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“[Solastalgia] is the ‘lived experience’ of the loss of the present as manifest in a feeling of dislocation; of being 
undermined by forces that destroy the potential for solace to be derived from the present. In short, solastalgia is a form 

of homesickness one gets when one is still at ‘home’.” 
(G. Albrecht, 2005, p. 45)1 

 
What psychological effects will a rapidly changing climate have on those who live within it? While 
discussions of the more immediate physical and economic impacts are easy to find, the psychological 
and psychosocial impacts are less often addressed. In the first few decades of the 21st century, the 
pressures of the Anthropocene are only just beginning to be felt, in recurring droughts, floods, 
extreme weather events, and other climate disasters. The potentially apocalyptic nature of the 
environment in coming decades remains at a distance for many of us, its impacts not necessarily 
apparent, especially for those of us lucky enough to live in places relatively insulated from it’s more 
deadly effects.Even for those of us with that distance, however, the knowledge of coming 
environmental disaster can have psychological and psychosocial impacts. These include stress 
response from our endocrine systems, the rise of psychiatric disorders such as PTSD, depression, 
anxiety, and suicidality, and psychologically difficult sensations such as loss and grief; the specifics of 
this are explored in a recently updated report from the American Psychological Association3 and a 
2019 study from researchers at the UofA.4 What psychological effects, then, will climate change and 
attendant eco-anxieties have on those living in 2050? This question shaped our thinking as we 
developed the work in Solastalgia. 

Solastalgia names the melancholy experienced when home itself becomes unfamiliar, coined 
by the philosopher Glenn Albrecht as a neologism based on nostalgia (the pain of longing for home 
when away). It identifies the feelings of loss and anxiety felt when our sense of place and identity are 
challenged by events like floods or forest fires, new risks of contagious diseases like Lyme or Zika, 
or unfamiliar experiences like smoke-filled summer skies and too-early bird calls…. As we moved 
forward with this project, we tried to imagine what kind of experiences a child would have growing 
up in the Anthropocene, thinking about our own young children and relatives; what would it be like 
to live through radical climate change? How would global warming, increasing severe weather 
events, mass extinctions, sea-level rise, forced environmental migration, and the other Horsemen of 
the Anthropocene impact someone over a lifetime? Solastalgia came out of these concerns, as we 
tried to generate a structure of affect that might impel the viewer to consider, and perhaps 
experience, some of the anxious and disorienting affects we imagine are soon to come for too many 
of us now living, and certainly for those generations that follow. 

The exhibition’s acoustics could be heard before you entered the room: a cello drone, the 
cracking of branches, and a wavering synthetic modulation. Occupying each sidewall of the room 
were two wall-sized projections; one a video of a lone tree slowly bowing in the strength of a rising 
wind, and another depicting a slow climb up a never-ending hill of trees as the sun rises and falls. 
Simple enough, but as you spend time with them and the sound a sense of anxiety slowly builds: 
where is the top? how much force can this wind gain? The natural world and the surreal blur 
together. Large television screens lean against the other two walls,  similarly depicting recognizable 
but uncanny landscapes, both still and moving. Many of these seem to take place after some 
catastrophic event; something has happened, yet there are still people moving around under the 



armour of radiation suits. Handheld cameras record these people as they move out, bearing witness 
to their strange new world. We grieve for them as they become disoriented, fall in flux, become 
fatigued or combative, or simply get lost in contemplating their surroundings. Are these the children 
of the Anthropocene? Are they searching for something? Or simply bearing witness? If they are then 
we should witness with them, try to feel their loss and sense of solastalgia.  

 
*** 

Blistering yellow, black sulphur lifting and cracking, small rounded mountains set against a pitch-black 
lunar sky. High, up off the ground, a camera is zooming into small specks of white, some people in radiation suites 
exploring the terrain. One walks but falls to their stomach, another stands lifting their hands readying for combat, 
another stumbles, disoriented, maybe fatigued, while another crawls to the edge of a cliff.  

Monumental. Rust walls with polished concrete floors. Vast. The person with a handheld camera moves 
slowly into the space, to the two figures transfixed on the unimaginable. Two cut out sections from the wall looking into 
a courtyard, an untouched red tree and, in the other, a mossed rock lifted, hovering, and rotating. Light casts through 
the monument of another time, landing on the ground and cutting out two radiating squares. A figure cautiously moves 
towards the scene, caught in the magnificent, while the other figure grabs at their head and toils in agony, taken within 
the supernatural  Further within, a mountain of video plays across space, orange and yellow forest fire occluded sun, 
distorted and melting from a time when this wasn’t normal. A figure is caught looking at the beginning. Why leave 
these monuments behind?  

*** 
 

Children born in the 2010s will come of age in the Anthropocene: in their early lives they are 
relatively plastic in their biology, neurology, and sociocultural expectations, so that bodies and brains 
will change along with the world around them. Stressors will trigger endocrine responses and 
neurophysiological and neurochemical changes to better mediate the external world. As they grow, 
so will the acceleration of Anthropocene effects. Natural disaster occurrences previously considered 
once in a lifetime events will increase in severity and regularity. Incidences of bacterial diseases such 
as salmonella and cholera will increase, and zoonotic diseases like Lyme and malaria will likely 
become more common as the range of their carriers (ticks and mosquitos) grows.5 And with these 
changes, the potential effects on children, no matter how privileged, will increase. They will likely 
face at least one natural disaster: flood, forest fire, hurricane, drought, dangerous temperature 
extremes.... Should they somehow avoid this, it will remain impossible to avoid the signs of disasters 
happening in other places, through the connections of a globalized mediascape. Even beyond 
specific disasters, the Anthropocene heralds a period of uncertainty and lack of control over the 
world, conditions potentially leading to greater likelihoods of individual depression and anxiety, 
along with a broader cultural malaise: fatalism, helplessness, fear.6 

In the 2030s, these children will be in their 20s, an age when the brain goes through its final 
stages of development and episodic or life-long mental illnesses often emerge. Exposure to adverse 
childhood experiences will increase the likelihood of developing physical and mental illness. While 
bodies will adapt to the environment, adaptation is not always positive; there are serious potential 
side effects to eco-adaptation. Climate change holds social and familial implications, and could lead 
to varying degrees of attachment disorders in children. Relationships, primarily with a primary 
caregiver, play a crucial role in the stable development of a child’s emotional capabilities. Caregivers 
help mediate the experience between child and environment, creating stable spaces in which to 
thrive.7 But children also experience feelings of attachment to their environment itself, and this 



relationship will likely be unstable, if not traumatic, for children of the Anthropocene. These 
unstable relationships will write themselves on neuroendocrine systems, limbic systems, and areas of 
the frontal cortex. These psychological and physical effects will require new coping mechanisms, and 
may lead to new psychic and psychosocial disorders; they also hold out the potential for increased 
resiliency. 

By 2040, such children have entered her thirties, and may have children of their own. By this 
point their neurodevelopment, for good or ill, will be complete, and most forms of mental illness 
that they might face will have manifested. They will likely have undergone some form of medical 
intervention; they will certainly have experienced or witnessed a natural disaster, along with a string 
of ever-increasing average yearly temperatures (which will have risen between 1-3 degrees Celsius 
from those in the first decade of the 21st century8), and have seen between 15-37 percent of species 
becoming extinct or “committed to extinction.”9 Such changes, will leave their marks, on 
neurobiology, psychology, and even genes. Environmental stressors, such as an increased risk of 
exposure to environmental toxins, may cause inheritable epigenetic shifts, activating some gene 
expressions while silencing others, with potential outcome both adaptive and maladaptive.10   

We, and our descendants, will face any number of physical, psychological, and social 
challenges in the Anthropocene; humans developed to thrive in the relatively stable Holocene, not 
the more extreme Anthropocene environment. What factors will allow us to survive the coming 
changes, and perhaps even thrive? Certainly technological developments (carbon-fixing concrete, 
solar curtains in space, atmospheric carbon-extraction engines) may offer some hope, but perhaps 
even more importantly for our psychosocial flourishing will the individual and communal capacity 
for resilience: the ability to positively adapt to the challenges of extreme adversity. Resiliency can be 
bolstered by a variety of intrinsic and extrinsic factors, including openness to change/adaptation; 
self-regulation and active coping strategies; social support networks and community engagement; 
and preparation for potential disasters and other forms of adversity.3 This form of resilience should 
not, however, be understood as a kind of lifestyle choice or facile optimism; rather, it is something 
that can be developed, nurtured, and strengthened over time...it will require a work of mourning, of 
accepting and moving past the losses we face in the Anthropocene. If we cannot mourn, if we 
remain trapped in a melancholic refusal to accept the changing world, we doom ourselves to an 
unceasing experience of solastalgia. 
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