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Staying Fired Up

Antidotes for Activist Burnout

Letty Cottin Pogrebin
g ’4

ike many progressives, I sometimes delude myself

into thinking I know exactly what must be done

and how to do it. There’s a problem? There’s a

need? It’s simple: We’ll just call a meeting, invite the best

people, build a coalition, get thinkers to think, writers to

write, funders to fund, organizers to organize—and be-

fore you know it, the problem will be solved, the need
will be fulfilled, and the world will be transformed.

But you and I know that it’s not so simple. Inevitably

something happens to complicate matters. Someone
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throws a monkey-wrench into the proceedings, there’s a
clash of egos or an ideological schism. The issues get
muddied, the opposition gears up, our troops slow
down, and tikkun olam is postponed another month or
year or decade.

Emerson said we are what we think about all day. If
that is true, I must be a schizophrenic, because my
thoughts on this topic are always swinging like a
pendulum between optimism and pessimism. One day I
see the building blocks for a just and caring society, the
next day I fixate on the stumbling blocks that obstruct
the path to social change. Tonight, I want to focus on
just one of those stumbling blocks, activist’s battle-
fatigue—otherwise known as burnout—because the
diminution of our troops so often is what prevents us
from moving forward.
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