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Four Steps
to a Better
World
Joanna Macy turns despair
into social activism

By Madison Mullen

Joanna Macy has dedicated her life to peace, 
sustainability and coexistence with our envi-
ronment. Though she lives in Berkeley, Cali-
fornia, her work has taken her to Asia, Eu-
rope and Australia, allowing thousands of 
people to experience with her the possibility 
of turning despair into social activism.

A scholar of systems theory and a long-time 
Buddhist practitioner, in the 1970s Macy be-
gan developing “The Work That Reconnects,” 
experiential workshops that help people con-
tribute to the development of a life-sustain-
ing society. Macy offers Work That Recon-

nects workshops around the world and has 
written several books, her most recent being 
Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in 
without Going Crazy.

The Work That Reconnects leads people 
through what Joanna calls “The Spiral”—a 
process that begins with “gratitude,” moves 
to “grief for the world,” then to “seeing with 
new eyes,” and finally to “going forth.” Macy 
calls this “The Great Turning”—a necessary, 
revolutionary transformation from the pres-
ent-day industrial growth society to a future 
life-sustaining society.

MM: You write, “This is an incredible time 
to be alive, a great privilege.” What do you 
mean?

JM: This is a time when such big changes are 
happening—they’re so big that most people 
aren’t aware of them. People who lived during 
the Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions 
were probably not aware that historic forces 
were underway that would change people for 
centuries to come. In our case these chang-
es are happening because the mainstream 
society is not listening, and the current po-
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litical economy is not working in more and 
more ways. We’re consuming, we’re making 
money out of extracting goods from the earth 
that cannot be renewed. We’re driven by the 
economy to make money by engaging in pro-
cesses that create huge amounts of waste—
whether it goes into the seas, the atmosphere 
or the soil—that will contaminate the living 
biosystems for centuries to come. For life to 
continue, we must invent a whole new way of 
supporting human life on earth. That change 
is coming. It’s not visible to many people be-
cause it is not being reported by mainstream 
media–written press or electronic. But it’s 
happening and that’s what I see as the third 
revolution.

What’s happening is breaking through at 
the grassroots level—in peoples’ minds and 
behaviors. This is the big adventure, the third 
revolution that some of us call The Great 
Turning: the transition from the industrial 
growth society to a life-sustaining society. To 
be alive at this time, with all this uncertainty, 
even when we’re not sure we can make it, is 
our immense good fortune.

You have said that the spiral of your work be-
gins with “gratitude,” goes to “grief for the 
world,” then to “seeing with new eyes,” then 
“going forth.” How exactly does this work?

We start with gratitude because that helps us 
be fully present, and shows us that we have 
a right to be here in this miraculous world. 
This evolving life on earth is a wonder, and 
gratitude helps open our senses—our hearts 
and minds—to this miracle, to this beauty. It 
brings us into presence, and I have come to 
realize that the most precious gift that we can 
give our world is to be fully present to it. Grati-
tude is a revolutionary act because it counters 
the thrust of the industrial growth society, or 
the consumer society, which breeds dissatis-
faction. You have to make people dissatisfied 
with what they have and who they are in or-
der that they keep buying.

Gratitude is an age-old practice, very 
strong in North American culture. When 
we’re fully present, then we have the ground-
ing and confidence to look at what is inside 
of us as well. There is, in every person that I 
have met, regardless of their party politics or 
background, grief for what is happening to 
other beings. And there is fear about what is 
happening to our country and to our future. 
This pain for the world is present in everyone, 
but most people are afraid of it and cover it 
over, repress it.

When people discover that they don’t need 
to be afraid of the pain they feel for their 
world, there is great liberation of their ener-

This evolving life on earth is a wonder, and 
gratitude helps open our senses—our hearts 
and minds—to this miracle, to this beauty.
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gy. People find that these feelings of anguish 
for the wider planet are living proof of their 
interconnectedness, their radical interde-
pendence with all life. This brings a new way 
of seeing and experiencing life.

The third stage of the cycle is to see with 
new eyes—that is, this new paradigm think-
ing that you hear of now and again, coming 
from science as well as from ancient teach-
ings. It is this new way of seeing that will en-
able us to create the life-sustaining society 
we are committed to in The Great Turning.

The fourth stage is where we gather what 
we’ve learned in the first three stages and 
look at our own niche in life—where we hap-
pen to be living, what we happen to be do-
ing, what our real relations are. This allows 
us to see how we can collaborate in building 
a sustainable, peaceful, and ecologically sane 
world.

What is your goal with The Work That Recon-
nects?

To open people up to the power of life that 
can flow through them, to release the energy 
that we need from each person for creating 
a life-sustaining society. The main thrust is 
the assumption that we are lucky to be living 
now, that we don’t need to be afraid of our 
pain for the world, that we can turn it inside 
out and see that it comes from our inter-be-

ing with all life forms, that we can speak for 
other life forms. We are in league with life. I 
see that The Work That Reconnects brings out 
peoples’ laughter, strength, collaboration; it 
brings them from loneliness into community.

How did you become involved in this in the 
first place?

I’ve been a social activist all my life. I was in-
volved in the civil rights movement of the fif-
ties and sixties. I was involved with the Peace 
Corps in village development work. I’m very 
interested in the global south. I have been ac-
tive in the movement to stop nuclear weap-
ons and waste. After 30 years of this, I saw 
that things were going so out of control be-
cause there was a widespread avoidance of 
facing the dangers. The repression of painful 
information is particularly widespread in the 
United States. We don’t want to look at the 
inequalities that our lifestyle has generated. 
We don’t want to look at the ways that we’re 
endangering the future of life on earth. This 
is a phenomenon that some people call “psy-
chic numbing” and others call denial.

You work a lot with youth these days.

What’s striking to me about this millennial 
generation is that they see how bad things 
are. For the last several months, most of my 

work has been with youth. I am moved and 
inspired when I see the readiness of young 
people to awaken to the role they can play in 
service to life continuing on this planet. I am 
nearing the end of my life and now pulling up 
beside me are people from their late teens to 
early thirties—the millennial generation.

They have less denial than their parents. 
Often middle-aged people get so caught up in 
having to “play the game” and get ahead to 
support their families that it’s hard for them 
to see how the very basis of our culture is hos-
tile to life itself.

People aren’t thrilled to have you tell them 
how terrible things are. At first I thought 
there was this big public apathy, but I learned 
that it was not that people were indifferent 
and it’s not that they didn’t care, and it’s not 
that they didn’t know—they did know and 
they did care, but it seemed too painful and 
too enormous to do anything about.

That’s when my work changed and I began 
working with peoples’ responses to infor-
mation about the conditions of our world. It 
started out with what I called despair work, 
where people could speak their pain for the 
world so that they would not have to be afraid 
of it.

How can people begin to move from denial 
through despair, and on toward participation 
in The Great Turning?

Right off the bat, don’t try and do it alone. 
Know that if you have sorrow or grief or de-
spair, don’t be afraid of it—it’s normal, it’s 
natural, and it’s not evidence that anything 
is wrong with you. That’s what our culture 
would have us say—that if you feel huge grief 
about what’s happening, or fear or outrage, 
that this is your personal problem. Actual-
ly, your sorrow means you are able to suffer 
with your world. “Suffering with” is the lit-
eral meaning of compassion. Your grief shows 
that you’re a compassionate being. These are 
realizations that you make on your own but 
also allow you to engage with other people in 
The Work That Reconnects.

Joanna Macy, Ph.D., is a scholar of Bud-
dhism, systems theory, and deep ecology. 
She travels widely giving lectures, work-
shops and trainings.  To learn more, visit 
joannamacy.net

Madison Mullen is founder of The Privilege 
Project and the Editor in Chief of 21st State-
ment, which challenges today’s youth to ex-
amine the world they have inherited. Learn 
more at issuu.com/21statement

Reprinted from In These Times magazine,
© 2010, and is available at inthesetimes.com

I am moved and inspired when I see the 
readiness of young people to awaken ...“
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