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We need to do the impossible, because what’s 
merely possible is gonna get us all killed.

It always seems impossible until it’s done.

— Nelson Mandela

We can debate whether the problem is Us or Them. We can endlessly 

parse false and real solutions, and �ght over what —  given prevailing 

political realities —  we’re willing to consider “good enough.” We can argue 

whether to focus on mitigation, adaptation, or su
ering. We can quarrel 

over whether our salvation lies in individual actions like recycling, or 

in collective action that brings about systemic change. And these are all 

important debates. But you might wonder: why debate any of it if, ulti-

mately, our task is impossible? But here’s the thing: given what’s at stake, 

we can’t a
ord to fail. It can’t be impossible. And given how quickly time 

is running out, it needs to not be impossible as soon as possible. Even if 

it’s impossible.

“Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good,” the political pragma-

tists tell you. And sometimes they’re correct. If, say, we’re talking about 

a multi- decades e
ort to reform an unjust and ine�cient healthcare 

system, you could see how getting something imperfect like Obamacare 

through Congress —  because it’s the best deal you can get at the moment —  

and making it better as you go, might be the right strategy. 

But what if “the good” will lead to runaway climate change, the col-

lapse of civilization, and the destruction of everything you love? Then 

maybe “the good” is simply not good enough. In fact, given the relentless 

logic of climate change, “the perfect vs. the good” doesn’t even begin to 

capture our dilemma; it’s more like “the bare- minimum-needed- to-not- 

go-extinct vs. going- extinct.”

So, if you’re debating possible climate strategies with someone, and 

they say to you, don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good, what they’re 

really saying is don’t let what we absolutely must do right now to save 

ourselves be the enemy of the best deal we can get right now which will 

kill us all.

It would seem a no brainer, then, that we should get on with what is 

absolutely necessary and be right quick about it. I mean, if that’s what’s 
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absolutely necessary, what’s the point of doing anything else? And that’s 

exactly when the other half of our dilemma kicks in. Because what’s abso-

lutely necessary is, well, impossible. 

We know what is absolutely necessary to stay under 2°C (immediate 

moratorium on all new fossil- fuel extraction, controlled degrowth of the 

world’s richest economies, WWII- level emergency mobilization to make 

a fast and just transition to a post- carbon economy, etc.) and it’s politi-

cally impossible.

Meanwhile, the most ambitious edge of what seems actually achiev-

able (“net- zero by 2050,” etc.), is utterly insu�cient. In fact, it could very 

possibly get us all killed. So, what’s our move? Do we focus on what we 

know we need to do, even though there’s no chance of getting it done? 

Or do we focus on what we actually can get done, even though it won’t 

ultimately save us? The 21st century can be a real bitch sometimes. 

Your choice will likely depend on who you are. 

If, like me, you’re a tragic optimist, you will set your sights on the 

goal that is necessary yet impossible, and give it your all, hoping that 

the impossible somehow becomes possible before it’s too late. (A er all, 

there’s nothing more inspiring than a smart, dedicated, reality- based 

person acting as if the impossible were possible to actually make it so.) 

On the other hand, if, and also like me, you’re a can- do pessimist, you 

will set your sights on the most ambitious goal you think you can pull o
 

even if you know it’s insu�cient to the task, trusting that in the unlikely 

event (remember, you’re a pessimist) of achieving it, you might just cre-

ate the conditions for an even more ambitious goal that is up to the task. 

But what if —  and also also like me —  you’re a compassionate nihilist? 

You recognize the cosmic futility of both these approaches, but you also 

recognize their profound and heroic humanity —  what then? Well, you 

could o
er back rubs to any of the stressed- out people engaged in these 

heroic e
orts. Back rubs and donations and volunteer time and whatever 

talent you have to o
er (including writing a book about the grand dilem-

mas we face). Contrary to conventional wisdom, you don’t actually have 

to believe in anything to start giving a shit.


