


Self-Reliance and Community: 
Two Sides of the Same Coin 

Toby Hemenway, guest editor 

The 
meaning of words changes with time's passing, a 

phenomenon I've always watched with interest. It wasn't 
ong ago that the ideal for back-to-the-land types was to 

be "self-sufficient." The phrase conjured up images of an off-the-
grid house powered by solar, wind, or hydro technology, heated 
with a big Ashley airtight, and harboring an old floppy-fendered 
Chevy pickup that only rarely chugged to town for the odd tool or 
staple food. But our thinking, and the phrase's meaning, has 
evolved. "Self-sufficient" has slowly garnered the taint of 
beggar-thy-neighbor survivalism, an "I don't need anybody" 
isolation in which the individuals-usually rugged ones-
believed they, living alone, were sufficing only with what they 
owned, made, and grew. 

This turned out to be a lonely and dead-end road. As tool maven 
J. Baldwin points out in his article within, that nice solar panel uses 
technology that is underpinned by a whole civilization. The same 
applies to the Chevy truck and the wood stove. We can never es-
cape being part of a human culture, and I hope we'd never want to. 

We're not just technologically linked to humanity. Our social 
bonds are at least as important. A solar panel may require a slew 
of wage-earners to labor each day in a windowless industrial 
plant, breathing toxic metal dust amidst the noise and grime, and 
living just the life the self-sufficient abhor. That homey wood 
stove pumps out pollution, foisting emphysema and asthma upon 
your neighbors-how ever far away they live. And let's not even 
go into the social and environmental costs of the Chevy truck. 

Hence the rise of the replacement term "self-reliant," which 
acknowledges that we choose to rely on ourselves as much as 
possible, but also implies that we aren't truly independent. John 
Schinnerer's article expands on this point, weighing the differences 
between dependence and interdependence, and introducing a new 
use of the term sovereignty that enlarges upon self-reliance. 

This issue of The Permaculture Activist explores the link be-
tween self-reliance and community. The connection may not be 
obvious. Western society, with its cult-like worship of individual-
ism, has-not surprisingly-fractured the bonds that build com-
munities. Yet what advertisers exhort is not self-reliance, but a me-
first, no-limits, aggressive egocentrism. True self-reliance isn't 
achieved by purchasing all the right tools, nor by clambering over 
the bodies of your colleagues. A self-reliant person respects and 
even cherishes the limits of the systems within which he or she 
lives, whether these limits be those of ecology, physical stamina, 
or the competence-or patience-of your friends and colleagues. 

After watching many a community arise in enthusiasm and die 
in acrimony, or melt away simply because the members have 
changed interests, I'm convinced that to succeed, a community 
needs its participants to be self-reliant. By that I mean that each 
member must have several sets of skills that define a well-differen-
tiated human being. The most obvious yet less important of these 
skills are those of livelihood: a training or proficiency that can be 
exchanged for other things of value and that complements the 
community's needs. But the crucial skills are more subtle: a spiri-
tual or emotional maturity and depth that allows each person to 
work closely with others. This takes mindfulness of where your 
own issues and boundaries lie, and where those of others begin. 
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Many of the problems that divide communities have little to 
do with superficial, tangible needs like shelter or money, even 
when that seems to be the case. The rifts eventually erupt from 
deeper personal insecurities: fear of rejection, need for recogni-
tion, an accretion of too many unaddressed slights and resent-
ments. When community meetings automatically fracture along 
familiar lines, you know that the real issues aren't being dis-
cussed. This is where tools for working in community can help. 

Since saints and avatars are in short supply, and thus commu-
nities must be made of mere mortals, the first step for community 
building is to develop a set of techniques to help move through a 
crisis, to build trust. Tools like these are found in Tom Atlee's 
articles on co-intelligence, in Christopher Peck's piece on con-
sensus building, in Joel Glanzberg's on the general core model, 
and in several other writings. 

The long-term and much tougher solution is personal, spiri-
tual, and emotional work. Teryani Riggs writes of Oregon's Lost 
Valley community's growth through Naka-Ima, a technique that 
allows people to connect more deeply. Vishu Magee describes 
the rewards in creativity and community from deep spiritual 
practice. Other articles in this issue show these principles in 
action: the effort of making communities function (more or less), 
the challenges their members face, and the joys and struggles of 
living in the human family. These, the invisible structures of a 
permanent culture, provide the foun~tion upon which our more 
tangible and familiar get-your-hands-dirty work must be built. 

My thanks to Vishu Magee for the mandala art from his book 
Archetype Design that graces several pages of this magazine, and 
to Robin Clayfield and Skye for permission to reprint the playful 
drawings from their excellent workbook, The Manual For Teach
ing Permaculture Creatively. And of course, a thank-you to Peter 
Bane for letting me briefly take the reins of the Activist juggernaut. 

AN otefrom the Publisher 
I HAVE BEEN ENJOYING the rare privilege, apparently 

accorded the editor of this magazine about once a decade, of 
stepping back from the job I usually perform to allow another 
permaculture journalist to blossom. 

You are holding the fruit of a new collaboration in your 
hands. Toby Hemenway, whom regular readers will recognize as 
a steady contributor to Permaculture Activist for several years, 
has slipped gracefully into the editor's chair for this issue, freeing 
me up to build the house I've been struggling to complete for 
three years. The house still isn't done, though it's closing in 
fast-gaining walls, windows, and doors just ahead of winter's 
icy blast, but the issue's wrapped up. I think it's fair to report that 
both Toby and I have found the situation so satisfactory we're 
likely to repeat it. 

If you've followed the Activist's career over the past few 
years, you'll appreciate how significant it is that we're on the 
verge of getting a permanent home. For in addition to the cottage 
that will house its publisher, this magazine stands to get a new 
office sometime next year, both buildings located at Earthaven 
Village in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina, and 
significantly, both village-built of local materials and powered 
off-grid. This is no mean accomplishment for a small-circulation 
journal without institutional backing. 

Part of the building story appears elsewhere in this issue under 
my byline, as I report on the emergence of cooperative housing 
efforts at Earthaven. Another part remains to be told: The Activist 
will share office space at the Benchmark neighborhood common 

Publisher's Note continued on page 49 
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