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ALTERNATIVE TECHNOLOGY AND PERMACULTURE:

A CASE OF YIN AND YANG?
At CAT people often ask, “Do you do Permaculture?”, and we are inclined to reply breezily, “Of course - it’s all Permaculture!”.  If you take anything happening at CAT - alternative energy, organic gardening, nutrient recycling, multiple-function landscape, green oak buildings, biological sewage treatment, consensus decision-making, wholefood diet etc etc, you’ll find just the same things at Permaculture demonstration sites. Almost anything in Clean Slate could appear in the Permaculture Magazine and vice versa. So what’s the difference? Are they just different names for the same thing?

Peter Harper discussed the question with our “neighbour” Chris Dixon, who has been developing a Permaculture site about 15 miles away, and was recently Chair of the Permaculture Association. This is Peter’s report of their pleasant afternoon chewing the fat.

What intrigues me about Chris is that he started from the same place as many of the Quarry’s old lags. He moved to west Wales even before  the Quarry pioneers, with much the same outlook and motivation. He was a regular visitor to the Quarry throughout the early days. His skills and interests were very much on the technical rather than the biological side, and he worked for many years as a stage designer and technician in Aberystwyth. As many of CAT’s engineers will attest, there’s nothing like theatre technology as a complete education in design, materials, construction skills, lateral thinking, meeting time and budget constraints...in short, coming up with things that work in the real world, and work with style.

Eventually he moved with his family to a small house near Dolgellau, and a “modern crofting” lifestyle: living on a variety of small sources of income and reducing the need for cash by doing things for himself. This is another great school of resourcefulness and versatility, but few survive it! It’s a 7-acre plot with rough grazing and trees, and here began the biological side of his self-education. At first he did nothing but fence the ground to exclude sheep. Then he watched it explode into life as the pent-up forces of ecological succession were released. A passionate relationship developed as Chris observed, learned and danced with his plot. He found that although it did not look very productive its various yields far outperformed the sheep that formerly grazed it: gorse and hay for his wife’s horses, timber and firewood, seeds, wild fruits, herbs and veg, bracken for bedding, occasional deer for meat. And that was just the physical yields. It turned into a long-term conversation in which he and the site would suggest things to each other, argue the toss, try things out, play tricks and generally exult in each other’s company. “It was,” he remarked, “Permaculture before Permaculture”. 

This “ecological tuning in” to an intimate dialogue with nature is very much a feature of the Permaculture style developed by David Holmgren, who launched the concept with Bill Mollison in the early 70’s - about the same time as “alternative technology”. When Chris finally encountered Permaculture formally it was with a grateful sense of recognition. Although he had worked out many of the principles for himself, he now found a context which made sense of what he had been doing in isolation, and joined a global community of kindred spirits.

In the AT tradition there is nothing which forbids this kind of ecological sensibility; indeed CAT’s Roger MacLennan has it in spades (so to speak). But it is not common, not celebrated. AT tends to refer back to calculations, physics, biochemistry, mechanical metaphors and dogged common sense. It has no system of philosophy, no canonical principles. It has a solid, pragmatic, saturnine quality that focusses more on things than processes. It doesn’t have to, but this is just the way its culture evolved.

Perhaps it is not surprising that Permaculture, with biological metaphors at its centre, would evolve differently. It is more fluid, mercurial, hard to pin down. It is more interested in qualities than quantities, processes than things. It is more at home with the etherial, unformed, rhapsodic end of human experience.

Both concepts are impossible to summarise in a nutshell. AT has never really tried to codify its aims and distinctive qualities apart from a general exploration of practical alternatives in an environmental and progressive context. It does not really have capital letters. It is common property, and its meaning is uncontrolled, although since CAT is its principal focus in Britain the ideas and techniques favoured by the Centre have a powerful influence.

 Permaculture on the other hand does have a capital letter, for in principle there is some deliberate control over its meaning and use. The movement has consciously tried to generate a complete philosophy, significantly starting with a statement of ethics and a set of “design principles”, remarkable for a certain poetic dynamism that can jerk the mind into unaccustomed tracks and provide food for years of reflection and experiment. They are open-ended aphorisms into which people can project their creative imaginings and interpret their own experiences. 

For Chris the ethics are a crucial aspect of Permaculture which distinguish it from other practical movements:

      Earth care

     People care

     Share surplus.

I think this is brilliant. The first two lay out the twin poles of sustainability which the wider environmental movement has come to accept. One or the other is not enough. There must be a dynamic tension between them which is constantly renewed to match local cases and changing circumstances. They have the expected fuzzy quality of most ethical prescriptions, but the third is quite different, as surprising as a good punchline: it earths the moral tension of the first two. It does not specify what counts as a surplus: that is up to you; but it suggests a practical personal limitation on consumption, fulfilled by theatrical acts.  Slightly eccentric, but rings true.

AT has no such equivalent, but if it did it would probably replace the playful quality of the third ethic with a sterner “Reinvest surpluses”.  You don’t have to give them away, but they should be directed to reinforcing sustainability rather than scattered in general consumption.

Permacultural philosophy becomes a bit more specific with a delightful ragbag of what we might call “heuristics”: suggestive phrases which set you off in the right direction without  limiting your options or specifying a solution in advance. Permaculture lore is full of these heuristics but for Chris the most fundamental are “the five principles”:

    Everything gardens

    The problem is the solution

    Maximum effect for minimum effort

    Work with nature

    Unlimited yields.

Each deserves a whole book of commentary. Beginners are fired by their resonance, but often cannot use them very well. For the experienced they are bursting with meaning but paradoxically may not be necessary because their wisdom has been internalised. Bridging the gap is all part of the Permaculture experience, and Chris found them explosively enlightening

.

 The AT tradition has nothing so resonant.  It tends to operate more at the level of “tips”,  like do the draught-stripping first, put cardboard in your compost, get on your bike, don’t eat so much meat: that sort of thing. 

Both traditions are “holistic’ in that they try to see the whole picture and put the bits together effectively, but they do it in different ways.  AT is more at home with the big scale industrial and societal structures and takes more care to remind people that what they can do personally is only part of the problem. It sees itself as a specialised part of a wider movement in which “the whole job” requires cooperation and friendly relations between the parts, while Permaculture tends to embrace and incorporate anything it feels it needs to do the holistic job. Permaculture has largely taken over the spirit of self-sufficiency and small-group autonomy which was very influential in the early days of AT. It is very interested in empowering local communities and in recent years has put a lot of energy into local currencies and practical economic alternatives. 

This is an aspect of “People care” and for Chris this has been one of the distinctive aspects of Permaculture right from the start, when he was impressed by the attention paid to group dynamics, the form of meetings and people-friendly techniques of communication and teaching.  CAT does this too, but in a somewhat embarrassed, ham-fisted fashion. It is not considered central.

Another significant difference I have noticed concerns the problem of unsustainable material standards of living. Permaculture takes the bull by the horns straight away, and takes it for granted that radical changes of lifestyle are both necessary and desirable. This tends to attract those with little to lose from a change of lifestyle - the young, the unemployed, the childless, romantics, basically those with more time than money. It imparts a bohemian flavour to the whole movement, reinforced by the softer, holistic, touchie-feelie bias. Grittier, more uptight AT acknowledges the lifestyle problem in principle, but tries hard to avoid confronting it. This, and the more quantitative, piecemeal approach to useful knowledge, tends to attract older, settled people with bourgeois habits and tastes - those with more money than time. But of course there’s a big overlap in the middle!

A similarity between the two movements is that they both have what we might call “ideological loss leaders”. By this I mean attractive ideas that are not actually correct but are widely believed and serve to pull in the punters. AT’s basic loss leader is free energy: With  environmentaly-sound renewable energy your house can be independent of fossil fuels and the grid. Its simple, and it’s all FREE! Well we don’t actually say that, but plenty of people want to believe it and it’s all part of a kind of eco-fantasy that will probably never be put to the test, so we don’t make much effort to dispel it. The equivalent in Permaculture is with these fantastic new  ecologically-sound techniques you can achieve self-sufficiency in your garden without lifting a finger!   Again nobody ever says this, but as a kind of urban myth it acts as a handy hook to get people on courses.

Permaculture’s worldwide coherence is maintained largely by its most famous institution, the unique “72-hour Course in Permaculture Design”.  Whoever has completed this course is entitled formally to use the term Permaculture. The great virtue of these courses is that they are run very cheaply by a dedicated body of itinerant teachers. It is the only way most people can afford to do a crash-course that visits most corners of the sustainability problem. Rest of the movement take note! The nearest CAT gets is the DIY Green Householder course, which lasts 4 days. Predictably, it is more professional, visits somewhat different corners, lacks the “glue” of an overarching philosophy - and costs more!

Personally I am very concerned about the lack of practical training for 21st century life. Official education and training schemes are all about getting jobs. Fair enough, but this is based on the shrinking fantasy of jobs for all. We equally need training to live in a sustainable manner without jobs, and the Permaculture Design course is the closest model I have yet seen of an introductory tour d’horizon of sustainability issues and how we can respond to them in our own lives.  On the other hand the courses are not regulated and the content depends very much on the individual teacher. Anyone who’s done the course can run one themselves without further ado, so the quality, to put it politely, can be rather variable.

Because --here I speak from experience-- it’s much easier to run courses or write books  than to spend ten or twenty years testing, refining and living out the principles, there has been a tendency for Permaculture theory to run far ahead of practice. One distinguished teacher summed it up in a “How many Permaculturists does it take to change a light-bulb?” joke. Answer: Eleven: one to change the bulb, ten to run a course on it. 

Chris of course has done his time, and earned his right to run design courses in his own way, interpreting the principles with appropriate nuances. He is a bullshit-free zone, something I think CAT can also claim after twenty years of sorting out the wheat from the chaff. In my experience, advanced practitioners in both the Permaculture and AT traditions eventually arrive in a very similar space. The jargon and fantasies have dropped away, and there is a common language. What gifts can we exchange?

As we parted, I asked Chris to write down three gifts he would offer alternative technology.  And I undertook to do the same for Permaculture. 

Here are my “gifts”:

•
A hilltop: for perspective and humility, to grasp the geography of the green movement and beyond, the better to see where Permaculture can make its most effective contributions.

•
A “Latin Square”: for basic scientific literacy, self-correction, sorting the wheat from the chaff, earthing to the real world.

•   A whacking grant for the Permaculture Association to encourage long-term demonstration sites. .

And here are Chris’s:

•
A heartfelt, loving hug and slap on the back for having lit and held the torch of things green at a time when the vast majority of people in the west were merrily consuming the Earth in complete ignorance.

•
An embracing ethical framework that draws together people, place and person (you!). That’s People care, Earthcare and “limits to consumption/give away surplus”.

•
A set of techniques and strategies for dealing with personal and group relationships arising from the Peoplecare ethic.  Too heavy? OK, how about Oca, an orange knobbly tuber that looks like it comes from another planet - one of the 5 staple diet tubers that Walter Raleigh didn’t bring back from the Americas.

To which we both might reply, “Gee thanks. Er.....just what I always wanted!”*
Original article written in 1992





