
This is the manuscript version of the following book review: Alexander, D. (2021). [Review of Hope 
Matters: Why changing the way we think is critical to solving the environmental crisis, by E. Kelsey]. The 
Canadian Geographer, which has been published in final form at https://doi.org/10.1111/cag.12721. 
This review may be used for non-commercial purposes in accordance with Wiley Terms and Conditions 
for Use of Self-Archived Versions. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cag.12721
https://authorservices.wiley.com/author-resources/Journal-Authors/licensing/self-archiving.html#3
https://authorservices.wiley.com/author-resources/Journal-Authors/licensing/self-archiving.html#3


 

 

Hope Matters: Why Changing the Way We Think is Critical to Solving the Environmental Crisis  

By Erin Kelsey, Greystone Books/ David Suzuki Institute, Vancouver, 2020, 229 pp., softcover, 
$22.95 (ISBN: 978-1-77164—777-9) 

DOI: 10.1007/s11920-018-0896-9. 14 

  

Geographers study the Earth and its ecosystems and the impact on it of various natural 

and social processes. The resulting changes impact back on human societies in an ongoing 

iterative process. Geologists and geographers have dubbed our epoch the Anthropocene, the 

one in which humans have become the predominant change agent. Two major manifestations 

of this are the Sixth Extinction spasm – a massive die-off of species brought about as a result of 

human activity – and the climate crisis, which is making the climate warmer than at any time 

since homo sapiens emerged as a distinctive species some 200,000 years ago. The twin crises 

reinforce each other, the climate crisis greatly exacerbating the reduction of biodiversity, and 

the loss of biodiversity removing one more obstacle in the path of runaway climate change. 

 These and other dire crises, such as ocean warming and acidification, coral bleaching, 

overharvesting, and plastic pollution, leave many people feeling overwhelmed and impotent to 

halt what seem like irreversible trends. Dr. Erin Kelsey, writer, speaker, and educator, offers an 

urgent call to action, but first and foremost a call for a significant shift in our orientation from 

one of ‘doom and gloom’ to one of daring to hope, not mindlessly, but based on actual hopeful 

developments occurring in many sectors around the world. 
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In the first section of the book, Kelsey analyzes the fallacy of the current dominant 

pessimistic narrative repeated endlessly by the media, and even to some degree by the 

environmental movement itself. In the second, she argues that an ‘eyes-wide-open’ hopeful 

attitude is essential to tackling our current serious crises. As she puts it, “[i]n these pages, I 

argue that hope for the environment is not only warranted but essential to addressing climate 

change, biodiversity loss, and the full suite of environmental crises we face. By focusing our 

attention so heavily on what’s broken, we are reinforcing a starting-line fallacy that makes it 

feel as if nothing useful has been accomplished and that all the hard work lies ahead. We need 

to pry ourselves free from this disempowering rhetoric and situate ourselves within the positive 

environmental trends that are already well-established and yielding the successful results that 

we need to [further] grow” (pp. 4-5). Throughout the book, and especially in the last section, 

she cites numerous hopeful trends: the ban on the import of ivory into China, based on a 

massive shift in public opinion there; climate emergency declarations by governments and 

institutions; moves to ban single-use plastic; aggressive measures to curb food waste, and a 

number of species that have rebounded back, such as Amur tigers and  various species of 

whales, sharks, and other marine mammals. Another area of hope is the promising expansion 

of marine protected areas (MPAs) – from 0.7% to nearly 8% of the ocean in ten years. Key 

examples include a 246,000 square kilometre MPA designated by the U.S. in the Marianas 

Trench waters of the Pacific in 2009, the establishment after of a 148,000 square kilometre 

MPA by Mexico around its Revillagigedo Islands, and the creation in 2019 of the Ross Sea MPA 

by several countries off Antarctica comprising an astonishing 1.55 million square kilometres! 



In addition, we’re seeing the increasing embrace of natural climate solutions, such as 

reforestation, and the rehabilitation of degraded ecosystems. Under the umbrella of the Bonn 

Challenge initiated in 2011 by the German government and the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN), fifty-seven countries have committed to ambitious restoration 

targets. As of 2018, thirteen have moved beyond the planning stage, with countries like El 

Salvador in the process of restoring 17% of the land base originally targeted. We are also seeing 

smaller ecosystems, like Monterey Bay in California, having recovered to an enormous degree, 

with a healthy otter and elephant seal population, abundant great white sharks, and visiting 

humpback whales. Of course, we still have a long way to go; orcas and other endangered 

species are still not getting the protection they deserve. And, even with the best of intentions, 

the climate crisis – left unchecked – could wipe out all these gains. 

While climate emergency declarations can amount to mere theatrics, in the case of the C40 

global coalition of 97 cities committed to acting on climate, thirty – including Barcelona, 

Melbourne, Portland, and Vancouver – have already met or exceeded the targets set out in the 

Paris Agreement for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.  

You wouldn’t know that these good things are happening given a media that rarely 

focuses on good news. And this is not just an issue in the news media, but also in the realms of 

culture and entertainment where apocalyptic end-of-world dramas proliferate. At the same 

time, much of the environmental movement has been driven by the erroneous premise that 

the only way to stir people to action is to scare them into it. Kelsey cites considerable credible 

research that shows the opposite; that fear causes people to withdraw and become self-

centred and apathetic. Indeed, reliable evidence shows that taking action, especially in the 

company of other people at whatever scale, inspires more hopeful action and develops a 

snowball effect. 

 In the end the ubiquity of ecological bad news serves the status quo; as long as people 

feel that the situation is hopeless and that there’s nothing to be done, corporations are free to 

continue to loot remaining resources and ecosystems without impediment. Rekindling hope is 



one way to stop this. Hope Matters is a significant book in this regard. As a teacher of the 

subject, the positive examples she offers are a useful antidote to the bad news stories that tend 

to be a staple in Environmental Geography courses. But, beyond that, it is useful for its 

thorough review of the literature that puts the lie to faulty premises about how to motivate 

changes in human behaviour. Hope Matters is accessible, well-written, and comes at a time 

when its message is badly needed. 

 

Don Alexander 

Vancouver Island University 
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