedication is borne out of 
remembrance, of love and of anger. 

Ed deserved so much more from the 
services that were supposed to be there 
to help him. Services that have been 
systematically ignored and underfunded 
by government after government. He 
deserved more from an economic system 
than one there to laud how busy you 
are and what your job is and not how 
much of a great person you are. And he 
deserved more from the world. 

So let's fight for a world where people 
want to be and want to stay – to live and 
be happy. We all deserve that.
			     – Sofie Jenkinson

WHERE TO GO IF YOU NEED HELP AND SUPPORT:  

Contact Samaritans for free anytime from any 
phone on 116 123 even from a mobile without 
credit. This number won't show up on your 
phone bill. Or email jo@samaritans.org or  
visit www.samaritans.org Visit: https://hubofhope.co.uk

If you need help of advice or have been affected by anything discussed in this issue you 
can contact:

Shout textline is open 24/7
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