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all good things take time
30 years ago Juan Anton had an epiphany. He stopped 
using chemicals and began making observations of nature 
to inspire his work in the garden.

His greenhouse provides a micro-climate that builds on 
the diversity of his edible forest; sharing what he has 
grown and learnt with dozens of people who stay over for 
meetings that last several days.

The vision? ‘To change the world’, no less, beginning with 
small, thoughtful actions.

12 images, each with their own story, illustrate the design 
principles. Take the time to absorb them over a month, 
while keeping track of what’s going on in your life.  
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Erratum. We regret that we mistakenly confused buckthorn with blackthorn (Prunus 
spinosa): “The buckthorns in use in England are a traditional source of the berries 
for sloe gin” (page 8, #97). As everyone knows, sloe gin is made from blackthorn 
berries. In the event one of our readers has tried to make gin from buckthorn berries 
before we could issue this retraction, please let us know the results. Thanks to Bryan 
Mets for setting the record straight.
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So—What’s the Problem?
Adam Brock

LET’S START WITH THE OBVIOUS: from Bill and 
David on down, the most influential personalities in the 
permaculture movement have been charismatic middle-

aged white males. And, well, so what? That’s the way things 
were in the 70s, 80s, and 90s. If the message had come from 
people that looked or talked any differently, who knows if the 
world would have listened?
 But that was then. In today’s world of Dreamers and 
#blacklivesmatter, any radical movement led largely by the 
same demographic as the 1% risks marginalizing itself. Indeed, 
I’ve met many intelligent, talented changemakers that have long 
known about permaculture—and rejected it for its apparent 
tone-deafness to issues of race, class, and gender. 
 And I can’t blame them. Around the globe, it’s the first 
nations, people of color, women, poor people, and other 
marginalized voices that have formed the bedrock of practice 
upon which permaculture rests. And yet, like most institutions 
in our society, permaculture has repeatedly minimized, 
romanticized, belittled, fetishized, or altogether ignored 
their contributions. Although we have some brave, brilliant 
exceptions to the rule, permaculture remains to this day a 
movement led by relatively educated white guys.
 How has permaculture, a movement that prides itself on 
being so radical, ended up in this rut? In an article I wrote for 
the Permaculture Voices conference a couple of years ago, I 
presented the hypothesis of “founder bias”: the tendency of an 
institution to reflect the personality of the people who started it:

Nearly 40 years after Permaculture One, the culture of our 
movement largely flows from the examples set by Mollison 
and Holmgren. And rightly so: these two did a brilliant job 
sowing the seeds of a global paradigm shift. But as white, 
college-educated, land-owning men, they did so with a 
certain lens that the majority of our population doesn’t share. 
In theory, the core concepts of permaculture have relevance 
to any community: rich or poor, urban or rural, white or 
black or brown. Indeed, our own ethics of peoplecare and 
fair share would suggest that it’s our obligation to focus first 
on those communities that are most vulnerable. But founder 
bias has meant that—at least here in the US—permaculture 
has mostly been applied in situations that benefit those with 
privilege.

 In other words, as much as Mollison scorned the 
government, academia, and other oppressive insitutions, he 
couldn’t escape his upbringing. The ways in which permaculture 
was first expressed—the eloquent lecture, the recitation of 
statistics as a claim to truth, the pithy phrases, the certification 
course as rite of passage—all of these were clear markers 
of Mollison’s upbringing as a white male. They were, and 
remain, artifacts of one specific culture rather than a universally 
effective means of communication. And they might be 
extraordinarily persuasive and useful in certain contexts, with 
certain populations. For many others, though, they speak loudly 
and clearly as the voice of The Man.
 Permaculture, in other words, has found itself in a rhetorical 
monoculture. Building a truly diverse movement will mean 
embracing a polyculture of ways to arrive at what’s actually 

important: nurturing compassionate, skillful stewards of human 
and non-human communities. “Until the lions have their own 
historians,” as novelist Chinua Achebe says, “the history of 
the hunt will always glorify the hunter.” And until we allow 
our society’s marginalized voices to articulate permaculture on 
their own terms, we’ll continue to reinforce age-old stories of 
oppression.
 Thankfully, that’s starting to happen. In the last few years, 
a new wave of permaculture practitioners has emerged—one 
that’s as adept at calling out micro-aggressions as they are in 
selecting dynamic accumulators. Inspired by pioneers like 
Rafter Sass Ferguson and Starhawk, these leaders aren’t afraid 
to call out the permaculture establishment (to the extent that 
there is one) for its patriarchal ways. As anyone present at last 
year’s North American Permaculture Convergence can attest, 
the voice of this crowd has become too loud to ignore. And 
thankfully so, for their words speak a profound wisdom. 
 The pages of this issue of Permaculture Design are an 
attempt to document some of these voices on their own terms. 
You’ll find critiques, anecdotes, and several thoughtful lists 
of ways each one of us can take action. In line with the values 
of the issue, I’ve done my best to foreground the stories of 
women, people of color, queer folks, and others from non-
traditional permaculture backgrounds. At the same time, it 
seemed important and necessary to include a few takes on 
decolonization from white male perspectives, as well.
 If your first reaction to these articles is defensiveness and 
incredulity, that’s normal. And if, once those first reactions 
pass, their content makes you squirm—well, that’s a good 
thing. It means you’re at the margins of your personal comfort 
zone, which, as Holmgren’s 11th principle reminds us, is 
something to use and value. Keep in mind that nothing in this 
issue is a personal attack; to paraphrase Starhawk, none of us as 
individuals need be defined by our privilege or our lack thereof. 
Instead, our identities are forged by how we choose to respond 
to our positions within an unequal social landscape. Sure, we 
can choose to avoid the harsh light of reflection on our own 
unearned opportunities, and instead follow the path to power 
that our society has laid out for us. Similarly, we can choose to 
play the role of victim for our undeserved setbacks, enacting a 
feedback loop of frustration and despair.
 Or, we can use the problem as the solution. We can wield the 
privilege we have to create institutions that dismantle it from 
within. We can use our past experiences of injustice as fuel 
for change, bringing others together around a shared vision of 
a better world. We can hand the proverbial megaphone to the 
voices of the unheard, honoring their contributions as valid and 
valuable, even if—especially if—they sound different than ours.
 On a macro scale, our choice as a movement is much the 
same. Permaculture’s very relevance to our swiftly changing 
society may depend on how effectively we can respond to the 
challenges posed in this issue. Are we willing to reframe our 
approach to make permaculture feel more welcome to those

Ciontinued on p. 19
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WE ARE WRITING THIS from colonized Benawara 
(renamed La Palma after the Awara people were 
exterminated and absorbed more than 500 years ago 

in the Spanish conquest of the Canary Islands). In this article, 
we mention a few of the cultural patterns we noticed we carry 
as colonialist people. There are many, but one way of describing 
several of them, in terms of how we think and act in the world, 
is that a root colonialist attitude asks, “What can I get out of / 
extract from this person / resource / situation / place?”, whereas 
an indigenous, or non-colonialist attitude asks, “How can I enter 
into better relationship with this person / resource / situation / 
place?”
 At one end of that spectrum is an extractive way of be-
ing, where nothing but our own wants and perceived lack are 
sacred, whilst at the other is a relational way of being in which 
everything is sacred. Where we sit on that spectrum determines 
whether we live more in separation, individualism, and fear 
(which is also what fuels consumption), or more in a way that 
enables community and interdependence, and with those, our 
sense of security in the world, as we reconnect to the web of life.
 Because of the critical importance of shifting collectively 
from an extraction to a relationship paradigm, we are delighted 
to see the subject of decolonization getting some attention in 
permaculture circles, and we offer our deep respect and gratitude 
to all the people co-creating this issue of Permaculture Design, 
and for the opportunity to add our perspective and what we’ve 
learned so far about this fascinating subject. 

 We have put social justice at the core of our life missions 
from a very young age, so we are passionate about deeply study-
ing the mechanics of systemic oppression in order to understand 
its foundations and dismantle them. As Latino activists living in 
a Latin country, we have a particular interest in, and perspective 
on, how the globalization of the Anglo-Saxon cultural empire 
affects us at different levels, and how this is currently reflected 
within the Anglo permaculture movement—which most people 
reading may identify as ”the permaculture movement.”

...we have much 
baseline healing and 
consciousness-raising to 
do before we can begin to 
design a saner society.

Permaculture = Relationship
Stella Strega Scoz & José Lorenzo Zamora

Decolonizing bodies, hearts, & minds

 Much of our decolonization work is done within our com-
munity of students and interns, most gratifyingly with those who 
have mustered the trust and courage to do deep personal change 
work. This work requires 180° turnaround of deeply held beliefs 
installed by the Destructo-Culture, and is essential if we are to 
design a Perma-Culture.
 We see some arrive at our farm with heavy armors of doubts 
or beliefs that seriously limit their enjoyment, freedom, and 
effectiveness in the world, and yet leave as much more power-
ful designers (1). The most significant things they learn here 
are usually how invisible structures imprison us personally and 
collectively: essential for learning to trust our own instincts and 
intelligence, which is critical for real designing—creating some-
thing new and original—instead of copying others’ designs. 
 We learned that it’s crucial to help people to not take sys-
temic oppression personally; to notice and contradict it when 
it is being perpetuated; and to understand how very debilitat-
ing it actually is for individuals and communities. Many young 
people, especially if they’re also women and non-Anglos, are 
crippled by systemic oppression without being aware of it at all. 
This, apart from creating a lot of unnecessary suffering, repre-
sents a huge reservoir lost to the cause of sustainability—if we 
don’t liberate it—as all of these people long to create a more just 
and rational society.
 The damage of oppression, coupled with the post-modernist 
fog (2) in which Western young people have been brought up in, 
plus the insecurity and confusion that comes from being deeply 
cut off from soil, nature, and other species, means we have much 
baseline healing and consciousness-raising to do before we can 

The authors, perhaps envisioning a decolonized culture.
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begin to design a saner society.
 It is even uncomfortable for most of us in the environmental 
movements to consider that agriculture might be the very origin 
of our “colonizing genes.” Agriculture has enslaved us politi-
cally (it makes colonization practically inevitable) but also bio-
chemically (by radically changing what we eat and thus the way 
our bodies and minds work). There is a deeper meaning to the 
“bread and circuses” (3) techniques used by all empires to keep 
the masses controlled: most civilized people know only the daily 
mood and energy swings of carbohydrate dependency. This is 
our ‘normal.’ But, as we recently heard a traditional shaman say-
ing, that is an inherently separating and fear-inducing state, and 
the good news is that we can revert to our natural state, if we get 
some information and support (4). Here, we’ve seen students 
who struggled with long-term depression or various addictions 
notice very welcome changes within a few weeks of changing 
their diets.
 These observations are experiential, but having a good basic 
theory that questions our old models is essential to start the 
journey. We’ve learned that creating more effective “life rafts” 
and maps to navigate the choppy waters of transition is critical 
design work to accelerate the natural succession from “crazy, 
civilized humans” to “sane, indigenous humans”—because if we 
don’t radically change the models, paradigms, and mythologies 
that we think with and live by, we can’t hope to change society 
very much.

 This is why we’ve taken on the big job of widening and 
deepening the PDC curriculum (5) over the last 15 years, an 
ongoing international and multilingual project in which we 
invite all designers who identify as “integrals” (same as “de-col-
onizers”) to join. It includes many powerful models by a great 
variety of activists and thinkers which are coherent with each 
other, as well as with the ethics and aims of permaculture, and it 
is designed to be constantly revised.
 But to understand what caused us to take this design focus, 
maybe we should backtrack 15 years to some earlier permacul-
ture design experiences.

Urban permaculture origins

 In London, a decade of activism pre-permaculture enabled 
Stella’s group to create—between 1994 and 1999—an early 
successful example of community permaculture with a cross-
cultural, multi-generational, and inclusive culture and reach.
 The project was called Green Adventure (6), and it empow-
ered people to make a difference in their neighborhoods and 

in their own and their children’s lives, by participating in real 
physical changes that impacted the local economy. 
 There were several interconnected projects happening at the 
same time. One was making organic vegetables affordable to 
low-income people in inner-city neighborhoods through an op-
tion to pay for the weekly box partly in local currency. This also 
added variety, more people, and credibility to the local exchange 
trading system (LETS), which tripled its turnover during the first 
year. 
 Because the core people had been youth workers who were 
also well trained in anti-racist, anti-sexist awareness, our ap-
proach was to put the children’s opinions and ideas at the center 
of the design process. This teaching style educated many adults 
and empowered a lot of children: we were doing liberation the-
ology and calling it permaculture design.
 Interestingly, several permaculture groups that copied this 
work didn’t have much success. We realized later that it was 
because our (unusual) political awareness actually formed the 
base of our work.
 An example: a project we assisted in Spain fell victim to 
adultism when a group of parents participating in a PDC chose 
to disregard a design we had previously facilitated with the 
neighborhood’s children. Their forest garden was subsequently 
vandalized, its trees damaged and stolen. It’s ironic that we tend 
to blame these design mistakes on “human nature,” when we 

know better: the Green 
Adventure forest gardens, 
despite being in the middle 
of a high-crime area in 
London, were actually 
protected by the children 
who created them.
 Green Adventure 
also empowered a lot of 
marginalized people in our 
community through posi-
tive action. We had a very 
young Chinese woman as 
chairperson for two years, 
our staff was 50% black, 
we had gay and lesbian 
people in leadership posi-

tions, and we were led mostly by women. None of this happened 
by chance—basic anti-racism and feminist awareness designed 
the core structures. All of us understood what unaware exclusion 
looks and feels like, so we were clear about the need to practice 
active inclusion—something that’s difficult to explain to people 
who are born with privilege and never politicized/ decolonized.
 The many fertile edges we created by designing-in this real 
diversity were satisfying for everyone, including the more privi-
leged among us—it was the source of the vitality and creativity 
we all enjoyed, as we were excited and energized by the realiza-
tion that we were creating a different culture together.
 We also trained in the inclusive meetings (7) techniques 
developed by Jane Hera and Andy Langford, as our PDC cur-
riculum included their great people-care models. We decided 
to study these further in order to ensure that our meetings were 

...it was the source of the 
vitality and creativity we 
all enjoyed....
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interesting and productive, which is as critical for success as 
having good people on the team.

Transition to rural permaculture work

 Since 2000, we’ve been running permaculture action-
learning courses in the countryside of our Latin island. Since 
these also attracted many privileged white middle-class Anglo-
Saxon people, it turned out to be an in-depth study for us of how 
culture shapes both our perception and our learning capabilities, 
as well as a fascinating action-research project in how to teach 
permaculture design to Westerners more effectively.
 With most of these students, we witnessed a quintessential 
pattern of colonialism play out: an attitude of “Now I’ve arrived, 
the designing starts,” which naturally brings with it a particular 
kind of cultural and historical blindness. It makes it impossible 
to do the “prolonged, detailed observation” that we know all 
good permaculture design needs to begin with: it doesn’t matter 
how great our other design tools and skills are if we start with 
very partial data—good observation is fundamental.
 Because all these skills are also best learned with protracted 
and detailed mentoring, we re-designed the entire teaching style 
to support long-term action-learning, and this, combined with 
the much more radical curriculum, has been a very challenging, 
but also liberating and enormously exciting journey for all of us.
 We think it’s essential to greatly increase our pattern literacy 
(or models literacy: skillfully understanding and working with 
mental models and invisible structures) as permaculture design-
ers, because complex system design requires this, and good 
systemic thinking is key for permaculture to be effective. 
 It’s also equally important for us to visibly honor (8) the con-
tributions of women, native peoples, and people of color to the 
wealth of knowledge we enjoy nowadays—a precious resource 
that is too often appropriated, usually by the white men we then 
think of as “the experts.” 
 This appropriation of intellectual, spiritual, or material 
wealth from other creatures is another key pattern of colonial-
ism, closely connected to entitlement (the feeling that we have 
some unquestionable right to have or to take as ours whatever 
we want), which is also typical of a colonial mentality.
 We playfully honor the novel Ishmael by Daniel Quinn as 
a pre-text for Integral Permaculture because it very cleverly 
dismantles the mythology and cosmology that civilized people 
are all brought up with. We need to be aware of the cultural air 
we breathe from birth (and ours is particularly riddled with big 
contradictions and glaring omissions of both facts and logic); 
otherwise, our efforts to promote alternatives invariably end up 
reproducing the same old story. We greenwash instead of re-
design.
 So after that great introduction, we flesh out a new possible 
story by continuing to re-configure more of the pieces of the 
puzzle that Ishmael blew up for us. The feedback we get most 
frequently is that students gain a profound feeling of empower-
ment from a new clarity and consistency in ideas.
 But we still have much to learn about supporting this decolo-
nizing transition to a more indigenous, connected, and rational 
way of being, and we especially need more trained supporters 

to help with the quite difficult midwifing that needs to happen 
when people give birth to their new selves. 
 As former city people, we’ve learned to see—and sometimes 
heal–some of these things. Our daily intimate contact and mu-
tual care with many plants and animals, living on a farm as an 
extended family of other species, helps a great deal. This process 
was accelerated by living with more civilized interns and guests 
and noticing the gap in our ways of thinking and being.
 Our civilized lives (from ‘civitas,’ city), with ‘realities’ cre-
ated by mass media instead of nature’s cycles, create chronic 
separation and disembodiment that are deeply traumatic. 
 Most of us have experienced contact with other species only 
as pests (which we try to kill or avoid), as pets (still objectified, 
but in a different way), or through the horror footage of ani-
mals tortured for the benefit of industrial food or medicines. No 
wonder we spend decades searching for other forms of life in the 
cosmos, while we annihilate 200 entire species every single day 
right here on Earth.
 Our disembodied city lives have also caused a great confu-
sion about the place of death in the wider scheme of things. 
Most city people have never seen or heard of a “good” death, 
much less a clean, compassionate, peaceful, and sacred “giv-
ing of death.” Instead, we’ve powerlessly witnessed plenty of 
dramatized and glamorized violence in the news and in movies, 
so it’s easy to believe that death, trauma, and violence are one 
and the same thing. Living closely with other species, we come 
to see death as part of the life cycle, and to associate death with 
harmony and the sacred, rather than with violence.

Some conclusions
 
 At the root of our consumerist culture is a deeply ingrained 

From Stephanie McMillan. stephaniemcmillan.org
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dishonesty and a cultural acceptance of this dishonesty as 
normal. There are many expressions of this: valuing appearance 
over content, creating superficial contact instead of real intimate 
relationship, pretending to agree instead of arguing out differ-
ences, or not even admitting to ourselves what we truly value 
and want. This habitual dishonesty also makes us quite blind to 
underlying patterns, or invisible structures.
 We see that it’s easy to say we want to “live close to nature,” 
“have a simple lifestyle,” and “change the world,” but then we 
don’t want to deal with some uncomfortable parts of nature—
rats, flies, cold or hot weather—or our dependance on comforts 
like fridges, daily hot showers, or industrial foods, even when 
we have the sustainable alternatives at hand and support for 
dealing with these mostly emotional transitions.
 This deep dishonesty is a pattern that native people notice 
when they come in contact with Westerners—it’s often a big 
shock for them to realize that even the chosen leaders of a group 
can make promises and treaties that they don’t honor. We carry 
this ‘dishonesty virus’ in our colonialist make-up, and it hurts us 
just as much as it hurts all the creatures and other cultures that 
we destroy with it.
 Through all these experiences, we’ve learned to notice pat-
terns in most civilized people, and we’ve learned how to contra-
dict them in practice. But there’s a whole imperialist culture that 
justifies and enslaves us to these ways of thinking and being, 
making it difficult to make the commitment needed to really 
explore them. And we really need to make that choice.
 Unfortunately, collectively we also bring these same patterns 
to how we design our permaculture organizations. For example, 
we see permaculture conferences recreating the elitism and cen-
tralization we say we want to avoid, when we refuse to address 
the fact that the vast majority of us can’t attend international or 
even national gatherings—meaning they are for the privileged 

few. Yet, we are skilled designers. We could design our im-
portant meetings quite differently, if we wanted to, especially 
nowadays with all the internet tools we have. Despite making 
proposals and experimenting with this for nearly a decade, we 
see huge resistance to taking seriously the concepts of inclusion 
or privilege—we just want to keep doing what we’re familiar 
with.
 We get attacked sometimes for even mentioning these issues. 
For this reason, the last free online conference we organized was 
on the subject of horizontal hostility (HH) (9) because we real-
ized over the years just how very debilitating this HH virus is to 
our work and to the effectiveness of all movements for change. 
Instead of discussing ideas collectively, we individualize: people 
are shunned, ridiculed, or attacked. Mostly HH rears its ugly 
head when someone ‘steps out of line’ and challenges some 
unwritten rule of the destructo-culture: to the extent that we are 
unaware of oppression dynamics, we are co-opted as agents 
of its immune system, attacking each other instead of the real 
problems.
 The bottom line is, if most of our (civilized, colonizing) 
mental models are unconscious, we cannot replace them with 
healthier ones, even when we end up realizing that they don’t 
achieve the results we hoped for.
 But we can be, and have been, successful in helping people 
to decolonize parts of themselves, and in starting to decolonize 
the permaculture curriculum. When we’re able to remove the 
big barriers that block us emotionally and intellectually, then we
can make the big move from copying recipes to truly designing. ∆                                                                                                   

Stella & José are permaculture researchers, designers, teachers, 
and activists. They work for the Integral Permaculture Academy 
(10), which launched the Networked iPDC and the EcoEscuelas 
network (11) last year. They coordinate the co-creation of the 
free online Integral Permaculture Designers’ Manual (12) and 
yearly free online conferences and mini-courses (13). They are 
also founder members of the 8th Life EcoVillage project (14), 
where they live.

Notes

1. www.integralpermaculture.org/advantages/testimonials
2. sites.google.com/site/stellapcenglish/pages-in-english/3-
research/h-participatory-democracy/the-real-politics-of-post-
modernism 
3. sites.google.com/site/decolonizing2014/#TOC-Bread-Circus 
4. minicourses.integralpermaculture.org/what-is/b-food-freedom
5. en.permaculturescience.org/english-pages
6. www.gaiatasiri.org/home/antecedentes 
7. en.permaculturescience.org/english-pages/1-peoplecare/3-
groups/productive-meetings 
8. en.permaculturescience.org/home/integral-pc-teachers
9. www.integralpermaculture.org/events/news/hh
10. www.integralpermaculture.org/
11. en.ecoescuelas.net/
12. en.permaculturescience.org/
13. minicourses.integralpermaculture.org/
14. en.8thlife.org/

From Stephanie McMillan. stephaniemcmillan.org
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IT WAS AROUND THE YEAR 2006 when I first learned of 
permaculture. It seemed a natural addition to my Earth-cen-
tered lifestyle. I was living in Upstate NY at the time, and a 

group of us went over to Davenport to hear a man speak about 
these practices. It would be a few years later before I would 
learn he was considered one of the “superstars” of the permacul-
ture movement.
 At the time, it was not uncommon for me and my child to 
be the only people of color in a setting. So as such, I was not 
surprised this event was just the same. Two years later, I met 
Monica Ibacache, who was the first person of color I met who 
had ever heard of permaculture at the time. It was refreshing. 
We talked about various natural living practices as we sat in our 
friend’s geodesic home and dreamed of a future that would in-
clude many such structures and thoughtful living among diverse 
people. 
 During this time, I had dreams of multi-cultural communities 
of people settling on land and living in harmony with nature. 
Indeed, I had moved Upstate from Philadelphia to do just that, 
as my eclectic friend group had the idea that we would migrate 
up and live off-grid on the land. Though some of us moved up 
at separate times, we each moved to different counties, most of 
us not at all, then we barely saw each other again. However, the 
original goal was to one day live together on this piece of land 
owned by one of our friends, where we camped yearly.
 I began taking a PDC in 2010 with the Finger Lakes Permac-
ulture Institute (FLPCI) in Ithaca. I agreed to host it at the center 
where I worked because they wanted to offer the community ac-
cess to this knowledge. I was program manager at a historically 
black community center, and discounted tuition was offered to 
any residents of color. One came, in addition to me. In a town 
with few people of color—and even fewer into sustainable liv-

ing—permaculture did not speak to my community. Although I 
couldn’t complete the course because of work responsibilities, 
the land design aspect was of interest to me. I still had hopes of 
someday “living with the land.” 
 At the time, I was farming with young people and gardening 

How is it that these 
permaculture principles 
speak to me, yet the 
movement does not?

Living Naturally 
A Black Woman Practicing Permaculture
Kirtrina Baxter

with community members, and constantly learning new infor-
mation, so this opportunity was welcome. I was friends with the 
teachers at FLPCI, and I knew we were all sharing and learning 
much of the same information.
 During my nine years of living in Upstate NY, I came to-
gether with various groups of people looking to form intentional 
communities. We did a lot of research, made a lot of plans, and 
shared a lot of dreams. One problem was that my daughter and 
I were usually the only people of color. For the group, that was 
a boon on the multicultural side—for me, not so much. Later, I 
would realize that there were elements of how I express myself 
as a black woman that could never be fully experienced in these 
circles. There was no one who could truly understand and share 
in these moments of self-expression, which in part, is what 
makes us who we are: the ability to express our culture. Be it 
kneeling in prayer at sunrise, evening seder, or a Sunday dinner, 
how we express ourselves among like people is very particular. 
Anyone with whom I shared my customs, would always be a 

Kirtrina Baxter and her daughter Enlylh, who is going to Spel-
man College this fall to major in Environmental Engineering. 
Photo by The Baxter Family.
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participant-observer, and never be able to fully understand. To 
dedicate myself to a life-long environment where it seemed 
unlikely for me to have those shared experiences, was a lonely 
thought. 

Cross-cultural kinship

 At this point, I was questioning my purpose. Because my life 
path has led me to be one of Gaia’s servants, was I destined to 
be a scarce resource in the landscape of natural living? Indeed 
not. For She always provides for her children, and over the 
last few years, I have been blessed to connect with many other 
people of color who are dedicated to work and care for the land. 
I share customs with some of them; with others, I willingly 
exchange in the stories of our cultures because we share a com-
mon bond of oppression that has led us to have shared experi-
ences in life. The times when we are together are rich and filled 
with laughter and stories of family and growth, yet are always 
rimmed with the sorrow of our struggles. 
 I once met a Lakota woman and as we came together through 
stories of injustice and violence to our people, we bonded with 
the similarities of our experiences. However, the evening ended 
with her telling me a story of a ritual recently performed for the 
first time in a long time on her reservation. She spoke of the 
awe-inspired faces and the pride in the stance of the young boys 
and children as they watched the warriors of their tribe riding in, 
massed on their large, beautiful horses. Children called out the 
names of those warriors with whom they felt a kinship in that 
moment, straightening up the backs of those men on horseback, 
bringing tears to the elders who watched with remembrance and 
hope. She spoke of how the young people cheered the warriors 
on, as they circled the group and then rode back up the moun-
tain. 

 The watering of my eyes as we said our goodbyes, know-
ing we had shared an intimate moment of historic cultural 
preservation, solidified our kinship. We both saw our young 
ones embrace their heritage with honor and pride, knowing that 
historic cultural knowledge holds the seeds of our lineage. This 
knowledge, be it rooted in the core of their being, will produce a 
trunk or shield of courage against the injustice they will inevi-
tably suffer in this life, then branch out to bestow the arms of 
our heritage, which is essential for the fruit to flourish on the 
tree that is our people. The tree must stand strong to survive in 
this hostile environment and to produce more seeds. To know 
at once, in that last glance between us, that this was our shared 
reality was priceless to me.
 These moments—this understanding among us—requires 
that we question our associations. And so as I have been blessed 
also to meet more people of color in permaculture over the last 
three years, we are asking ourselves and each other: how is it 
that these permaculture principles speak to me, yet the move-
ment does not? In trying to answer this for myself, I’m stricken 

with the reminder of how I felt living in Upstate NY and seeking 
to build community with those who did not share my experi-
ences. However, I’m also empowered through my knowledge 
and understanding that these practices are a part of who I am, as 
a descendant of an agrarian people, as a follower of the God-
dess and that they have been transferred down to me through my 
lineage, in my DNA. 
 On indigenous ways of knowing, sharing this truth with 
other people of indigenous descent in permaculture who may or 
may not have already known this fact, is always revealing to me 
in certain responses: first, of a sense of pride in being validated 
for an innate feeling of rightness in these principles and prac-
tices, and second, the moment of awareness when the familiar 
sense of injustice in the way in which this knowledge is being 
transferred sinks in. To deny or devalue the depth of importance 
that preservation of historic cultural knowledge and expression 
is to a people, is unjust. 
 

Soil Generation, the garden coalition that Kirtrina organizes in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Photo by Sam Wonder. Whether or not people of 

color choose to embrace 
permaculture will depend 
on the movement’s 
ability to acknowledge 
those cultures whose 
existence paved the way 
for this knowledge.
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On creating a diverse community

 The reality of a shared community of diverse cultural peo-
ples is possible when there is a space for each of these groups to 
express their culture among themselves as well as with others, 
freely. A desire to be among people with similar or shared expe-
riences should not be viewed in opposition of diversity. On the 
contrary, it is with combined groups of cultural representation 
that allow for a strength in diversity, not with select individuals. 
Cultural continuity relies heavily on the unified beliefs, acts, 
and practices of a people. Without this, culture is weakened, 
and it cannot sustain itself alongside other cultural groupings. It 
will eventually wither away or become something more akin to 
a larger cultural group. This lessens the sentiment of diversity, 
which is the desired goal.
 Interestingly enough, what I realized after being in Upstate 
NY for nine years, searching for this multi-cultural experience 
with nature, is that I was a lot closer to that in Philadelphia, an 
urban setting. The city hosts peoples from all over the world, 
and though we may not all live in the same neighborhood or be 
surrounded by woods, we each still have a portion of the city 
that feels like home. Because of this, our cultural ways can be 
passed down and our traditions honored among ourselves, even 
if not to others. So, I love it when I visit my friend from Viet-
nam in South Philly, and I can breathe in the aroma of the spices 
of her culture coming from the kitchens of families on the block 
preparing for an evening meal. Or when I’m driving through 5th 
& Aramingo, and I hear the bomba of Puerto Rico blaring from 
the speaker on the corner store. These things let me know that 
although we may not have equal access to institutional benefits, 
we will continue to be! We have access to each other, and that 
allows us to remain strong in who we are, which in turn will 
enrich our struggle for equality. 
 As for permaculture, my feeling is that it draws from these 
living and ancestral sources of indigenous knowledge and 
hordes it as its own—the cultural expression of it, changed; 
the ancient nature of it, re-claimed; the practices boxed up and 
sold off as an invention of white male privilege or practicality, 
depending on your experience. Yet, as the movement naturally 
progresses onward, the question is asked, how do we decolonize 
permaculture? The white practitioners cannot seem to grasp the 
fundamental importance nor the profound difference of pro-
claiming these cultural truths outwardly. What would that mean 
for the practitioners who are descendants of indigenous people, 
indeed what would that give toward a just transition of society?
 It was not until last summer when I was invited out to the 
North American Permaculture Convergence, and I was able to 
meet and talk with more people of color in permaculture, that as 
a food activist, I felt my presence within the movement may be 
able to serve a larger purpose. So I am in the design phase of my 
PDC now.

How do we diversify permaculture?

 It is said that permaculture embraces all. Yet when its body 
is examined, there is a lack of cultural representation, and the 

question persists, how do we diversify permaculture? What I 
see today is a strong following of land stewards of color who 
practice ways of working in harmony with the natural environ-
ment, be that trees, rivers, plants, or people, in the city or in 
the country, on the farm or the reservation, or in the ‘hood or a 
brownstone. All have found their way to an understanding of 
natural ways of living. The path that led them there may have 
come through an elder, a practice (such as permaculture, Ifa, or 
Wicca), or a divined personal journey. Will permaculture be the 
movement to embrace this body of land stewards? I don’t know.
 What I do know is whether or not people of color choose en 
masse to embrace permaculture, will depend on the movement’s 
ability to acknowledge and honor those cultures, living and 
ancestral, whose existence paved the way for this knowledge 
to be synthesized, shared, and practiced. As well, there must be 
an establishment of culture-specific spaces at convergences and 
meetings when we come together, with the understanding that 
this is for strength and not division.
 And what I know most is this: those of us descendants of 
indigenous people, who are living this natural way of being, will 
continue to grow and strengthen as we draw others, too, to put 
their hands in the soil, re-connect with the Mother, and accept 
the healing that She offers—and we goin’ be alright.  ∆                                                                                                                                 
 
Kirtrina M. Baxter, MA, is a mother, dedicated food justice 
activist, and community organizer. As an Agro-Africanist, she 
has a passion for nutrition, growing culturally-relevant food, 
seed-keeping, and awareness around the disparities in our food 
system that negatively affect communities of color. Kirtrina is 
currently the community organizer for the Garden Justice Legal 
Initiative—a program of the Public Interest Law Center of 
Philadelphia. She works with gardeners around the city, assist-
ing them with access to land and other resources. In this capac-
ity, she organizes Soil Generation, a diverse body of urban ag & 
food justice advocates who help inform policy and provide com-
munity education and support to gardeners in the city. Kirtrina 
also manages the green spaces at the Overbrook Environmental 
Education Center which includes a permaculture orchard, pol-
linator gardens, and a raised hoophouse.
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regional gatherings.
• Treat this training/content as an integrated focal point of 
the gathering, and schedule it in such a way that it is easily 
accessible and highly visible.
• In particular, we challenge/encourage permaculture teach-
ers and leaders to seek out anti-oppression training, and to 
identify concrete ways to incorporate it into their work and 
their lives. (There is a big difference between “knowing 
about” systems of oppression and acting as if it matters.)
• We encourage anyone who finds these recommendations 
or anti-oppression training confusing to seek support from 
others, especially white allies, to understand why and how it 
is important, useful, and relevant.

 2. We request that as we reconnect with the land through the 
practice of permaculture, the permaculture community actively 
seeks out and publicly acknowledges both the history and cur-
rent reality of the land as it relates to struggles against coloniza-
tion, conquest, and oppression.

• This means actively seek out the history of the land and 
the First Nations that lived there.
• This means actively finding out about the modern status 
of First Nations communities that are still there, and other 
groups like migrant workers who may be struggling for 
livelihoods on land near you, urban farmers seeking access 
to land, and communities being forced off of land due to 
gentrification.

 3. We request that the permaculture movement acknowledge 
the historical rights of indigenous peoples to the land on which 
we gather. We ask event organizers to make a sincere request 
to use the land, as well as issue an invitation to the appropriate 
indigenous peoples to open events and/or bless the space before 
we gather.

• Acknowledge and affirm the ways in which ‘permaculture 

Requests from the People of Color 
Caucus at the North American 
Permaculture Convergence

We request that inclusive 
language be affirmed 
in every aspect 
of permaculture work....

DURING THE FIRST North American Permaculture 
Convergence (NAPC) in August 2014, self-organized 
people of color (POC) and white allies (Allies) iden-

tified a need to address issues of race and racism within the 
permaculture movement. After meeting separately as POC and 
Allies caucuses, the groups came together and endorsed the fol-
lowing points as powerful requests of all leaders and practitio-
ners within the permaculture movement of North America.
 We gathered in a circle, surrounded by the wider group on 
the morning of the last day as three members of the POC caucus, 
Uma Lo (NYC), Anandi Premlall (NYC), and Louis “Babalu” 
Alemayehu (Minneapolis/St.Paul), took the mic and shared our 
requests and a poem:
 POC and Allies gather inside the Sunday morning circle to 
make heartfelt requests of our community.
 The following requests and associated suggestions represent 
a place to start the long journey toward inclusive community, 
rather than a conclusive and comprehensive list of appropriate 
actions. They are practical ways to counteract interlocking so-
cial, cultural, and economic systems that perpetuate domination 
and structural disparity. They are concrete ways to demonstrate 
that affirming the human dignity of all matters to you.

DRAFTED AUGUST 30, 2014

 1. Include/provide anti-oppression training as content for 
all permaculture gatherings such as the NAPC, PDCs, or other 

Morning gathering at the 2014 NAPC. Photo by Rhonda Baird.
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 9. We request that the permaculture community work to-
gether, as friends (rather than as saviors or exotifiers), to do the 
healing work necessary for ourselves, our communities, and our 
earth.

• We acknowledge that the phrase ‘ally’ positions us in a 
battle, and pits some of ‘us’ against others of ‘us.’ Instead, 
consider the invitation to be a ‘friend’—to take opportuni-
ties to show care and consideration and to recognize and 
treat as fully human everyone in ‘our community.’              ∆                                                                               

design’ is drawn directly from the wisdom of indigenous 
cultures; (Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, the “inven-
tors” of permaculture, codified knowledge drawn largely 
from observing and learning directly from Aboriginal and 
indigenous peoples.)

 4. We request that gatherings be staffed with both American 
Sign Language (ASL) interpreters and language interpreters, as 
needed.
 5. We request that inclusive language be affirmed in every 
aspect of permaculture work—invitations to events, courses, 
workshops, texts, etc.

• Find ways of expressing permaculture concepts that are 
culturally appropriate for the com-
munities you are working with; focus 
on the essence of the learning rather 
than normative jargon/labels.
• Invite participation of local com-
munities.

 6. We request that permaculture 
gatherings make space for appreciating 
multiple generations that may be pres-
ent.
 7. We request that when doing 
outreach to communities of color, 
organizers and leaders in permaculture 
develop full, rich, symbiotic relation-
ships with communities of color, rather 
than developing tokenistic relationships 
or ‘recruitment’ strategies.

• We request that permaculture 
organizers consider their events 
opportunities for proactive and fun 
intercultural exchange and learning; 
and that they consider seriously how 
scheduling, food, and music make 
an event more or less accessible to 
different groups of people.

 8. We request that permaculture 
event designers engage with people of 
color and other marginalized groups 
about designing reserved safe spaces at 
events, or designing for support.

• These are spaces that are available 
to people to gather where they are 
more likely to be able to experience 
relief/rest from prevailing expres-
sions of white domination, privilege, 
and supremacy—for example, Queer 
/ Trans / POC space.
• When doing outreach for a pro-
gram or vetting re: scholarships or 
assistance, design to have more than 
one person of an under-represented 
group. The experience of being iso-
lated/alone can reproduce or gener-
ate new traumas re: oppression and 
alienation.

Special Social Permaculture Intensive: Nurturing E�ective and Creative Groups
March 30 - April 3, 2016 

Plus: Facilitator's Training April 4-8

January 9-23, 2016
Cazadero, California

with Starhawk, Charles Williams and Pandora Thomas
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MY GRANDFATHER WAS THE FIRST of my family 
to teach. He leveraged his musical talent to escape the 
fate of his father and his contemporaries (laboring in 

the coal pits of Staffordshire, England) by becoming a stand-out 
chorister in church, then gaining a college scholarship in 1900, 
eventually becoming headmaster of a Council School for Boys 
in his home town of Aldridge.
 Some 30 years later, my father followed in his footsteps, 
attending the same Saltley Teachers College, a gritty inner-city 
institution in industrial Birmingham. After WWII, he taught in 
England’s brave new secondary modern senior school system, 
birthed in 1944 to give working-class children an extended 
senior education. Until then, education for working-class 
children had been short and sparse; by the age of 14, these 
young people were expected to have joined either the industrial 
work force or the military. The new system arose through 
political pressure from the working class and their middle-
class allies, who were determined to eliminate the egregious 
concentration of privilege in the hands of the owning classes and 
their puppet coordinators at home.
 By the time I left school in 1967, I swore I’d never be a 
teacher. While my dad was teaching at a new “progressive,” 
I’d been attending an antiquated Boys Grammar School—an 
authoritarian, sexist, homophobic, and classist remnant of the 
pre-war order, intent on harvesting ‘smart’ young men to turn 
them out as compliant junior coordinators.
 One evening when I was 14, we visited my father’s school, 
“Redworth,” to see the opening of a school-wide exhibition. It 
was an exploration of a controversial national scheme to recruit 
people of color from the British West Indies to the UK to fill 

working-class jobs. The focus was mostly on understanding 
the social, economic, and cultural backgrounds of the new 
immigrants—what was it that they were leaving, and what issues 
might arise for them as they sought to establish themselves in 
the UK?
 For the exhibition, my dad worked with the metalwork 
teacher and students to make steel drums from scratch. This 
was typical of the whole process: teachers and students from all 
areas of the school collaborating to produce a comprehensive, 
two-week exhibition (including a live band playing those steel 

Currents of colonialism
Permaculture and the Patrix
Andrew Langford

drums). Everybody learned a heap.
 Imagine my envy as I looked around this dynamic, hands-on 
creative display of action learning, focused on a contemporary 
and culturally important topic. Imagine then the contrast with 
my own education, toiling in dingy rooms translating accounts 
of Roman imperial victories from the Latin. The contrast could 
not have been more stark.
 Six years later, the secondary modern experiment was 
scrapped. These schools were combined with Grammar Schools 
to make the more ‘egalitarian’ Comprehensive schools that 
attempted to put a stop to the separation of young people 
according to ‘intelligence tests.’ As a result, the secondary 
moderns had to let go of their innovative, project-based, cross-
curricular, action-learning approaches and, instead, adopt the sit-
at-the-desk, shut up, cram-in-the-knowledge, and take-the-tests 
approach practiced by the Grammar Schools.
 So, why this long autobiographical story to introduce an 
article about the potential for themes of colonialism to infect the 
permaculture network? What points am I seeking to make here?

A structure for analysis

 First I’d like to offer a structure that defines colonialism as a 
process backed by a worldview.
 In my understanding, colonialism is the uncompromising 
replacement of ways of thinking that exist in a target culture 
by the ways of thinking belonging to an invading culture. It is 
frequently a brutal process, justified by the invaders’ insistence 
that their impositions are ‘civilizing’ or ‘modernizing’ the target 
cultures. The goals are world power through the theft of land, 
mineral resources, and the enslavement of people (1).
 Behind colonialism lies a worldview shot through with 
what Patricia Hill Collins calls the ‘matrix of domination’ (2). 
Threads of the matrix are the intersecting themes of classism, 
sexism, racism, and more. Hill Collins insists that we need to 
think about how the whole operates and pay attention to how 
the themes interact. We all live at a unique intersection of these 
themes that profoundly influences the way we experience life—
especially in regard to power and privilege.
 This important notion of intersectionality was first articulated 
by Kimberlé Crenshaw (3). Its significance is that we cannot 

Threads of the matrix are 
the intersecting themes of 
classism, sexism, racism, 
and more. 

Jenny Pell in a quiet moment learning from a Mayan elder in the 
Yucatan
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expect success by dealing with a single theme alone. Tackling 
sexism without tackling classism and racism at the same time 
can only result in partial gains.
 If we interpret permaculture as a liberation strategy from 
the oppressive theme of nature as a commodity (as I do), 
then intersectionality insists that we also need to work at 
liberating humans from the more classic themes in the matrix of 
domination at the same time. That is, permaculture cannot work 
in the wide world without the elimination of classism, racism, 
sexism, and more, as each of these themes plays a strong part in 
holding the existing destructo-culture in place.
 This contradicts some earlier notions that suggested that 
permaculture is somehow not political. While I understand the 
sentiment behind the idea that regenerating ecological systems 
should transcend human politics, there is no avoiding the issues 
of the concentration of land and wealth ownership if we are to 
have ecosocial regeneration and energy descent become primary 
goals of a new world-system. That makes us political for sure.

Unmasking the matrix

 Now we need two more notions and a summary tool to help 
with the analysis of my story.
 The most important notion is that the matrix of domination 
is not an inevitable, hard-wired feature of humans or human 
cultures. The matrix has to be installed over the top of our 
inherent capacities for loving cooperation, intelligent and 
thoughtful action for the benefit of all, zestful creativity, and 
deep nature connection. It takes a great deal of work to have 
us lose sight of these qualities and, for it to be effective, 
this perverted work has to be accompanied by fear-inducing 
conditions. Most of our conventional educational institutions are 
implicated in this effort.
 The second notion is that humans can be conditioned over 
time to maintain the influence of the matrix of domination on 
themselves, even if this is to their own detriment—as it always 
is.

 There are many examples of how we come to ‘dominate’ or 
oppress ourselves. The one that is most fresh for me comes from 
the repeated humiliation of being called out as ‘stupid’ and ‘fit 
only to be a dustman’ whenever I misunderstood something at 
school. Eventually, I came to believe that I was stupid and that, 
as a consequence, I should not expect to have any influence in 
the world. I had internalized the message and now had what 
Augusto Boal, creator of the Theatre of the Oppressed, called a 
‘cop in the head’ (4) that could be relied upon to stop me from 
thinking constructively about how to change the world for the 
better.
 I have largely recovered from this pattern through an active 
process of unlearning. Permaculture, with its clear ethics and 
principles, its insights into natural systems, and its express 
permission to go design a new culture, played a big part in that 
story.
 For many years, this easily triggered pattern held me 
back and had me feeling bad about myself. Many colleagues 
from a similar class background to my own (lower-middle 
class, working class) confirm that they too struggle with this 
internalized ‘feeling stupid’ pattern. Vast resources of human 
intelligence are thus (deliberately?) laid to waste and are 
unavailable for the gargantuan task of ecosocial regeneration.

The Patrix—a tool for analysis

 In Gaia University, where we have been working on raising 
awareness of the matrix of domination and how to unlearn it 
since our beginnings in the 90s, we have coined the term ‘the 
Patrix’ (the patriarchal matrix) as a sound-bite shorthand. It’s a 
nod to the theme in the film series, The Matrix, that imagines an 
artificial intelligence projecting the illusion of a ‘normal society’ 
over the top of an oppressive reality.
 The term deliberately emphasizes the patriarchal aspect of 
the matrix to remind the men in our networks that we have a 
special responsibility to get on with the job of “unlearning.” 
 In Gaia U, we explore every bit of reading, every bit of 
design work, all our organizational assumptions, our worldview, 
and more, for evidence of the Patrix—and then do our best to 
eliminate this pernicious and dangerous influence.
 So back to my story. What does it illustrate? How can we 
use the multiple notions contained in the concept of the Patrix 
to bring focus to our analysis as we engage with the unlearning 
process?

Lessons from my history extrapolated

 I grew up swimming in a sea strongly salted with the 
Patrix—especially in those vulnerable teenage years, when 
the dynamics of an oppressive class system were writ large. 
Other themes of the Patrix were present: racism, sexism, 
homophobia, and anti-semitism. I can see these when I look 
back, but I did not see them at the time. That seems to be a 
general experience—as young people, despite being full of 
inquisitiveness about our cultures, we are commonly frustrated 
by little to no access to critical social theory and even less any 
supported opportunities to experiment with making constructive 
changes.
 I am bold enough to claim that you, too, grew up in a culture 
that operated (and still operates) from a background tainted by 
Patrix themes. Some may be hard to recognize, as the Patrix can 
appear so normal as to become invisible. Learning to spot the 

...advances toward 
eliminating the Patrix 
do occur, mostly through 
the sustained efforts 
of rafts of principled 
people, functioning 
with enough coherence 
to act as a powerful, 
associated whole.
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Patrix in action is a key skill.
 Secondly, the story shows that advances towards eliminating 
the Patrix (decolonization) do occur, mostly through the 
sustained efforts of rafts of principled people, people with 
action-oriented, humanistic ethics functioning with enough 
coherence to act as a powerful, associated whole. The advent of 
extended educational opportunity for working-class children was 
one of these. So too was the opportunity progressive teachers 
saw in these new schools to seize the day and experiment with 
project-based action learning.
 Thirdly, however, it shows how the Patrix frequently 
reasserts itself over time to neutralize any potential danger to 
the status quo arising from the breakthroughs that progressives 
make.
 For example bell hooks, the celebrated US black feminist 
scholar, comments on how academics and university 
administrators have eroded the status of the potent, hopeful, 
breakthrough Women’s Studies and African-American Studies 
Departments that emerged in the 80s to such an extent that now 
a period of employment in one of these on the résumé of an 
academic counts against them (5). Therefore, ambitious young 
women and men are much less likely to engage with these 
important sources of anti-colonialist thinking.
 We need to be alert for this tendency for the Patrix to reassert 
itself in our networks and find ways to actively and continuously 
“see it off.”

Permaculture as protest

 As Immanuel Wallerstein puts it, “new perspectives are… 
generally best understood if one thinks of them as a protest 
against older perspectives” (6). It is in opposition to the Patrix-
driven, mainstream destructo-culture that the bright light of 
permaculture howls an ongoing and dynamic protest.
 Every time we work on soil-building and ecological 
regeneration, every time we choose to reduce our personal 

energy footprints, every time we plant seeds and grow some 
part of our own foodstuffs, we shout out our resistance to the 
centrality of nature oppression in the mainstream.
 Thus, permaculture makes a crucial contribution to 
unlearning the Patrix by showing how humans can reintegrate 
with nature and become a truly ecologically positive species. 
We are, when all factors are taken into consideration, doing a 
fantastic job of leading in this field (along with many others), 
and we can be truly delighted with our contribution so far.
 However, whilst we have a good deal to offer around that 
essential reintegration with nature, we have not yet paid very 
much attention to the rest of the Patrix. There are several 

Permaculture cannot work 
in the wide world without 
the elimination of classism, 
racism, sexism....

reasons for this. Here’s one argument that I’ve heard through the 
years: “Anything but direct action to build soils, entrain carbon, 
harvest rainwater, reforest, and otherwise regenerate ecological 
systems to provide people and other species with food, water, 
and shelter is irrelevant to and/or a distraction from these 
important tasks.”
 My response: For sure, our goals are to accelerate these 
ecosocial regeneration activities. Indeed, we’d like them to 
be among the primary activities for the whole of humanity. 
However, the Patrix throws up barriers to this essential work 
in hundreds of thousands of ways: using the war on drugs to 
eliminate resistance, for example (7), or the theft of indigenous 
lands by mining and energy companies.
 It is essential that we work out how insanities like this come 
into existence and how/why they continue. The very best way 
we can do this is by discovering how the Patrix is installed in 

each of us (for we’re all infected, and we all act from some level 
of insanity some of the time) and then work to get rid of it.
 I’m arguing for a fractal view here. My own actions continue 
to express patterns of the Patrix, though hopefully less and 
less. Still, they each add to the overall Patrix burden of our 
cultures. Your bits of Patrix expression do the same. Cleaning 
up our patric patterns would be a major step to withdrawing 
unconscious support of the Patrix at the cultural level. By this 
means, the Patrix will wither away.
 Imagine, for example, how different our network would look 
if we eliminated sexism (through which men unconsciously 
make life difficult for women), along with internalized sexism 
(through which women unconsciously make life difficult for 
themselves).
 Imagine what extra power we would have in the world 
if none of our intelligences, especially those of our leading 
women, had to spend time struggling with this (or any) aspect 
of the Patrix. Imagine, in this case, how much more attractive 
permaculture would be to all those additional women out there 
who don’t want to come and play with us because they get a 
whiff of a gruff, super-competitive, fight-club-for-boys vibe in 
some of our manifestations. 
 Run that thought across all aspects of the Patrix (racism, 
classism…) and imagine how much more attractive we could be 
to people of color, to working class, and raised poor people….

Now is the time for focused action

  Pandora Thomas, woman of color, permaculture designer, 
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activist for eliminating incarceration, leader in the Black 
Permaculture Network, spoke to us at the IPC in Cuba to let us 
know that she thinks it is time for us to work out how to support 
her constituents to take up permaculture.
 Likewise, the “Permies for Equity” group that I first 
encountered at the North American Permaculture Convergence 
in Minnesota in 2014 has made a convincing effort to awaken us 
to the opportunities to generate a racially diverse network (8).
 Several new courses, focused on Care of People, are 
emerging, and processes for exploring issues of power and 
privilege will feature in these.
 And, of course, the choice of topic for this issue of 
Permaculture Design magazine, is a strong indicator that we 
are now more conscious than ever that eliminating the Patrix is 
required.
 I believe this to be work of the highest strategic value.

Always offer a solution

 So, in that very fine tradition of permaculture, the one in 
which we always offer a solution, a ‘how to deal with it’ piece 
from the grand manual of world-changing to any exposition of 
a problem, here’s how Gaia U goes about eliminating the Patrix 
(http://www.gaiauniversity.org/deconstructing-patrix).
 We weave the thinking from Re-evaluation Counseling (RC, 
9) into all our programs. Then, from time to time, we convene 

a four-day residential RC practitioner’s course for our staff 
and student associates. RC is a reciprocal, peer-to-peer process 
sometimes known as co-counseling.
 We have chosen to focus on RC because of its potent yet 
simple theories of oppression and liberation, its empowering 
understanding that anyone with sufficient attention can be a fine 
counselor, that counseling does not involve interpretation or the 
giving of advice (the client is always in charge), and the almost 
unique focus on emotional discharge.
 Further, the purpose of RC is to overcome any blocks that 
keep us from engaging with the reconfiguration of society for 
complete ecosocial health. That is, it’s about changing the world 
and not simply about finding peace for oneself amidst chaos and 
confusion.
 Once a person has learned RC with us, they can apply to 
join a local RC Community through which they can continue to 
develop their skills as a client and as a counselor.

Seeing off the Patrix—a free course

 To celebrate this issue of Permaculture Design and to 
further the exciting opportunity to deepen work on decolonizing 
permaculture, Gaia U is offering a free online introduction 
to Seeing off the Patrix, a five-week course using insights 
from RC. This free course will start in January 2016. To find 
out more about this course and to sign up, e-mail nopatrix@
gaiauniversity.org. Existing practitioners of RC are particularly 
welcome as, together, we will be able to provide our colleagues 
with a deeper resource.      ∆                                                                                                                                

Andrew Langford (born 1949) advanced into his 30-year 
pemaculture practice after a decade as a workshop shoemaker, 
a career inspired by (amongst other thinkers) E. F. Schumacher 
and Ivan Illich, along with a deep desire to make an ecological 
living by his own hands in his home town of Totnes, England. 
His current project, Gaia University, established with Liora 
Adler, attends to augmenting the practice of permaculture in the 
social and economic realms. Andrew is a tireless advocate of the 
‘freedom to learn.’

Resources

1. For a detailed description of how these processes work, read 
Eduardo Galeano’s classic book concerning colonization, The 
Open Veins of Latin America—Five Centuries of the Pillage 
of a Continent. Gaia U Latina’s Advisory Board member, 
Arturo Escobar, has much to say on the topic in Encountering 
Development—The Making and the Unmaking of the Third 
World.
2. Collins, Patricia Hill. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, 
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment. New York: 
Routledge, 2000.
3. Cho, Sumi; Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw; Leslie McCall. 
Intersectionality: Theorizing Power, Empowering Theory. 
Summer 2013; vol. 38, no. 4. Chicago: U of Chicago.
4. Boal, Augusto; Susana Epstein. “The Cop in the Head: Three 
Hypotheses.” Tdr (1988-) 34.3 (1990): 35. http://www.jstor.org/
stable/1146067?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents.
5. hooks, bell. Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical Wisdom. 
New York: Routledge, 2010.
6.  Wallerstein, Immanuel Maurice. World-systems Analysis: An 
Introduction. Durham, NC: Duke Univ. Press, 2004.
7. See Drug War Capitalism by Dawn Paley.
8. “Self-education Resources.” Permies For Equity. https://
permiesforequity.wordpress.com/
9. “RC Home.” Re-evaluation Counseling. https://rc.org

That is, it’s about changing 
the world and not simply 
about finding peace for 
oneself amidst chaos and 
confusion.
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TO MY WHITE PERMACULTURE COMMUNITY:
 We need to talk. You’re not gonna like the conversa-
tion. You might feel attacked, offended, and really angry 

about what we need to talk about, but we’ve been ignoring it, 
and the problem just won’t go away. I need you to stay with me, 
with an open mind and an open heart. I need you to summon 
your best selves and turn toward an ugly problem of racism and 
white supremacy, knowing that you alone did not create it, nor 
do you alone keep it going, but all the same it is in each and 
every one of us simply by virtue of our existence, our context, 
and our cultural conditioning. 
 Nine people were killed. Nine African Americans were 
killed, in a church that is a beacon of resistance to slavery, rac-
ism, and white supremacy, on a day of symbolic importance. 
They weren’t killed in the Jim Crow South, or in the Civil 
Rights era—they were killed in 2015. 
 As I write this, seven black churches, the seat of Black 
resilience and power, both spiritual and political, have been 
burned to the ground in the US South. 
 Let that hit you. We, in 2015, still live in the era of lynch-
ings—white terrorism. 

 The disturbing reality is that the Charleston murders were 
not the deranged act of a madman. This was the logical action 
taken by a young white man socialized in our white world, in 
our public schools, in our streets, with our media, and with our 
underlying white fears and white assumptions. His violence is a 
product of our social systems, our white culture. His violence is 
our own, and we must evaluate where it came from, and where 
it is reflected in our white communities, in our hearts, and our 
minds—even if we can find only traces of it in the further-
most reaches and the dustiest corners of our thoughts, even if 
it feels as if we’re trying to describe and understand the shape 

This is a problem facing 
the entirety of the US, and 
permies, if you live here, 
it’s your problem, too.

An Open Letter to White Members of the 
Permaculture Community in the Wake of the 
Charleston Shootings
Dani Slabaugh, David Rodriguez, & Nakia Winfield

of a phantom we can’t fully see, but can only sometimes hear 
whispers of. Observation is the first step of design, and we must 
design a better system. 
 But, you say (because when I talk with you, you almost 
always say), “this is just a Southern problem, or just a conserva-
tive problem, or just a redneck problem. This problem has been 
isolated out there in the fringes of white culture. WE certainly 
aren’t to blame.”
 I hear you. Racism is more socially acceptable and more 
overt in the conservative South. I grew up in Michigan, about 
as far north a state as you can find. I remember the first time I 
heard the N word, when a black family moved to the small rural 
town we lived in at the time. I remember passing men cloaked 
in white sheets with pointy hats, confused as to what was going 
on at the only traffic light in town, as we drove past the only 
public Klan meeting I’ve ever seen. I went to school at one of 
the most liberal institutions in the country, where racism was 
felt so pervasively by students of color that they staged weeks of 
walk-outs and protests and sit-ins just to have it acknowledged, 
to have it seen. This is NOT just a Southern problem, or just a 
conservative problem, or just a poor white folks problem. This is 
a problem facing the entirety of the US, and permies, if you live 
here, it’s your problem too.
 I can hear you now, again. 
 You’re distancing. 
 Mentally backing away with your hands in front of you, your 
eyebrows raised, head tilted slightly. A chorus of dissonance.

 “But permaculture isn’t part of the problem…” 
 “We just need to fix the food system…” 
 “We’re all human, I mean, I don’t see color…”
 “Class is really the more important issue…”

 When I hear things like this, I wonder how we come to 
these conclusions. What qualifies us, fellow white people, to so 
expertly excuse ourselves from the conversation? How do we 
learn about race? When, if ever, do we talk about what it is to be 
white? How do we learn what systemic racism is? Do we learn 
to analyze systems of power in schools? Not unless you are very 
lucky and seek it out. 
 When do we learn the full history of slavery, racial subjuga-
tion, and the development of whiteness present in the US? Not 
in public schools, rarely in home schools, or Montessori schools, 
and not in any church I was raised in. Most white spaces 
(schools, churches, potlucks) avoid conversations of whiteness 
and our connection to a legacy of racial subjugation. 
 As white people, do we know what it feels like to live in 
fear of racist violence? To be so scrutinized and policed in our 
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reactions and emotions to racism that we often cannot publicly 
show anger, outrage, or grief, for fear of the violent squelching 
of that expression? To question every interaction, to face a daily 
onslaught of messages that tell you that you are nothing, useless, 
subhuman, unworthy of love, justice, and compassion? To be ex-
pected to prioritize the emotional comfort of others above your 
own, for fear of your job, your safety, or your life?
 What makes us so assured that we know what racism is and 
isn’t? Who gave us the veto power over somebody else’s reality?
 Maybe a better question would be, “What are we afraid of?” 
What are we so afraid will happen if we entertain the idea that 
racism is a part of our culture, alive and well not only in the 
US in 2015, but also in our own communities, the permaculture 
movement, our own living rooms, tiny homes, and un-schooling 
schools?

 Overwhelmingly, the answer is that we fear being found to 
be bad people. We fear judgment. We fear ostracism. We fear 
the guilt, shame, overwhelming grief, and the hopelessness that 
comes with a problem of such magnitude. So we stay quiet. We 
don’t investigate the matter. We shrug and busy ourselves with 
building something new on our farms or in our yards. It gets ex-
plained away, as I’m sure the death of those nine human beings, 
with wives and children and husbands and lovers and dreams 
and fears will be by the time you read this. Nothing forces us to 
revisit the issue.
 What I fear more is silence. I fear a denial of humanity. I fear 
a stagnation of our souls. I fear repetition of history, I fear the 
inability to acknowledge mistakes and in that failure, repeating 
them for eternity. 
 Beyond fear, I rejoice in the connection and camaraderie on 
the other side of the hard questions, the community, and the love 
and joy that sustains our struggle to build something better. I 
delight in the expression of our full humanness, in the richness 
that comes from sharing culture and community with respect, 

and without force, coercion, or appropriation. None of this is 
possible without facing our fears and cracking open that cultur-
ally programed Pandora’s box in ourselves labeled “racism.” 
 Now I hear you. You’re quiet, looking at your shoes. 

“What do you want from me?” 
“Just tell me what to do.”
“I don’t like complaining. Let’s just fix it and move on.”

 Oh, how I wish we could dig some swales and call racism 
over. If it were so simple, it would be done already. Choosing 
to join the fight against racism is similar to deciding to integrate 
permaculture into your life. You will forever be changed. You 
will constantly be observing, analyzing, learning, growing, and 
re-evaluating. There is no end point; there is no “finished;” you 
will never check “fix racism” off your to-do list. However, here 
are some places to start, framed through the design principles 
and ethics of permaculture. 
● Examine your own racial conditioning. Observe and inter-
act with your subconscious. An interesting, if disturbing, thing 
to do is to take an implicit bias test, easily found online (1). Take 
inventory of the racial assumptions and split-second reactions 
you have. This is the racial equivalent of mapping your site.
● Read. “Catch and store” analysis and information about 
race. Rather than reinventing the wheel or asking people of 
color to expend their energy to explain racism to you, catch what 
is already flowing. Follow black media with an analysis online. 
Look for articles and resources. Check out history books written 
by authors of color, watch documentaries directed and produced 
by people of color. A few good places to start are colorlines.com 
and theroot.com.

● Learn your own history. Obtain a yield from the learn-
ing process by connecting to your own roots. In the pro-
cess of “engineering whiteness” (www.youtube.com/
watch?v=J3Xe1kX7Wsc), our ancestors lost their own cultures 
in trade for a more powerful way of negotiating the world. Learn 
about your Irish, German, Scottish, Swiss, or Italian heritage. 
Rather than seeking meaning in yoga from India, or sweat 
lodges from the Lakota (which is its own pattern of racism), dig 
into your own heritage to connect with culture. 
● Go to events, rallies, marches, vigils, and meetings for ra-
cial justice. Self-regulate and be open to feedback. Go with an 
open mind and heart, and try to listen far more than you speak. 
Offer background support to the cause, provide childcare, help 
clean up, stack the chairs, organize the food, and provide rides 

Black Lives Matter Black Friday  NYC action in solidarity with 
Ferguson, MO, encouraging a boycott of Black Friday consum-
erism. All Night Images, Flickr.com. Creative Commons license. 
Original image at https://www.flickr.com/photos/otto-yamamo-
to/15305646874/

In the process of 
“engineering whiteness,” 
our ancestors lost their 
own cultures....
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to the event for those without transportation. Don’t assume any 
leadership roles. Count how many times you speak in a meet-
ing and check in with yourself each time you want to speak to 
be sure it’s relevant, necessary, and that it hasn’t already come 
up or been addressed in some way. This helps to make space for 
those more affected by racism to take the lead, and challenges a 
cultural narrative of white leadership, white saviorism, and the 
idea that our concerns are more important. 
● Connect with other anti-racist white folks. Lean on and val-
ue the “renewable energy” of anti-racist community. We need 
each other to do this work well and sustain each other. Look up 
SURJ (Showing Up for Racial Justice, 2), SONG (Southerners 
on New Ground, 3), and Undoing Racism chapters around the 
country. Read their materials and get familiar with the common 
language used in anti-racist organizing. 
● SPEAK UP. Don’t waste an opportunity to effect change—put 
your privilege in the right place! Speak out when you see some-
thing wrong. Speak at city council when issues of race come up. 
Speak up to the permaculture guild in your area about a need 
for scholarships for people of color, anti-racism/people systems 
training in your PDCs, and a cultural history of the practices 
taught. White privilege is a powerful tool, and we can use it to 
dismantle the very system that creates and perpetuates it. 
● Learn about more subtle, yet equally challenging patterns 
of racism pervasive in permaculture. Design your interac-
tions from pattern to detail. Idealizing non-Western culture and 
appropriating its symbols for our own cultural consumption is 
very common, and fraught with controversy. Read about cultural 
appropriation and cultural appreciation (4), and seek to know the 
difference. Learn about the underpinnings of the white savior 
complex, and think twice before going on any aid missions 
abroad (5). Learn about gentrification and how urban permacul-
ture can displace communities of color struggling to stay in their 
homes and protect their cultural spaces against this modern form 
of colonization.
● Talk about it with your white friends and family. Start 
small and slow with zone 0 (that’s yourself) and spiral out to 
your closest connections, community, and beyond. Well, I said 
this was gonna be hard, didn’t I? We need to get better at talking 

about race, and the only way to get better is to do it more often. 
We need to engage thoughtful, compassionate, yet exceedingly 
honest conversations about race where we already have relation-
ships. Personal connections help keep folks engaged through 
a conversation that they’d otherwise flee; talking with white 
folks about whiteness and having it go well is an art form worth 
getting good at. Practicing with your social “zone one” is a 
great place to start. Note that this is a call to talk about “us” not 
“them”—we need to examine whiteness and the history of being 
white rather than speculate about the lives of people of color (6).
● Respect culture. Learn about the diverse histories of the per-
maculture practices you seek to implement, be they from ancient 
Rome, the Hopi, or West Africa. Learn about the cultures they 
came from, and the struggles of those people historically. If ap-

plicable, now, credit those cultures and their ingenuity when you 
give tours of your site, or take photos of your implementations.
● Elevate voices of color. Value the voices from the margins. 
Remember that you’re an expert only on, if anything, whiteness 
and your own life. People of color live through racism daily. 
Give them credit for their knowledge, rooted in experience, and 
promote their voices. Retweet, share, and include authors and 
academics of color on your recommended reading lists. Note 
that this is not a call to tokenize people of color, or cherry-pick 
out of context quotes from Martin Luther King, but rather to 
listen deeply and take leadership from recognized anti-racist 
leadership of color.
● Acknowledge mistakes, and learn from them. Creatively 
use and respond to change as your analysis deepens and grows. 
We are set up in this work to be oblivious and uninformed and 
WILL absolutely do and say things that perpetuate problems in 
various forms, regardless of how hard we try. If we speak up and 
center our own feeling on the issue of racism, we risk drown-
ing out voices of color. If we are silent, we promote apathy and 
the idea that this isn’t a fight that affects us. There are a mil-
lion similar paradoxes in anti-racist work, and all stem from 
the disproportionate weight our voices and actions have in the 
world. Learning to use that weight to create balance is really 
hard, and we WILL mess up—again and again and again. BUT 
racism won’t go away without actively trying, and allowing it 
to continue is not an option if we truly want inclusive culture in 
our permaculture. The only way out is through it, with humility 
and thoughtfulness. 
● Give material contributions to the cause. Return the surplus 
of disproportionate access to land you might have inherited, 

Give [people of color] 
credit for their knowledge, 
rooted in their experience, 
and promote their voices.

Statement from People of Color working group at North Ameri-
can Permaculture Convergence. Photo by Permies for Equity.
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money you might have more access to because of generations 
of racial privilege, specialized knowledge you got through law 
school, or your engineering degree, for example. The history of 
class and race intertwine in a way that often makes the privi-
leges of poor and working class white people harder to grasp. 
If you had a strong reaction to this suggestion, read up on the 
codification of racial privilege throughout history (7). Share 
your resources not because you are doing anybody a favor, but 

because you understand how they ended up in your hands was 
not entirely due to your hard work. 
● Read and implement the requests made by people of color 
and allies at the North American Permaculture Convergence 
in 2014. These are the direct requests of a large group of people 
of color in permaculture, requested with solidarity from white 
friends and allies. See article in this issue of Permaculture De-
sign (pages 10-11) or read online (permiesforequity.wordpress.
com/2014-napc-poc-and-allies-caucus-resolutions-requests/).

 With love and hope,
  Dani Slabaugh, Permies for Equity
  with contributions from David Rodriguez 
              and Nakia Winfield, Permies for Equity                     ∆

   Dani Slabaugh is a permaculturist and social justice advo-
cate living in Austin, TX. Dani is a co-founder of Permies for 
Equity, a loose group of social justice-minded permies interested 
in bridging social justice and permaculture worlds. She enjoys 
day-dreaming about rainwater-harvesting methods, drawing 
metaphors for social liberation from ecological resilience, and 
playing on the trail with her dog. 
   Nakia Winfield is in the second year in her Masters of Social 
Work program at the University of Houston, having just finished 
a semester interning at the Legislative session at the Texas Capi-
tol in Austin. Nakia has always been interested in social justice, 
empowerment, and community. In addition to being one of three 
members of Permies for Equity, this fall semester, Nakia is very 
excited to be interning with Nobel Women’s Initiative—a group 
of women Nobel Laureates advocating for peace, justice, and 
equality across the globe. 
   David Rodriguez is a queer permie who is busy establishing a 
homestead on a small property with his partner Joshua on the 
Texas Gulf Coast. David has a passion for social justice, per-
maculture, and environmental activism. David is a co-founder 
of Permies for Equity. He enjoys managing his small flock of 
poultry and going to the beach as often as possible.

...permaculture tends 
to have a much longer 
design horizon....

Notes

1. implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
2. www.showingupforracialjustice.org/
3. southernersonnewground.org/
4. racerelations.about.com/od/diversitymatters/tp/A-Review-of-
Cultural-Appropriation.htm
5. www.swaraj.org/illich_hell.htm
6.  Learn more about the challenges of “white fragility” and 
why it’s hard for white folks to have these conversations in this 
video: www.nytimes.com/2015/07/01/opinion/a-conversation-
with-white-people-on-race.html, and this article: goodmenpro-
ject.com/featured-content/white-fragility-why-its-so-hard-to-
talk-to-white-people-about-racism-twlm/
7. A few good articles to read are “The Case for Repara-
tions” by Ta-Nehisi Coates (www.theatlantic.com/features/
archive/2014/05/the-case-for-reparations/361631/) and “Ex-
plaining White Privilege to a Broke White Person” by Gina Cro-
sley-Corcoran (www.huffingtonpost.com/gina-crosleycorcoran/
explaining-white-privilege-to-a-broke-white-person_b_5269255.
html)

Agroforestry and Forest Garden Network

The network, based in the UK, invites more participants 
from North America to participate in sharing their forest 
garden with others. It is up to members to choose and 
arrange any visits from the list that they are interested in 
– please follow instructions given with each invite.

For more information, contact: 

Agroforestry & Forest Garden Network
A.R.T., 46 Hunters Moon, Dartington, Totnes, Devon, 

TQ9 6JT, UK
Email: mail@agroforestry.co.uk
https://www.agroforestry.co.uk

Editorial, continued from p. 2

without college degrees, land, or immigration papers? Can we 
learn to apply our pattern-literate minds to issues like mass 
incarceration, police brutality, and gentrification as skilfully as 
we apply them to rural land stewardship? Can we be successful 
advocates for indigenous peoples to have a meaningful seat 
at the table? Can we accept being a supporting agent in social 
change rather than the hero of the story? Can we white dudes 
finally learn to practice some humility and share the spotlight?
 Of course we can. My conviction is that by the time 
Permaculture Design revisits a similar theme, these pages 
will be filled with case studies of PDCs taught in Spanish and 
American Sign Language, of white permaculturists assisting 
allied social movements, and of wildly successful permaculture 
projects led by people of color. What’s more, it’s my hope that 
every issue has a set of authors as diverse at this one.
 Until then, I hope the amazing articles in this issue inspire 
you to take the next step in your own journey of decolonization. 
I look forward to continuing the dialogue about these issues in 
the months and years to come.                                                 ∆
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 Now, let’s delve a little further into what the word perma-
culture means to you. Going with the textbook definition of a 
“system of agricultural and social design principles centered 
around simulating or directly utilizing the patterns and features 
observed in natural ecosystems,” the invisible structures and 
elements of people care are lacking. Self-sufficiency and look-
ing out for oneself while maintaining your zones are first and 
foremost. When I look at creating resilient ecosystems, I look at 
who’s missing. Who doesn’t have a seat at the table? Who has a 
seat, but is not being heard or allowed to speak?
 Some years ago, my friends labeled me a “social permac-
ulturist” thanks to my strengths at building networks both on 
social media and offline. At the time, I didn’t realize what that 
meant. I had seen the very white male lens of permaculture, and 

while the topics it covered were in line with what I was already 
doing in my life, I didn’t think it was for me. No photo I saw 
had any people of color. Until several years ago, everyone I met 
who had taken a PDC was of European descent. I had already 
been working in the sustainability field, where there is now 
research to document that diversity is lacking (1).
 With ancestry in India, I’m referred to as Indo-Caribbean or 
West Indian, or a South Asian of the diaspora. While I’ve found 
many more Indian or Desi permies living in the motherland 
where the 2017 International Convergence in Hyderabad will be, 
there are very few Indians in the tri-state area or in New York 
City. When I look around, there’s hardly a reflection, yet many 
supportive and brilliant colleagues. It begs the question, what 
is missing in the permaculture conversation that more of my 
family, friends, neighbors, and community in Queens aren’t as 
enthusiastic as I am about this? What needs to shift in permac-
ulture? Permaculture definitely relates to my life and my work, 
as well as the agricultural work of my ancestors (and why they 
were utilized for their skills in the plantations in the Caribbean). 
One of the issues in working with my community is the aver-
sion to land-based work because of the legacy of slavery. The 
thought of touching dirt, of being seen by peers when conduct-
ing civic ecology practices in Richmond Hill, Queens, contrast-
ed with how far Indo-Caribbeans have come from the days of 
indentured servitude, is still alive in our ancestral memories and 

Women are the holders of 
all knowledge, everything a 
man knows he stole from a 
woman.  -Bill Mollison

The Intersectionality of Permaculture Ethics
Anandi A. Premlall

WHO COMES TO MIND when one thinks of the word 
“permaculture?” Diverse communities thriving with 
shared resources? Individual stories of success from 

renowned authors and teachers? When contemplating about how 
permaculture ethics intersect, I’ve noticed a disconnect between 
earth care, people care, and future share in conversations with 
my fellow permies. 
 During a recent discussion about permaculture at the Black 
and Latino Farmer Immersion at Soulfire Farm, participants 
shared a feeling of not wanting to be part of a movement that 
has appropriated our indigenous practices and packaged it into 
a marketable enterprise with leadership that, for the most part, 
doesn’t look like us or speak effectively to our needs as people 
of color. Some shared that they know just as much as those with 
a Permaculture Design Certificate (PDC) because of their life 
experience and what they do professionally. Others expressed 
that they had no intention of ever getting a PDC because it 
would be buying into a movement that wasn’t for them and 
didn’t seem to be an essential credential. I listened open-heart-
edly as these sentiments echoed in my own mind not too long 
ago, and then shared with our group about diversity scholarships 
available, as well as support for women by women, and how 
part of my work is uplifting women of color in utilizing perma-
culture as one of the many tools in our tool belts for shifting the 
system.

Farmer Anandi maximizes biodiversity in her gardens and works 
to bring cultural diversity to permaculture courses, events, and 
the movement as a whole. Photo by Kirtrina Baxter. 
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impacts decisions we make every day.
 For me, enrolling in the Earth Activist Training (2) led by 
Starhawk at Willows Crossing Farm was a deliberate act. It was 
important to me to study permaculture with a woman through 
a spiritual lens, and with a focus on community organizing and 
activism. What makes the Earth Activist Training PDC different 
from others is the purpose (practical earth healing with a magi-
cal base of ritual and nature awareness, teaching you to integrate 
mind and heart, with lots of hands-on practice and plenty of time 
to laugh) and Mission Statement: 
● To bring the knowledge and resources of regenerative ecologi-
cal design to communities with the greatest needs and fewest 
resources. 
● To teach visionary and practical solutions and personal sus-
tainability to social change activists, and to teach practical skills, 
organizing, and activism to visionaries.
● To cross-pollinate the political, environmental, and spiritual 
movements that seek peace, justice, and resilience.
 An important lesson I learned during my course was that no 
matter how much we may have in common or share a passion 
for the same idea, we can and will find our breaking points. One 
such interaction occurred with an older man of European de-
scent who had been very friendly and kind, up until the last two 
days when we ended up on the same design team together. Here 
was someone who had presented himself as a soft-spoken, open, 
and compassionate person, but as our team’s work on the design 
progressed, he became more and more upset. When his voice 
and rage escalated, I started feeling vulnerable being the only 
person of color in the group and acknowledged his privilege as 
an older white male. By naming the dynamics of institutional 
racism and patriarchy present, I was able to compartmentalize 
parts of the situation. Masking the trembling welling up from 
my stomach and throbbing of my heart, I summoned all the 
courage I could in the face of a situation where I felt unsafe. 
Sleeping in a tent on a farm in rural Vermont didn’t feel so idyl-
lic and adventurous anymore (especially for this not-so-happy-
camper who had seen one too many horror flicks). Even though 
we had less than 15 hours to complete and present our project, 
he threatened to abandon the team. The exchange became so 
heated that we called on Starhawk to mediate. Even after media-
tion, he refused to participate with our team and went off to 
work on his own project. Upon witnessing this breakdown, other 
teammates started wavering, and it pushed me into delegating 
tasks so that we could rest and be ready for our last day together. 
What I got out of this experience was that no matter how much 
we may seem to be aligned with permaculture ethics and prin-
ciples, and share a similar vision, our ethics are not necessarily 
balanced. In order to create a sustainable and resilient ecosys-
tem, we need for the various systems to be balanced. 
 Fortunately, upon finishing my training, I was invited to join 
a new group of women in the Northeast who had organized the 
first gathering of Northeast Women in Permaculture at Omega 
Institute. Finding this sisterhood with similar struggles in the 
permie world, as well as having enough attendees to from a 
POC (People of Color) caucus, further solidified the path I was 
on. 
 This is important for me and my work as a woman, especial-

ly as a woman of color. We need to talk about how this inter-
sects, and how it relates to intellectual property as well. It’s not 
about validation—it’s the absence of our voices and our stories 
in the work. I have been presenting this in Women in Permac-
ulture gatherings. Safe and sacred spaces are necessary to talk 
about these things before they are brought to allies.
 Decolonization is necessary work and our duty as both 
People of Color and friends of European descent.         ∆                           

Anandi A. Premlall is a Guyanese artist who transforms. As a 
Certified Permaculture Educator and Sustainable Communi-
ties Consultant of Sustainable Queens (SustyQ), Anandi pro-
motes health and community engagement by integrating artistic 
creativity, holistic wellness practices, and ecological principles 
of building healing spaces. All in all, Anandi is the consummate 
eco-agricultural citizen of New York City.

Notes

1. Taylor, Dorceta E. “The State of Diversity in Environmental 
Organizations: Mainstream NGOs, Foundations & Government 
Agencies.” 2014. diversegreen.org/report/
2. Earth Activist Training. www.earthactivisttraining.org/

The author. Photo by Owen Taylor. 
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FIRST OF ALL, I want to say that I do not represent 
anyone but myself, and though I have vetted this article 
with several peers and mentors, I do not presume to 

know the needs and desires of anyone else. However, it seems 
to me that there are ripples of injustice coursing through 
the permaculture community, manifesting as a pattern of 
landowners and/or self-proclaimed leaders doing things that 
hurt, offend, oppress, and devalue others. These behaviors 
discredit the permaculture movement at large, and unless we can 
overcome them, our ultimate goal of sharing a true and authentic 
sustainability will remain far out of reach. 
 We can whisper the names of the beasts: racism, sexism, 
ageism, xenophobia, misogyny, hate, fear, anger… we all 
experience these things from time to time, and we see the 
resulting backlash and judgmental attitudes. Perhaps it is the 
willingness to play the superior that is the root of the problem? 
Self-righteousness is certainly not a principle of permaculture, 
and yet we divide ourselves so easily, bickering over the details 
and competing for resources. 
 I recognize that these issues need to be studied and dealt 
with through an intersectional lens. Nothing is separate from 
the other. But for me, the central problem that divides the 
permaculture community is class. It seems to me that the 
unequal distribution of wealth and opportunity, while often 
connected to the other -isms, is at the core of many of the bad 
(poorly designed) dynamics in our community. Not to say that 
racism, sexism, ageism and other -isms don’t cause problems, 
but ultimately it is the control and ownership of money and 
property that allows people to abuse their other privileges. 
 My own history is of extreme poverty, marginalization, and 
struggle. I grew up with my sister and our single mom. My 
mom, of Cree/French heritage, who was beaten as a child and 

had me when she was 19, worked full-time-plus, at minimum 
wage, in a wide range of jobs. But we never had enough money 
for rent. As such, I spent much of my childhood either homeless, 
living in a van, or being dropped off at a relative’s house for 
a few months, to lighten the burden on my mom. My dad, a 
working-class electrician whose parents emigrated from Mexico 
before he was born, wasn’t around until I was a teenager, and 
wasn’t able to help much through the haze of violence and 

And we don’t want you 
to feel bad about it. 
We just want you to do 
something to change it.

Bridging the Gap Between Privilege and Oppression
Navigating an Uneven Terrain
Heather Jo Flores

alcoholism that dominated his life at that point. By the time I 
dropped out in 10th grade at the age of 15, I had attended 19 
different schools and lived in at least 30 different houses. I have 
been on my own since then, and have been generally self-reliant, 
unless you count student loans, which I accepted in order to 
access an education that was unavailable without them. That 
was my “choice” and I don’t regret it, but the burden of those 
loans is crippling.
 However, because I grew up with such an unusual set of 
resources, I learned to be extraordinarily resourceful, and that 
is precisely what makes me such a good designer, teacher, 
and community organizer. I’m not tooting my own horn here, 
only illuminating my own body of work as an example of 
how effective a person can be, even if they didn’t start out 
with much. Now imagine what I could have done had I been 
connected to the right opportunities at a younger age. And 
imagine what I could do now if I had a piece of my own land 
instead of 80 grand in student debt.
 All of these years—organizing Food Not Lawns, writing 
the book, growing and sharing seeds, traveling and collecting 
species and stories—all of that has been funded by me doing 
a lot of crazy shit for money. You name it: housecleaning, 
selling jewelry, sex work, and, of course, growing and trimming 
marijuana. Judge me if you must, but I did what I had to do 
to survive. Why didn’t I just market my seeds, produce, and 
skills as a professional, and make ends meet that way? Because 
(and this is especially true when dealing with the permaculture 
community) I have consistently locked horns with the beasts 
enumerated above. People of privilege have blown me off, 
forgotten to pay me, plagiarized my work, used my name to sell 
a PDC without hiring me to teach it, and even, as in the case 
with RealFarmacy and their smarmy “Grow Food, Not Lawns” 
Facebook page, tried to steal my trademark through the US 

Private property for public benefit. Photo by AB Brand. 
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Indian on my mother’s side and Chihuahua on my father’s. And 
so when somebody with money, land, and privilege seems eager 
to “help” the oppressed, I will bring it up. The conversation 
usually goes something like this:
 Settler/landowner: “What can I do to help the poor?”
 Me: “Gift me a piece of land, and I will turn it into a seed 
sanctuary, food forest, and permaculture paradise that will feed 
and benefit the community for generations.”
 Settler/landowner: “Not gonna happen.”
 Me: “Ok.”
 Alas, it doesn’t seem as if people who own land will start 
signing deeds over to sovereign nations anytime soon, and in 
my most candid moments, I would probably say that there’s 
not much point in continuing a discussion about equality until 
people are willing to do way more than just talk about it. The 
only way to truly balance the scales is by actually, physically 
redistributing wealth. Call me a socialist, but isn’t socialism 
at its heart just a community coming together? Fair Shares, 
anyone?
 Decolonization is also about sovereignty. People with more 
privilege have more control over their own lives and, as such, 
have better opportunities to manifest what they see as their true 
purpose, without the burdens (and time consumption) associated 
with struggling to survive on a daily basis. Sovereignty means 
being free to pursue your dreams, to follow your chosen path, to 
share, speak, and teach your truths without fear of poverty and 
persecution. Nobody should feel like a slave. Unfortunately, it 
is all too common for landowners in the permaculture world to 
treat their tenants, interns, and volunteers like peasant-slaves, 
and again, to justify it with excuses about how “the work” is so 
important for the world. 
 I wrote about sovereignty in my essay, “The Heroine’s 
Journey, Toward a Feminist Storycraft” (www.academia.
edu/10057495/The_Heroines_Journey_Toward_a_Feminist_
Storycraft), in relation to the age-old question, “what do women 
want?” I discussed the possibility that a woman’s heroic journey 
might have less to do with slaying the proverbial beast, and 
more to do with understanding, befriending, and co-existing 
with it. And this is a metaphor for what we, the permaculture 
community, are attempting to do with nature. We seek to learn 

We don’t need a Hero. 
We need small, steady 
change built upon strong, 
healthy connections. 

Patent & Trademark Office. If I hadn’t been able to hustle up 
several thousand dollars trimming weed in California last winter 
(to hire an attorney) I would have lost the Food Not Lawns 
trademark forever. 
 I don’t tell you all of this to make you feel bad or to pity me. 
I tell you to make the point that not everybody has access to the 
jobs, schools, homes, families, land, and respect that is a given 
in many of your lives. And we don’t want you to feel bad about 
it. We just want you to do something to change it.
 I do believe that most people wake up in the morning 
wanting to be good people and to do good work in the world, 
regardless of their race, class, gender, age, or what they eat 
for breakfast. And when I see nasty, divisive behaviors like 
interrupting, shaming, slandering, disregarding, plagiarizing, 
avoiding, condescending, taking advantage of, jacking up the 
rent and calling oneself King, Duke, or Benevolent Dictator, 
they are coupled with rationalizations about how doing “the 
work” is more important than how others feel about the way that 
work gets done. 
 “I don’t have time to deal with people criticizing me. The 
Earth is dying. I have work to do,” wrote one permaculture 
teacher who is known to be especially abusive. My response 
to that? This is the work. The Earth is not actually dying. Yes, 
Earth Care is important, and many species are going extinct, 
but we will climb right to the top of that list if we don’t get the 
People Care and Fair Share ethics worked out. Maybe human 
extinction is what’s best for the Earth, maybe not. I’d like to 
think we can err on the side of survival, however temporary it 
may be in the big picture.

Decolonization and sovereignty

 I most often hear the term “decolonization” used in 
discussions about race, class, and privilege. Recently, a 
friend and colleague pointed out that “decolonization is not a 
metaphor.” That stunned me. I googled it and found a powerful, 
provocative body of work centered around a 2012 essay by 
Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang. They identify any person who 
owns land in a place to which they are not native as a “settler” 
(a.k.a. colonizer). By this definition, just about every landowner 
in the permaculture community is a settler/colonizer. Tuck 
and Yang: “The easy absorption, adoption, and transposing 
of decolonization is yet another form of settler appropriation. 
When we write about decolonization, we are not offering it as 
a metaphor; it is not an approximation of other experiences of 
oppression. Decolonization is not a swappable term for other 
things we want to do to improve our societies and schools. 
Decolonization doesn’t have a synonym.”
 I have had a handful of discussions about decolonization in 
terms of giving land back to indigenous populations. I am Cree 

Milkweed with butterfly. June 2015.
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from it, adapt with it, and collaborate, rather than to control, 
manipulate, and abuse it. But we still need to learn how to adopt 
those ideals in our human relationships. 
 Is it this archetypal need to be the Hero that drives 
oppressive, patriarchal behaviors? To me, it boils down to two 
things: a view of oneself as somehow superior in knowledge and 
ability to others, and a lack of the sincere trust that one needs in 
order to build authentic relationships. And again, if somebody 
has enough money, they can play the buffoon and get away with 
it. And so the Hero comes blasting into a project, sure that others 
will fail without his almighty guidance, and proceeds to insult, 
alienate, and/or disregard the people who are doing most of the 
work. We don’t need a Hero. We need small, steady change built 
upon strong, healthy connections. 
 So what can we do? 

Friendships

 Friendships are the building blocks of community. 
Think about what it means to be a true friend to somebody. 
Friendships ask for justice, equality, non-violence, respect, 
and communication. Friends are loyal, honest, and sincere. 
Friendships require vulnerability, compassion, patience, and 
most of all, effort. A friendship asks you to go out of your way 
to see someone, to help them, and to support their work and 
their emotions. And a true friend gives all of this back to you, 
and so much more.
 Aren’t these all of the same qualities we want for our 
permaculture community at large? Is it possible that we can 
subvert patterns of abuse and oppression by forming honest, 
lifelong friendships across the divides? The list below offers 
tangible suggestions for how to cultivate real friendships and 

alliances. 
 The problem with this type of list is that it asks the 
privileged reader to discover a sense of empathy based on 
altruistic inclination: I am asking you to forego the privilege that 
seems to benefit you, and to give up some of your power and 
position, in order to build a more just society for everyone else. 
Perhaps this article already has you feeling triggered, frustrated, 
defensive? And I am asking you to check that luggage at the 
door, to open your heart and mind to the possibility that these 
actions will benefit not just you as an individual, but also the 
global community, in ways that avoiding change and hoarding 
your privilege won’t.
 It’s a tall order, but I hope that you will embrace the 
challenge. Think about the friends you currently cherish. 
Wouldn’t you do just about anything for them? Imagine that 
there are so many new and true connections out there, just 

It’s not enough to just 
value somebody’s ideas. 
You have to give credit 
for them too. 

waiting for you to step forward.

What You Can Do

 Socialize. Invite people with less privilege to your parties 
and attend ours. Dance with us, eat with us, live with us, and 
date us. In short, socialize with us the same way you do with 
your friends.
 Listen. Stop talking. Don’t argue. Just listen. If somebody 
says something that triggers you, be with the discomfort and just 
keep listening. Sometimes friends need to rant and vent with 
each other. You’ll get your turn.
 Value. Value and use creative input. My experience of the 
world could be vastly different than yours, and these differing 
perspectives could be a powerful addition to your project.
 Support. Offer to help with food, rides, housing, childcare, 
and logistical support. Don’t just waltz in and be the Leader 
while everyone else does the menial stuff. But don’t just do 
these things because you’ve got something to prove—do them 
because that’s the kind of stuff that friends do for each other.
 Make time. Make time for conversations about difficult 
topics. Don’t act as if they’re not important, just because they 
may not be visible to you. Respond, rather than react, to critique. 
Let those conversations be a safe, sacred space for you to learn 
together with somebody about how to build true peace in the 
world.
 Don’t flake. Show up when you say you will. Don’t try to 
talk people down, undercut their rates, or flake on contractual 
agreements. Don’t make idle promises. Be real.
 Educate yourself. Educate yourself about race, class, 
gender, and intersectionality, rather than expecting others to 
educate you. Read books, search the Web, go to workshops. But 
then, once you learn some stuff, keep learning. Don’t decide 
that you are now an authority on privilege and oppression, just 
because you read some stuff about it.
 Be a student. Enroll in courses and workshops taught by 
people outside of your own demographic. Be a student as often 
as you ask people to be yours. You think you already know 
about permaculture? Come to my class, and I guarantee you will 

The author leading a hands-on workshop in lawn conversion. 
Picture taken in Fort Wayne, Indiana at our Food Not Lawns 
Lawn Liberation event summer 2015. Photo by AB Brand. 
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Then come back and try again. Remember the permaculture 
principles: Respond to feedback; Designer limits the yield; 
Problems are solutions; Mistakes are tools for learning. Don’t 
use the ethics and principles for excuses to avoid difficult 
conversations—use them as tools for navigation. 
 Good luck! I welcome your feedback and look forward to 
the conversations that will come of this article and others in this 
pivotal issue.       ∆

Heather Jo Flores is a Chicana activist, author, educator, and 
interdisciplinary artist focused on the connection between 
physicality and creativity, with emphasis on healing self and 
Earth through creative expression and community interaction. 
She wrote Food Not Lawns, How to Turn Your Yard into a 
Garden and Your Neighborhood into a Community (Chelsea 
Green, 2006) and co-founded the original Food Not Lawns 
group in Eugene, OR, in 1999. She holds a BA in Permaculture 
Education and an MFA in Interdisciplinary Arts. This summer, 
she took the Edible Nations tour across the Northern US, and 
this winter, the tour continues, with an exploration of avocado-
based permaculture sites around the world. Find her at www.
heatherjoflores.com and www.foodnotlawns.com.

learn things you never even thought about.
 Acknowledge. Give credit where credit is due. This connects 
back to the part about accepting creative input. It’s not enough 
to just value somebody’s ideas. You have to give credit for them 
too. Consistently. This takes time and effort. Thank you.
 Promote. Write about and promote the work of others. Scroll 
through your Facebook feed and look through your bookshelf. 
How many of those links you shared and books you read were 
created by women, people of color, queer people, or poor 
people? Realize that, unless you go out of your way to find and 
promote that work, it might not come across your feed. Find it. 
And share.
 Hire. Hire women, people of color, etc., to do work on 
your site and to teach in your courses. Offer meaningful work 
at a wage comparable to your own. If you haven’t heard about 
one teacher as much as another, ask yourself why. Could it be 
because of privilege? Don’t assume that a more famous teacher 
is more qualified to teach. Often, it’s just the opposite. And then, 

remember to give them credit for the work you hired them to do. 
 Network. Use your connections to build capacity for others. 
You probably already do this for your friends and colleagues. 
Scan your memory for the connections you’ve helped to create 
and ask yourself if your network includes a good balance of 
people across races, genders, and classes. Adjust the ratio 
accordingly.
 Organize. Organize events that create opportunities for 
others. This task in particular falls all too often to the women 
in a community. I have seen it a million times: the women 
organize, promote, and hold space for a workshop, and then the 
men come and teach, orate, and leave a mess at the end. Switch 
it up!
 Donate. Decolonize. Give money and property to people 
who did not start out with the resources you started out with. I 
know, you worked hard to get where you are. But consider that 
somebody else probably worked even harder, and were rewarded 
with less, just because of the circumstances they happened to 
have been born into. So give up some money. Give up some 
land. Just do it. Give away a car, a tractor, some tools, and some 
seeds. But again, don’t give because you feel guilty or because 
you want to be a hero. Do it because you know that sharing 
resources truly and effectively contributes to lasting, sustainable 
community.
 Trust. This is the fundamental building block of any 
friendship, relationship, or community. Trust each other. Trust 
yourself. Don’t get defensive. If you do feel defensive, take 
a walk, write a poem, or go yell at a tree for a few minutes. 

Organize events that create 
opportunities for others. 
This task in particular falls 
all too often to the women 
in the community. 

Coneflower and bee in the home system. We can apply principles 
from nature to how we support more just, equitable, and diverse 
permaculture communities.  Photo by Rhonda Baird. 
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WHAT IS “PERMACULTURE,” ANYWAY? Maybe 
you hear people talking about it all the time, and 
still have no idea what it is. Maybe someone loosely 

recommended to you that you check it out, because it might in-
terest you. Maybe picking up this magazine is the first time you 
are seeing the word. Whatever brought you to this point, I can 
assure you that there is something in permaculture for you. I can 
also assure you that even for many permaculture practitioners, it 
can be challenging to pin down in a quick ‘elevator speech’ what 
exactly permaculture is. Some say it’s a movement; some say 
it’s a collection of growing methods; some say it’s philosophy. 
In this article, we will focus on permaculture as a design system. 
During my Permaculture Teacher training course, our teachers 
challenged us to take five minutes to come up with a definition 
for permaculture. Some people came up with it quickly—some 
needed more time. Overall, the variety of definitions painted a 
colorful array of nuances and subtleties. Hopefully, this article 
will leave you with a clearer sense of what is permaculture, with 
ways in which you may be able to take the next steps on your 
journey.

Beginnings

 First, let me break the word “permaculture” down for you. 
“Perma:” short for “permanent.” “Culture:” short for “agricul-
ture” and also “culture.” So you can think of “permaculture” as 
simply “permanent agriculture” and “permanent culture.” We 
don’t mean “permanent” in the sense of unchanging, but rather 
in the sense of a deep sustainability. The term was coined and 
popularized in the mid-70s by two Australian ecologists, Bill 
Mollison (1) and his young student, David Holmgren (2). “Per-
maculture” is now a term understood on a global scale. 
 Contrary to what our digitized and mechanized culture may 
present at times, humans rely on the land. Our ability to survive 
rests wholly on plants’ ability to capture the sun’s energy and 

translate it into a form useable to us through photosynthesis. 
From the land, we create our food, shelter, water, and clothing—
and also our culture. Traditionally, human cultures centered on 
the seasonal rhythms and cycles of the earth. Observing that the 
world has grown alienated and disconnected from our intimate 
relationship with the earth, permaculture looks to re-center our 
systems (food, economic, political, etc.) in the flow of energy 
and the cycles of nature. As we face extreme global catastro-
phes—climate change, war, and hunger, among others—we 
can see that if human societies do not change course, we will 
perish, and the earth will continue to adapt and go on without 
us. Therefore, the more we work with the earth, learn from her 
natural cycles, and model human systems on ecological models 
of adaptability and resiliency, we can better weather the storm to 
create a permanent and resilient culture. Permaculture proposes 
this approach. 

More than fancy gardening

 Permaculture is an holistic, ecological design system that can 
be applied to everything from urban planning to rural land de-
sign, from economic systems to social structures, and everything 

What is Permaculture, Anyway?
Dianne Sette

...permaculture looks to 
re-center our systems...in 
the flow of energy and the 
cycles of nature. 

Permaculture incorporates appropriate technologies like 
aquaponics that recycle wastes from aquaculture sytems into 
fertilizers for greenhouse crops. Shown here is an aquaponics 
greenhouse set-up at Seed Folks City Farm, Rochester, NY.

Skills & Practices
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in between. It is not only one set of practices, or a philosophy—
it is a way of integrated thinking, using a set of design principles 
to work with nature’s energy. This ecological perspective sees 
the world as a complex web, rather than as a complicated series 
of segregated events or discrete elements. The design system can 
produce a paradigm shift that may be comforting and inspiring 
to those who feel as if they are constantly putting energy into a 
system (whether it’s their home garden, farm, political, social, or 
economic work) that never seems to change or offer much of a 
yield as compared to the input. Permaculture is a way of design-
ing the world we want that cares for the earth and people so that 
all needs are met in an equitable way. Permaculture design is 
abundant systems thinking, and prevents the constant banging of 
one’s head against the wall when faced with supposed constant 
scarcity. Because the point is that by working with rather than 
working against natural forces, one can minimize inputs and 
harvest maximum outputs. It’s a simple idea at first glance. Yet, 
it is an integrated system with many facets—anything can be 
viewed through a permaculture design lens.

The Permaculture Design Course (PDC)

 As an integrated design system, permaculture incorporates 
numerous disciplines of study and practice. These disciplines are 
presented in a PDC resulting in a certification as a Permaculture 
Designer (3). [Editor’s note: The certificate should be viewed as 
notice that you have completed the PDC and are ready to take 
up further study leading to competency as a designer. We want 
to stress that the course is introductory.] Because of the numer-
ous systems in which these design principles can be applied, the 
PDC covers a sort of introductory buffet to design topics that 
emphasize the core ethics: Earth Care, People Care, and Fair 
Share.
 Each PDC covers Introduction to Permaculture Ethics, Meta-
systems, Permaculture Principles, Pattern Language, Design 
Methods (site analysis and observation, zones, and sectors), Nat-
ural Systems, Climate & Biogeography, Ecosystems & Ecology, 
Earthworks/land forms, Water, Soils (microbiology, remediation, 
regenerative practices, compost, carbon sequestration), Forests 
(tree and mushroom cultivation), Arid & Tropical Regions, 
Cultivated Systems, Home Systems (root cellars, medicinal 
herbs), Microclimates, Building Design (natural building, en-
ergy efficiency), Greenhouses, Forest Gardening, Aquaculture, 
Agroforestry (alleycropping, forest farming, riparian buffers, 
silvopasture, windbreaks), Seed-saving, Waste Treatment (grey 

and blackwater, humanure), Energy, Appropriate Technology & 
Tools, Livestock (pasture management, holistic animal care), 
Social Systems, Urban/Rural/Suburban Ecologies, Community 
Design, Economics (local, slow, and regenerative), Invisible 
Structures (governance structures, personal patterns), Broadscale 
Farming & Land Use (keyline design, land trusts), and Ecologi-
cal Restoration & Wildlife. The standard PDC is an intensive 
72-hour course, sometimes split into two separate weeks or 
several weekends. Various teachers emphasize different subjects, 
but all PDCs should touch on all the above. 
 Considering that any one of these topics warrants a life study 
(!), there are numerous entry points to design resilient systems. 
A PDC is a way to step outside your daily life and take a fresh 
look at an expansive array of topics. Permaculture marries indig-
enous ways of knowing with regenerative agriculture, modern 
green infrastructure, and progressive socio-politico-economic 
structures. Permaculture is a process of looking at the whole, 
seeing what the connections are between the different parts, 
and assessing how those connections can be changed (4) so that 
relationships function more harmoniously.

But where to start?

 My advice to someone just dipping their toes into the per-
maculture ocean? Get a lay of the land, observe what themes 
and topics attract you, and then walk toward them. Don’t try and 
figure it all out at once. Start small and build on your successes. 
Ask lots of open-ended questions and listen with curiosity. A 
few tips…
  1. Get rooted in permaculture principles and ethics. Da-
vid Holmgren presented the 12 Design Principles as the petals 
of a cyclical flower (5). These guiding principles can be adapted 
to any systems thinking. Ethics are core, as People Care may 
seem simple, yet lead us into a deeper journey of unlearning and 
teaching ourselves new communication patterns and listening 
skills—or rethinking urban planning to be centered on the real 
needs of human beings. This is perhaps the area that continues 
to expand the most and require the most experimentation and 
feedback, as every city, town, neighborhood, street, house, and 
bedroom has its own social microclimate, and healthy social 
ecosystem models and patterns are myriad. Earth Care has per-
haps gained the most attention and focus, at times creating the 
misconception that permaculture is just a set of practices, rather 
than a way of approaching a problem. Nevertheless, permac-
ulture has a lot to offer in food growing and land stewardship. 
Finally, Fair Share is the third essential piece of permaculture, 
teaching us to be aware of the existing yield in front of us and to 
know when we have enough, but also to act ethically to distrib-
ute surplus resources when our ‘cup runneth over.’
 2. Attend a PDC, read everything you can about perma-
culture, listen to podcasts, and visit working permaculture 
sites. A PDC can be like a trip down a rabbit hole that leaves the 
sojourner wanting more at the end. It is one of the best ways to 
get significant exposure to what’s possible with permaculture. 
Studying permaculture through reading (7) will help you gain 
more clarity to know where you want to dive in more deeply. 
For many people, simply spending time in a place that is a thriv-

Don’t try and figure 
it all out at once. 
Start small and build 
on your successes.



28     PERMACULTURE DESIGN  •  #98 

ture, “it’s better to adapt than die.” I will add to that: better than 
not dying is thriving! And I think permaculture design principles 
and ethics present a way to rethink our current social, political, 
economic, and agricultural systems with new eyes embracing
the transformation to thriving whole communities of abundance.  ∆                                                                                                                                 

Diana Sette is a Certified Permaculture Teacher and Designer 
working primarily in Cleveland, OH, after almost a decade 
of growing in the Green Mountains of Vermont. She serves on 
the Board of The Hummingbird Project (hummingbirdproject.
org) and Green Triangle (greentriangle.org), two permaculture-
based non-profits working locally and abroad. Much of her work 
in social and urban permaculture experimentation is centered 
at Possibilitarian Urban Regenerative Community Homestead 
(PURCH) in Cleveland (Facebook: Possibilitarian Garden). 
Diana currently works for Cleveland Botanical Garden as the 
Youth Manager of Green Corps, its 20-year-old urban agricul-
ture work-study program for inner-city teens.

Notes

1. Mollison, Bill. Permaculture: A Designer’s Manual. 
2. Holmgren, David. Permaculture: Principles and Pathways 
Beyond Sustainability.
3. One can learn more about the standardization of PDC cer-
tification and accreditation from the Permaculture Institute of 
North America (pina.in), the Permaculture Institute of the North-
east (northeastpermaculture.org), or the Permaculture Institute 
(www.permaculture.org/what/certificate/). Also, look in the 
back of Permaculture Design magazine for listings of upcoming 
PDCs and workshops.
4. Whitefield, Patrick. What is Permaculture? 
5. Holmgren, David. permacultureprinciples.com
6. A few social permaculture resources: The Black Permaculture 
Network and Pandora Thomas’ work, People & Permaculture 
by Looby McNamara, Karryn Olson-Ramanujan’s “Pattern Lan-
guage for Women,” The Permaculture City by Toby Hemenway, 
The Empowerment Manual: A Guide for Collaborative Groups 
by Starhawk, Adam Brock’s work with Invisible Structures 
(www.peoplepattern.org), Food Not Lawns: How to Turn Your 
Yard Into a Garden and Your Neighborhood Into a Community 
by Heather Flores.
7. See the book catalogue insert included in the magazine for 
great resources.
8. See “David Holmgren on Permaculture: An Interview,” The 
Permaculture Podcast with Scott Mann, www.thepermaculture-
podcast.com. April 4, 2013.

ing permaculture model leads to tremendous shifts in awareness 
and confidence.
 3. Find what interests you most and work from your 
niche. Evaluate your strengths. What existing assets and 
resources are already present? Use that as your starting point. 
What interests you? How do those interests overlap with the 
needs of your community? From there, take the smallest steps 
possible to make the biggest impact on existing systems. Maybe 
that means meeting your neighbors, planting perennial onions, 
saving seeds to plant out the next year, collecting rainwater off 
your roof, getting involved with or starting a food cooperative, 
building a humanure composting system on your property, or 
simply recording patterns for a year or more where you’re work-
ing. Whatever your entry point, make sure to take a step back 
and observe the social, biological, and economic ecosystems, 
and listen for feedback before taking the next actions. That is 
our civic duty as residents and stewards of this earth and of our 
communities: listen and accept feedback.
 4. Finally, walk the walk, and work to establish good 
working demonstration sites. Starting with one or two sys-
tems that are manageable is wise so that you don’t become 
overwhelmed. In modern society, we have grown quite ignorant 
of energy systems, and by creating these working systems that 

demonstrate that there is no free lunch in ecological systems—
something always comes from somewhere, and waste is food for 
something else—we can demonstrate a new paradigm in action 
(8). Share replicable systems with those who are interested, 
and focus your energy on creating a world we want, rather than 
being drained by fighting against systems that are broken. As 
Buckminster Fuller puts it, “you never change things by fighting 
the existing reality. To change something, build a new model 
that makes the existing model obsolete.”
 As one of my permaculture teachers, Peter Bane, tossed out 
in a PDC class one day while reflecting on ancient Viking cul-

Collecting urine and humanure for use as fertilizer closes 
nutrient cycles and converts wastes into resources. Humanure 
outhouse at homestead in rural Vermont.

Announcing a special offering in #99—

A number of speakers at IPC12 in London have offered to 
write articles based on their talks. The theme of the issue will 
still be Ecological Restoration (and we have some interest-
ing articles for you there as well!), but our writers will have 
something to say on the related subject of Building the World 
We Want.
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Skills & Practices
Observation—Getting to Know Your New Site
Michael Ford

Nobody sees a flower—really—it is so small it takes time—we 
haven’t time—and to see takes time, like to have a friend takes 
time.      Georgia O’Keefe

TO TRULY SEE ONE FLOWER takes as much time as it 
takes to make a new friend. We can assume, then, that to 
truly see an entire landscape might take a lifetime. Yet, 

seeing a landscape truly and in its entirety is a critical task that 
every permaculture designer must learn to do. We need to know 
the entire landscape like an old friend. We need to know its 
history and its aspirations, its preferences and desires, its quirky 
habits—both good and bad. We need to know how it behaves in 
the light of day, when strangers are present—and how it behaves 
in the dark of night, when it is all alone and no one is looking. 
 Too often, when we approach a new site, haste and excite-
ment take over. We quickly develop grand visions in our mind 
of the completed design, with key elements springing to the 
forefront of our mental pictures and our rough sketches on 
paper. But at this early stage in the design process, haste must be 
avoided. Patient observation, instead, is required. And patience 
at this pivotal point is the cornerstone of successful permacul-
ture projects. 

 Indeed, observation is the very foundation of permaculture, 
and this is why observation is the first principle we learn. Thor-
ough observation allows us to design effectively and with con-
fidence; knowing that we are working with, rather than against, 
the natural patterns and processes of the site we are developing. 
Without observation, a design is likely to conflict with the natu-
ral elements of a site. And so observation is the sine qua non of 
permaculture, without which no project can be successful. 

How to approach a new site

 Approach a new permaculture site much as you would ap-

proach a new friend. Taking this approach, you will first focus 
on a pleasant introduction. Be mindful not to come on too 
strong; after all, you’ve only just met. No cheesy pickup lines, 
and no overzealous attempts to impress. A warm smile and a 
humble handshake will do just fine. After you’ve made your 
best first impression, continue to put your best foot forward and 
schedule a few casual meetings to get to know your site bet-
ter. Engage in thoughtful conversation, go for a leisurely stroll, 
sit down in the shade and share some laughs together—just be 
yourself, and you can’t go wrong. And when you’ve established 
a good rapport, if all goes well, you’ll be ready to begin getting 
to know your site more intimately. Please allow at least three 
meetings, and don’t rush your site if it’s not ready! 
 As you get more familiar with your new site, your bonds will 
grow ever stronger. You’ll learn about its past, its potential, and 
its most closely guarded secrets. With patience, you’ll soon find 
yourself in a lasting and faithful relationship. Congratulations, 
you will have made a new old friend. And it is from the perspec-
tive of this meaningful friendship that a permaculture designer 
can truly excel, painting a masterpiece on the most complex 
canvas available: life. 

Putting your best foot forward

 When you meet your new site, don’t worry about taking 
detailed notes. There will be plenty of time to focus on specific 
details. Instead, turn your early attention to the energy you feel 
as you walk the ground. Use all of your senses to survey the site, 
noting the energy and experiences you encounter at the high-
est level. What are the smells, sights, sounds, and feelings that 
grab your attention? Bring with you as little of your own energy 
as possible—you’re here to observe an established ecosystem 

As you begin to absorb 
the site’s energy and 
become familiar with its 
inhabitants and features, 
give thanks.

Neighbors are stakeholders too. Photo available through big-
stock.com.
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There is simply no 
substitute for standing 
on the property during a 
heavy rain....

as an outsider. The energy you project should be passive and 
non-threatening. Conduct your initial observation under the 
assumption that you will make minimal changes to the existing 
landscape. 
 As you move about, note any energy you experience that 
beckons to you and draws you in. And note any energy you ex-
perience that repels you and drives you away. Note the locations 
where you experience these differing energies—which areas of 
your site are warm and inviting, with soft soil, tender leaves, 
and sweet smells. And notice which areas are more coarse and 
guarded, protected by prickly spines or rocky terrain. 
 Notice the general contour of the land—the predominant 
slopes, planes, ditches, and hills. At this stage, focus only on be-
coming aware of the features present. You will have time to plot 
elevations and draw individual features in detail after you’ve 
finished making your initial introductions. 
 Who are the obvious stakeholders that instantly make 
themselves known to you? Are there mighty trees, social birds, 
aggressive insects, or curious critters? These friendly neighbors 
are only the tip of the iceberg, and you should know that for 
every stakeholder you meet today, there are perhaps ten more 
that you’ll meet in the future as you become more intimate with 
the site. 
 As you begin to absorb the site’s energy and become familiar 
with its inhabitants and features, give thanks. Give thanks for 
every observation you are able to make. Recognize the splendor 
and abundance that is already present here. Your goal is to build 
upon the resources that nature has already planted here, and to 
maximize the abundance that already exists. 

The first few meetings

 Now that you are familiar with the top-level terrain features, 
stakeholders, and natural patterns, begin to dig deeper. Sub-
sequent visits to the site should be as varied as possible, in an 
attempt to observe as many as possible of the natural phenom-

ena that exist on your site. Visit in the early morning hours to 
watch the sun rise on the land. Visit in the heat of the afternoon 
when the sun’s rays are at the peak of their intensity. Visit in the 
evening as the sun sets and the land cools, and stay to observe 
the area after night has fallen. 
 Spend some time looking further into the energies you felt 
during your initial introduction to the site. Try to begin defin-
ing the zones of energy and begin to sketch the borders of the 
zones you find. Approach each area slowly and with reverence, 
because as you approach and enter, you will change the energy 
and activity taking place there. Allow yourself time to sit or lie 
down in each area, and wait patiently as the land slowly returns 
back to its routine and comes back to life with you and your 
energy now blended in to the whole. Remain silent and passive 
until your presence is accepted by all, and then continue to be 
quiet and respectful—you are the newcomer here. 

 Begin to take more detailed notes. Expand the list of stake-
holders that you met during your first visits. Take note of every 
living thing that lives in, makes use of, or simply passes through 
your site. There is no way for you to build a conclusive list of 
stakeholders—some of them are hidden from your view within 
the soil or in the canopy overhead, some of them are too small 
for you to see, and some of them are only present for a short 
season each year. But build your list as best you can, knowing 
that the decisions you make will be better informed with each 
new stakeholder you can identify. During the early morning and 
again at dusk, watch the wooded areas and any water sources for 
larger animals who may pass through regularly. Listen care-
fully for rustling leaves and identify the source of every sound 
you hear. Watch for rabbits on the ground, squirrels in the trees, 
beavers, chipmunks, porcupines, raccoons, and skunks. Examine 
the ground for burrows and determine who did the burrowing. 
Look for amphibians and reptiles by gently lifting stones and 
fallen limbs. Look carefully in every nook and cranny. What 
does each animal eat? Where does it live? What eats it? 
 Locate the spaces on your site that are used by birds. There 
may be understory thickets where mixed flocks congregate. 
There may be open meadows where birds scavenge for seeds 
and insects. There may be seasonal birds that use your site as a 
mating ground each year, or only as a short haven during long 
seasonal migrations. 
 Note the insects that you observe flying and walking in each 
zone. What do they eat? Where do they live? What eats them? 
While the animals and insects that have a stake in your site will 

Close observation may reveal moss carpets in moist zones or on 
the north-facing sides of rocks and trees. Observe the site over 
several seasons, as mosses and liverworts may wax and wane 
with seasonal moisture fluctuations. Photo via bigstockphoto.
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be numerous, they are probably dwarfed in numbers by the plant 
stakeholders. Even if your site is relatively homogenous, a close 
inspection will likely reveal a staggering diversity of plant life, 
and each of these plants is a stakeholder in your design. If your 
site has a diversity of terrain—open meadows, dense forests, 
rocky hillsides, wet marshland—the job of identifying plant 
stakeholders will compound exponentially with each different 
terrain. If horticulture is not your strong suit, don’t get hung up 
here by trying to identify each and every species you find. It’s 
fine to classify things in groups like “leafy annual weeds” or 
“shrubby understory trees.” But if you can identify every spe-
cies, go for it. Your design will be stronger with each stakehold-
er you understand. I recommend starting with the largest plants 
and working your way down. Identify the trees that make up the 
canopy. Next, identify the understory trees and shrubs, woody 
perennials, grasses, leafy annuals, and groundcovers. Take the 
time to hunt for miniature plants, too: mosses, liverworts, and 
algae. You might find large stands of moss on east-facing slopes 
and the north side of large tree trunks, and you’re likely to find 
liverworts growing from the nooks in dead branches.
 After a rain, watch for fungi to reveal themselves above the 
ground. Fungi can tell you a lot about the soil properties of an 
area, and they should typically be welcomed and left undis-
turbed whenever possible. 
 Finally, look for the lowly lichens. Even in the most inhospi-
table spots on your site, you are likely to find some lichen cling-
ing onto rocks in the full southern sun—a symbiotic teaming 
of algae and fungus that can establish a foothold for larger life 
forms in the harshest environments. Lichens expose the potential 
for life where none seems possible. 
 When you’ve sufficiently identified your stakeholders, 
you’re ready to examine the elements. Here, you will need to 
understand sunshine, water, wind, and soil, and how each inter-
acts. 
 Depending on the size and complexity of your site, a rough 
sketch may be all you need to understand the sun and shade. 
Sometimes the structure of shade is simple: a heavily wooded 
area is mostly shaded, and a wide open area is mostly sunny. 
Buildings, large trees, and forest edges can greatly complicate 
shade structure on a site. There are some tools available online 
that can help you to accurately draw shadows for simple shade 
structure by inputting your latitude and choosing the desired sea-
son. For very complex shade structure, a simpler approach is to 
sketch the shade as you observe it on a simple top-down draw-
ing or map of the site. On your drawing, use colored pencils to 
lightly shade the areas that are shaded from the sun at regular 
intervals over the course of a day. As an example, you might 
draw the shade lightly in gray at 9 AM, in green at noon, in red 
at 3 PM, and in blue at 6 PM. The darkest areas are the shadiest, 
and the different colors reveal which areas get morning sunlight 
with afternoon shade, etc. In most regions, it’s advisable to chart 
your shade in different seasons throughout the year to account 
for differences in the angle of the sun. While drawing the shade 
on paper for planning and reference purposes is important, these 
drawings are only a guide. When the time comes to select plants 
and locate plantings, your personal knowledge of the site should 
be the final consideration. 

 Water is a powerful force in nature, and it would be hard to 
overstate the importance of understanding how water interacts 
with your site. You can get a good general idea about how water 
will flow across the land by plotting the elevation and contour 
of the property. Your county or state may have already done this 
work for you, and a call to your regional geographic survey ser-
vice could save you hours of hard work and headache here. If no 
topographic maps exist for your site, you can use a laser level to 
accurately reveal contour and transfer the laser lines by drawing 
them onto your plan. Or, you can find the contour manually by 
walking the site with a bunyip water level and marking the con-
tour with flags or markers as you go. However you get elevation 
and contour lines onto your plan, these again are only a guide to 
inform your decision-making as your design progresses. There is 
simply no substitute for standing on the property during a heavy 
rain and watching the water move over the land with your own 
eyes. Note any spots where the contour of the land causes drain-
age or run-off. Note any channels with high volumes of water 
flow. Compare what you see to your contour maps, and note any 
differences between what you expected to see and what actually 
happened. 
 The effects of wind on a permaculture site can be very subtle 
and hard to observe. Wind’s effect on an area plays out invis-
ibly—both in the short term as changes in air temperature, and 
in the long term as erosion and accretion. Learn the prevailing 
wind directions for your region in different seasons, and then 
walk your site while envisioning the prevailing winds in both 
winter and summer. Can you identify existing pockets of protec-
tion where a wind screen is already established? Remember that 
a living wind screen is only effective in winter if the plants that 
make up the screen are evergreen. And, the smaller the leaf (or 
needle), the more effective the wind screen—large leaves block 
the sun well, but the wind blows right through them. Are there 
large areas that are void of any protection, completely exposed 
to harsh winter winds? Those same areas will likely enjoy a 

Handling soil can reveal much about its composition. If it holds 
together well, then its clay content is relatively high. Coarser 
soils, with high sand content, crumble easily. Photo available 
through bigstock.com.
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gentle breeze in spring and summer. Try to identify areas where 
winter winds may be a concern, and where summer winds may 
be an asset. 

Establishing a deeper connection

 Now that you’ve spent some time getting to know your new 
permaculture site through patient observation, you’re ready to 
take things to the next level. Here you’ll delve even more deeply 
into your site’s energy and its soils, to establish a stronger con-
nection with the land. 
 Much of what you can learn about the soil, you will already 
know through careful observation of the plant life throughout 
the site. Plants can expose much information about soil depth 
and fertility, without requiring you to even pick up a spade. Now 
you will make a more focused effort to understand the soil. Walk 
your site again, this time with a spade, and pay special atten-
tion to the soil. Identify areas where the soil feels especially 
soft and fluffy, or especially hard and rocky. In each area you 
identify, randomly select a few spots and sink your spade. Pop 

up a small sampling of the topsoil and take notes on what you 
find. Is the soil dry, light in color, and full of rocky substrate, or 
is it dark, heavy, and full of organic material? What life do you 
find in the soil? Are there worms, grubs, or beetles? Are there 
thin white strands of mycorrhizae, the fungal filaments that help 
plants feed? Smell the soil—crumble it in your hand and inhale 
its essence through your nose—healthy soil has a distinct smell, 
and with practice your nose becomes a valuable tool to identify 
problems in the soil. Note any off-putting smells and plot them 
on your plan to investigate later. Notice the composition of the 
soil—is there a large concentration of sand, clay, or silt? Does 
the soil crumble with light pressure, indicating a coarse texture, 
or is it solid like a rock, indicating a fine clayey texture? You can 
do a simple test yourself by filling a mason jar one third of the 
way full with topsoil and then adding water to fill the jar, leav-
ing an inch (2.5 cm) at the top for air. Shake the jar well, then 
let it rest for 15-20 minutes. When the particles settle, the largest 
sand particles are at the bottom, and the finest clay particles are 
on top. The jar test provides a simple visual representation of 
the composition of your soil. Depending on your plans for each 
area, you may wish to send a soil sample to your local university 
agricultural extension, or to a privately owned lab. Be sure to 
read their instructions thoroughly to get the most accurate infor-
mation from the test. 
 Return to each of the energy zones you identified in your 
initial introduction, and do a closer inspection now that you’re 

more familiar with the site, this time on a micro level. Be-
come intimate with the different energies of your site. Stop to 
meditate in each area at length, alternating between keeping 
your eyes open and allowing them to close. Notice any subtle 
changes in the way that you feel in the different areas. Take your 
shoes off and slowly fox walk (www.natureskills.com/index.
html%3Fp=735.html) the entire site—notice where the energy 
changes, and examine the edges that separate the different areas 
of your site. 
 Look for microclimates within the terrain. Find areas where 
a change in contour or elevation creates a small pocket of 
exceptional conditions—a depression in the ground can create a 
wet spot, while a sudden drop in elevation can create a pocket of 
protection from the wind and sun. Note each microclimate that 
you find and plot it on your plan. 
 Survey your site to begin understanding its history. Can you 
identify areas where water and wind have created pockets of 
deep soil through accretion? Are there other areas where water 
and wind have eroded the soil over time? Which areas have 
sustained old growth with a developed canopy, which have been 
managed and mowed, and which are recovering from hav-
ing been clear-cut in the recent past? Look for telltale pioneer 
plants that are reestablishing dense growth in an area where the 
old growth has been removed. Examine the surface rocks that 
you find throughout your site, both small rocks that have been 
pushed up through the soil and larger outcroppings where the 
bedrock shows through—are these rocks all made of the same 
materials; if so what are they? An exposed cliff can give you a 
glimpse into the ancient history of your site, showing the gradu-
al development of the land over recent centuries and millennia. 
For a fresh perspective, try to find a nearby highpoint where you 
can view your site from afar, in light of the surrounding terrain. 
 And finally, do a little comparative analysis. Visit several 
nearby sites and do a quick survey of the plants, animals, and 
soil conditions that you find there. Are there any notable differ-
ences between your site and similar sites in the region? If so, 
try to understand what causes these differences and whether the 
relative differences are desirable or not. 

Moving forward in a faithful relationship

 When you’ve truly attempted to understand your site, its 
energies, its stakeholders, and its history, then you’re ready to 
begin planning changes. Edit carefully and thoughtfully, always 
showing respect, faith, and gratitude for your new friend. Apply 
the principles of permaculture to identify solutions and maxi-
mize abundance. Because you’ve observed the site thoroughly, 
you will have confidence that the changes you initiate will work 
with, and not against, the processes and phenomena that define 
the nature of your land and its inhabitants. Most of all, celebrate 
the satisfaction that this new relationship will bring to you and 
your site—good friends are truly hard to come by.         ∆                                                                                                                                  

Michael Ford is Managing Editor for The [Grow] Network 
(www.growyourowngroceries.org). 

Do a little comparative 
analysis. Visit several 
nearby sites.
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THIS ARTICLE IS MEANT AS A PRIMER on 
decolonization in a contemporary North American 
context, written specifically for permaculture designers, 

teachers, activists, and gardeners. It is offered so that we may 
think critically and philosophically about “sustainability” and 
our role in our culture as designers of novel ecosystems. 
 In this article, we will seek to answer the following 
questions: what is decolonization; why should permaculture 
designers care; what is my experience with this topic? We 
will attempt to make a clear critique of settler colonialism 
here in industrialized North America, and demonstrate how 
we can simultaneously be both victims and perpetuators of 
settler colonialism. As a bridge to the challenge of bringing 
a decolonization framework into permaculture practice and 
pedagogy, I would like to start by mapping those same questions 
onto permaculture itself.
 As a quick thumbnail sketch, permaculture is an ecological 
approach to the design of whole systems. It is an ethically 
bounded framework of ecological design that can be used 
to design everything from landscapes and farms to business 
enterprises and other cultural projects, on nearly any scale. On 
the surface, permaculture is often about designing eco-groovy, 
perennially edible landscapes, gardens, and farms. On a deeper 
level, permaculture is about the conscious design of ecological 
cultures. As a design process, permaculture can be used to 
design both outer and inner landscapes, using observation 
as the preeminent tool for understanding. We would do well 
to reflect on our role as ecosystem designers and designers 
of ecological culture, and to think of ourselves in our design 
and organizing work as “culture jammers” (1). What then, are 
some responsibilities here (vis à vis EarthCare, PeopleCare, 
FutureCare)? How we behave and interact with our ecosystems 
matters.

 The reason this matters is because the industrial systems 
we are embedded within and dependent upon are often deeply 
flawed and brittle. Whether we turn our observational gaze 
to food systems, energy systems, or economic and political 

systems, they are all overdue for a radical ecological revision. 
The interactions between climate change, energy peak, and 
economic contraction mean that the stakes are very high. And 
it isn’t even accurate to say merely that the economic-political 
system is flawed—it is deeply corrupt, as well. Perhaps it’s 
designed to function exactly as it’s functioning now: to keep the 
poor and disenfranchised firmly separated from the elites, and to 
maintain this oppressive distribution of power.
 Permaculture is a process of understanding, analyzing, and 
designing systems. By using this lens of understanding, you 
can look at these systems and choose your leverage points. If 
you have access to land use, permaculture allows you to design 
perennial systems of regenerative food production that are much 
more resilient than annual-based agricultural systems of food 
production. Permaculture allows us to design productive loops 
of synergies between our technologically built environments and 
the surrounding ecologies within which we live. Think of it as 
regenerative design that heals and repairs ecosystems, while at 
the same time producing beneficial yields. Through this process 
of the design and management of ecosystems, we can regenerate 
ecological health by weaving patterns of beneficial relationships 
in ecosystems. Permaculture gives us the ability to design 
resilient homesteads, farms, villages, towns, and economies so 
that we have the ability to weather the storms that come our 
way, whether they are economic or ecological in nature. More 
importantly, though, permaculture gives us the ability to heal 
and regenerate ecosystems through “right relationship” to all 
the other beings around us: plants, animals (including humans), 
wind, water, rocks, soils, and so on.
 I am a permaculture designer, gardener, activist, and teacher. 

...permaculture gives us 
the ability to heal 
and regenerate 
ecosystems through 
“right relationship”....

Exploring the Intersection of 
Permaculture and Decolonization
Jesse Watson

Micmac permablitz—the girl squatting on the herb spiral with 
her grandmother is from a permablitz in Micmac country near 
Presque Isle, Maine.
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that no group of people is monolithic, whether we are talking 
about the permaculture movement, people of color, or Native 
American peoples.
 As I reflected on how I could be relevant to communities 
of color close to where I’m located in rural Maine (which is 
mostly white), I started thinking about making bridges with 
Native American communities to the north. As I ruminated on 

the difference between recruitment, green missionary work, and 
relevance, I also started to ask how I could use my privilege and 
agency (as a white cis-male) to be an ally to marginalized Native 
communities. I reached out to my close friends, and eventually 
we found an article titled “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor” 
(3).
 In a literal and legal sense, decolonization “brings about 
the repatriation of indigenous land and life” (3). It is important 
to note here that Native American peoples are not mythical 
relics of the precolonial or pre-Columbian Americas. They are 
not extinct. Native people continue to live, and many continue 
to tend their council fires, which have been maintained for 
hundreds of continuous years. Many of them continue to 
resist the process of settler colonization and assimilation. 
Decolonization is about upholding longstanding treaties, 
adherence to international law, and the return of genuine 
sovereignty and the administration of land use to First Nations 
peoples. Decolonization is about correcting past crimes 
committed by (mostly) European settlers by returning “stolen” 
land (4). Ideally, this process should be done without strings 
attached. Questions of what happens to present settler peoples is 
secondary to the act of returning Native land to Native peoples. 
It is this facet of decolonization which strikes fear into the hearts 
of most settler peoples, because it offers no firm guarantee of 
a settler futurity. In an ideal process here in North America, 
determining the future of settler people would be a separate 
process of negotiation between the newly repatriated indigenous 

The body-mind this go-around happens to be in the form of a 
cis-male of northern European ancestry (from the British Isles 
and Scandinavia). My ancestors came from cool temperate 
and cold northern climates. My family and I currently reside 
in occupied Penobscot territory, known as Midcoast Maine in 
the industrial nation-state known today as the United States. I 
come from a background of union activism, art & philosophy, 
direct-action environmentalism, public school education, and 
building trades. I’m living out a version of the American Dream 
with an eco-groovy veneer here on my one-acre permaculture 
demonstration site where we manage small scale agroforestry 
systems with poultry as integrated livestock. My lineage of 
permaculture teachers includes Charles & Julia Yelton and 
Lisa Fernandes of the Resilience Hub. My lineage of earth 
skills teachers includes Mike Douglas and Mal Stevens of the 
Maine Primitive Skills School. I help to facilitate and teach 
Permaculture Design Certification courses (PDCs) here in 
Maine and sometimes in Boston, partnering with the Resilience 
Hub. I serve the larger Northeast regional network by being 
an active participant on the board of PINE, the Permaculture 
Institute of the Northeast. My economic forms of production 
include designing, teaching, gardening, and construction trades 
(carpentry, painting).
 I am here to learn how to be of better service to all people. 
I’m here to help make the world a more just and sustainable 
place for my daughter and all the other children in the world, 
those alive today as well as those of future generations. I’m 
here to learn how to be a good ancestor. I’m also here because 
I dream of a world free of the industrial nation-state. I see 
an agenda of decolonization coupled with land use based on 
permaculture design as a positive way forward toward a time of 
greater ecological and social health, in which we may rediscover 

how to live in right relationship to a place while simultaneously 
repairing and healing historic crimes against humanity.
 I became aware of the topic of decolonization a year ago. 
It was a topic whose initial catalyst came from Rafter Sass 
Ferguson’s article, ”Critical Questions, Early Answers,” which 
is an overview of the permaculture movement (2). In this 
article, he interprets the racial homogeneity of the permaculture 
movement as a vulnerability. He suggests that the response to 
this weakness should not be one of recruitment or tokenism, 
but rather requires some deeper reflection on how we can be 
relevant to communities of color. While it’s a challenge, it’s 
also a tremendous opportunity. It’s also important to remember 

How can we expect 
to design a regenerative 
legacy for our 
descendants if 
we haven’t yet made 
peace with the ancestors?

How can we tend our own council fires in service to the 
community? 
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governance structure and the settler peoples. This concept is 
complicated by the fact that the ancestors of some settlers of 
color have been brought here against their will, in the slave trade 
or as indentured servants. This is known as the “tangled triad” of 
settler-native-settler of color (3). And while settlers of color may 
experience systematic oppression at the hands of the currently 
designed economic-political system, they are also settler people 
and not members of the First Nations. And because of this, they 
have a stake in the continuity of the colonial project.
 How can we expect to be designers of ecological culture if 
we don’t have a clear understanding of our past? How can we 
expect to design a regenerative legacy for our descendants if we 
haven’t yet made peace with the ancestors? If permaculture has 
as its ethical foundation Earth Care, People Care, and Fair Share 
or Future Care, what do those words mean in this light, given 
the fact that people like me passively benefit from systematic 
forms of oppression and genocide that continue today?
 In Edible Forest Gardens, Dave Jacke talked about the 
generative or degenerative potential that disturbance plays in 
ecosystem dynamics. As a principle for ecosystem design and 
care, he talked about “shifting the burden to the intervenor” (5). 
When we decide to fell trees or sheet mulch so that we can plant 
forest gardens, Jacke argues, the responsibility of managing 
the consequences of that disturbance falls to the gardener who 

intervened. I consider this principle when recognizing how I 
passively benefit from the actions that my ancestors probably 
took to help construct this oppressive and exploitative system. It 
informs how I think about what part I can play to heal historical 
traumas. If “responsibility falls to the intervenor,” how does that 
affect contemporary land ownership for those who can afford it? 
How should this principle inform the actions of ethical people 
who benefit from skin and gender privilege in general? I don’t 
have any firm answers, but I know that asking these difficult 
questions causes an uneasy and unsettling feeling. It seems 
the observation of the tension in considering these questions 
of land ownership/stewardship in light of this historical and 
contemporary inheritance is important. If we genuinely care 
about the regeneration of ecosystems and culture, we should 
talk more openly about this tension of “owning” “stolen” land, 
especially when seeking relationships with contemporary native 
peoples.
 In another sense, a cultural sense, decolonization is about the 
process of removing colonizing thoughts from your own mind 
and colonizing behavior from your own lifeway. In this sense, 
there is broad overlap between movements for social justice and 
anti-racism. For me, it is a process of learning how I passively 
benefit from my racial and gender privilege. It is a process of 
unlearning racist and white supremacist ideas and behaviors, 

some of which I wasn’t consciously aware were in my head. 
For me, it is a process of working through my grief over the 
crimes my ancestors may very well have committed. It is about 
learning what it means to be an ally, how to listen (especially 
when what I hear is emotionally challenging), and learning to 
give thanks always. We have to decolonize our minds before we 
can decolonize Native North America. We have to remove the 
empire from our heads before we can remove the empire from 
any land base.
 This matters because an injury to one is an injury to all. 
I know that sounds trite and cliche, but that’s because it’s a 
truism. The industrial nation-state is an omnicidal machine—it 
eats everything. The industrial machine is genocidal because it 
kills off whole nations and peoples. This machine is ecocidal 
because it destroys mountaintops and water wells with fracking 
and coal mining. Right now, it doesn’t make a prominent habit 
of eating white cis-dudes because it’s busy making a habit of 
disenfranchising people of color, women, queer peoples, and all 
those ‘others.’ But as these brittle industrial systems fall apart as 
a result of climate change or energy shortages, those ‘others’ can 
always be redefined to include me or you. So “an injury to one 
is an injury to all” should be understood in light of Niemöller’s 
poem:

 First they came for the Socialists, and I did not 
speak out—
  Because I was not a Socialist.
 Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not 
speak out—
  Because I was not a Trade Unionist.
 Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out— 
  Because I was not a Jew.
 Then they came for me—
  and there was no one left to speak for me.

 Decolonization matters because of mountaintop removal, 
water mining, and fracking. If resource extraction or industrial 
infrastructure needs to happen, none of us is immune to being 
displaced. If it’s under your house, and the machine needs it, it 
cares not who you are. It will get those resources and eat you 
along with them, if need be. Think of decolonization as another 
form of enlightened self-interest.
 Decolonization matters because it is the right thing to do in a 
moral sense. It gives teeth to the ethic of People Care. Ferguson 
points out that the mostly homogenous demographic makeup 
of the permaculture movement is a weakness. Recruitment is 
disingenuous. We need to be relevant. Decolonization allows 
for a framework of relevance as long as we have the courage 
to heal our “white fragility” (6) and face the realities of a white 
supremacist economic-political system. And if we have privilege 
and agency within that unjust and atrocious system, we must 
commit to using that access to dismantle that system.
 I submit that the framework of decolonization would also 
save permaculture from being one more happy-faced, green, 
eco-groovy front for the project of genocide. This framework 
would help us discern between solidarity projects and green-
missionary projects, both here and abroad. This lack of 
discernment is a blind spot. What good does it do to impose a 
forest garden somewhere if it isn’t a good cultural fit, or if the 
design process isn’t sufficiently inclusive? Such a project is 
nothing more than another form of imposition upon the locals by 
another foreign interest.
 Some open questions revolve around issues of permaculture 
and its relationship to colonization. To what extent is 

[Removing the empire 
from our head matters] 
because an injury to one 
is an injury to all. 
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permaculture a product of a settler people? Permaculture 
certainly appears to have been assembled from toolkits from 
all over the world and throughout history. And while that 
seems progressive or cosmopolitan, are there instances where 
design principles or techniques associated with permaculture 
were misappropriated from indigenous peoples without their 
permission? To what extent is permaculture practiced as a form 
of green missionary work throughout the world? While I get 
excited about the National Agroforestry Center looking into 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) with the interest of 
transitioning tillage-based agriculture to perennial agricultural 
systems, I can’t help but notice the potential for inadvertent 
colonial appropriation (7). In this case, settler peoples are 
studying and applying indigenous forms of land management, 
which can be positive as long as the tools and techniques are 
willingly shared by the indigenous peoples and not brashly 
stolen, as they have been so many other times throughout 
history. Clearly we’re doing important work with permaculture, 
so I want to separate the baby from the bathwater. This critique 
is offered to make the evolution of our movement cleaner and 
more respectful of indigenous cultures, and to find a way to 
balance “Leaver and Taker” (8) cultures—maybe even to unify 
them.

 Once, during a presentation I said, “Permaculture allows us 
to remember how to be indigenous to a place.” It was a meme I 
had seen elsewhere, but I instantly felt skeevy after repeating it 
and vowed to never say it again. In the sense of some kinds of 
strict land management and home economics, it’s kind of true. 
But I realized that saying that sentence, especially to a room 
full of (mostly) white people, has the effect of erasing the lived 
experience of contemporary indigenous North American people. 
The tragedy is that such thinking offers permaculturist white 
people the opportunity to replace those indigenes and complete 
the project of settler colonialism, without realizing that they’re 
doing so.
 We now approach a closely related topic that, while 
important, is big enough that it warrants a separate article. 
Though there isn’t enough space to properly tackle the subject 
in this article, it still warrants a brief mention here. How do 
we remember that we are all indigenous to this planet, our 
Earth Mother, our Gaia? We all have indigenous ancestors, 
and they were once colonized too. How can we translate and 
communicate that to members of our colonial culture who 
may have forgotten? In light of Earth Care, People Care, 
and Future Care, how can this be a valuable concept? (Think 
solidarity, being an ally, healing white fragility). How can it be 
a misappropriated concept? (Think of “Rainbow family,” New 
Age “Plastic Shamans,” and “pretindians” (9).
 Here are some more difficult questions: How is 
misappropriation different from the meme-swapping that 

happens when cultures naturally interact? To what spheres of 
human culture does misappropriation apply? How is cultural 
appropriation viewed from these different perspectives: culinary, 
linguistic, economic, technological, ethnobotanical, ceremonial, 
and magical? Which are tolerated, and which aren’t? How is the 
answer complicated when a colonial culture is dysfunctional 
in terms of its ethics, morals, worldview, meaning, and 
community values? If we want to remember a spiritual or 
mythic relationship to land base and ecosystems, how can 
reconstructionist and syncretic spiritual movements happen in a 
context that is fearful of misappropriation? How can we ask our 
ancestors for guidance?
 In my work regionally in the Northeast Permaculture 
network, one proposal that has emerged is that we consciously 
refrain from self-applying the term ‘indigenous’ if we are not 
actually indigenous to Native North or South America. So 
instead of making a statement like “Permaculture allows us to 
remember how to be indigenous to place,” we should choose 
other language. The reason for this relates to a concept in the 
article “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” which the authors 

call “settler moves to innocence.” A move to innocence is a 
diversionary attempt by a settler person to absolve themselves of 
the guilt of living on stolen land using some form of catharsis, 
without actually addressing the difficult societal structures 
involved. So saying something like “Permaculture allows us to 
remember how to be indigenous to a place” makes a metaphor 
of indigeneity and thereby erases the lived experience of real 
peoples who are actually indigenous to Native America and 
who still resist the campaigns of genocide and expropriation 
of land and resources that continue to this day. Instead, we can 
deploy an alternate sentence, such as “Permaculture allows us to 
remember how to be in right relationship to place.” This phrase 
contains a subtle but profound difference, one that relinquishes 
the settler colonial replacement strategy.
 Another proposal is that we should seek genuine and 
longstanding relationships with existing First Nations. We 
should ask how we can be relevant to their lives, and ask for 
permission and endorsement of our activities and events. We 

Permaculture allows us 
to remember how to be in 
right relationship to place.

Novel ecosystems: homestead polycultures, forest garden, di-
verse plants/flowers
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should listen with humility when we are challenged over our 
privilege or unexamined racism. We need to be aware of white 
fragility if we start feeling defensive during racially charged 
conversations. We need to give thanks always. During events 
like the regional Convergence, we might make an offering at the 
beginning to acknowledge the indigenous peoples who live/d 
on the land we are now occupying. And when we publicly use 
ceremonies or songs from other cultures, we must be absolutely 
clear exactly how we got permission to use those ceremonies or 
songs. 

 And finally, what does the decolonization of Native North 
America look like? How do we organize for that kind of vision 
or dream? How do we incorporate righting this egregious, 
unresolved, and ongoing historical crime into our culture 
jamming work? How do you organize and convince White, 
Black, and Yellow people into giving their land back to the Red 
Nations from which all this land was stolen? As designers of 
“bioculturally diverse ecosystems” (9), how can we accomplish 
our goals of cultural, ecological, and economic sustainability 
without contributing to the erasure of indigenous people and 
their lived experiences?
 I don’t have any answers, but I do care deeply about being 
a good neighbor and a good ancestor to my descendants. I am 
deeply grateful for the space to explore this important topic in 
these pages, and I am grateful to the other participants in this 
conversation for their help in unpacking these ideas and figuring 
out how to apply them to our permaculture organizing efforts. 
Onward to regeneration of healthy systems!
 Special thanks to my dear friend Kiarna Boyd for holding me 
accountable to a high standard and compassionately aiding my 
evolution in this area. Special thanks also to gkisedtanamoogk 
(Wampanoag nation), Canupa Gluha Mani (Lakota nation), and 
Ana Oian Amets (Aquitainian proto-Basque ancestral recovery) 
for the same.        ∆                                                                                        
 
Jesse Watson is a permaculture designer, teacher, and 
builder living and working in Midcoast Maine, occupied 
Penobscot territory. He operates Midcoast Permaculture 
Design (midcoastpermaculture.com), serving residential and 
farm clients. He helps facilitate PDCs with Lisa Fernandes 
of The Resilience Hub. Jesse helped organize the Northeast 
Permaculture Convergence as the principal logistics 
coordinator in 2010 and 2014. He now serves on the board of 
PINE, the Permaculture Institute of the Northeast.
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1. “Culture jamming is an intriguing form of political 
communication that has emerged in response to the commercial 
isolation of public life. Practitioners of culture jamming 
argue that culture, politics, and social values have been bent 
by saturated commercial environments…. Culture jamming 
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hard-of-hearing by the day. I’ve lived in a multiracial household 
for decades and helped to raise an African-American child, and I 
feel a deep personal investment in his generation’s future. All of 
that factors into who I am, but in terms of race, I look white, and 
carry that aspect of privilege. 

Prejudice vs. racism

 Language can help us clarify ideas. Let’s start with the dif-
ference between prejudice and racism. Prejudice is personal. It 
means ‘pre-judge.’ It’s the assumptions we make, the snap judg-
ments, the way the black guy in the hoodie may make you ner-
vous while the white guy in the business suit does not, although 
the first may be a college basketball star and the second may be 
about to take your home out from under you. 
 Prejudice often goes together with stereotypes, positive or 
negative: black people have rhythm, Jews are loud, women 
compliant, etc. Sometimes these can be annoying but relatively 
benign—I assume my gay friend Donald can help me with my 
decorating scheme or that my Asian American student must be 
smart. But prejudice can also kill—a cop sees a black man reach 
for his wallet and his prejudice leads him to shoot without warn-
ing. 
 We are probably all prejudiced to some extent, and preju-
dice can work in any direction. Black people can be prejudiced 
against white people, Latinos can be prejudiced against Asians, 
Asians against Latinos, and the dance goes on. I’ve heard Nor-
wegians complain that Danes are loud and uncouth, and local 
villagers in Cornwall express dismay at the invasion of those 
barbarians from Devon.
 But racism is something more. Racism is structural, not just 
personal. It’s embedded in the very fabric of our society, with 

Brandi Mack, speaking at Bioneers

PERMACULTURE IS A PATTERN-BASED design sys-
tem. We learn to look at patterns, in nature and in human 
systems, and employ those that lead to the results we 

want. Racism and its cousins sexism, classism, heterosexism, 
ageism, and all the rest of the grim family constitute patterns 
of oppression that are endemic in the society around us. They 
distort and destroy relationships, which are the key foundations 
of permaculture design. In order to create resilient, just, and 
thriving systems, we must be willing to confront these patterns, 
for unless we’re aware of them, we can’t change them and may 
inadvertently reproduce them.
 Few if any people in the permaculture world would overtly 
defend prejudice or discrimination. But the “ism family” often 
presents itself in very subtle forms. They shape us in ways that 
we may or may not be aware of. The more we learn about these 
toxic systems, the better able we will be to bio- and socio-reme-
diate them.
 In this article, I concentrate primarily on race, although I will 
touch on some of the other forms of discrimination. Focusing 
on one of these issues can help us understand it in a deeper way, 
and insights about how racism functions can help us understand 
sexism, heterosexism, ableism, ageism, and others, although 
each also has its own distinct characteristics. 

 Racism is a huge conversation nationally today, because 
black people and other people of color are under an extremely 
violent assault. It seems that almost every day, we hear of an-
other unarmed person of color being shot, or dying in jail under 
suspicious circumstances. Racist assaults have reached a state 
of emergency in the US, while racism is seldom discussed in the 
permaculture world. I am grateful to Permaculture Design for 
creating space for this conversation.
 For clarity and simplicity of language, I will sometimes use 
the terms ‘black’ and ‘white,’ even though ‘black’ people come 
in many shades and ancestries, and ‘white’ people also represent 
a range of heritages and ethnic backgrounds. My own heritage is 
100% purebred, dirt-poor Eastern European Jew, which carries 
a wealth of complexities. I’m a woman who comfortably fits 
my biological gender, getting older, fatter, creakier, and more 

Prejudice is Darren Wilson 
shooting Mike Brown. 
Racism is that 
he gets away with it.

A Short Lexicon of Racism
Starhawk
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American culture—the myth of equality, of a fair society where 
anyone can rise. Moreover, for white people, it pushes us smack 
up against our privilege.
 Privilege carries unearned benefits and power. And who 
wants to admit to that? We all like to think that we deserve 
whatever good things we might have in life. It’s painful and 
humiliating to think that our skin color or gender assignment or 
superficial appearance might gain us unfair advantages.
 Moreover, even with privilege, life sometimes sucks. And in 
a competitive, capitalist culture like our own, we tend to think 
that everything is a competition, a zero-sum game, even suffer-
ing. If I admit that I have privilege, does that make my personal 
pain invalid? 
 But misery is not a competitive sport. Pain is not quantifi-
able, and we don’t have to compare ours with someone else’s. 
 Privilege is hard to see when you have it, because a lot of it 
consists of what doesn’t happen to you. Because I have white-
skin privilege, I get in the car and drive to the grocery store, and 
don’t get pulled over by the cops. I walk around the store and 
do my shopping, and no one watches me suspiciously. I lose my 
wallet in Mexico, go to the consulate, and they issue me a travel 
document without a question. “Don’t I have to do anything to 
prove I’m an American?” I ask. “Sing the national anthem, or 
swear my allegiance to the Giants, or something?”
 “Oh no,” the woman behind the counter replies. “It’s obvious 
that you are—your accent, your name, how you look. Now, if 
your name was ‘Garcia’ or something, that might be different!”
 Acknowledging that I have privilege doesn’t mean I have 
to sink under the weight of guilt. Nor does it invalidate all that 
I have genuinely earned in life. It just means admitting that the 
playing field doesn’t start out level. When I allow myself to see 
my privilege, I can put it to use in helping to smooth out the 

deep roots in history. Prejudice is Darren Wilson shooting Mike 
Brown in Ferguson and leaving him on the sidewalk to die. Rac-
ism is that he gets away with it, unindicted. And these murders 
keep happening, 314 of them in the year since Mike Brown’s 
death, so that a black person’s experience of something as 
everyday and normal as walking on the street is pervaded by an 
ubiquitous, low-level sense of fear and danger distinct from any 
fears a white person might feel.
 Prejudice, institutionalized, becomes part of a racist structure 
of discrimination. Discrimination means you don’t get the raise, 
the apartment, or the job, or the spot in graduate school, or some 
other benefit because of your race, your gender, your sexual 
orientation, your age, your disability, etc. Discrimination com-
pounds over the generations—maybe a child is born malnour-
ished because her parents were poor because her grandparents 
were closed out of the labor pool and had no access to educa-
tion. 

 Racism is systemic. It encompasses the built-in ways the 
deck is stacked against certain people because of the color of 
their skin. We can’t avoid it. It infects our preferences, and it 
has shaped our history. It’s the standards of beauty we internal-
ize at such a deep level we don’t realize that they are cultur-
ally shaped. It’s the power of still-existing corporations whose 
fortunes were originally built on the shipping companies that 
transported slaves. It’s the family farm settled by refugees from 
Europe who were granted land expropriated from First Nations 
tribes. 
 More than even that, it’s the legacy of pain passed down 
in families and the ideals of attractiveness and success and the 
works we consider ‘Great Literature’ and the subjects we study 
in school. It’s a prison system that has been privatized and 
whose profits must be fed with bodies, and it is all the subtle 
prejudices and assumptions that determine whose bodies those 
are. It’s an overarching, overwhelming system that parcels out 
benefits according to skin color and permeates everything we 
do, whether we want it to or not. 
 Another term for the system is ‘white supremacy’—all the 
subtle and not-so-subtle forces that allocate the best stuff and the 
most power for white people and the dregs for everybody else.

Understanding privilege

 To admit the racist underpinnings of US society calls into 
question many of the foundational myths of the dominant 

Privilege is hard to see 
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doesn’t happen to you. 

Farmer Aleya Fraser shares seed corn and 
sorghum with students at Earth Activist Training. 
Left of Aleya is Christi.
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humps and make the game more fair. 
 Acknowledging racism also does not mean that every person 
of color is doomed to a terrible life. The vast majority of people 
of color and other target groups manage to live fulfilling, lov-
ing, productive lives in spite of all the obstacles. One way I can 
support my friends of color is by seeing and acknowledging 
their strength and resilience, not just their pain, by appreciating 
and celebrating their gifts, by entering into real relationships of 
equals where we can all be seen in the fullness of our flaws and 
virtues. In turn, those relationships nourish me and enrich my 
life.
 One of the key ways racism hurts a movement such as 
permaculture is by depriving us of those gifts, discouraging or 
excluding people who might otherwise make great contribu-
tions.
 Another of the core aspects of privilege is simply not having 
to work hard to be seen—seen as a person, a full and complex 
human being, neither a victim to be pitied nor an icon to be idol-
ized. Racism and its cousins make individuals and whole groups 
invisible, not the subjects of history but the objects—the Other, 
as Simone Beauvoir noted that women become under male 
supremacy. A man can simply be an artist, while a woman too 
often is labeled a Woman Artist. A white man can be a writer, 
while a person of color too often is seen as a Black Writer or an 
Asian Novelist or a Latino Poet. A black woman in permaculture 
too often is seen as the Black Woman Permaculturist, not the 
brilliant permaculture teacher or designer.
 For a person from a group that has been targeted, made in-
visible and devalued for centuries, and whose lives are currently 
taken with impunity, being seen and valued as a whole person 
can become a life-and-death issue. Being unseen or undervalued 
can feel like erasure, a form of death. So one thing we can do in 
our permaculture courses and gatherings is to invite, acknowl-
edge, and highlight the contributions of people of color. We can 
acknowledge the indigenous roots of many of our permaculture 
practices, and engage speakers, teachers, and presenters from 
under-represented communities.

Pandora Thomas, Earth Activist Training teacher, presenting.

Maladies of privilege

 Privilege can work in very subtle ways. One of them is what 
I call protagonitis—the assumption that the white person or the 
male is the lead role, the protagonist, in any story. Hollywood 
loves this—there are a lot of movies about the noble white 
teacher uplifting her poor ghetto students, very few about those 
ghetto folks uplifting themselves. In the permaculture world, 
where we often consult and work in communities different from 
our own, we must be especially careful to avoid this pattern. Our 
tools and insights will be better received if we approach com-
munities with respect, listen more than we talk, honor traditional 
wisdom, and appreciate the real, lived experiences of the people 
we hope to serve.

 We all get to be the star in our own lives. Indeed, that is one 
of the key changes the feminist movement has always fought 
for—that women get to play lead and not always be relegated to 
mere supporting roles.
 But when we go into someone else’s community, we are not 
the center of their story. Support can be a noble role. Think of 
Lord of the Rings—Frodo, the little hobbit, is the protagonist. 
He carries the ring. His supporters are far more powerful—wise 
wizards, magical elves, kings, and warriors. But they are not the 
protagonists. He is. They lend their power to his quest.
 When we step into someone else’s community, or support a 
struggle led by another group, we might be Gandalf, Aragorn, 
Galadriel, or Sam the gardener, but we need to remember who 
is carrying the ring. The story is not about us, and that’s okay. 
One of the best things we can do with privilege is to put it at the 
service of a quest led by those who have been most impacted 
by injustice. And we don’t have to feel hurt or defensive when 
someone says, “Hey, back off. This is my ring! Don’t try to 
snatch it!”
 There are other subtle ways that racism divides us. One 
is sheer unfamiliarity with another culture. “Culture” is still 
overwhelmingly white, male, and European—Black Studies, 
Women’s Studies, and Native American Studies are relegated 
to the sidelines, if they haven’t had their funding cut altogether. 
Few of us learn much about these cultures and heritages in 
school unless we take special courses or make special efforts, 
whereas black or Latino or Native American or Asian students 
learn a lot about European culture and white history. People of 
the dominant culture can be rich, successful, and socially promi-
nent without ever knowing a damn thing about African civiliza-
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someone else’s 
community, we are not 
the center of their story. 



DECOLONIZING PERMACULTURE  •  NOVEMBER 2015      41

tions or Spanish poetry. But to survive, to pass, and to succeed, 
people of color need to know European history and literature 
and speak standard English.
 Unfamiliarity can lead to curiosity. What does that hair feel 
like? A five-year-old might ask to touch it quite innocently. 
But those of us who are older need to be aware that curiosity 
can feel like intrusion, and that innocent statements can carry a 
heavy weight of historic entitlement. If I say to a black acquain-
tance, “I want to touch your hair!” or worse, reach out and grab 
a dreadlock without asking, my act carries with it the legacy of 
hundreds of years of white entitlement to black people’s bodies. 
Just as when a man wolf-whistles at a woman, he may be simply 
appreciative of her beauty, but his action reinforces thousands of 
years of men’s entitlement to judge and possess women’s bod-
ies.
 Unfamiliarity can also lead to discomfort and avoidance. 
Some of us might be lucky enough to grow up in diverse com-
munities with a wide range of friends of all different races 
and backgrounds. But many of us have not. Even in integrated 
schools and offices, people often socialize in segregated groups.
 Every culture, every group, has its own norms, its customs, 
its ways of relating, and its assumptions about how decent 
people behave. One way privilege operates is what I like to call 
normatitis—the assumption that the norms of my group are the 
norms for everyone, and anyone who doesn’t follow them is 

deviant. If I come from a dominant culture where emotion is 
suppressed and expression is constrained, someone who yells, 
cries, or complains will seem loud or uncouth or scary. 
 Learning about other cultures can help us avoid the assump-
tion that our way of looking at the world is the only way, the 
best way, or the more evolved way. 
 Norms are generally unspoken, and we are often not con-
scious of adapting to them. We get into the elevator, face the 
door, and don’t speak to the stranger next to us, automatically. 
Someone who gets into the elevator, turns to face other people, 
and stares at them will definitely be perceived as abnormal and 
possibly dangerous. 
 In our own communities, we have a lifetime to absorb the 
norms and adapt to them. But when we move into a different 
culture, we may not even recognize what the norms are nor be 

aware that we are violating them. A wise person watches, looks, 
and listens, and asks for help from cultural informants.
 A variation of normatitis is issueitis—assuming that the 
issues I care about should top everyone else’s agenda, often 
coupled with not knowing what other groups’ agendas might be, 
or dismissing their importance. 
 So, rather than always trying to drag people of color into 
supporting our programs or attending our conferences, we in 
the permaculture world might find out what issues are up in the 
communities around us, and show up to support them. That’s 
how we begin to build real relationships of mutuality.
 For people of color, hanging out with white people carries 
the risk of experiencing insensitivity and micro-aggressions, the 
little jabs that rip open the bigger scars. The subtler forms of 
prejudice, the unconscious assumptions, are often hard to iden-
tify in the moment and exhausting to experience. The burden of 
educating the ignorant can be a heavy one. So it is important for 
us to educate ourselves, our students and coworkers, and build 
into permaculture training an awareness of issues of oppression, 
power, and privilege.
 Well-meaning white people who first start to become aware 
of privilege and power issues can, however, become so excru-
ciatingly aware of race, so guilt-ridden, so hyper-conscious of 
everything they say, that they’re really no good to themselves or 
anybody else. This problem is especially severe if they develop 
a bad case of validitis: the need to have someone, anyone, of 
some other color than their own validate them as The Good 
White Person. Validitis in its most virulent form often mani-
fests in destructive forms of ‘calling out’—playing “gotcha!” 
and shaming any other white person who makes a questionable 
remark.
 We need to confront and educate one another when these 
more subtle aspects manifest themselves, but blaming, shaming, 
and humiliating white people isn’t going to undo racism, nor is 
it an effective educational technique. Intervening in an awkward 
moment can be tricky, especially for a teacher or facilitator who 
carries an added weight of authority and responsibility. The 
questions I ask myself in judging what to say and how to say it 
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Students at Maya Mountain Research Farm in Belize
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Pandora Thomas and Charles Williams, Earth Activist Training 
instructors.

are:
 “What can I say or do here that will further everyone’s learn-
ing—including my own?”
 “What can I say or do that will further the building of real 
relationships?”
 Nonetheless, bringing up these issues in a group is often 
a painful process, for it brings to the surface deep emotional 
wounds around value and self-worth. But if we are willing 
to confront that pain, we can move through it into a realm of 
deeper trust and broader learning.

Suggestions for moving forward

 So what’s a well-meaning white person to do? 
 There are many things those of us who carry privilege can 
do, and these suggestions are not new. We’ve been talking about 
them in progressive movements for as long as I’ve been around, 
which is a good half-century, and I’m sure the movements were 
talking about them before that.
● First, get comfortable in your own skin. Value yourself, not 
for your color or your ancestry or your background, but for your 
choices in life. That’s all we can really lay claim to! I’m aware 
this is more easily said than done, and can be a lifelong journey. 
But it’s where we have to begin—all of us of every color, gen-
der, and heritage. When we can value our own true worth, we 
can withstand the assaults we all suffer, and we have less need 
to look to others to validate us.
● Learn about your own heritage. ‘White’ isn’t just ‘white.’ 
It might be Irish, Italian, Basque, Lithuanian, Welsh, Serbian, 
or a myriad of other ethnic or tribal identities, all of which have 
histories and songs and stories of their own. Part of the price we 
pay for the benefits that whiteness confers is the erasure of these 
rich identities.
● Just as there is no white culture, there is truly no single 
overarching African culture or indigenous culture—there are 
thousands of different cultures and stories and ways of living. 
Learn something, as well, about other cultures and histories. 
Doing so will enrich your world, broaden your knowledge and 
perspectives, and can be a source of great pleasure. Read the 
literature, study the history, watch the films, listen to the music 
and dance the dances. Diversity is one of the core permaculture 
principles. The diversity of different myths, perspectives, and 
paradigms that characterize the cultures of the world can enrich 

our experience of life and increase our resilience. 
● Don’t confuse cultural learning and awareness with cultural 
appropriation, a very different thing. Learning comes from a 
humble place, appropriation from a place of entitlement and 
unawareness. If someone shares some aspect of their culture or 
teachings with you, it’s a precious gift. Give back! Come with 
respect, and don’t lay claim to what you haven’t earned. Learn 
about the real lives and current struggles of a culture, as well as 
the myths and ceremonies. Don’t adopt the costumes or trap-
pings without permission and a deep understanding of what lies 
beneath.
● Understand there is a difference between initiatory teachings 
and cultural offerings. One is reserved for those who commit 
to a path, the other is freely offered to the world. If you’re not 
sure, ask. Robin Wall Kimmerer, in Braiding Sweetgrass, tells 
how carefully she sought permission before writing about the 
Haudenosaunee Thanksgiving address. 
“…I am not a Haudenosaunee citizen or scholar—just a respect-
ful neighbor and listener. Because I feared overstepping my 
boundaries in sharing what I’ve been told, I asked permission to 
write about it and how it has influenced my own thinking. Over 
and over, I was told that these words were a gift of the Haudeno-
saunee to the world. When I asked Haudenosaunee faith keeper 
Oren Lyons about it, he gave his signature bemused smile and 

We’ve been waiting 500 
years for people to listen. 
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wouldn’t be in this mess. 
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want to take our course. Providing access isn’t always easy, but 
we have a moral and legal obligation.
 In addressing these challenging issues, we all make mistakes. 
We say things quite unintentionally that hurt peoples’ feelings or 
offend somebody. When someone tells us, we can learn to listen. 
We may or may not agree, but we can always listen respectfully 
and think about the critique. Sometimes the impact of our words 
is very different from our intention. Defending our intention 
is not the point, when something we’ve said or done has had a 
hurtful impact. Instead, we can apologize, forgive ourselves, and 
move on.
 These are painful times, but the very visibility of the pain 
carries with it the possibility to address it. If we are willing to 
look at these deep patterns that divide us, we can shift them and 
build a strong, broad, diverse movement that can bring the valu-
able skills and insights of permaculture to communities most in 
need of regenerative solutions.          ∆                                                                           

Starhawk is an author, activist, permaculture designer and 
teacher, and one of the most respected voices in modern God-
dess religion and earth-based spirituality. She is the author or 
coauthor of 12 books, including the classics The Spiral Dance 
and The Fifth Sacred Thing. Her latest is The Empowerment 
Manual: A Guide for Collaborative Groups, and forthcoming in 
the winter of 2015: City of Refuge, the long-awaited sequel to 
The Fifth Sacred Thing. Starhawk directs Earth Activist Train-
ing (www.earthactivisttraining.org), teaching permaculture 
design grounded in spirit and with a focus on organizing and 
activism. She travels internationally, lecturing and teaching 
on earth-based spirituality, the tools of ritual, and the skills of 
activism. Visit her web site: www.starhawk.org. On Facebook at 
www.facebook.com/pages/Starhawk/165408987031. On Twitter 
at: twitter.com/starhawk17. This article was first published in a 
slightly different form as “Fifty Shades of Racism” on Star-
hawk’s blog, July 14, 2015 (starhawk.org/50-shades-of-racism/).

said, “Of course you can write about it. It’s supposed to be 
shared, otherwise how can it work? We’ve been waiting 500 
years for people to listen. If they’d understood the Thanksgiving 
then, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
● Share resources. Share the spotlight. If your group, confer-
ence, or organization wants to be diverse, bring a diverse group 
of people together at the beginning. Don’t go to the one person 
of color you know three days before the conference and ask 
them to bring some others. Challenge the organizers of confer-
ences and gatherings that don’t represent diversity.

● Give recognition. Recognize that for people who have been 
made invisible, recognition is vitally important and healing. Be 
extra vigilant in giving credit where credit is due.
● Commit to educate other people of privilege. Don’t let the 
person in the target group bear the burden of all the conscious-
ness-raising that needs to be done. But be conscious and com-
passionate in the way you go about it. Shaming and blaming are 
never helpful ways of teaching, and if you are calling out others 
from an unacknowledged need to make yourself look good by 
comparison, you will only generate resistance. 
● Make your programs and offerings accessible. Earth Activ-
ist Training, the permaculture education non-profit that I direct, 
fundraises extensively so that we can offer Diversity Scholar-
ships to people of color on a pay-what-you-can basis. We offer 
many scholarships in each course, because the dynamics of the 
group change significantly when a third or more of the people 
in it are people of color. We provide a high level of financial 
support because we’ve learned that anything less simply doesn’t 
work for bringing in people of color. Partial scholarships, work 
trade, and sliding scales are important and valuable, and we 
offer them as well. But the demographics of our courses shifted 
only when we began offering full scholarships, specifically for 
people of color. I suspect the reason has as much to do with a 
sense of being truly welcomed as it does with financial need.

 We also mentor people of color to teach, to facilitate, to 
speak publicly and to take on positions of leadership in the per-
maculture world.
 Many additional sorts of access are important, as well. 
Child care can allow families and single parents to participate 
in courses. Rugged sites may be a barrier to those with physical 
challenges. Earth Activist Training is currently wrestling with 
the challenge of providing interpreters for deaf students who 

In addessing these 
challenging issues, 
we all make mistakes..... 
Defending our intention 
is not the point....

Thank you!
   Thanks to all the writers (and photographers) who 
contributed to #98, the third issue of Permaculture De-
sign. As sometimes happens, we received more articles 
than we could print—in this case, quite a few more. 
With permission of the authors, we are considering 
making these articles available on our website for sub-
scribers, as a Supplement to #98. So stay tuned—there’s 
more to come on Decolonizing Permaculture. If you 
regret letting the deadline pass you by, consider writing 
for the Supplement.
   As you may have noticed, we have begun a new 
Department to cover basic permaculture skills and 
practices. Inspired by Rico Zook’s “Basic Guild Pattern-
ing” (Pc. Activist #95) we feel it is important to offer 
something to our readers who are only beginning their 
journeys in regenerative practices. Thanks to Diana 
Sette and Michael Ford for writing the first two articles.
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sit in the center of a circle and speak to topics like, “What is the 
landscape for women in permaculture in our area?” Men silently 
witness this courageous sharing. These processes should be 
guided by experienced facilitators, and the men present should 
have time to debrief afterward with a facilitator.
● Be a “pattern-literate” systems thinker—understand feedback 
loops. 
 ○ Recognize vicious cycles: for example, “calling out” an 
“-ism” is met with defensiveness, unproductive reactions, and 
flaring tempers on both sides—causing relationships to erode. 
 ○ Listen and reflect to defuse situations before they spiral out 
of control; or take a break if things get heated, etc. 
 ○ Cultivate virtuous cycles: daylight underlying assumptions 
by “calling in” problematic behavior, practicing deep listen-
ing, and asking questions that help all parties better understand 
assumptions. Engage excellent facilitation and communication 
skills, and strengthen relationships.
 •Value and hone social permaculture skills (such as ef-

IN MY ARTICLE “A Pattern Language for Women in Perma-
culture” (Permaculture Activist #89, August 2013), each pat-
tern identified a core solution to a problem that undermines 

women’s full involvement and leadership in permaculture. Since 
then, I’ve been collecting best practices that support women’s 
participation in the permaculture community, so that we can 
move from discussion to effective action. These practices were 
identified by many people, from many places. I regret that it 
is impractical to list the names of all those who helped shape 
this document, and am grateful for the generous engagement of 
many contributors. This is a living document—your constructive 
feedback, amendments, and additions are welcome! Also, check 
out the online version of this article (seedsustainabilityconsult-
ing.com/best-practices-to-support-women-in-permaculture/) 
which contains lots of hyperlinks to resources [Editor: only key 
hyperlinks are reproduced here. We strongly encourage readers 
to consult the online article for more resources.]
 Please note: some practices require a high level of skill to 
facilitate optimal outcomes. Please “care for the people” by 
making sure you have the training and experience necessary to 
create safe spaces to explore and develop these practices.
 These best practices are outlined below under the corre-
sponding pattern from the original article. 
 In service to building “The Beloved Community” (www.
thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy#sub4), Karryn.

Pattern 1: Reflect upon, clarify, and evolve “mental models.”

● This systems thinking diagram (The Iceberg Model) shows 
that underlying any discrete event are patterns of behavior, that 
arise from the systemic structures that we create, which ulti-
mately emanate from our mental models. Mental models are 
often unstated assumptions that are the “sources of systems.” 
Dialog brings these paradigms to the surface—allowing us to 
reflect on them. Evolving our mental models is a key leverage 
point that can rapidly transform systems.
● Study the Gender Schemas Tutorials (www.hunter.cuny.
edu/gendertutorial/) to learn how subconscious beliefs hinder 
women’s progress in leadership roles.
● Counter gender schemas and other forms of “unconscious 
bias” by learning to be allies who co-create equitable environ-
ments (see Pattern 8).
● Learning about the systems of privilege and oppression is a 
life-long process. Host a study group on these topics in your lo-
cal permaculture community.
● Use and grow this resource list: permiesforequity.wordpress.
com/self-education-resources/. 
● Daylight what goes unseen. Host a fishbowl exercise in your 
local/regional permaculture community. In this exercise, women 

Best Practices to Support 
Women in Permaculture 
Karryn Olson-Ramanujan

www.donellameadows.org
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fective and compassionate communication, facilitation, and 
conflict resolution) as crucial parts of your “permaculture 
toolbelt.”

● Co-create “call-in” culture:
 ○ “There are ways of calling people out that are compassion-
ate and creative, and that recognize the whole individual instead 
of viewing them simply as representations of the systems from 
which they benefit.” Asam Ahmad  
 ○ “…when I see problematic behavior from someone who is 
connected to me, who is committed to some of the things I am, 
I want to believe that it’s possible for us to move through and 
beyond whatever mistake was committed.” Ngọc Loan Trần
● Jiggle mental models. Micro-affirmations, when part of an 
organization’s culture, counter “–isms,” and help people suc-
ceed. Male and female teachers can counter gender schemas 
with micro-affirmations for women. These small, appreciative 
acts not only block inequities, but can also reverse their negative 
effects, and model behavior that when replicated, creates a posi-
tive snowball effect. Some examples from the Gender Schema 
Tutorials: 
 ○ A woman who adopts “a friendly but assertive leadership 
role” receives “more negative facial expressions than their male 
colleagues.” This can affect how other people in the room view 
her, and erode the woman’s morale. 
 ▪ To help counteract such unconscious reactions from 
participants, make statements that show confidence in your 
female colleague’s competence.
 ▪ Are your body language and facial expressions engaged 
and affirming?

● Understand the role of benevolent sexism in gender inequality.
● Understand and dismantle “horizontal hostility,” a term coined 
by Florynce Kennedy in the 70s.
● Replace “guys” as the go-to word when you mean “people.” 
An option: What are you “gaias” doing?
● Value the work of people quietly organizing behind the scenes 
or implementing permaculture on the land. Develop “abundance 
models” to ensure that the foundational “weaving work” of 
organizers, care providers, and homesteading doesn’t remain 
invisible or unpaid.
● When you use a woman’s ideas, increase her visibility by 
attributing the idea to her—even more so if she is a woman of 
color. Statements said by a Black woman in a group discussion 
are least likely to be correctly attributed (1).
● Equally share in the “caring work” during a course—group 
facilitation, vibes watching, taking care of group process, and 
conflict management. Due to gender schemas, when women 
teachers do this, they can be subconsciously viewed by students 
as less competent in technical aspects of their professional work 
than their male colleagues.
● Women, let’s support each other to overcome our self-limiting 
beliefs:
 ○ Don’t assume that you aren’t good at something if you 
don’t catch on right away—read “The Trouble with Bright 
Girls” (www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-science-suc-
cess/201101/the-trouble-bright-girls).
 ○ Stand in the value of your work, solicit gigs, don’t under-

charge, and hone your negotiation skills—read Women Don’t 
Ask (2) and its companion book, Ask for It (3).

Pattern 2: Understand and advocate for the “30% Solution.”

● Understand why having 30% women in all levels of leader-
ship promotes systematic momentum towards parity for women, 
and provides better outcomes for organizations. 
● If women occupy fewer than 30% of leadership positions in 
your organization, educate others about the benefits of the 30% 
Solution. 
● Replace the question, “Who do I know?” with “Who don’t I 
know?” Invite capable women onto your teams. (Women, enter 
your info at www.wherearethewomeninpermaculture.com).
● Avoid the gender pay gap. Pay all employees according to 
skill, experience level, and results delivered. And, if it both-
ers you when a woman negotiates on her behalf, ask yourself: 
Would I react the same way if a man did the same? If yes, 
there’s probably a gender schema at play.

Pattern 3: Value diversity.

● Heterogeneous groups are more apt to make ethical decisions; 

Permaculture FEAST students repurpose a food storage con-
tainer to make a rain barrel at a permablitz. Credit: Roxanne 
Finn Matuszek
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studies also reveal that “diverse groups almost always outper-
form homogenous groups, even if the people in a homogenous 
group are more capable.” How will this information inform your 
board meetings, hiring, or programming?
● Implicit bias is defined as an unconscious attitude that affects 
our understanding, decisions, and behavior in ways we might 
not want. Bias gives rise to social patterns of inequity. Under-
stand bias in order to design for equity. See www.withinourlife-
time.net/ to understand implicit bias regarding race and ethnic-
ity. 
● To avoid “tokenism,” scholarships for people of color should 
fund two or three participants, ensuring that the people of color 
can find support in each other, and enriching the social permac-
ulture aspects of any training.
● We must be prepared to facilitate dynamics that may arise in 
more diverse groups. Our “toolbelts” should include facilitation, 
cultural competency, anti-bias trainings, conflict management, 
and non-violent communication. Note that these skills help any 
group work better together. Which skills can you develop fur-
ther? How can we embed these skills in teacher trainings?

Pattern 4: Intersectional identities matter.

● Women in permaculture come from varied economic back-
grounds, gender identities, sexual orientations, education levels, 
ethnicities, abilities, etc. As a result, different types of discrimi-
nation interact to form very different experiences and perspec-
tives that are critical to our understanding of the dynamics of 
oppression. Host conversations that explore intersectionality (a 
term coined by law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw in the 80s) in 
permaculture. 
● Understand that people who have been historically marginal-
ized “swim” in the dominant culture and may prefer, at times, to 
relate with others who share their common experience—so they 
can focus on their own solutions instead of educating folks from 
the dominant group about the validity of their experience. This 
is holarchy at work, because the self-determination and libera-
tion of any constituency better supports the entire system toward 
collective liberation.
● The “recruitment model” where one enlists some Women/Af-
rican Americans/First Nations People/Rural Poor/LGBTQ folks 
onto a board or project is a way in which privileged folks often 
reproduce dynamics of oppression. Instead, respect the leader-
ship of people who can best develop solutions that are most 
relevant for their communities. Healthy systems are built upon 

Connect the dots between 
permaculture and 
social justice locally...
and globally.

relationships, so follow their leadership, practice humility as a 
support person, and earn trust. Then, inquire where you can be 
of service with your permaculture skills.
● Connect the dots between permaculture and social justice 
locally (food dignity, food systems, systemic inequalities, 
violence, etc.) and globally (sustainable development, human 
rights, climate justice, etc.).
● How do we connect with international women who don’t have 
the Internet or the resources to travel outside their communities? 
If you have the benefit of travelling abroad, inquire if folks there 
would like to connect with the wider permaculture network, and 
facilitate those connections. 
● Don’t assume everyone in permaculture is okay with hugs, 
substance use, bare feet, informality, mixed gender groups, or 
unwashed bodies. 
● If you are a guest in another community, be culturally compe-
tent and find a good balance between your own expression and 
the cultural norms.
● People from historically marginalized populations may 
experience stress when in circles occupied mostly by people of 
dominant groups—especially if these groups are unaware about 
dynamics of oppression. One study shows links between racial 
discrimination, stress, and health. By the same token, another 
study finds, “Women who work in male-dominated occupa-
tions face challenges that differ from those who work in more 
gender-balanced and female-dominated occupations. These 
challenges affect their retention and career success.” A key point 
of intervention is thoughtful design of events, organizations, and 
processes, which can greatly reduce the impact of such stressors. 
See Pattern 8 for more information.
● Improve Accessibility.
 ○ Replace the term “disabled” with “differently abled.” 
 ○ Note that some folks are differently abled in ways that are 
visible, others in ways that are not visible; and some folks don’t 
want to identify themselves as needing accommodation.
 ○ To address this, appoint an Accessibility Point Person and 
invite all participants to share their accessibility needs before 
your event, so that accommodations can be made.
 ○ At event openings, create space for the Accessibility Point 
Person to brief the group on accommodations, and to invite any 
new requests. This builds a culture of inclusion from the outset. 
 ○ Universal design that accommodates “differently abled” 
folks increases the quality of experience for everyone. For ex-
ample:
▪ Are venues wheelchair accessible?
▪ Reserve a few seats up front for people who need to be 
closer to participate fully.
▪ Strive to provide and fund support for visually or hearing-
challenged participants. 
▪ Consider a “scent-free” policy so that chemically sensi-
tive folks will be comfortable at your event, and distribute a 
“scent-free primer” with registration materials.

● Reconsider the gender binary. During introductions, people 
can share their names and preferred pronouns. This crafts 
welcoming language. Also, the Northeastern Women’s Gather-
ings invite folks who are “women-identified, or female assigned 
at birth.” However, the wording is unwieldy to use repeatedly 
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throughout this lengthy “Best Practices” text! Can you suggest a 
solution?
● LGBTQ folks invite the permaculture movement to question 
“heteronormative” assumptions.
● Value elders’ wisdom! Also, welcome those new to permacul-
ture to the center of our circles—we can learn a lot from them! 
● For more information on becoming better allies, see Pattern 8.

Pattern 5: Mentoring is key to building women’s leadership.

● Make sure you have women on your teaching team, and invite 
them to teach as much science/technical/math-heavy content as 
men. 
● When students are learning “technical” skills, using tools, 
or building things, make sure women get equal time, or have 
optional small-group learning opportunities for beginners with 
mentors who encourage them to struggle toward mastery.
● Discern, design, and replicate “abundance models.” Lots of 
women report doing great work in permaculture, but not earning 
enough to support their Beloveds, nor finding time for self-care. 
This happens often because permaculture entrepreneurs need 
business models, but often don’t resonate with “business as 

usual.” 
● Many professional women in permaculture mentor other 
women. Mentors and mentees are encouraged to develop 
mutually beneficial relationships that compensate mentors, and 
ensure high-quality experiences for mentees.
● Showcase women professionals in permaculture who cre-
ate thriving livelihoods based on permaculture ethics. Write a 
profile of a woman who made a difference on your permaculture 
path. 
● Consider trainings for women by women. Do they provide 
higher quality learning outcomes for the women served? Evalu-
ate! Improve!

Pattern 6: Value “archetypically feminine” ways of leading.

● Valorize (to give or ascribe value or validity to) “archetypical-
ly feminine” qualities, such as collaboration, empathy, transpar-
ency, etc. They are not only the foundation of effective social 
permaculture, but are leadership skills for the 21st century. 
These qualities are inherent in all humans, and sexism hurts men 
by demeaning their archetypically feminine qualities.
● Recognize, reward, and develop these qualities in yourself and 
others.
● Enable people to get relief from nurturing and caring work.
● Honor risk-taking around vulnerability and authenticity so that 
more folks can show up that way.

● Note that archetypically feminine characteristics are not lim-
ited to receptivity and nurturing, but include fierceness.
● Develop and share “abundance models” for fields often filled 
by women: childcare, nutrition, medicinals, kitchen gardens, 
flowers, solar kitchens, aesthetics, etc.
● For example, let’s share the burden of developing financially 
sustainable models for permaculture education and organizing, 
so that mothers and families can attend. Use established local, 
licensed, nature-based caregivers for children, who are paid a 
generous living wage. Keep the costs for childcare low through 
these strategies:
 ○ childcare is provided cooperatively with parents and 
non-parents in situations that are safe for the children (who are 
always with at least two adults, or professional care providers)
 ○ the larger group shares the cost of childcare, as well as the 
responsibility to incorporate them in educational models.

Pattern 7: Nurture women’s leadership through women’s 
gatherings.
 
● Create and attend regular local, regional, and national gath-
erings for women to discuss challenges and solutions, and to 
network and build relationships.
● Cross-pollinate between women’s gatherings.
● Use these gatherings to co-determine our futures regionally, 
nationally, and internationally by creating policy for voluntary 
adoption by permaculture organizations.
● Consider audio/visual/internet options that allow virtual 
participation, to increase accessibility and decrease carbon 
footprints. This must be balanced with the need to create safe 

Cross-pollinate between 
women’s gatherings.

100% Responsiveness
Uma Lo

 Speaking up about any transgression is a contribution to 
the health of the space, because each instance that goes unad-
dressed reinforces a system that shames women for wanting 
to be whole, to be seen, understood, and respected. At the 
same time, this approach makes room for restorative respons-
es that generate more transparency, connection, and learning. 
The intention is to generate actual shifts of behavior and to 
build dialogue and a sense of shared holding into the system. 
In some instances, it could take less than a minute to say 
something like: “There’s something in what you said about 
‘x’ that I think could be commonly interpreted or experienced 
as painful by people who have experienced ‘x.’ I want to 
acknowledge this, because I felt some discomfort or concern 
about people in the room being hurt by it and didn’t want to 
let it go unsaid, and I want to shed light on it, so that those 
who were not aware of this before can hear that saying some-
thing like this can impact people and create an unwelcoming 
space, even unintentionally.” In some cases, this approach 
could take more energy and thinking to implement than the 
status quo, but with more transformational outcomes.           ∆
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containers for deep sharing. 
● Organizing gatherings is a lot of work! Develop “abundance 
models” that reward these vital efforts.
● Avoid overworking: host local slumber parties to bond over 
fun and mutual interests.

Pattern 8: Be an ally—provide structural solutions and skill-
ful interventions.

 The pamphlet “Privilege and Allyship” from the Multicul-
tural Resource Center at Oberlin College defines an ally as “a 
member of the ‘dominant’ or ‘majority’ group who questions 
or rejects the dominant ideology and works against oppression 
through support of, and as an advocate with, or for, the op-
pressed population” (new.oberlin.edu/dotAsset/2012201.pdf).
● Sexual harassment is illegal. If you don’t have policies in 
place to prevent harassment, this can expose your organization 
to serious risk. In this problem is the solution: design welcoming 
and inclusive environments for all. 
● When training teachers, have a code of conduct that includes 
teachers refraining from romantic involvement with a student 
during a course.
● Men are requested to take an active role in development, com-
munication, and enforcement of anti-harassment policies. 
● Consider taking a “100% responsiveness” approach (sidebar). 
● Don’t communicate your harassment policies in ways that 
make people feel scrutinized or “bad.” Instead, share best prac-
tices that create safe space for everyone, clarify expectations, 
and build community: Starhawk suggests that folks set a tone 
early in classes or gatherings by 
 ○ acknowledging that it’s normal for humans to be attracted 
to each other, and that sexuality is a normal part of life; and that 
healthy boundaries build relationship and safety; 
 ○ brainstorming agreements with the group like “no means 
no, and yes means yes,” or “ask permission before a hug;” and
 ○ inviting people who can offer support around these topics 
to self-identify. 
● Nurture organizational culture and language that honors the 
humanity of men. Dispel the stereotype that talking about sex-
ism equal male-bashing. 
● At the same time, if an offense occurs, women need spaces 
(perhaps women-only?) to speak their experiences—including 
expressing anger and frustration—and to be fully seen. Create 
containers for this: participation would be voluntary and charac-
terized by deep listening and witnessing; not analyzing, fixing, 
or giving advice.
● If you witness offensive talk or inappropriate actions, practice 
being an active bystander—signal that norms of respect and 

inclusivity are to be taken seriously. 
● Read “Here’s Why ‘Good Looking’ is Wrong and Damaging” 
so you understand that calling attention to a woman’s appear-
ance, even positively, undermines her professional credibility 
(www.motherjones.com/kevin-drum/2013/04/heres-why-good-
looking-wrong-and-damaging).
● Celebrate allies. 
● If women are requested to pee outdoors, provide dignified 
“pee spots” or even “pee palaces” that have a bed of carbon-rich 
material to capture the urine. This makes it possible for women 
to urinate outdoors without hunting for a long time for a private 
spot. Many women also won’t pee outdoors during their moon 
cycles unless they feel their privacy is ensured. This is also a 
great universal design option because some men also prefer to 
pee more discretely. Consider accessibility issues, too.
● Normalize conversations around women’s cycles—during 
long courses at PDCs where many women come together in 
close connection with nature, their cycles may shift… make 
available in toilet areas “moon time” supplies, and discuss 
openly your preferred methods for disposal on site.
● Choose event venues thoughtfully. Will women feel secure in 
your secluded campground? Will people of color feel vulnerable 
driving to your rural site?
● Because permaculture gatherings provide lots of “edge,” they 
are opportunities for folks from privileged groups to learn about 
oppression. The People of Color Caucus and their Allies at the 
2014 North American Permaculture Convergence (NAPC) is-
sued these (and other) resolutions and requests:
 ○ Allies who have done significant work regarding racism, 
classism, sexism, heterosexism, gender identity, etc., can pro-
vide key support by bridging social interactions, and acting as a 
buffer so that people of color / women / etc. won’t be expected 
to always be available to educate about “their people.”
 ○ Folks willing to engage in dialog about a particular -ism 
can self-identify by wearing an armband or button. This allows 
the larger group to direct questions to them when “on duty,” 
but there is also the option to go “off-duty” (by taking off the 
armband) and get a breather for self-care.           ∆                                                                                                                          

Karryn Olson-Ramanujan is a lead teacher and founding board 
member of the Finger Lakes Permaculture Institute. She works 
as a permaculture designer through her business, SEED Sus-
tainability Consulting, where she also coaches women to Grow 
their Thrivelihoods as “permapreneurs” dedicated to co-creat-
ing our regenerative future through socially conscious ecopre-
neurship. Email her: karryn@seedsustainabilityconsulting.com.

Notes

1. Sesko AK, Biernat M. Prototypes of race and gender: the 
invisibility of black women. J Exp Social Psych 46: 356-360 
(2010). 
2. Babcock, Linda & Sara Laschever. Women Don’t Ask: Nego-
tiation and the Gender Divide. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press (2003).
3. Babcock, Linda & Sara Laschever. Ask for It: How Women 
can Use the Power of Negotiation to Get What They Really 
Want. New York: Bantam (2008).
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Colonized Mind spreads. The oppressors dehumanize those they 
oppress, as well as themselves, through their acts of inhumanity. 
Many of those oppressed become oppressors so as not to be at 
the very bottom of this pecking order.
 Throughout history, many have chosen to help the oppressors 
to avoid the worst punishments and to try and raise themselves 
and their families in the power structure where status equals 
power. Slave overseers, native police forces or military guides, 
concentration camp or POW inmates who help their guards, 
colonized peoples, peasants, or indentured servants who became 
slave owners or members of colonizing armies—history is full 
of examples of this frenzied clamber to the top, stepping on each 
others’ faces trying not to be trampled ourselves. Underneath us 
all, and at the base of the colonial hierarchy, is Earth.
 In his classic essay “The Land Ethic,” Aldo Leopold retells 
the story of Odysseus’ homecoming after his two decade-long 
absence. After clearing his house of usurping interlopers trying 
to marry his wife and steal his kingdom, he takes the unfaith-
ful slave girls of his household out back and hangs them: “This 
hanging involved no question of propriety. The girls were 
property. The disposal of property was then, as now, a matter of 
expediency, not of right and wrong.”
 This story is shocking to us, as it should be. The idea of dis-
posing of people as property repels most of us. Yet, owning land 
as “property” and doing with it what we will is common and 
usually accepted without question. It is the basis of our entire 
legal system. 

Colonialism Diminishes Us All
Joel Glanzberg

The most potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the 
mind of the oppressed.—Steve Biko

THE UNSEEN IS ALWAYS MORE POWERFUL than 
the seen. Small changes in the underlying patterns can 
have large effects, whether it is in our DNA, our culture, 

or in our minds. This is why design is such an effective place to 
work and why permaculture can be so powerful. It is also why 
colonization is so insidious. It may be controlling us without our 
ever knowing. 
 Colonialism diminishes us all. Whatever side of the dualistic 
power dynamic we happen to be on at the moment, colonialism 
is dehumanizing. It is a fragmenting force, dismantling ecosys-
tems and communities, and separating us from one another, as 
well as from pieces of ourselves. It replaces the delicate patterns 
of life with the structures of power and the logic of control. Its 
impacts can be seen everywhere we look, particularly in our 
hearts and minds.

 Brazilian educator Paulo Freire coined the phrase, “the colo-
nized mind,” to describe the mental outlook that creates, is cre-
ated by, and continues the oppressions of colonization. This way 
of seeing has two main points: hierarchies of power are natural 
and inevitable, and its corollary, that we all deserve whatever 
we get—our place is a result of our efforts or origins. This is the 
source of such ideas as the divine right of kings, natural slavery, 
the myth of wealth deriving from inborn abilities and hard work 
and poverty being the result of laziness and lack of self-control, 
and the inferiority or superiority of different races, religions, 
families, tribes, sexes, etc. 
 Its effects can be seen most clearly not only in the multi-
directional self-hatred of so many of us humans, but in the ter-
rible reversals following many liberation movements, where the 
recently oppressed simply flip the power-structure, and become 
oppressors themselves, often worse than those they replaced. 
Just think about the reign of terror that followed the French 
Revolution or the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia.
 If our only options are to be on either the top or the bot-
tom, most of us will opt to be on top if we can. This is how the 

The European “discovery” of America is an example of an 
underlying paradigm in our culture. “Discovery of the Mis-
sissippi” by William Henry Powell (1823-1879) is a Romantic 
depiction of Hernando de Soto’s seeing the Mississippi River 
for the first time. It hangs in the Rotunda of the US Capitol in 
Washington, DC.None but ourselves can 

free our minds. 
- Bob Marley
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 Telling this story in the context of a land ethic, Leopold is 
trying to show us that owning land and claiming the right to 
dispose of it as we will is as outrageous as owning people. This 
idea may be the root of our problems, as Leopold continues, “…
owning land and claiming the right to dispose of it as we will is 
as outrageous as owning people.”
 Re-reading this essay, I defensively thought, “yeah, but 
I’m nice to my land. I take good care of it and don’t mine it or 
abuse it like other people do. It is an economic necessity for me 
and my family.” Quickly, though, I realized that I was almost 
certainly repeating the words of many slave-owners throughout 
history when confronted with their own entitlement. It helped 
me to see that I, too, accepted without questioning the basic idea 
of ownership that separated me from the living land and dimin-
ished me as a human being.

 Owning and ruling over land is the point of colonialism and 
empire. Imperialism is the taking possession of land regard-
less of who lives there. To own anything and possess the power 
to treat it as we please separates us from it and so from a part 
of ourselves—no matter if we are crofters, homesteaders, or 
permaculturists. Ownership is the root of colonialism and is the 
fatal flaw in our democracy.
 In the conclusion to his landmark book A People’s History 
of the United States, historian Howard Zinn paints a troubling 
picture of how the middle class acts as the imprisoning guards 
of the poor. Scared to lose the little they have worked so hard to 
own, they protect legal property rights and thereby the massive 
ownership of the wealthy. In this way, we ensure that this system 
of inequality continues. Each level of the hierarchy oppresses 
those below to keep itself from falling any further even if this is 
not its conscious intention. This is a system that was designed 
and, once we are aware of it, one that can be redesigned. 
 This is the power of permaculture design. Its purpose lies 
in observing the organizing patterns of complex communities 

and designing the small changes that initiate effective systemic 
change processes. Without such systemic change, everything we 
do is lipstick on a pig. It will not spread very far and certainly 
will not make a lasting difference. It will remain a quaint, 
unthreatening, marginal alternative for those of us privileged 
enough to have access to land and the time or money to engage 
in it. 
 It has the potential to do much more than that, and we are in 
dire need of what it can do. We all know where we are headed if 
we do not shift the patterns of the systems that control us, both 
internally and externally. It is essential that we work in the most 
effective ways and the most effective places. This always means 
shifting the underlying patterns that determine everything. 
 Systems thinker Donnella Meadows tells us that the most 
effective place to work on any system lies in changing its 
foundational paradigm. Paradigm change is where permaculture 
excels. Just think of your own PDC. The whole point has always 
been not in teaching information or skills for their own sake, but 
learning how to change paradigms. This is why permaculture is 
an observation- and pattern-based design system. 
 The metapattern of permaculture is to observe the patterns of 
how living systems work and design small, leveraged interven-
tions to shift these underlying patterns—and through them, the 
system and all its manifestations. This is true for planting seed-
balls, prescribed burns, making sourdough bread, swaling, pond 
building, rotational grazing, revolving loan funds, and even the 
PDC itself. They are all meant to be small well-placed actions 
that redirect natural forces in regenerative directions. The real 
skill lies in the seeing-designing where, when, and how. 
 The aim has always been to use the garden as a place to learn 
how to see and design these acupuncture-like interventions so 
that we can bring this mind and these eyes to the task of chang-
ing the patterns and systems at the root of our problems.
 This is the “least change for the greatest effect.” Here is 
where effective change efforts need to be designed to work: on 
the systems level. Everything else is simply redecorating the 
existing power-structures, including especially designing physi-
cal structures that can be owned. We can do little else unless we 
become aware of our colonized minds and continue to grow our 
natural minds—the minds of free whole humans in an undivided 
living world—and realize that shifting underlying patterns cre-
ates the conditions for the emergence of worlds and yields we 
can never imagine or control. This is our work.   ∆                                                                             

Joel Glanzberg is a long-time permaculturist (see Gaia’s 
Garden). The integration of permaculture, tracking, and Living 
Systems Thinking, as three doors into the world of patterns, has 
consumed him for over a decade. A partner in Regenesis (www.
regenesisgroup.com) and a mentor with the Tracking Project 
(www.thetrackingproject.org), he tries to be a good husband and 
father. For more information, visit www.patternmind.org.

“We need to do more 
than just grow our own 
vegetables. We need to 
examine the roots of the 
problems of world hunger 
and resource depletion 
and make big changes 
in the prevailing financial 
system.”      - Bill Mollison

Let us support you! 
Send us notice of your events and calendar 

items to: 
events@permaculturedesignmagazine.com.
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TWO MEN OF EUROPEAN ANCESTRY observed 
patterns in indigenous cultures, developed a body of ideas, 
and started a movement on Aboriginal land: Permaculture.

 Why is it important to make this statement? Because many 
of you who are reading this article are white men. Embedded in 
the founding cultural memes of permaculture is a Eurocentric, 
patriarchal way of doing things: teaching, talking, leading, acting, 
and relating. And it is likely that you forgot, as I did for a long 
time, so here is a reminder for all of us.
 Being a white man myself, I’ve come to realize this is a 
problem for the permaculture movement (at least from my 
perspective in the Northeast US). Because I like the permaculture 
design system, respect the permaculture people I’ve met and 
worked with, and believe finding solutions is key to creating a 
diverse, abundant, ecological future, I felt it was important to 
assess the situation, and then turn challenges into opportunities.
 While my mind was already on the impacts of racism and 
sexism in the wider world, the mainstream media was reporting on 
the police killing of Michael Brown and subsequent community 
outrage in Ferguson, MO. I participated in a local march organized 
by the Black Lives Matter movement. I noticed my own racism 
when interacting with people of color, and I began to recognize 
my ignorance regarding the “whiteness” of permaculture.

 Meanwhile, I continued to realize that women are a powerful 
and influential leading force in permaculture, yet the majority 
of the mainstream leadership are men. How are my actions, 
decisions, and teaching style helping or impacting the important 
work that women are doing in permaculture? How can I become 
more informed and support women leaders?

Personal accountability to self

 ... An idea started to form. I knew I wasn’t the only one who 
was considering these issues. Might a good starting point be to 
have a conversation—a conversation with my white male peers 
in permaculture? Might our fellowship empower our actions in 
permaculture and the wider world?
 This article is a report of enacting such an idea. Eight of us 

Isn’t permaculture an 
implicitly progressive 
community? Why didn’t 
anyone tell me about 
these probelms before? 

A Workshop Report
In Support of Women & POC in Permaculture
Jonathan Bates

came together as “Men in Support of Women and People of Color 
in Permaculture” [note: although all of us were born male, one of 
us does not identify as a man].
 I envisioned the conversation as a workshop where we could 
exchange ideas, learn from each other, tell our stories, and be 
close when feelings came up.
 The project started in January 2015 when I reached out to as 
many white men in my permaculture network as I thought might 
be interested. I also realized that reaching out, listening to, and 
connecting with women would support our best thinking.
 I sent out a few emails with ideas of how the workshop might 
go, with a meeting date, and received much interest and feedback. 
Taking that information, I crafted an agenda for a March 21, 2015 
meeting. We incorporated two very powerful outcomes into the 
workshop that came from this process.
 First, I invited my friend Rafter Ferguson to present his work 
with Liberation Ecology, looking at the evidence of global racism 
through a permaculture lens, as well as presenting some personal 
strategies permaculturists can incorporate into their work to 
eliminate racism.
 Second, I invited women permaculture leaders within my 
network to contribute their stories of being women in a male-
dominated movement, then anonymously read these stories 
during the workshop.

Workshop participants start with self-reflection, engage in 
dialogue with each other, and listen to other voices, to begin the 
process of changing their own culturally inherited attitudes and 
behaviors.
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11:10  women stories discussion…questions: How 
can we think better as men in these situations? What 
stood out for you  from these stories?
12:00  LUNCH, group picture
1:00  Rafter Ferguson pre-recorded presentation
1:30  pair share: what came up for you listening to 
this?
1:40  presentation discussion, including the 
following questions: How can we think better as men 
in these situations? What stood out for you from these 
stories? How do the patterns of oppression differ for 
sexism and racism?
2:30  sharing resources/experiences regarding 
racism and sexism and permaculture/wider world: 
books, articles, events
2:40  where do we go from here, discussion/next 
steps
3:30  closing appreciations, new thought you had, 
see you next time

 We all learned a lot from this experience, including some 
significant “aha moments:”

● “For the first time, I could feel the isolation and the 
discouragement of a woman required to work within a 

Let’s do it

 Once the date was set and the agenda created, we found a 
venue (rented space in a local women-owned cooperative diaper-
cleaning service). A core group of men registered, and the 
workshop was ready to run! We decided to co-facilitate together 
(time keeper, main facilitator, note taker/scribe) and set meeting 
guidelines to encourage a safe space. The following was the “arc 
of the day:”

10:00 start with a big welcome, review the day, 
space logistics, introductions
10:20 group guidelines: cell phones off, no side 
conversations, step up/step back, confidentiality, agree 
to disagree, experience discomfort, accept and expect 
non-closure, speak your truth
10:30  two minute listening exchanges (pair share): 
earliest memory of being hurt as a young person 
(teased, sent to your room, beat up, called a name)
10:40  share reading the women in permaculture 
stories
11:00  pair share: what came up for you listing to 
these stories?

Personal Account by workshop participant Keith Zaltzberg
 Like most of the men I’ve learned from and worked with in the permaculture world over the last 15 years, I like to think of 
myself as a feminist and proactive supporter of women. I also know that I grew up and live in a sexist culture that has marked the 
way I think about and interact with the world. So, when I was invited to join a group of white men wrestling with our own sexism 
and how we can be better allies to our female permaculture colleagues, I jumped at the chance.
 I was eager to learn and talk about the legacy of sexism cemented into permaculture’s foundation, and the work needed to 
build a more equitable footing. With the ‘solution-oriented’ paradigm of a permaculturist, I looked forward to conducting an 
analysis of the existing conditions and identifying concrete actions I could take to help make change (all in the course of one day). 
Within moments of completing our opening ‘bro-around,’ I realized that, before springing into action, I needed to apply a core 
permaculture principle: Observe and interact.
 A number of our female colleagues were generous enough to share written accounts of their experiences teaching, designing, 
and collaborating with men in permaculture. The stories they shared recounted experiences of being hit on, belittled, and excluded 
from decision-making bodies. As leaders, many were spoken over by their male counterparts, or were told their methods of 
communication or teaching were ineffective or too ‘emotional.’
 As I listened to these disturbing stories of the extra burdens women (and other genders and people of color) face standing up 
as leaders, pursuing knowledge, and just living life, I was shocked and outraged that this was happening in OUR community, and 
that I am not hearing about this ALL of the time. Why are these other guys such unaware jerks? Isn’t permaculture an implicitly 
progressive community? Why didn’t anyone tell me about these problems before?
 One thread that ties all of these questions together for me is silence. Because permaculture has people care and fair share as 
underlying ethics, I believed that we could just focus on polyculture design, rather than culture repair; that we never needed to 
talk about social dynamics, or power and privilege. I had never interrupted another man engaged in a sexist behavior or been 
interrupted myself. 
 Why weren’t people talking about this all the time? Maybe it’s because I’m not asking. I realized, that in all of the years I’ve 
been working in permaculture, I had never asked anyone “how is this going for you as a women operating in a sexist culture?” or 
“how is it working with me? Could I do anything better?” 
 Through the conversation with the other guys at this session, as well as reflection on conversations I’ve had with women 
colleagues over the years, I realized my first steps were to apply more ‘thoughtful and protracted observation’ to gender dynamics 
in my own working relationships, to bring the curiosity I have about production systems and ecosystems to social systems. To talk 
less, ask more questions, and listen carefully.
 Next steps for me: observe and interact.
1. Ask and listen.
2. Cultivate the courage to interrupt oppressive behavior when it is happening, in real time.
3. Get behind a specific woman or group and support their leadership.
4. Be more vulnerable with other men.
5. Confront my sexist patterns.
6. Raise personal and community awareness of exclusive and disempowering patterns.     ∆
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male-dominated culture in order 
to do the work she wants to do in 
the world.”
● “How the bucolic setting 
of a traditional PDC (rural 
homestead, retreat center, 
farm, camping, etc.) can 
be an altogether unsettling 
environment for some women 
and people of color, especially 
those folks coming from more 
urban centers. A woman staying 
alone in a tent may have to deal 
with the fear of being prone to 
assault in such a vulnerable and 
exposed sleeping situation, while 
people of color may have trouble 
navigating the traditionally racist 
landscape of America’s back 
road towns and rural byways.”
● “It was surprising how new 
some of this work is to so 
many. On reflection, I wonder 
about people’s identities, and 
how large a part of each of our 
identities is ‘permaculturist’ 
and how much is ‘anti-racist’ or 
‘feminist.’ Like many a permie, I 
want to cross-pollinate my whole 
life, and bring permaculture, 
anti-oppression work, affordable 
holistic healthcare, anarchism 
and anti-capitalism, and a slew 
of other things to anyone and 
everyone.”
● “That there are other people 
thinking about and working 

on these issues, and working 
together is more empowering 
than working alone.” 

 We agreed to the following next steps 
as a group:

● Share resources as we come 
across them.
● Write a report of our workshop 
for Permaculture Design (what 
you’re reading now).
● Continue the great work we’re 
already doing.
● Help market Lisa DePiano and 
Pandora Thomas’ “Permaculture 
Teacher Training for Women.”
● Meet again in the next few 
months to continue to build 
relationships.

 Most who attended this workshop are 
directly engaged with permaculture in 
some way and have already committed to 
becoming conscious about their whiteness 
and sexism, and being active allies with 
women and people of color.
 Permaculture’s ethic of People Care 
includes building good relationships 
with people. To create fertile ground for 
lasting strong relationships, we must 
break through our fears and assumptions, 
and listen to and respect the experiences 
of people different than ourselves. 
Personally, I believe that if racism and 
sexism are not eliminated, and if this 
project is not a priority, then creating 
a diverse, abundant, ecological future 
will not be possible. I hope you take 
this reminder to heart, and join me in 

becoming part of the solution.
 If you’re wondering where you might 
start, try these directions I use myself 
(thanks, Rafter Ferguson):

1. When confronted about my 
sexism or racism, I no longer 
take it personally.
2. I also listen to what the person 
says, take it seriously, and 
change my behavior.
3. Such action is challenging, yet 
I continue moving toward my 
growing edge.
4. Practicing self-care and 
getting support from friends and 
family helps too.                ∆                                                              

Jonathan Bates has been learning, 
thinking, and teaching ecologically for 
two decades. He’s co-created dozens of 
thriving farms and gardens in the CT 
River Valley. He helped start and is a 
board member of the Apios Institute, a 
farmer with Nuestras Raices, Inc., and 
a contributing author of the award-
winning Paradise Lot: Two Plant Geeks, 
One-Tenth of an Acre, and the Making 
of an Edible Garden Oasis in the City. 
Additionally he is a founder and design 
teacher with Permaculture FEAST (For 
Ecological And Social Transformation). 
Jonathan loves sharing his passion 
for life with friends and family, and 
working with folks to better the world 
we live in. You can learn more about 
him, and his regenerative business at 
FoodForestFarm.com.

Reviews
Pass the Pork Belly
Review by Peter Bane

REBECCA THISTLETHWAITE
& JIM DUNLOP
The New Livestock Farmer
The business of raising and 
selling ethical meat
Chelsea Green. White River Jct., VT. 
2015.
321 pp. paper. illus. color plates. 
$29.95.

THIS IS A SOW’S EAR-TO-OXTAIL 
kind of book, or really two, about an 

ecosystem of ethical meat production, 
processing, and enjoyment emerging in 
the US. With all due respect, it virtually 
reviews itself with a bold four-fold 
statement of its purpose set out at the 
beginning. Broadly covering the triple-
bottom line of people (and animals), 
profit, and planet, or if you like, soil, soul 
(as in body-and-soul), and salary, it’s fair 
to say the book delivers.
 The married authors are a can-do 
pair—she a food and farm business 
consultant, he an ex-Marine—whose 
focus virtually jumps off the page. 
Despite the lead author’s name which 
seems to roll right out of the Vermont 
hills inhabited by their publisher, this 

couple are California transplants to 
Oregon where they have access to the 
sophisticated markets and food culture of 
Portland.
 The book’s first six chapters—its first 
half by length—review the landscape of 
this new ecosystem and the raising of 
poultry, sheep and goats, pigs, cattle, and 
exotics—rabbits, bison, elk, and deer. 
Like the nutrients in healthy meat, the 
information in these chapters—indeed in 
the whole book—is dense. From breed 
selection through slaughter and post-
harvest processing, the book covers most 
of what the beginning farmer or would-be 
farmer needs to know about the animals 
and their requirements: reproduction, 
birthing or incubation, growth, feeds, 
nutrition, behavior, housing and pasture 
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conditions, health, diseases, and 
veterinary needs, fencing, predators, body 
modifications. What’s not in here, you 
probably won’t need for a while.
 The miracle of this book, however, is 
not in its farming knowledge, which is 
considerable, but in the seven chapters 
at the back of the book (the cart behind 
the horse, or is it the other way around?) 
that make sense of the invisible landscape 
of regulation, slaughter, butchering, 
marketing, sales, packaging, labeling, 
pricing, and financial management. 
Three appendices drop in some rather 
practical tips on biosecurity, processing 
rules, and simple meat-cutting. Aye, yi, 
yi… It should be little wonder that meat 
raising and sale has been the toughest nut 
to crack in the journey to regenerate the 
food system. The extent of knowledge 
required to safely and legally negotiate 
the journey from pasture to table is no 
small mountain to climb. But the rewards 
are significant. More than half of US farm 
income derives from the sale of meat. 

Not for nothing has the industry become 
concentrated in the none-too-tender hands 
of only four packers. There’s gold in them 
thar’ hills. 
 Restoring the health and communities 
of rural America requires this kind of 
knowledge put to work. Farmers and 
ranchers have got to get smart and 
smarter if they are going to open up a 
reliable channel of wealth from urban 
consumers back to healthy soil and farm 
ecosystems. Government commodity 
subsidies and insurance payments are not 
repairing the land.
 I found the frequent case studies and 
sidebars about successful operations 
inspiring, and even personal—our 
household has enjoyed meat from 
Gunthorp Farms in LaGrange, Indiana, 
but I had no idea that the critical juncture 
in their success was seizing an open niche 

The markets for ethical meat are 
diverse and cannot be swept up in 
a single phrase or paragraph. 

in the Chicago restaurant market. When 
famed Charlie Trotter’s eatery lost access 
to its supply of milk-fed pork, Gunthorp 
moved in at just the right time and 
built that profitable relationship into an 
integrated enterprise that now slaughters 

and butchers on farm for their own needs 
and for other farmers.
 Truthfully, though the meat production 
information is both dense and concise—
one of the best collections I’ve seen—
the value in the marketing, sales, and 
regulatory chapters of the book is, if 
possible, even higher. It’s also frank 
and realistic, as marketing has to be. 
Discussing their own local demographics, 
the authors find nearby markets among 
ex-urban empty-nesters who seek clean 
meat in discrete packages. But in their 
immediate neighborhood, the Guns-and-
Pickups cohort are more likely to take 
whole animals, halves, and quarters, or to 
want to field-harvest their own purchase. 
Know your customers. The markets for 
ethical meat are diverse and cannot be 
swept up in a single phrase or paragraph. 
Thistlethwaite (who seems to be leading 

in this section) provides examples and 
scenarios for a wide range of market 
strategies, all grounded in a mosaic of 
experience and study. The authors do 
raise their own animals, and have been 
testing the markets and farm possibilities 
for close to 20 years, seeking the sweet 
spot that combines quality of life with 
standard of living.
 The amateur reader or eater, such as 
myself, stands to learn heaps about the 
nature and quality of meat as food, just 
in passing through the book. The fork-
to-face journey is, after all, the most 
critical in the whole pilgrimage—the 20 
inches that make the rest worthwhile. 
For this, we may not need to know about 
cutting the rabbit abdomen from anus to 
ribcage, or the need to chill to 35°F (but 
not above 40°F), or how the carcass can 
be sold (whole or cut up), but cooks and 
diners may wish to better understand how 
meat is aged, which cuts bring market 
premiums and how to get the best value 
per pound. Cross-linked fibers in the 
meat develop with exercise and age; they 
degrade with aging, so meat is hung for 
some time after slaughter and dressing 
out. Swine finished on nuts contain more 
unsaturated fatty acids in the flesh, and 
so must be butchered and sold sooner, as 
these can turn rancid faster.
 Need a cold-storage locker? The 
New Livestock Farmer will tell you how 
to find and rent, or when to consider 
building your own. Want to know if your 
state inspects meat and if so whether that 
meat can cross interstate lines? All that 
and much more is here.
 For its wealth of knowledgeable 
detail, clarity of writing, and stellar 
organization, this work opens a new 
chapter for working and would-be 
farmers and raisers of meat animals. 
It should be on the shelves of many 
chefs, food writers, and extension 
agents. Frankly, it has much to offer the 
discerning food consumer, and deserves 
a wide audience. Though passionate, it 
is not light reading or something with 
which to while away the hour before 
bedtime. Rather, it is a serious reference 
to one of the most important agricultural 
phenomena in our society. Highly 
recommended.                  ∆                                                                                                           
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cast-Discussion-Larry-Korn-Masanobu). 
 It is possible to separate Natural 
Farming from permaculture design, but, 
because of the influence Fukuoka has had 
on the development of permaculture, it 
is not possible to separate permaculture 
from Natural Farming. Natural Farming is 
comparable to permaculture in the wanted 
outcome, but differs in what it considers 
appropriate technique and level of inter-
vention. Both want humans to live as part 
of the greater ecology, and both aim to re-

generate ecosystems. Mr. Korn argues on 
behalf of the Natural Farming philosophy 
that the difference is in the mindset and 
want or lack of want for human decisions 
and control to play a role in the progres-
sion of the ecosystem. But it is also not 
true that permaculture design is complete-
ly about controlling outcomes, outside 
of the development of more ecologically 
sound systems. Because the design sys-
tem is a set of guidelines meant to be ap-
plied appropriately, one may decide what 
is appropriate management. In theory, this 
decision is based on a protracted period of 
observing natural processes, which may 
often lead to similar techniques as in the 
Natural Farming way.
 While Natural Farming has an indi-
vidual focus, permaculture as a discipline 
promotes accessibility to large audiences 
with many contexts. Thus, the definition 
of appropriate technology and technique 
is broader. In many ways, the methods of 
permaculture design are used to draw in-
experienced people to a fuller understand-
ing of ecology. In Natural Farming, these 
understandings develop through the prac-
tice itself, and when they are understood, 
specific technique is no longer needed. 
This concept is echoed by a number of 
permaculturists who suggest the people 
that understand permaculture ethics the 
best have never heard of them. Fukuoka 
himself might agree, with his own ac-
knowledgement of the Natural Farming 

how Natural Farming relates to other 
systems, including indigenous ways and 
traditional Japanese agriculture, as well 
as organic farming and permaculture. For 
all the space devoted to comparing and 
contrasting Natural Farming with other 
systems, it is the descriptions in the first 
half, about how Fukuoka lived and inter-
acted with the world, that most directly 
portray the way of Natural Farming. 
Readers who are unfamiliar with Fukuoka 
will gain some benefit from this part of 

the book, but overall the writing is not as 
dynamic and imagery not as fecund as it 
is in the first half. It makes one wish for 
more anecdotes from Korn’s time with his 
sensei—or the meeting between Fukuoka 
and Mollison at the Second International 
Permaculture Convergence, which would 
better draw out the differences between 
the two mindsets (See Permies Podcast 
Episode 007: Discussion with Larry Korn 
about Masanobu Fukuoka: www.permies.
com/t/19706/permaculture-podcast/Pod-

A Way Forward
Review by Bryan Mets

LARRY KORN
One Straw Revolutionary: 
the Philosophy and Work of 
Masanobu Fukuoka
Chelsea Green. White River Jct., VT. 
2015. 
240 pp. paper. $19.95 

BEING A PIONEER is not an easy 
task. For Masanobu Fukuoka, being 

the developer of Natural Farming meant 
working in relative obscurity for most of 
his life, misunderstood by his family and 
government officials. Over more than half 
a century, he developed a technique for 
harmony with the surrounding ecology 
through agricultural practices. Pioneers 
themselves, Mollison and Holmgren 
identified Fukuoka as someone who was 
already developing agricultural systems 
based on permaculture principles while 
they refined their design system. Similari-
ties between the disciplines were empha-
sized by permaculturists; however, this 
in some ways created another layer of 
confusion about Mr. Fukuoka’s philoso-
phy. In One Straw Revolutionary, the first 
English language treatment of Fukuoka’s 
life and philosophy, Larry Korn makes a 
valiant effort to explain the Natural Farm-
ing discipline and disentangle it from 
permaculture and related practices.
 The book begins with an autobio-
graphical account of Korn’s relationship 
with Mr. Fukuoka and how he discov-
ered Natural Farming. After working 
on organic farms in America and Japan, 
Larry found himself at Mr. Fukuoka’s 
property, where he stayed to learn and 
practice for two years. It is in describing 
these years that Larry’s voice shines most 
vibrantly, and his respect and reverence 
for his sensei becomes clear. The descrip-
tions of life in Fukuoka’s natural orchard 
will transport you in space and time while 
filling in details that one may have missed 
in Fukuoka’s translated works. Readers 
familiar with Larry Korn will know it 
was in great part thanks to his efforts that 
those translations exist, and this book 
provides more details on his relationship 
to their development.
 The second half of the book describes 

...it is also not true that 
permaculture design is completely 
about controlling outcomes....
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way of traditional Japanese farmers.
 Because the goal of Natural Farming 
does not align itself with the dominant de-
mands of present culture, it’s difficult for 
many to understand even the beginnings 
of how to practice the way. Korn laments 
this issue, but it’s also part of the reason 
for writing the book. Whether reading 
One Straw Revolutionary is enough to 
spur a new group of revolutionaries to 
take up the way remains to be seen. Fu-
kuoka was able to do what he did because 
of his circumstances. He had a large 
amount of background knowledge from 
scientific training, he had some means, 
and he had a captive market in nearby 
Tokyo for his citrus cash crop. These 
are elements that are not foundational to 
the philosophy of Natural Farming, but 
necessary to understand. One cannot buy 
land, cast seed randomly, and expect a 
fabulous result. Even with all he knew, 
it took Fukuoka years to observe what 
nature was telling him would be appropri-
ate for his land. This process takes land 
access and stability. Notably, Korn, many 
years later, is only now finding himself at 

a point in life where he can settle in to de-
velop a Natural Farming system, though 
there is little doubt he has been greatly 
inspired by Fukuoka.
 As philosophies often are, with 
Natural Farming, the reality and the ideal 
are caught in a dance that furthers the de-
velopment of the discipline while creating 
contradiction and nuance. Korn is faithful 
to Fukuoka’s Natural Farming philoso-
phy, but this does not mean there are no 
flaws in the conception. Both Natural 
Farming and permaculture looked toward 
indigenous cultures for examples of ways 
to live in harmony with ecology, but the 
lessons they derived from those cultures 
were different. Fukuoka sought as much 
as possible, through Natural Farming, to 
emulate an indigenous way of thinking 
and interacting with the world. Permacul-
ture design, on the other hand, looked to 
see what lessons might be derived from 
these cultures to develop a more regen-
erative one.
 Where Korn is skeptical that per-
maculture design can prevent the same 
problems that have developed in our cur-

rent society, one might also be skeptical 
that indigenous people were, as a whole, 
sustainable in their resource use. Al-
though their ecological degradation may 
have come at a far slower pace than that 
observed in our current society’s land use, 
hunting patterns and some archaeologi-
cal records suggest that early peoples had 
a noticeable ecological impact. It is in 
part because of this issue that Holmgren 
spends time on numeracy in Chapter 4 of 
Permaculture: Principles and Pathways 
Beyond Sustainability. By quantifying 
resource use, one is better able to under-
stand whether one is within the land’s 
carrying capacity and what activities are 
appropriate. At the same time, emulating 
an indigenous lifestyle will greatly reduce 
one’s resource use compared to a con-
temporary lifestyle, and resource quan-
tification is not a simple task. For many 
people, the most appropriate approach 
may be to live very much with a Natural 
Farming mindset. With the release of 
Larry Korn’s One Straw Revolutionary, 
there’s a good chance more folks will find 
inspiration and direction to do just that.  ∆                                                                                                                                       

Peacemaking—
stories from the road
Review by Elizabeth Rose

WANDA D. McCASLIN 
Justice as Healing: 
Indigenous Ways 
Living Justice Press. St. Paul, MN. 
2005.
458 pp. paper. $25.00. 

 Justice as Healing: Indigenous Ways 
is an essential read in coming to under-
stand decolonization. These methods are 
not the design blueprints for justice or 
the human-conflict version of aquapon-
ics. This isn’t something we can plunk 
down like a front yard garden. This is not 
a one-size-fits-all key to decolonizing 
our justice system. “It’s about allowing 
communities to find their own solutions 
to local and ongoing problems.”
 Nor is this perspective-enhancing 
tour of modern justice systems merely a 
collection of theoretical essays. Instead, 
these ideas and reports generated from 

decades of healing work offer a chance 
for everyone at the circle to speak. These 
diverse world views, from both indige-
nous and non-natives, offer wisdom from 
decades of restoring, reclaiming, and 
rebalancing tribal harmony around the 

globe. The goal of peacemaking is often 
described as making things right. When 
these authors talk about justice, they’re 
not talking about punching the bad guy’s 
lights out—they mean the process of 
making things right. “Offenders remain 
an integral part of the community because 
of their important role in defining the 
boundaries of appropriate and inappropri-
ate behavior and the consequences associ-
ated with misconduct.”
 Making things right is often not as 
simple as an apology. There must be a 
true acceptance of responsibility for the 
offense, and the sincere desire to renew 
and strengthen relations. For example, 
governments may say or appear regret-
ful for historically traumatic policies, but 
their actions reveal inadequate sincer-
ity. New Zealand in the 80s set out to 
improve relations with indigenous Maori 
peoples. They proceeded to make chang-
es—renaming a department using Maori 
language, appointing Maori to positions 
within departments, and using Maori 
designs on letterheads. Yet, they delivered 
the same policies and services as they 
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had before the changes. At home here in 
North America in 1990, the South Dakota 
governor declared a Year of Reconcilia-
tion between “Indians and non-Indians.” 
However, despite the apologies and 
desire for harmony in theory, no genu-
ine changes occurred, such as dialogue 
about land return or tribal sovereignty. 
Even now, one of our most well-known 
presidential candidates boasts dozens of 
country names as the title chapters to her 
book—yet missing among those nations 
are those within our own borders: Navajo, 

Ojibwe, Oceti Sakowin Oyate, and many 
others.
 Permaculture for me gets really inter-
esting when we get out of the garden and 
into our own community social structure. 
The essential work of restorative justice 
and a common thread in many indigenous 
practices emphasizes the relational quality 
that is fundamental to community harmo-
ny. Many communities carry the burden 
of historical tragedy, both personal and 
cultural. The natural unfolding of practic-
ing “people care” in North America opens 

a lens to underserved communities. While 
these stories can be difficult to hear, as 
one Elder proclaims, “the main teaching 
of our great-great-grandfathers and great-
great-grandmothers was to listen.”
 As permaculturists, we aim to truly 
integrate. We want to arrive rather than 
impose, and to make ourselves effective 
allies. If you read this book from cover 
to cover, you can expect a transformative 
experience. We can compost harmful leg-
acy back into relation and into harmony, 
through justice as healing.         ∆                                                                                                                                         

TIPPING MORE THAN 
WINDMILLS
Review by Bryan Mets

COSTA BOUTSIKARIS
Inhabit: 
A Permaculture Perspective
Inhabit Film, LLC (2015)
DVD. 92 min. 2015. www.inhabitfilm.
com. $20

OLIVIER ASSELIN & BAR-
THELEMY GLUMINEAU
Permaculture Skills: 
a Cold Climate Applied 
Permaculture Design Course
Possible Media. www.permaskills.net
DVD. 468 min. 2015. $34.95 online 
streaming access. $59.95 4-DVD set.

PERMACULTURE DESIGN develops 
appropriate systems for a particular 

location’s climate, creating a need for 
trials in all ecosystems. These systems, 
as we know, do not mature overnight, 
and many people remain skeptical when 
presented with a new idea unless there are 
tangible examples for them to experience. 
Arising partly from increased numbers of 
practitioners, partly from greater con-
nectedness between practitioners, and 
partly from an enhanced sense of urgency 
as ecological tipping point after point is 
passed, reaching a “permaculture tipping 
point” has become a meme in the per-
maculture community. Increasing access 
to locally existing sites and designers is 
important to reach such a tipping point.
 A critique that has echoed in my 
Great Lakes bioregion is the lack of eas-

ily accessible examples of permaculture 
systems and, until recently, very few 
resources specifically focused on this 
biome. Over the past few years, a number 

of valuable books have done well to fill 
holes in collective knowledge, but their 
effect, to some extent, is limited by the 
relatively small and monoculture market 
for books compared to other types of 
media. Two new film offerings highlight 
designers and approaches specific to this 
biome that will do well to expand the col-
lective knowledge in the region: Inhabit, 
and the Permaculture Skills DVD set.
 Inhabit: a Permaculture Perspec-
tive, smartly uses a familiar video format 
to introduce permaculture to a wider 
audience. Focused on American design-
ers, with very strong representation from 

the Eastern forest biome, this full length 
documentary highlights a diversity of per-
maculture projects from across the nation. 
Reminiscent of the classic environmental 
art film Koyaanisqatsi, Inhabit opens 
with sweeping landscape shots over-
lain with a dramatic instrumental score. 
Whereas the former film uses this effect 
as an abstract narrative tool, the easily 
accessible Inhabit retains the dramatic 
power of this audio/visual form, while 
layering on a cohesive narrative viewers 
will find comforting. Koyaanisqatsi uses 
connecting visual patterns to move from 
vista to vista, drawing comparisons that 
make the viewer contemplate the state of 
society and a life out of balance. Coming 
out after the 1979 oil crisis, questioning 
the state of society is central to Koyaan-
isqatsi’s purpose, and many unprepared 
viewers were left feeling unfulfilled as 
myriad issues of consumption and crowd-
ing were visualized but unresolved. A 
generation later, Inhabit similarly dwells 
on the uncomfortably degraded texture of 
the North American continent, but does 
so just long enough to clear and focus 
one’s mind before seeking to explain how 
permaculture design can be used to allevi-
ate much of the cultural unease presented.
 The visually stunning beginning 
sequence leads into a well curated group 
of North American permaculturists briefly 
explaining the ideas and philosophy be-
hind permaculture design before delving 
into their specific projects. Divided into 
sections, Inhabit weaves from suburbia, 
to cities, and to farms. A few segments 
serve as transitions, reframing and re-
contextualizing permaculture at shifting 
scales—notably, Charles Eisenstein be-
tween the Cities and Farms sections. The 
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breadth of contexts for permaculture de-
sign are well represented, making Inhabit 
an excellent film to introduce the idea. 
Viewers already familiar with the basis 
of permaculture design will find many 
useful tidbits they can use in their own 
designs. Folks that are more established 
in the North American permaculture com-
munity may still find practitioners and 
projects highlighted they may not already 
be aware of.
 It’s difficult to pick out a particular 
sequence to highlight, as all of them are 
well developed, and the ones a viewer 
finds most engaging will depend on that 
viewer’s context. Designers and projects 
highlighted include Pandora Thomas’ 
work with inmates in California, Eric 
Toensmeier’s Paradise Lot in Holyoke, 
MA, Dwaine Lee’s work with green roof 
and other green infrastructure design in 
New York, Susana Kaye Lein’s work at 
Salamander Springs farm in Kentucky, as 
well as many others. 
 The overall message is clear: there are 
many intersecting paths towards resil-
ience and regeneration. However, there 
is one piece of cognitive dissonance that 
is noticeable in the film. In Ben Falk’s 
segment, he espouses the virtue of rice 
paddy farming as a long term farming 
system. When it comes to Mark Shepard’s 
section, Mark regurgitates his adage that 
all societies that have based their staple 
diet on annual grains have collapsed. 
Although progress has been made on 
perennializing rice (see Eric Toensmeier’s 
two-part article in Permaculture Activist/
Design #95 and #96), the widely culti-
vated crop remains an annual. Like many 
public figures, Mark is known to use 
overstatement tactically. By reframing the 
conversation from, “annuals are the way 
to farm,” to “all annuals lead to resource 
depletion,” one has to justify the cultiva-
tion of annuals, as opposed to justifying 
moving toward the use of perennials, 
which serves well to frame Mark’s vi-
sion of large scale perennial Restoration 
Agriculture systems. People new to the 
idea of permaculture likely will not pick 
up on this detail, and Mark’s larger vision 
is more than enough to entice one to learn 
more.
 For explaining to relatives, friends, 
or others who may not understand what 
you’re working on, Inhabit is an excel-

lent resource. But after that initial interest 
is piqued, and they want to learn more, 
many will find themselves not knowing 
where to start. For those more curious 
individuals, another new DVD offering 
focused on the Eastern forest biome is 
Permaculture Skills: a Cold Climate Ap-
plied Permaculture Design Course. This 
four-DVD set features over seven hours 
of video assembled from two Whole 
Systems Design Applied Permaculture 
Design Courses.
 Covering a variety of basic skills, 
the Permaculture Skills DVD set will be 
useful for people who are not sure about 
committing to a full PDC yet, people 
who have recently taken a PDC but feel 
they could use a little extra instruction 
from a different set of voices, and people 
who would benefit from having an easily 

accessible reference for skills they use 
infrequently. The video is separated into 
39 segments, each with an instructor(s) 
covering a specific permaculture design 
or system management topic relevant to 
anyone working in a temperate climate.
 I was pleased by the number of teach-
ers featured, as the packaging provides 
bios for only six instructors. The other 
four teachers, who have smaller roles, are 
listed next to the section or sections they 
appear in. Wilson Alveraz & Ben Weiss’ 
Designing for Zones 4 & 5, as well as 
Erica Koch Falk’s Herbal Medicine, 
were some of the more notable sections. 
Mark Krawczyk’s performance teaching 
the meat of permaculture design theory 
is consistent, clear, and concise. Sean 
Dembrosky’s section on Being Poor and 
Living Rich, Trevor Newman’s on Un-
common Fruits for Permaculture Designs, 
Mark Angelini’s Introduction to Wild 
Foraging, and Erik Kocho-Schellenberg’s 
Gardening with Hand Tools were all high-
lights.

 Ben Falk of Whole Systems Design 
acts as an edge species, featured in both 
films. From his exceptional performance 
in Inhabit, I was expecting his instruc-
tional sections to stand out on the DVD. 
Being the most frequent voice, appearing 
in 11 sections, it was likely more difficult 
to pick and choose the choicest pieces 
from his lessons to present. This is not to 
say Ben Falk’s parts are not informative 
and enjoyable—rather, they seem to vary 
the most in quality. Some I found myself 
wanting to skip over, but even having 
watched his YouTube videos, I found 
myself watching his Homestead Infra-
structure section again and gaining a little 
more each time. Other stand-out sections 
that he leads are Homestead Site Tour and 
Log Inoculation for Shiitake Mushroom 
Cultivation.

 The diverse team of experienced 
practitioners that Whole Systems Design 
assembled for their Applied PDCs is 
what makes this DVD set invaluable. The 
information presented in Permaculture 
Skills is equivalent to a weekend inten-
sive, and just as, if not more, valuable.
 People who have already taken their 
PDC will recognize that some of the ho-
listic elements that tie everything together 
are lacking, but there’s just enough sys-
tems thinking introduced for a viewer to 
begin seeing beyond the tip of the iceberg 
to the life raft on the other side.
 Just a few years ago, people were 
lamenting the lack of region-specific 
resources for the Eastern North Ameri-
can biome. Now we have two excellent 
resources that can be shared with the 
most ardent of couch potatoes. Seeing is 
believing, so with a little inspiration from 
Inhabit, and some tips from Permaculture 
Skills, we just might find them outside 
harvesting real potatoes next year.          ∆          

There’s just enough systems 
thinking introduced for a viewer 
to begin seeing beyond 
the tip of the iceberg.



DECOLONIZING PERMACULTURE • NOVEMBER 2015       59 

EVENTS

Send Event and Calendar Listings for Issue #99 
(February 2016)

Ecological Restoration
by the December 1st

 deadline to (NOTE: new address!):  
events@permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Permaculture Design Course
Ecuador

   Dates:  January 2016
   Location:  Vida Verde Farm, 
                     Vilcabamba, Southern Ecuador
   Description: Vilcabamba, Ecuador is a 
crossroads of the rich heritage of Andean 
indigenous tradition with world citizens from 
over 30 countries. A Permaculture haven, this 
small pueblo is known to inspire actualizing 
the Permaculture ethics and principles. In this 
magically alive setting, we will integrate the 
international curriculum of the Permaculture 
Design Course emphasizing these themes:

~ small-scale intensive Permaculture AND 
large-scale integration of reforestation with 
sustainable ag production
~ Deep ancestral knowledge from the rich 
Quechua agricultural heritage of the Andes 
that has derived some of the most biodi-
verse agriculture systems in the world
~ Bio-construction: design and hands-on 
practice, including but not exclusively 
Earthbag/ Super adobe, bareque (bamboo 
reinforced adobe), bamboo, thatch roofing
~ Community building & cross-cultural 
organizing

Hands-on learning is our thing, so come 
prepared to move, feel, and learn through your 
body, not only your mental process. 
 The teaching team is diverse, includ-
ing both Ecuadorean ecologists, indigenous 
leaders and as well as teachers from the US, 
Canada and Switzerland. 
 Bilingual: Spanish/English, simultaneous 
professional translation. Camping  & innova-
tive super-nutritious meals from our gardens 
provided. Lodging options. 
 Instructors: Zia Parker, Roshni 
  McEldowney
   Cost:  $1400. single payment. 
              For sliding scale, please apply.                                            
   Contact:  Zia Parker  
                   ziaparker@yahoo.com
                   vidaverde.info

Permaculture Design Course
Peru
   Dates:  December 2-16
   Location:  Sacred Valley, Peru
   Description: Come join us December 2-16, 
2015 for our Permaculture design course 
located in the Sacred Valley, Peru. This 
Bi-lingual (English and Spanish) Two-Week 
Intensive Permaculture Design Course (PDC) 
is an opportunity to immerse yourself in the 
beautiful gardens of Sach’a Munay eco retreat 
with delicious food and a creative learning 
environment with internationally renowned 
permaculture teacher Penny Livingston-Stark, 
permaculture practicioner Adam Woodman, 
and special guests including indigenous 
farmers who will share with us their own 
permanent agriculture techniques. We are 
running this course as a non-profit, with all 
proceeds going to support local permaculture 
inspired projects, or to subsidize local farmers 
to attend. This training provides multiple ways 
of presenting information from presentation 
and slide shows to storytelling and interactive 
group process. This course include hands-on 
experiential learning opportunities provided 
by experienced instructors.  
 Instructors: Penny Livingston-Stark, Adam  
  Woodman, and guests.  
   Contact: Adam Woodman
                 adam@cocreativepermaculture.com

Children’s Permaculture Course
On-line
 
   Dates:  on-going
   Location: on-line
 Description:  This is a course for kids! The 
content itself is divided into twelve blocks 
with each block containing four parts. Each 
part covers a different theme (e.g. commu-
nity, patterns). This roughly correlates as one 
month (block) and four weeks (themes). How-
ever, because each child is unique, students are 
encouraged to move at their own pace.
   Instructors:  Roman Shapla
   Cost:  $32.95/month
   Contact: childrenspermaculture.com

Permaculture Design Course
Barbados
 
   Dates:  January 11-24, 2016
   Location:  Barbados
 Description:  A CPRIB Design Course 
teaches you the skills and knowledge to design 
and implement fundamental and life-changing 
resilience into your everyday home, commu-
nity, business and beyond.
  No rocket science! Just good, thoughtful, 
innovative and effective design for the needs 
of our species. * Theory and principles of per-
maculture * Eco-friendly house placement and 
design * Energy generation & conservation 
techniques * Recycling and waste manage-
ment * Organic food production * Water har-
vesting and management * Drought-proofing * 
Soil rehabilitation and erosion control * Small 
livestock * Aquaculture * Food forestry 
      Our PDC graduates leave this course ready 
to design and implement permaculture into a 
wide range of scenarios: from urban perma-
culture systems to small farms, sustainable 
businesses, and community projects.
 Cost:  $1,000 USD
 Contact:  http://www.cpribarbados.com

Permaculture Design Course
Costa Rica
   Dates:  January 16-29, 2016
   Location:  San Isidro General, Costa Rica
   Description: Learn, practice, participate 
in all aspects of life of this intentional yogi 
community, enjoy this stunning tropical cloud 
forest location and experience extensive 
permaculture applications at the Sat Yoga Ash-
ram. Get exposed to life, flow, practice and 
theory of permaculture, with the added bonus 
of participating in the spiritual pursuits of the 
ashram community should you choose. Ample 
in-depths study opportunities for hands-on 
learning offered as part of this course.
     Multiple production gardens, permaculture 
waterways, tropical food forests, and exten-
sive herbal gardens offer opportunities for 
learning land based living skills hands-on. 
Course material is universal to every ecosys-
tem, and knowledge acquired in this class is 
easily applied in other locations and settings. 
Participants of a wide range of ages, abilities 
and backgrounds are attracted to this class. 
Yamas and Niyamas, a set of ethical principles 
which inform the structure of this permacul-
ture class. For those who prefer something 
different, another permaculture class is offered 
at Wildlife Sanctuary Gamba Gam.
 Instructors: Scott Pittman and guests. 
   Contact:  permaculture.org
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Earth Activist Training
Northern California
 Dates: January 9-23, 2016
 Location: Cazadero, CA
   Description: A two-week permaculture 
design course with a focus on organizing and 
activism, and a grounding in earth-based spiri-
tuality. Learn to heal soil and cleanse water, to 
design human systems that mimic natural sys-
tems, using a minimum of energy & resources 
and creating real abundance & social justice. 
 Explore the strategies and organizing tools 
we need to make our visions real, and the dai-
ly practice, magic, and rituals that can sustain 
our spirits. Participatory, hands-on teaching 
with lots of ritual, games, projects, songs, and 
laughs along with an intensive curriculum in 
ecological design. 
 Instructors: Starhawk, Charles Williams
   Cost:  $1,650-$1,950 sliding scale,   
              includes food and lodging
   Contact:  earthactivisttraining@gmail.com 
                   www.earthactivisttraining.org        

Ask your public library to 
subscribe — 

more than 50 already do. 
See Library Service, pg. 63.

25th Annual
Permaculture Design Course
Oregon
 Dates:  December 3-15
 Location: Cottage Grove, OR
 Description:  This is a two-week course 
in land-use design based on the sustainable 
living philosophy of permaculture. Topics to 
be covered include Permaculture Ethics and 
Principles * Mapping and Design Exercises 
* Natural Cycles and Pattern Recognition 
* Observation and Site Analysis * Garden 
Design and Establishment * Useful Plants 
and Planting Strategies * Water Harvesting, 
Management, and Conservation * Soil Build-
ing and Ecology * Animals in the System * 
Forests, Agroforestry, and Tree Crops * Eco-
Building and Appropriate Technology * Urban 
Permaculture and Village Design * Coopera-
tive Economics and More! Gain a clearer 
understanding of the theory, design, and 
practice of ecological design through lecture, 
discussion, slide shows, design projects, and 
hands-on experience. Comfortable lodging and 
outstanding meals included in the course fee.
   Instructors:  Jude Hobbs, Rick Valley,  
   Marisha Auerbach
  Cost:  $1,350, includes meals and 
   accommodations
  Contact: Aprovecho Institute
           http://www.aprovecho.net/programs/

Advanced Design Course
Pacific Northwest
 Dates: January 23-28, 2016
 Location: Little Applegate, OR
   Description: Social Forestry connects 
villages and communities to their forested 
water catchment basin. Here in a developed 
industrial empire, the forests are lonely.  We 
have lost our sense of living with forests as 
friends.  This Social Forestry course will 
explore reconnecting with forests through 
ecological knowledge, the use of hand tools 
and woodscrafts, seasonal festivals and work 
cycles, children’s’ stories, pilgrimages and 
stewardship covenants.  We will learn ecologi-
cal assessment, carbon sequestration methods, 
restoration forestry and the crafts and products 
that can be enjoyed while we are re-establish-
ing our heart space and wonder in the woods.
 This course is open to all who have a 
working knowledge of permaculture.  An 
advanced certificate through Cascadia Perma-
culture Institute is offered to those who have 
their PDC. More information including course 
reviews are available on the Siskiyou Permac-
ulture website.
 Instructors: Tom Ward
 Cost:  $575; early registration by  
  12/31, $500, includes camping
 Contact: Siskiyou Permaculture 
  541-482-7909   
  siskiyoupermaculture.com   

Permaculture Design Course
California
 Dates: Mar. 19-Apr. 1; July 16-29;  
  Sept. 17-30
 Location: Occidental, CA
   Description: Our three seasonal Perma-
culture Design Certification courses will 
empower you to DIY and TIY—”Think It 
Yourself.” Immerse yourself in information, 
ideas and inspiration on how to design sustain-
able, regenerative systems in balance with 
your home ecosystem. 
 This high-level intensive will strengthen 
your capacity to lead your community towards 
regional resilience through a collaborative 
process to re-envision local human systems 
that mimic natural patterns.
 OAEC, an ecological demonstration site 
and intentional community for over 20 years, 
offers the longest consistently running Per-
maculture Design Certification course in the 
West.
 Instructors: Brock Dolman, Kendall 
  Dunnigan and many guests
 Cost:  $1,650. $1,550 if registered  
  three weeks in advance.
 Contact:  www.oaec.org       

Advanced Training: 
Social Permaculture
Northern California
 Dates: March 30-April 3, 2016
 Location: Cazadero, CA
   Description: When we come together to 
co-create, to empower one another, or to 
challenge the structures of unjust power, we 
face unique challenges. All groups struggle 
with issues of power, conflicts, and the need to 
make decisions. Collaborative groups may be 
healing, nurturing, and inspirational—or they 
may founder on the rocks of conflict and poor 
communication.
 Instructors: Starhawk, Charles Williams
   Cost:  $650-$850 sliding scale, includes
             food, lodging
   Contact:   earthactivisttraining@gmail.com 
                     www.earthactivisttraining.org        

Permaculture Design Course
Oregon

   Dates:  6 weekends, Feb. 13-May1, 2016
   Location:  Ashland, OR
   Description: The world famous PDC 
introduces an array of solutions, tools, & 
strategies for moving into a home-centered, 
resilient way of living sustainably on the only 
planet we have.  Participants will learn to ap-
ply regenerative permaculture principles and 
patterns to design an integrated homestead, 
energy and water systems, animals, gardens, 
appropriate technology, forestry, and healthy 
communities.  You will gather practical 
skills and learn about whole systems design 
principles for living in ecological balance with 
the earth.  We consider methods for creating 
persistence, resilience, and re-indigenation 
with a culture of celebration.
   This is the core curriculum offered world-
wide with lots of local flavor and specifics.  
If you’ve never taken the PDC, are new to 
Southern Oregon or want to upgrade your 
knowledge with our stellar teaching team, 
please join us at this PDC.  Our lead instruc-
tor, Tom Ward, has taught dozens of PDC’s, 
as well as Teacher’s Training and advanced 
courses in permaculture surveying and for-
estry over the last 30 years.  He is the author 
of Greenward Ho! Herbal Home Remedies: 
An Ecological Approach to Sustainable 
Health, as well as advisor to many local farms 
and homesteads.  Karen Taylor has years of 
ecological design experience in drylands, and 
Melanie Mindlin brings years of experience in 
planning, community and home design.
   Instructors: Tom Ward, Karen Taylor, and 
Melanie Mindlin
   Cost: $700, early registration $625
   Contact: siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com
    siskiyoupermaculture.com
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#53 Aug. ‘04 Education: Lifelong Learning, Edge-ucation, Albany Free Schl, 
   Indigenous Ed. & Ecology, Ecocentric Pedagogy, School Gardens
   & Dances, Ecology of Learning, Brain Gym
#86 Nov. ‘12  Health and Nutrition: Naturopathy Centre, Seasonal Eating, Plant  
   Medicine, Mushrooms & Vit. D, Herbal First Aid, Campus 
   Forest Gdns, Beer, Growing Wise Children, Fenugreek
#87 Feb. ‘13  Weeds to the Rescue: Managing Weedy Spp, Favorite Weeds, Weed 
   Wisdom, Paulownia, Grafting onto Weed Trees, Polycultures, Bur-
   dock, Reputation of Weeds
#88 May ‘13  Earth Skills & Nature Connection: Mentoring, Cultural Repair,  
   Connecting Youth to Nature & Self, Living with Wild Animals,   
   Observation Skills & Design, Oyster-tecture, Personal Forest. 
#89 Aug. ‘13  Practicing Democracy: Slow Democracy, Seed Libraries, Rhode  
   Island Prosperity, Lessons from the Iroquois, Community Gardens,
   Entrepreneurship, Social Pc, Pastoralism, Sweet Cicely
#90 Nov. ‘13  Appropriate Technology: Technology & Culture, Zone 4 Tools,   
   Rocket Mass Htrs, Solar Pump, Solar Food Dryers, Social Sharing 
   Software, Oil Presses, Woody Ag Trials, Scythes, PV Dbl. Cropping
#91 Feb. ‘14  Seeds: Arizona Seed-Sheds, Seed Saving Primer, Leucaena, 
   Volunteer Plants in the Garden, Seeds of Cheese, Seed Banks,  
   GMOs in Uganda 
#92 May ‘14  Stacking Functions: Primer; Biochar; Commty Gdn.; Pc of Oaks 
   Nature, Culture, Self; Fodder Banking Central America; Rule of
    Three; Colo. Flooding; IPC-11
#93 Aug. ‘14  Experimentation-Science in Pc: Method & Theory; Dynamic 
   Accumulators.; Experimentation; N-fixing Vege.; Biochar & Soil;  
   People’s Science; Malawi; Pc & Academia; Soil & Biodiversity Tests
#94 Nov. ‘14  Seasonal Cycles of Work:  Festivals & Forestry; High Desert   
   Homestead; Market Seasons; Wisconsin Gdn. Cycles, Seeds; 
   Energy by Seasons; Homestead Resilience; Forest Gdn. Research

#95 Feb. ‘15  Perennial Crops: Perennial Cultures; Hybrid Swarms, Hickory-  
                   Pecans; Perennial Sugar; Haiti; Perennial  Veg.; Perennial Cereals;  
   Guild Patterning; Hardy Kiwi; Foraging
#96 May ‘15  Building the Solar Economy: The Gross Society; Bioshelters &   
   Greenhouses; Passivhaus Design; Citrus; Community Advocacy; 
   Solar Business; Perennial Grains, Pt. II; Peer-Driven Pc Organiz.
#97 Aug. ‘15  Life on the Edge: Culture of Healing; Hedgerows; Hellstrip   
   Polycultures; Reaching the Masses; Humanure; Dynamic 
   Accumulation; Design. for Children & Elders; Birth, Grief

Indices to issues #1-90

#24    Index PcA #1-23
#79    Index to PcA #24-40
#87    General Index to PcA #41-58
#91    General Index to PcA #59-74 
#92    Species Index to PcA #41-74
#95    General Index to PcA #75-90
#96    Species Index to PcA #75-90

Back Issues of Permaculture Activist / Design
All back issues from 1985 to today are available. Some of the early issues are available only in photocopy. See our website for a 
complete listing and description of each issue. The following is a list of recent issues.

30th Annual!
Permaculture Design Course
Colorado
   Dates:  August 8-19, 2016
   Location:  Basalt, CO
   Description: Not only are you gaining the concepts and tools to design and engineer sustain-
able systems, such as forest gardens, renewable energy systems, water conservation systems,  
and other eco-technologies…But also, you’re putting your learning to use, hands-on, in an 
environment that’s benefited from decades of comprehensive permaculture practice: state of the 
art, passive and active solar greenhouses…mature indoor and outdoor forest gardens, tropical 
and Mediterranean…rain water catchment and greywater systems…functioning aquaponic sys-
tems…composting toilets…not to mention small animal husbandry! You’ll not only be learning 
the theories…you’ll be learning the skills needed to implement them…and seeing the fertility 
and abundance that result from decades of applied permaculture. When you participate in this 
year’s Permaculture Design Certification program – our 30th annual PDC! – you gain the tools, 
the hands-on experience, and the long-range vision to make that potential a reality. Whether 
you’re doing it here in our vigorous and healthy polyculture systems at 7200’ elevation, or in the 
Midwestern plains, in the coastal flats, or in desert environments.

 Instructors: Adam Brock, Creighton Hofeditz, Isabel Sanchez
   Cost:  $1,875, includes meals, camping, materials; a non-refundable $600 deposit.                      
   Contact: crmpi.org

Back Issue Prices & Ordering
$6 each postage-paid* • US addresses 20% discount on 5+

Complete Set $450^^
Permaculture Design - PO Box 60669 - Sunnyvale, CA 94088  USA
*except: Vol. I,1-VI,2, #24 & #33-35 -$5 each; VI,4, #26-32, 36, 41 

& 48 -$9 ea; #38, 40, 43, 51 - $12 each. 
^^ Canada/Mexico + $70, Overseas + $100

Permaculture Design Course
Arizona
   Dates:  Feb. 6-7, 13-14, 27-28, 
                Mar. 12-13, 19-20, 2016
   Location:  Tuscon, AZ
   Description: This permaculture certification 
course covers all aspects of sustainable design 
with a  Southwest dry lands flavor, including 
a balance of hands on experience, classroom 
time, and design practicum. Dynamic exercis-
es encourage pattern recognition, noticing the 
links between plants and animals, climate, and 
landforms that make up natural ecosystems. 
The course focuses on dry land communities 
with a strong urban and semi-rural emphasis, 
addressing individual site and neighborhood 
“problems,” such as storm water flooding. 
Students learn to read the landscape, to map 
and analyze energies flowing through a site, 
and to develop integrated designs for sustain-
able systems. Our course closely follows the 
standard 72 hour format developed by Bill 
Mollison and others.
 Instructors: Dan Dorsey, Leona Davis,    
                         Kendall Kroesen, 
  Brad Lancaster, Barbara Rose
    Cost:  $725, does not include books
    Contact:   www.sonoranpermaculture.org      

Our mailbox is empty. 
Every day, we go to our mailbox, hoping for letters from our loyal readers. If you 
have an opinion—praise, a suggestion for future issues, a complaint—write us. 
We want to hear from you.
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Permaculture Design Course
Midwest
   Dates:  Jan. 15-17; Feb. 5-7, 19-21; 
                Mar. 4-6, 25-27; Apr. 8-9
    Location: Bloomington, IN
   Description: Study permaculture design 
over six weekends with a wonderful team of 
experienced and apprentice teachers bring-
ing together their experiences around village 
building, homesteading, farming, business 
development, and much more based on per-
maculture practices in the region. Lectures, 
engaged discussion, field trips, films, and 
practical, collaborative play-time all combine 
to provide a solid foundation the practice of 
permaculture to create a more resilient future. 
 Instructors: Rhonda Baird, Peter Bane,  
  Keith Johnson, and guests
    Cost:  $1,050 before 12/1; $1,250 after;         
              lodging not included. Saturday lunch
             es provided. Limited work-trade,
             scholarships available.
   Contact:  Rhonda Baird
                    Center for Sustainable Living
                    csloffice@gmail.com
                    www.simplycsl.org/pdc

Organize a Local Guild
Group Subscriptions:

10 copies to one address—1 yr $99;
add $11 per copy for extras; 20th, 30th copies free.

Permaculture Design Magazine
PO Box 60669

Sunnyvale, CA 94088 

www.permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Permaculture Design Course
New England
   Dates:  3 weekends: March-May 2016  
                OR Summer 2016
    Location: Sirius Ecovillage, Western MA
   Description: Gain hands-on ecological 
design experience alongside leading perma-
culture designers & educators at a renowned 
permaculture course in the northeastern US! 
Visit numerous permaculture demonstration 
sites (permaculture homesteads and homes, 
Sirius Ecovillage, etc) 
 Instructors: Kay Cafasso, Keith Zaltzberg,  
  Ryan Harb, Walker Korby,  
  Llani Davidson, & guests
    Cost:  $1,350-$1,500 sliding scale   
               tuition includes organic meals
    Contact:  www.PermacultureSeries.org

Permaculture Design Course
Michigan
   Dates:  Feb. 20, 21; Mar. 19, 20; 
                Apr. 16, 17; May 21, 22, 
               June 18, 19; July 16, 17
    Location: Traverse City, MI
   Description: A Permacutlure Design Course 
is specifically designed to assist us in honing 
and improving our abilities to evaluate land-
scape and redesign it for a robust and resilient 
future!
 You may not get your hands dirty, until 
our spring sessions, but those “bootcamp” 
skills follow a Permaculture Design Course 
(PDC) and will occupy you for the rest of your 
lives!
 Instead in this course, you will learn to 
see, consider, anaylze, and design productive 
landscapes from balconies to large farms and 
towns. Permaculture uses low technology and 
high science and the PDC remains solidly 
based in those tangibles. Course sections: 
Introductions and a Vision of Permaculture in 
Succession; Beginning Permaculture; Ecologi-
cal Themes; Designing productive landscapes; 
Increasing resilience; Social permaculture.
 Instructors: Penny Krebiehl, 
  Toby Hemenway, Kate 
  Heiber-Cobb, Rhonda Baird,  
  and guests
 Contact: Penny Krebiehl
  231-922-2014
  penny.ok.art@gmail.com

Advanced Permaculture Design
Great Lakes Region
   Dates:  November 8-13 
    Location: Akron, OH
    Description: Take your permaculture train-
ing to a professional level. Build confidence 
practicing advanced design frameworks with 
earnest colleagues and top-notch practitioners. 
We will cover water collection and manage-
ment, earthworking, and plant palettes in 
depth, emphasizing patterning in design.
 Instructors: Peter Bane, Karryn Olson- 
  Ramanujan, Jono Neiger.
    Cost:  $900. PDC required.
    Contact:  Peter Bane 
                     812-335-0383 
                     pcactivist@mindspring.com

Permaculture Design Course
Chicago
   Dates:  Apr. 23-24, May 21-22, 
                Jun. 25-26, Jul. 23-24, 
               Aug. 20-21, Sep. 17-18
   Location:  Chicago, IL
   Description: The course serves as an intro-
duction to permaculture design. It empowers 
you to take up permaculture design in your 
own life and to share a common context to 
participate in the global network of permac-
ulture practitioners. We will cover: Permac-
ulture Ethics and Principles; Patterns; Design 
Process; Water Management; Soil Building 
and Earth Working; Garden Design; Natural 
Building and Eco-Architecture; Waste and 
Bioremediation; Appropriate Technology; 
Economics; Social Structures; Community 
Building; Design for Catastrophe; Transition 
Towns and Village-Building.
 This PDC is designed for greater impact 
through active, peer-based learning us-
ing liberating structures and other learning 
approaches. This course dives deeper than 
traditional lecture-based courses into the 
design process through case studies, hands-on 
activities, games, and stories to build a quality 
foundational experience
 Instructors: William Faith, Rhonda Baird,  
  Milton Dixon and guests
   Cost:  $900 early bird, $300 deposit   
              required, pmt. plans avail.
   Contact:  William Faith
              213-344-7149                                 
             william@geniuslocipermaculture.com   
              www.glpdc.info                             

Permaculture Design Course, Midwest
   Dates:  June 2016   Location: Paoli, IN
   Description: Gain practical skills, gather truly helpful insights, and create actionable plans 
in this university-based permaculture design course. Led by an experienced and ever-evolving 
teaching team, you will ground your understanding in permaculture design and balance it with 
play in a beautiful 200 acre forested farm.
 Instructors: Rhonda Baird, Peter Bane, Keith Johnson, and guests
   Contact:  Andy Mahler, andy@lazyblackbear.org
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Apr. 23-24, May 21-22, Jun. 25-26, Jul. 
23-24, Aug. 20-21, Sep. 17-18. Chicago, IL. 
Permaculture Design Course. William Faith, 
213-344-7149, william@geniuslocipermacul-
ture.com, www.glpdc.info.
Summer 2016. Western MA. Sowing Solu-
tions Permaculture Design Certification 
Course and Training. www.Permaculture-
Series.org.
June 2016. Paoli, IN. Permaculture Design 
Course. Andy Mahler, andy@lazyblackbear.
org.
August 8-19, 2016. Basalt, CO. Permacul-
ture Design Course. www.crmpi.org.

for Library Service
Please contact our agents:

Swets Blackwell
 +31-252-435111, 800-645-6595
EBSCO Subscription Services
 205-991-1124
W.T. Cox Subscriptions, Inc.
 919-735-1001
Otto Harrassowitz
 +49-611-530-0
Basch Subscriptions, Inc.
 603-229-0662

Fall 2015. Online. Orientation for Diploma 
and Degree Candidates. Gaia University. 
info@gaiauniversity.org. www.gaiauniversity.
org.
December 2-16. Peru. Permaculture Design 
Course. Adam Woodman, adam@cocreative-
permaculture.com.
December 3-15. Cottage Grove, OR. 25th 
Annual Cascadia Permaculture Institute’s 
Permaculture Design Course. http://www.
aprovecho.net/programs/
January 2016. ECUADOR. Permaculture 
Design Course. Zia Parker, ziaparker@yahoo.
com, vidaverde.info
January-April. Bloomington, IN. Permacul-
ture Design Course. csloffice@gmail.com. 
January 9-23, 2016, Cazadero, CA. Earth 
Activist Training. earthactivisttraining@
gmail.com.
Jan 9, 23, 30, Feb. 6, 20, Mar. 5, Apr. 2, 9, 
16, 23, May 14, 21. New York. Permaculture 
Design Course. permaculture-exchange.org.
January 11-24, BARBADOS. Permaculture 
Design Course. cpribarbados.com.

Calendar
January 16-29, COSTA RICA. Permacul-
ture Design Course. permaculture.org.
January 23-28. Little Applegate, OR. Social 
Forestry. Siskiyou Permaculture. 541-482-
7909, siskiyoupermaculture.com.
February-July, six wkds. Traverse City, MI. 
Permaculture Design Course. 231-922-2014, 
penny.ok.art@gmail.com.
February-March, Tucson, AZ. Permacul-
ture Design Course. www.sonoranpermacul-
ture.org.
Mar. 19-Apr. 1; Jul. 16-29; Sep.17-30. Oc-
cidental, CA. Permaculture Design Course. 
www.oaec.org.
March 30-April 3, 2016. Cazadero, CA 
Special Social Permaculture Intensive: 
Nurturing Effective and Creative Groups. 
earthactivisttraining@gmail.com.
March-May, 2016. Western MA. Sowing 
Solutions Permaculture Design Certifica-
tion Course and Training. www.Permacul-
tureSeries.org.
Apr. 2-3, May 6-8, Jun. 6-7, Jul. 9-10, 
Aug. 19-22, Sept. 24-25 and Oct. 1-2. 
Asheville, NC. Permaculture Design 
Course. www.wildabundance.net.
April 4-8, 2016  Cazadero, CA. Facilitator’s 
Training. earthactivisttraining@gmail.com.

Permaculture Design Course
New York
   Dates:  Jan. 9, 23, 30; Feb. 6, 20; Mar. 5; Apr. 2, 9, 16, 23; May 14, 21
    Location: The Brooklyn Society for Ethical Culture, Brooklyn, NY
   Description: A 12 part certificate course covering basic permaculture design topics and practi-
cal skills. Contemporary and urban instruction on responding to climate change, improving city 
environments, bio-regional organizing, utilizing the public commons, group governance, and 
more. Ten additional hours of field training in the OSH gardens is required for this certificate, as 
is participation in our annual seed share event on Feb 6. 
 Lunches will be potluck. Practice the principles and design skills; re-designing the land-
scapes, assessing the buildings, and creating educational programs for the Brooklyn Society for 
Ethical Culture and the Old Stone House in Washington Park. The Brooklyn Society for Ethical 
Culture (BSEC) is a congregation of individuals and families who choose to emphasize personal 
growth and social progress: a community of communities, attracting people from all traditions, 
backgrounds, races, family configurations, and sexual orientations. OSH is a historic site in a 
public park with colonially referenced gardens: the functional food forest landscape & hands-on 
programs have been growing there for 10 years. 
 Instructors: Claudia Joseph and guests: Jude Hobbs, Jono Neiger,  Tattfoo Tan and others.
    Cost:  $1,200. Early registration before Nov. 15, $900. Max. 18 attendees. Two work-trade
               positions offered—application deadline Nov. 15.
    Contact:  New York Permaculture Exchange
                    permie@earthlink.net
                     www.permaculture-exchange.org

Permaculture Design Course
Western North Carolina
   Dates:  Apr. 2-3; May 6-8; June 6-7; July           
              9-10; Aug. 19-22; Sept. 24-25;  
               Oct. 1-2
   Location:  Asheville, NC
   Description: Let the knowledge sink 
deep; learn permaculture through the chang-
ing seasons here in western North Carolina.  
Wild Abundance is excited to be teaming up 
with the region’s premier instructors to offer 
a bioregional Permaculture Design Course 
with a schedule that works for busy people!  
This class will empower students to become 
effective ecological designers, giving them the 
tools and knowledge to integrate Permaculture 
into their lives and landscapes throughout the 
seasons.  What makes this class special is the 
depth into which the classes go.  Rather than 
the overviews that many PDC’s have of all 
subjects, the nature of this class will allow 
students to go deeper into many aspects of 
permaculture through direct experience rather 
than classroom learning.  
 Instructors: Laura Ruby, Natalie 
  Bogwalker, Luke Cannon 
  and guests 
    Cost:  $1,400
    Contact:  www.wildabundance.net/     

Has your landscape been impacted by development, fire, or flood?

Ecological Restoration-Due December 1
editor@PermacultureDesignMagazine.com
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Subscription
 I want to subscribe to The Permaculture Activist and work to develop 
an ecologically sustainable land use and culture. I will contribute as follows:
USA       1yr/ 4 iss/ $25, ($23 renewal)         3 yrs/ 12 iss/ $63           Gift sub with yours - $20
Canada   1 yr/ 4 iss/ $31       3 yrs/ 12 iss/ $83 Gift sub. with yours - $26
Overseas airmail    1 yr/ 4 iss/ $45        3 yrs/ 12 iss/ $125    Mexico          1 yr/ 4 iss/ $39
Activist Lifetime Subscription         $450 USA          $600 Canada             $850 Overseas

Agroforestry News:      1 yr/ 4 iss/ $31 USA/$34 Canada 2 yrs/ 8 iss/ $59/ $65
 One dollar of each Activist subscription-year goes to a Tree Tax fund for new forestry projects. 
    Send this form with your check or money order payable in US dollars to:
The Permaculture Activist, Subscriptions, PO Box 5516, Bloomington, IN 47407 USA

___________________________________________________________________________
NAME       PHONE

___________________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS

___________________________________________________________________________
CITY    STATE/PROVINCE POSTAL CODE COUNTRY

Free Classified Ad for subscribers. A 
bonus to subscribers: one free 20-word clas-
sified ad (or $10.00 off any ad). Send your ad 
with subscription payment or use bonus later. 
Add 50¢/word over 20 words. All diction-
ary words count. Phone number is one word. 
Email and web addresses count one word per 
punctuation. Zipcode is free. Use this form 
to send in a classified ad even if you are not a 
subscriber. Write your ad here:

——————————————————
***ENTER GIFT SUBSCRIPTION HERE***

 ——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
————————————————— www.permacultureactivist.net

Issue #98

Subscribe to — 
AGROFORESTRY NEWS

 High-quality information on temperate climate tree crops 
and forest gardening, 40 pp quarterly. Vol. 23 No. 4 (issue 
#92) features Shrub Nitrogen Fixers; Mahonias; Fuchsias 
for edible flowers; growing “living” tables and chairs; and more.
$31/yr., $59/2 yrs. Use form below. All back issues available, $8 each postpaid. 
10% discount on 5+. Shipped by air post to USA. Canada rates at website.
Complete set of back issues (92 issues): $350 postage-paid to US, Canada.

Write us for back issue contents or visit: 
www.PermacultureDesignMagazine.com

Permaculture Design

Design

Permaculture Design, P.O. Box 60669, Sunnyvale,  CA 94088 USA

www.permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Classifieds
Classified Ad Rates: 50¢/word, $10.00 mini-
mum, advance payment required. Send ad 
copy and payment to:
 Permaculture Design 
 PO Box 60669
 Sunnyvale, CA  94088
 ads@permaculturedesignmagazine.com
One free 20-word ad with subscription.

Opportunities

HI, I’M 30, LIVING ON AN IDAHO 
homestead, pursuing food sustainability and 
environmental & social justice through perma-
culture and petroleum-free living. I’m looking 
for friends. Please write: McKenzie Hughes, 
1893 Tom Ho Rd, Orofino, ID  83544. Also, 
would like to know more about simple living/
permaculture communities.

For Sale by Owner

UNIQUE PERMACULTURE HOME-
STEAD near Bloomington, Indiana. Two 
energy-efficient residential ranch-style struc-
tures with 2,000+ sf plus 950 sf insulated 
and heatable storage shed and workshop with 
grid power on two floors with deck. Large 
covered front porch, rear patio. Many outdoor 
rooms. Three bedrooms, 1.5 baths, possible 
expansions. Large studio/office space would 
make home business or extended family 
household comfortable. Extensively remod-
eled and upgraded since 2006 with new 
windows, doors, insulation, thermal blinds, 
passive solar features, hardwood and tile 
floors, high-efficiency NG furnace and new 

NG water heater and stove. Extensive built-
in shelving, cabinets in bedrooms, laundry 
room, pantry. Large kitchen with ample 
cabinets, and open plan to main house. EPA-
certified wood stoves installed in main build-
ings. Central A/C in both residences. Level, 
0.65 acre lot on broad ridge with good air and 
light. Superb microclimate: cooler in summer 
and warmer in winter than regional statistics 
and surrounding area. Located on prime 
agricultural land, paved street with no outlet; 
half mile walk on quiet roads to state forest. 
Close to arterial connections, 2 miles to food 
coop, shopping, post office, and 4 miles to 
Indiana University. Full deer fence as well as 
mature living screen or privacy fence on all 
sides. Large paved parking pad near houses. 
Producing fruit trees: apples, pears, asian 
pears, plums, peaches, figs, pawpaws. Many 
fruiting shrubs and hazels, diverse perenni-
als. Ten years organic soil management of 
gardens. Two cisterns (13k+ gallons total) 
gather rainwater from three main roofs and 
distribute to all-weather taps across the lot, 

all by gravity with no pumps. Above-ground 
root cellar. Two firewood sheds will store 
more than 10 cords (four year’s heating fuel). 
Option for two large greenhouses (existing, 
can be removed). Four small ponds plus 
wetland provide habitat, amenity. Extensive 
hardscaping, patio, trellises, walkways. 
Installed grid-tied photovoltaics supply more 
electricity than annual household use under 
net metering. Renewable Energy Credit 
sales more than pay the low property taxes. 
County jurisdiction provides advantages to 
owner-builders. Some minor finish work still 
wanting for handy buyer; all systems entirely 
functional. On-site resources and excellent 
access to well-developed local food scene 
and markets could provide a livelihood for an 
ambitious farmer, or comfortable, self-reliant 
suburban living for retirees, professionals, 
self-employed, or university-affiliated owner. 
Over $250,000 invested, on offer at attractive 
price to the right buyer.
Contact owner at pcactivist@comcast.net or 
812-335-0383.



"Compaction-busting,
awesome tools."
      —Eric Toensmeier (Paradise Lot)

"This is a perfect tool."
      —Joel Salatin (Everything I Want to Do is Illegal)

"I love my Meadow Creature broadfork! 
It’s tough, rugged, well designed, well 
built and should last a lifetime or two."
      —Dave Jacke (Edible Forest Gardens)

©2015 Meadow Creature, LLC

MeadowCreature.Com®

Or Give Us a Call 360-329-2250

• Built for breaking hard ground
• Tills deeper than any other broadfork
• Guaranteed Forever

MEADOW CREATURE® MAKES
THE BEST BROADFORK

FOR PERMACULTURE
- -

A beautiful full-color twelve inch wall 
calendar featuring inspired art and 
writing from the We’Moon 2016 
datebook, complete with daily moon 
phases and signs, key astrological 
information and interpretive articles.

Use Promo Code 
WMPermie for 7% off! 

Datebooks • Wall Calendars • Cards • Posters

WE’MOON ON THE WALL

WE’MOON 2016
This iconic astrological date-book is a best-selling, earth-
spirited handbook in natural rhythms, and visionary 

collection of women’s 
creative work, now in its 
35th year of publication. 
We’Moon 2016: Quantum 
Leap Year refl ects on chaos 
and opportunity, challenge 
and gift—eliciting our 
most daring magic.

Mother Tongue Ink • www.wemoon.ws
1.877.693.6666 US • 541.956.6052 Int’l
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Throughout history, the really 
fundamental changes in societies have 
come about not from dictates of 
governments and the results of battles, 
but through vast numbers of people 
changing their minds—sometimes 
only a little bit.  —Willis Harman
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