
The Great Turning and Great British Baking

[[Joanna Macy describes herself: “A scholar of  Buddhism, systems thinking and deep ecology. A respected 
voice in movements for peace, justice, and ecology, she interweaves her scholarship with learnings from six 
decades of  activism.” I have known her for four of  the six decades she mentions. Front and center in her 
work is the conviction that the world is in a time of  fundamental transition, because the “industrial growth 
society” is collapsing of  its own excesses. The outcome of  this Great Turning is not at all certain, in her view. 
Among her writings is an important statement on the kinds of  work that need to happen in this turbulent era 
(http://www.joannamacy.net/thegreatturning/three-dimensions-of-the-great-turning.html). 
What follows seems relevant to teaching and learning as much as to more sweeping considerations.]]

Dear Joanna, Here’s something which started as just a thought and has got fairly long. 
I went on thinking after the warm book launch+birthday Internet program last night. A bit to my surprise, I 
quickly found myself  interleaving your welcome to the passing of  today’s hyper-individualist, ego-centered 
world with thoughts that came to from watching The Great British Baking Show, which is part of  what 
Helena and I have doing with ourselves in these weeks of  isolation. (We’re in Berkeley, by the way, all well in 
our new small house near Monterey Market).
I sense in this show some clues to planetary progress of  a kind you’re looking for. As I write this, I’m 
conscious of  a need to get past a standard take on this very popular show as very nice, quite charming, even 
moving at times, but not serious in the sense of  world affairs. You’ll probably have no such reaction, but I 
feel it, as part of  my baggage, and I know it’s very widespread.
“Not serious” is quite accurate if  one is only thinking about the status quo. World affairs and household 
affairs are kept rigorously separate, as we moderns have organized our thinking and acting. I’m not talking 
about what should be, only about the general way the collective “we” do things. There is sometimes some 
consideration about balancing world and household in our lives, but no real sense that one sphere could learn 
from the other, much less that influence should exist. 
However, the status quo is falling apart. The Great Transition is under way. So anyone looking for good new 
structures or for good shifts in consciousness (two of  Joanna’s three streams of  needed work) should be 
looking very widely for clues. In that spirit, the kitchen should be a treasure trove, since it is one place where 
truly primal things happen for human lives. 
I’m just talking about clues, not about answers. I’d like to avoid the facile metaphor games that are so 
tempting to Episcopal sermon writers and self-help authors. I’m not setting out some claim that the planet 
should organize itself  on the lines of  a middle-class Anglo-American kitchen. I’m just sensing that a certain 
cooking competition displays a spirit and practice of  human interaction that is worth noticing by people 
trying to build a successor to the industrial growth society.
In case you’re not familiar with it, the format of  the shows consists of  three baking assignments  each week 
for ten weeks. Each week has a different theme (cake, bread, pastry, and so on), and the same challenge 
categories. There are 12 initial contestants, more women than men but far from tokenism, chosen from about 
500 applicants. All are strictly amateurs who bake in spare time from paid or unpaid jobs. Each week, one is 
eliminated and one named “star baker” of  the week, by a pair of  media-savvy chefs, down to a three-
contestant final show in which one is named overall winner. The setting is a large, well-equipped white tent 
on the grounds of  a big British stately home. Two other media entertainers are the MC’s. The winner gets no 
direct rewards except acclaim, but opportunities for further writing or media presenting have typically been 
quick to arrive.
What strikes me about this show is its deft and decisive shift in spirit and character from standard contests. 
The Great British Bake-off  is a real competition, with winners and losers and real stakes, especially in public 
achievement or embarrassment. But it has none of  the winner-take-all, loss-equals-failure character of  most 
sports, game shows and the like. The contestants build up an involvement with each other over the successive 
weeks, built out of  spoken comments and reactions as cooking proceeds, a certain amount of  shared help, 
genuine interest in learning and improvement, and empathy growing out of  shared experience of  risk, 
pressure, and flawed performance. 
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The tasks are complex, and people quite often do very well in some aspects and fall short in others, and 
everyone sees this, because the work, the final results and the assessments are all done in public. The judges 
give real judgments with consequences, but do so partly in a formative way— “baking five more minutes 
would have been better,” “next time more lemon,” that sort of  thing. The judgments are also not boiled 
down to a single grade or rating. For the “technical” challenge, where all are given the same ingredients and 
minimal recipe, unknown in advance, the judge rank the results from worst to best, but there is no such 
ranking for the other two challenges each week, only the naming of  star baker and eliminated baker, based on 
all of  the week’s results taken together.
So a real sense of  everyone being in it together does grow up. People start clutching each other’s hands as 
they await the big verdicts. They applaud each other’s high spots along the way (best in a technical challenge, 
handshake from tough-cop male judge, etc). They coordinate dress to some extent (all wearing ties in honor 
of  the previous week’s sent-home baker who always wore one, all in aloha shirts another week just because it’s 
jolly, etc). They hug each other warmly, in congratulation or condolence. A winner’s expression is as often a 
kind of  surprised relief  as anything, and there’s no trace of  the shouted, baboon-grimace “Yes!” which is the 
hallmark of  individual sports victory these days. 
So here is an occasion that is genuinely about competition, genunely about excellence in imagination, 
planning, and execution, and genuinely not about individual dominance. I have a couple of  thoughts about 
why and how, but my main message is that it’s worth looking at, even if  one has no interest in baking, only in 
feeling the way forward to less destructive modes of  competition than the present ones.

I think the character of  the Bake-off  does not mainly come from having the right judges and MC’s. Bad ones 
could kill it, but good ones would not be enough in themselves. It’s the structure of  the contest that is 
decisive, I think. To start with, the tasks are complex and multi-dimensional—taste, texture, precision and 
care, imagination and design, responsiveness to assignment, at least. These could all be forced into a grading 
system, with so many points for this, so many for that. But that would not do justice to the products. And, a 
second point, the products are close to things the audience has experienced, so all of  us viewers know that 
the experience of  getting and eating an item of  baked goods is different from being handed a box labelled 8.7 
or B+/A or the like. 
This is really in a different world from the quarterly profit statement of  a corporation.
Next, the contestants have quite a  large role in setting the terms they will be judged on, because two of  the 
three tasks give them a wide range of  choice. Shapes, sizes, flavorings, decoration, theme or style are for them 
to research and choose for two the three weekly challenges, as well as specialized gear they may want to use. 
The show provides good, solid basics for oven, refrigerator, basic supplies, mixers, whisks and so forth, and 
there may be limits on what contestants can brings, but they certainly can bring small gadgets and tools if  
they want, and special flavorings. So instead of  trying to measure up to a standard they have no influence 
over, their work is to measure up to something they define as much as anyone. 
This is a degree of  agency rarely present in today’s world of  paid work. It is much more present in 
householding and child-rearing, vital unpaid forms of  work, but as mentioned at the outset these are widely 
considered not serious in world terms and so are not central parts of  our present world’s self-definition.
Third, a good deal of  the show’s tenor and talk is about learning, getting better at the wide ranging, complex, 
subtle, and not fully controllable business of  baking. The judges make formative comments  and occasionally 
express delight at tasting something better than anything in their past. Over the successive weeks, most bakers 
are asked to do things they haven’t done and may never have heard of. Each week, they see what the others 
have done with the same assignments, which widens their awareness of  possibilties and sharpens their 
judgments about how to do things. A background idea of  the show is that every contestant is going to go on 
baking, and will be taking this experience back to their world. 
Like the Olympics, the Bake-off ’s intensity asks contestants to set their world somewhat to one side for the 
duration, but unlike the Olympics, the competition is about things that will be part of  their world when they 
return to it.
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OK. I would welcome those three things—respecting complexity, valuing agency, and learning—in a post-
Turning world. This show does not aspire to that, or generalize this way, or have the Great Turning much on 
its mind. But I find it demonstrating real ways they can appear, ways that are not that far out of  reach, if  we 
can recognize their importance.
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