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Authors’ Introduction

From its beginning Permaculture has defined an Ethic that we are using here in this book; People Care, Earth Care and Fair Share. This automatically implies that Permaculture has a dimension beyond the merely material, measurable or technical.

Ethics relates to moral philosophy and borders on that inner space we find in each of us, that some might refer to as spiritual. This has nothing to do directly with any specific religion, but suggests that there is a hidden dimension within each of us that we need to take into account when designing for human beings.

There has been a debate for many years within Permaculture between those who want to keep the subject strictly materialistic, and those who want to include spiritual dimensions. We have followed this debate and our aim is to keep it open and productive.

The new scientific paradigm, opened up by cutting edge research in quantum physics, indicates that the universe is not only material but that there are other dimensions. These are still largely unexplored by science but ignoring these is profoundly unscientific. Curiosity about the cosmos that we live in would hopefully invite us to explore further.

The vast majority of people and cultures on this planet recognize another dimension, something that resembles the spiritual. This is true both in time and space. Archaeology reveals that way back in the so-called Stone Age we were celebrating rituals that indicate a belief in powers and dimensions that can only be described as spiritual.

Travelling around the world today, we find that most cultures, especially the more traditional ones, acknowledge the same thing. Indeed, learning from aboriginal peoples would be extremely difficult, if not completely pointless, without understanding and accepting their view of the hidden forces within themselves and their environment.

In order for Permaculture to be truly holistic and truly speak to all people and to all cultures, we need to recognize this dimension that we call the spiritual. This does not mean that we need to become practising Catholics, Muslims or Shamans, or that we need to preach any specific religion in our courses. But we do need to create a dialogue, we need to understand, and be understood. To imply that this spiritual dimension does not exist would be to deny ourselves perhaps the most meaningful exchange between us.

We truly believe that Permaculture has to address this in a positive way.

This book is a contribution to this widening of Permaculture. We are offering this not as a provocation to the debate which sometimes has assumed the form of an argument, even a conflict, but as a reaching out and an invitation to a dialogue.

Craig Gibsone and Jan Martin Bang,

April 2015


CHAPTER ONE

Permaculture, Spirituality and the New Paradigm

There is a perfect pattern and plan running through the whole of life, and you are part of that perfect pattern and plan.

— EILEEN CADDY

A classic definition of Permaculture is that it is a set of design tools, based on models from natural ecologies, that we use as templates for designing the infrastructure we need to create a sustainable future. This is a good working definition, emphasizing that it’s a way of thinking, that we use natural models, and that we can design anything we need using these models.

We like to add that Permaculture is a dialogue with nature at a time when we have stopped listening, that it is a series of questions leading us into the future, so it’s not dogmatic, but adapts to the circumstances of the situation.

In addition, Permaculture is a social organism, with members in many countries throughout the world. We have a strong and vibrant communication system at local level, at regional level, and with occasional international convergences.

Permaculture is also about taking the responsibility to act locally, where you are, when you can, with the resources available to you in that place. We may rail at distant miscarriages of justice, but if we can’t do very much about them, we may well be better off using our energy doing something about our local situation. That old well-worn phrase, “Think globally, act locally” sits very well with Permaculture.

Permaculture and Findhorn

In the 1960s, while the founders of Permaculture were exploring the idea of a sustainable culture, the founders of Findhorn were beginning to explore the dimensions of spiritual community and co-creation with nature.

Both were drawing upon the wisdom inherent in nature, whether the strength of connections in a rain forest or the etheric patterns over-lighting the natural worlds.

The life force of this living planet was acknowledged to be working with the spirit of nature and with the nature spirits, both finding a resonance in the diverse cultural expressions exploding in the ’60s, spiritual in the case of Findhorn, as well as environmental where Permaculture had a stronger focus. It would take until the 1990s before we saw a respect for one another growing and that there was strength in supporting one another and sharing our perspectives.
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David Holmgren

The founders of both Findhorn and Permaculture drew upon the wisdom of cultures that had sustained themselves for thousands of years, taking their best practices and adapting them to the present day. In particular reintroducing the cultural relationship of agriculture that is celebrated by local communities and linked to the seasons and cycles of nature and its abundance, diversity and beauty. This last aspect grew fast as modern farming became more an agro-business model of inputs and outputs exhausting the soils, destroying all those other communities of life that enhance and create resilience.

In the book Permaculture 1, published in 1978, Bill Mollison and David Holmgren wrote:

“We do not believe that a society can survive if it lacks values, direction, and ethics, and thus relinquishes control over its future destiny.”

This was the first book to describe Permaculture and right from the start the founders had brought in the invisible qualities of values and ethics, so close to spirituality.

Ten years later Mollison published the Designer’s Manual, generally accepted amongst Permaculturalists to be the defining book on the subject. Here is a whole section devoted to ethics. Mollison introduces this by describing how they researched older religious and cooperative groups, looking for general principles.

This is what they formulated as the Permaculture ethic:



1.   CARE OF THE EARTH:

Provision for all life systems to continue and multiply.



2.   CARE OF PEOPLE:

Provision for people to access those resources necessary for their existence.



3.   SETTING LIMITS TO POPULATION AND CONSUMPTION:

By governing our own needs, we can set resources aside to further the above principles.



With a little tweak on the last one, calling it Fair Share, this ethic forms the framework for our book on the spiritual aspects of Permaculture.

In this Designer’s Manual Mollison goes on to write that he has developed a personal philosophy close to Taoism, defining this as working with rather than against nature.

It’s the question that is most important, that is what defines the answer we are looking for, and he gives as an example two questions. In one we ask ourselves, “What can I get from this land?” In the other, “What does this land have to give if I cooperate with it?”

The New Paradigm

Our modern scientific thinking is largely based upon the change in thinking that occurred around the time of Descartes, 1596 to 1650. Until then all things had been connected in some way, the world view being based upon the foundations laid down by the Greek philosophers two thousand years earlier.

Descartes separated mind and matter, believing that a complete understanding of the laws of mathematics would unlock the knowledge of the universe. This created a new way of looking at the world, and a number of thinkers followed Descartes, building a paradigm of the world completely different from how the universe was understood earlier.

Francis Bacon, 1561 to 1626, saw the aim of science being not just an understanding of the universe, but also a means of controlling it. Galileo Galilei, 1564 to 1642, maintained that matter had to be studied only by quantifying it. If it can’t be measured it has no meaning and by implication doesn’t exist.

Building upon these philosophers, Isaac Newton, 1642 to 1726, showed how the universe worked as a great mechanism, and formulated some of the laws that govern this mechanism such as gravity, mass and motion.

These must have been exciting times, building a new view of the world. But, as in many breakthroughs in science and in thinking, it was just another way of looking at the world, not THE ONLY WAY.

There are two defining features of this world view, which gives it the name “the Materialist Reductionist Paradigm”. It was only concerned with the things that can be seen and measured, and it took these apart in order to study them. It was exactly this last approach that led to new ways of seeing things a few hundred years later. The hard science that started with Descartes and which was developed by Newton finally led to amazing discoveries as physicists cracked open the atom at the beginning of the twentieth century.

A number of scientists, including Niels Bohr, Albert Einstein, Werner Heisenberg, Wolfgang Pauli, Max Planck and Erwin Schrödinger worked together to explore the frontiers of science. What they found was not easy for them to accept. The new concepts of time, matter, space, cause and effect did not always conform to the scientific world in which they had been brought up.

In Fritjof Capra’s book, The Turning Point he quotes Heisenberg:

“The violent reaction to the recent development of modern physics can only be understood when one realises that here the foundations of physics have started moving.”

The terms that might be applied to this new world include organic, holistic and ecological. These scientists were looking for a systems view, a general systems theory. Through their work they realized that our long tradition of mystical thought, begun by Shamans and kept alive by the established world religions, echo the ideas that were coming to the forefront in the new physics. Cutting edge science was beginning to open a fruitful dialogue with spirituality and religion.

It’s often the case that with older, spiritual traditions, the way things are formulated may sound quite outrageous to us today, especially if we are still deeply embedded in the old materialist reductionist paradigm. However, communing with the spirit of the mountain may actually not be so very far away from appreciating the energy of the mountain.

[image: image]

Gradually these new ways of looking at the world seeped through into the western world. Arthur Koestler wrote in The Yogi and the Commissar, published in 1945:

“After all it is only three centuries since God became a mathematician and we have plenty of time before us for other transformations. The monopoly of quantitative measurements is drawing to its close, but already new principles of explanation begin to emerge.”

Kees Zoeteman writing in Gaia – Sophia commented that: “In nuclear physics, the Cartesian distinction between mind and matter, the observer and the observed, could no longer be made.”

The qualities of matter composed of atoms depend upon the way we observe this matter, what type of equipment we use and which of our senses we bring into play. Matter doesn’t really exist at all, but shows “tendencies to exist”. The clear distinction between observer and the observed was no longer seen to be objective, but subjective. Mass and energy became interchangeable. They were manifestations of space and time that appeared differently according to how they were observed.

A serious change occurred here in the history of science, and in the way we perceive the world around us. In the old paradigm all reality was seen to be material or physical. Rupert Sheldrake in his book The Science Delusion described this paradigm:

“There is no reality but material reality. Matter is unconscious. Evolution is purposeless.”

This view of the world permeated every level of thinking and influenced the way society in the western world was structured and came to spread throughout the world as a consequence of the colonial expansion.

Bede Griffiths writes that: “Over a period of nearly three centuries in the West the philosophy of materialism has come to permeate every level of society.”

We really enjoy Rudolf Steiner’s wry description of the old paradigm that he expressed in 1924:

“Nature is a unity, with forces interacting from all sides. Those whose eyes are open to these forces will understand nature. But what does today’s science do? It takes a little glass plate and puts a carefully prepared something-or-other on it, gets rid of everything else and peers at it through something called a microscope. That is the very opposite of what we ought to be doing if we want to comprehend the full dimensions of the world.”

The new physics created a foundation from which we could start replacing the mechanical model of the universe with an organic model. In this new view we perceive a return to traditional wisdom and spirituality. In the old materialist reductionist worldview, science and religion were often seen as competing spheres. This polarization is now increasingly felt as hindering our way forward in discovering what the world is and how it operates. This is perhaps one of the basic, key qualities to the new paradigm, and one that Permaculture needs to take into itself.

John Wilkes comments that:

“As long as we continue to consider nature, organisms and life as something merely physical, technological and chemical we are missing a comprehension of the whole picture. There are obviously much more subtle aspects which nature is trying to show us, if only we are willing to see.”

In many ways it’s like the transition from black and white to colour. Sure, we can get a long way with the old black and white drawings and photographs, and in some circumstances b/w is actually preferable. But try to explain to someone who has no colour vision what colours are like, and you may find yourself up against an insurmountable barrier.

How to describe the difference between red and green? What could it possibly mean, to see red? Can only black men sing the blues? To someone incapable of seeing colours, these kinds of statements may have no meaning.

Sir Arthur Eddington, the British astrophysicist who lived from1882 to 1944, wrote:

“The stuff of the world is mind-stuff.”

His colleague Sir James Jeans wrote:

“The universe begins to look more like a great thought than like a great machine. Mind no longer appears as an accidental intruder into the realm of matter; we are beginning to suspect that we ought rather to hail it as the creator and governor of the realm of matter.”

This does not necessarily mean that the old paradigm was wrong. Clearly it’s a very good way of creating a framework for mechanical engineering, it’s a good way of doing technical work with water, electricity and other substances. We might see conventional science as the tip of an iceberg. There is still much to be discovered, and different scientific approaches represent different, complementary views of the world.

Let us be open-minded and flexible in our seeking as we dive deeper into the hidden layers of the iceberg. To deny their existence is profoundly unscientific.

Thoughts become realities when they form the basis for action. Thoughts, desires and ambitions have shaped the modern world: the technologies, the social systems, and the economy. If our technologies are polluting, our social systems unable to care for everyone, and our economics fail to distribute food and services to all people, it must be that the thoughts that underpin these systems are to blame. We need new thoughts.

Looking at how life has evolved it seems that confronted by difficult situations, life has taken unexpected directions in order to overcome them. Being forced into a new way of thinking may be the most important aspect of the crisis that we find ourselves in. The only way out and through is by changing the way we relate to the world. Today we need this new paradigm more than ever.

Several of the new scientists have described the universe as a “Great Thought”, an image that can be used as a tool for expanding our own thinking. We need to be brave enough to try thinking thoughts that seem alien to us in order to explore the new paradigm. Today it’s actually a scientific handicap if you are not prepared to entertain new ideas, but prefer to stay stuck in a familiar world that you feel comfortable with.

In one course that we taught the idea that water may have memory was mentioned, and encountered stiff resistance from a couple of the more academically minded participants, despite the fact that the very property of water being able to hold information is being scientifically researched at the present time. Instead of welcoming new unfamiliar ways of thinking as a gateway to new discoveries, they retreated into old dogmatic ways of thinking that dismissed new ideas as rubbish.

When we do this, we close the portal of discovery.

In our world today we are experiencing a multiple existential crisis, with seemingly intractable economic, environmental and social problems of such dimensions that solutions are hard to find. What is usually offered as a solution is a series of technological fixes, all based on the same thinking that pervades the old materialist reductionist paradigm.

Of course, good design and intelligent planning are really important, but we need something more than that. Even to offer Permaculture solutions based on the old hard technical fix will not help. We need a new way of thinking, a new relationship to ourselves and to the planet.

What insights might I get from thinking about the universe as a thought? How might I relate to all animals, plants and rocks in the landscape as full of intelligence and ideas? If those landscape elements and I could form a “task force” together, how might we transform this landscape into a creative, abundant and fertile ecology? What is nature trying to say to me? Can we enter into a dialogue?

David Spangler, spiritual teacher and author, manages to sum this up eloquently:

“If there’s one leap our consciousness has to make – and it’s a quantum leap – it’s how to be able to function, embody, look at and deal with multiple views of reality simultaneously and to be comfortable with that and not insist that reality only follows one particular course.”

Observation

One of the basic ideas in Permaculture is observation. It’s the first thing we need to do in order to get a design going. If it’s a garden or a smallholding we ought to observe for at least a year, see the seasons come and go and how they interact. If it’s a business we need to check out the market, the suppliers and the raw materials. If it’s an educational course we are designing we have to know who the group is, what their needs are and what are the aims of the course.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 1749 to 1832, developed a comprehensive exercise in observation that we use in many Permaculture courses.

First of all we can describe the thing itself that we are observing, be it a plant, a guild of plants, a farm or a large scale ecology. This is pretty straightforward; size, shape, and colour are all easily identifiable characteristics.

The next step is to look at the context of the object. If it’s a tree, what are the companion plants, animals and insects? What is the geology, the microclimate? If it’s a larger phenomenon, an Ecovillage for instance, what is the social and political context? What about the larger geographical and climatic context?

A third step is to look at the life cycle. If it’s a plant, it will probably have a life cycle of seed – sprout – leaves – flower – fruit – seed. Where in this cycle is the plant we are observing? Whole ecologies have life cycles, and often come to a mature, steady state of equilibrium. Is the ecology we are observing in a pioneer stage, maybe? Human groups and communities also go through a life cycle of youth, maturity and old age. For example, The Findhorn Community, after over 50 years of steady growth, will be quite different from the Findhorn of 40 years ago.

Lastly we might look at how this object feels to us, how we are affected emotionally, in our feelings. Can we find some symbol to represent it to us? Can we sum it up? Does it have connotations of other things familiar to us?

By going through these questions we build up a comprehensive picture of the object in its setting that includes us, the observer, our feelings and our thoughts about the object and create an holistic view.

Our own state of consciousness and connectedness with the whole determines what kind of actions we take. The consequences of our actions will create a certain kind of world. Now we can begin to see the relationship between the spirit and the physical and its function within Permaculture. We can start to see that all things play an intrinsic role in the web of life.

It becomes evident that the relationships between humans, plants, animals, infrastructure, earth, air, fire, and water connect to the spirit; the seen and the unseen. The connectedness of the whole expands out into the infinite universe.

When observing the world around us, and the events within it, we need to remove our prejudices and interpretations.

One of the exercises we often do in a Permaculture Design Course is to take time to go into nature, asking each participant to find a spot where they feel comfortable alone, and sit there for at least 30 minutes in silence. They are given the opportunity to share any insights in a group conversation afterwards.

We are often under the impression that observation is done with our physical senses, our eyes, ears, nose and mouth. As complete human beings we also have feelings, intuitions, emotions and thoughts, and these are additional sensing tools that we can use for observation. What feelings and thoughts does the observed phenomena arouse in us? We may find a connection to the thing, it may become a part of us, or our observations make us a part of it.

We have seen that this is something that modern science has confirmed. The observer becomes part of the observed object. All things are interconnected in a great web of life. If we are going to use “deep observation” we need to take into account all of our responses, our feelings, emotions and intuitions.

Our experience of these deep observation exercises in our courses reveals that the majority of participants appreciate qualities that go far beyond the merely physical.

These ideas we use actively in the Permaculture courses that we lead. The second of Mollison’s questions: “What does this land have to give if I cooperate with it?” implies that the landscape has a direction, an intelligence, even a will of its own. Here we are not so far from the old Shamans who were in contact with Nature Spirits. Biodynamic farmers and gardeners also cooperate with what they call Elemental Beings, and at Findhorn we work with the Devas.

We have seen that the starting point of all Permaculture design is observation. When looking at design for our own inner garden or state of consciousness, inner and outer observation plays an important role. The ancient Celts revered the spirits of the four elements Earth, Air, Fire and Water that they believed combined to manifest all creation. Through observation of these four elements they obtained insight into the rhythms of nature and understood them to also be the rhythms of their own lives.
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