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REVIEWS PODCASTS  REVIEWS

Come all ye heart-weary activists 
longing to heal the planet, and 
bring your environmentalist 
friends with you, for I have the 

perfect podcast for your ears. Outrage 
and Optimism describes itself as “a pod-
cast about solving the climate crisis and 
reshaping the world”. In other words, it’s 
a podcast for people who already under-
stand that we face a climate and extinction 
crisis, and who want to take radical action 
to “create a kinder, healthier and more 
beautiful world for everyone”.

The weekly podcast is presented by 
Christiana Figueres, who as Executive 
Secretary of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate 
Change brought together the coun-
tries for the Paris Agreement, Paul 
Dickinson, who co-founded CDP, an 
NGO showing what business is doing to 

reduce CO2 emissions, and Tom Rivett-
Carnac, who has previously worked with 
both Figueres and Dickinson. The three 
are already very good friends, so there is 
an easy humour and unforced rapport 
between them from the first episode, 
though each brings a different perspec-
tive to keep the discussions interesting.

But why call it ‘Outrage and Optimism’? 
This is explained beautifully in the first 
episode, where Figueres asserts that we 
need both in order to move beyond the 
climate crisis. She describes her despair 
following the Copenhagen climate nego-
tiations, and her realisation that her belief 
that agreement was impossible would 
ensure the failure of all future talks. She 
intentionally changed her attitude, and 
slowly the mood began to change. “We 
finally understood”, she said, “that opti-
mism is not the result of an achievement, 
but rather the input with which we have to 
approach any challenging task.” And the 
outrage? We’re possibly all more familiar 
with this one. It’s seeing the extinction of 

species, and the increasing frequency of 
extreme weather events, and the rising 
death toll. It’s the anger we feel when, 
even though we have the policies, the 
technologies and the finance to make a 
difference, we are still not moving fast 
enough. Outrage gives us the energy to 
come together and act, or as Figueres puts 
it, “Optimism is the direction, and outrage 
is the fuel.” Crucially, the podcast includes 
the outrage felt by those left behind by 
rising global inequality – the need for cli-
mate justice – so that our actions need to 
be about creating a better world for every-
one, not just saving the world as it is now.

For a relatively new podcast, the team 
has already interviewed some huge 
names, including David Attenborough, 
Greta Thunberg, Bill McKibben, Jane 
Goodall, Ellie Goulding and – perhaps 
not such a big name in the environ-
mental movement – William Hague. 
Well, yes. Although activists tend to be 
left-leaning, Hague makes the point 
that the political right also needs to be 

You’ve probably heard of Extinction Rebellion 
(XR) by now. The environmental campaign 
has caused waves with its focused, colourful 
and in many ways controversial direct actions. 

The weeks of disruption caused to central London in 
April 2019 marked a turning point, mobilising large 
numbers who had not previously engaged in direct 
action, and finally pushing well overdue conversations 
into the public discourse. XR has also been criticised 
by parts of the organised left, who accused it of irre-
sponsible tactics, of backgrounding capitalism as the 
core enemy, and of understating the existing struggles 
of people in the global south.

Out of this comes An Extinction Rebellion Handbook, 
just released by Penguin, with the aim of pushing the 
message – and the confidence to take action – even fur-
ther. The book is a collection of 32 short essays by diverse 
authors, split into two halves, illustrated throughout with 
XR’s signature impactful artwork. The first half, Tell the 
Truth, relates to the situation at hand: rising tempera-
tures, catastrophic events, and the failure of governments 
to act. The second half, Act Now, provides practical advice 
on climate activism, including how to organise and carry 
out a direct action, building campaign support, and the 
nitty-gritty of making art, providing food and keeping 
spirits up on the day. This two-part structure mirrors the 
successful presentations that XR has been taking around 
the country to begin forming groups, helping to make 
that experience available to a wider audience.

Whilst there is no single voice, there does appear to have 
been an effort to respond to the criticisms, with chapters 
on Indigenous struggle and the ecological situation in the 
global south featuring prominently, and capitalism and colo-
nialism frequently named as the core problem. A further 
criticism I have personally had of XR has been its apparent 
lack of a concrete future vision in terms of transformed 

social structures (as opposed to merely demanding reduc-
tion in emissions). I was pleasantly surprised, then, to see 
that in the final few essays the book moves on to lay out 
ideas for alternative societies such as Rojava, democratic 
confederalism in Northern Syria; participatory budgeting 
in Porto Alegre, Brazil; and Cooperation Jackson’s radi-
cal cooperative network in the US, as well as discussing 
post-growth economics, redesigning cities, and building 
common ownership. The potential for these ideas to be 
opened up to a wider readership is, for me, enough to war-
rant recommending this book, as it remains a missing piece 
in the climate movement puzzle.

Those who were critical may remain dissatisfied. Many 
of the essays continue to feature an unquestioned liberal 
state analysis: for example, the term ‘social contract’ is 
thrown around without any analysis or acknowledgement 
that this concept emerged from the same Enlightenment 
philosophy that has formed the backbone of capitalism 
and colonialism. Further, the friendly approach to the 
police is unchanged and is so deeply embedded in the 
organisation’s DNA that it is extremely likely to remain 
so. But the book does give a much clearer explanation 
than I’ve seen elsewhere for why this approach has been 
taken. Anyone embarking on any extended critique of 
these or other aspects of XR would be advised to read it 
for insight into the underlying strategy. 

But whatever problems the book might have, it’s 
worth taking a step back and looking at it in terms 
of its intended purpose: that of mobilising the large 
number of people who are currently outside the left-
wing bubble. This is an accessible text appropriate for 
introducing the average reader to both the scale of the 
building crisis and what they can do to fight back. It 
does that while seeding in ideas that haven’t been heard 
in the popular conversation, such as around the role of 
colonialism, and viable utopian visions.

It won’t please everyone, but it’s aware it won’t. It’s a 
messy book for messy times. Buy it for that person in your 
life who just needs one more nudge to take action.

Graham Jones is the author of The Shock Doctrine of the Left.
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engaged and to come on board. The dis-
cussion is polite but lively. Well worth 
a listen. There are episodes about pol-
lution in our cities, about the role of 
the EU, the mechanics of the Paris 
Agreement, and how the climate crisis 
is magnifying the numbers of refugees. 
There are moments of hope – Democrat 
presidential hopeful Jay Inslee claims 
that strong action on the climate can 

win votes – there are tears (including 
an absolute mic drop moment at the 
end of the Attenborough interview), and 
there are moments of despair. (Figueres 
is deeply moved by her interview with 
Thunberg, and all three are profoundly 
concerned by Thunberg’s sadness.)

This is a podcast that assumes its lis-
teners are intelligent; it manages to strike 
the right balance between providing 

information, global context and news. But 
it’s the emotional frankness that makes 
it so transformative. I’ve felt it changing 
my brain wiring as I’ve listened. I’ll leave 
the final word to Figueres: “Remember, 
impossible is not a fact: it is an attitude... 
and we are running out of time.”

Rachel Marsh is a podcast addict and 
designs Resurgence & Ecologist magazine.
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