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A friend recently wrote, wondering about hedges against likely social and economic collapse caused by climate 
change. It nudged me into sorting out some things for myself. I went back to a book from 1983 and have 
been finding it a grounding and guide for living and working with today’s frightening manifestations of  
climate change and the plentiful other candidate horsemen of  the apocalypse. Here, for what it’s worth, is a 
train of  thought that has emerged. 

The book is Despair and Personal Power in the Nuclear Age, by Joanna Macy, who was then at the very beginning 
of  her career as environmental activist, author, and scholar of  Buddhism, general systems theory, and deep 
ecology.

Macy’s starting point is the effect of  incessant signals of  global distress. She highlights threat of  nuclear war, 
progressive destruction of  our life-support system, and growing misery of  half  the planet’s people; today’s list 
would differ in detail, but not much in scope, and the effect on people is the same:


These stir within us feelings of dread, anger, and sorrow, even though we may never express them. 
She proposes a surprising, even startling move: seeing these dark feelings as expressions of  care for the world. 
Far from signaling threats that one should defend oneself  from, they call for acknowledgment and sharing, 
out of  which can come energy and a transformed sense of  power. The darkness is painful, but it is pain for 
the world, not mainly for oneself. Acknowledging it releases energy that would otherwise go into repression, 
and sharing it affirms one’s connections to the web of  life. 

This came to Macy in 1978 as an intuition out of  the blue, but it turned out to support itself  in up-by-own-
bootstraps fashion: she designed workshops around it, and participants reliably found they experienced what 
her intuition had suggested—released energy and affirmed connection—and very often a confidence that 
meaningful action was within their reach. I’m one of  those participants. I was actually at the seminar, 
convened for a more familiar purpose, where Macy took her first step in this direction, and I took part in 
several of  the later workshops, in which the notion had matured into a sequence of  guided meditations and 
group discussions. So I’ve seen in others and felt in myself  what Macy articulates as follows:


We find that the dread is not the same as the fear of our own personal death; that the anger is anger 
on behalf of others as well as ourselves. We find a guilt that is not personal blame,  but a kind of 
collective culpability, as a society and even a species. And underneath them all, on the deepest 
level, there is sorrow—a great sadness over what we are permitting to happen. (p. 115)

I think Macy is right to tell us that feeling pain for the world, e.g. feeling despair about what climate change 
may do, is essential. Feeling, not just knowing. Or knowing in an emotional, not just a factual way, if  one 
prefers that way of  putting it. Different people can come to that feeling by different routes. There are 
workshop exercises, there is journaling and art work, there is even deductive logic or mathematical modeling, 
if  the reasoner or modeler lets the terms or variables be experienced as collections of  actual beings becoming 
exposed, ill, assaulted or assaulting, recovering or failing to.

This way of  understanding my apocalyptic feelings isn’t itself  an action; it isn’t policy or practice or even an 
initiative. But it changes the ground on which any of  those things can happen. Here is Macy talking 
conceptually about what’s up in these experiences (a theorist like me needs the conceptual as well as the 
experiential):


What is it that allows us to feel pain for our world? And what do we discover as we move through 
it? What awaits us there ‘on the other side of despair?’ To all these questions there is one answer: it 
is interconnectedness with life and other beings. (p. 24)

and

We are each like a neuron within the neural net of an organ that in turn is a subsystem within a 
larger body.

Now what does this say about the nature of power? Of what does the power of a neuron exist? If 
power is equated with invulnerability, and I as a neuron build defenses around me, what happens to 
me? Yes, I become dysfunctional, I atrophy and weaken the larger system of which I am a part and 
on which I depend.
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The power of a neuron lies in its capacity to open to the charge, open to the messages traveling 
through the larger body. (p. 120)

In short, it is only through interdependence that beings grow or learn or develop or respond to threat. I think 
this cracks open a doorway to meaningful action on climate change and related menaces. If  we are 
interdependent, let’s start by becoming clear about how the dependencies work, and let’s connect with the 
beings we depend on. There’s no guarantee that neighboring neurons will fire in ways that add up to 
constructive and coordinated responses, but isolation from them guarantees dysfunction. 

For me, this rules out the some common notions, like holing up in a bunker or settling on Mars. These are 
visions of  isolating oneself  from the world of  threats, but that is also the world of  sustenance, and one can’t 
do without sustenance.


Yes, but what actions, specifically? I’m afraid that’s a matter of  each actor’s specific circumstances. I just have 
a couple of  general thoughts.

First, people like me are used to working or at least thinking at a large scale. Actions without big leverage can 
seem to us like no action at all. But at my time in life I can also see that even the largest scales within any of  
our reaches are tiny compared to the planet as a whole and the movements of  atmosphere, oceans, polities, 
ecologies that make up the biosphere. Doing what is within our reach is all any of  us is able to do, and none 
of  it can by itself  reach the scale of  the issues.

Next, in connection with possible social and economic collapse, I think we should look to communities under 
severe pressure from natural disaster, war, or systemic exploitation—there are plenty of  them past and 
present—to see what sustaining moves they have made. There are abundant accounts from slaves and their 
descendants, Jews and their descendants, refugees of  all kinds, native peoples and other beleaguered groups 
about sustaining their lives. Not pre-collapse lives, not easy lives or lives free of  suffering, but real and 
ongoing lives. Those of  us who are for the first time encountering such things stand to learn from all that. If  
interdependence is real, any social/economic collapse will find us bound up for good and ill with others, as 
we are in the upheavals already happening. We shouldn’t narrow our attention to the ill that will happen. We 
should be ready to tap into the good others have had to discover and learn how to do our share to sustain it.

What about hedging, the original question? Well, I’m now a Californian, and Helena and I keep a “go bag” of  
some vital basics in case of  forest fire or earthquake. It might be a big help for some crucial days. It’s a 
modest hedge on our basic bet that our energy, imagination and money are better devoted to other things 
than long-term solo survival. I feel the same about climate change and the other present menaces. Better to 

modest, short-term provision.

I have a mantra about sustainability. I’m far from living up to it, but it reminds me what to be after:


Sustainability is taking care of  what takes care of  us.

Getting straight what we know and don’t know about this, finding the others of  every sort we are bound up 
with, and making common cause with them—that’s the work.

Will things of  this kind make a difference? No one can say for sure. No one holds all the cards.  And no one 
can say if  any of  us will last long enough to see anything through. We might be hit by a car any day. Or have a 
stroke. Or any of  a hundred unwelcome intrusions on our efforts. All the more reason to do what we can 
now.


work on using interdependence to head off  collapse than on vainly trying to set up solo survival beyond some 


