
www.permaculture.co.uk8 | pm 87

 O ur family has lived in China’s 
capital, Beijing, a city of over 
20 million people, for over 

30 years. We have been guests in a 
city, and a country, that has been 
utterly transformed while we have 
lived here. In the 1980s, as a news 
cameraman, I documented the rise 
of China from poverty and isolation. 
I also traveled extensively in the 
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 
and observed as the huge Soviet 
political and economic construct 
collapsed. As a student of ecology 
for the past 20 years, I have studied 
ecosystems around the world driven 
by the realization that it is possible 
to rehabilitate large-scale degraded 
ecosystems as I documented on 
China’s Loess Plateau.1 It seems to be 
my fate to observe transformational 
change and my conclusion is that it 
is for the most part desirable and in 
many ways inevitable.

There is a big park surrounding 
our house here in Beijing. Last night 
the frogs were croaking again. They 
were not quite as loud as they were 
25 years ago when we built this 

house, but loud enough to know 
that they still exist. This is immensely 
comforting because a few years ago 
the nights suddenly went silent. 
Now as the sun rises the birds come 
to visit the fruit trees. They seem to 
have a schedule with the smaller 
ones swooping in before the magpies 
show up to assert their dominance. 
What I’m observing is that natural 
systems adapt to environmental 
changes and are either functional 
or dysfunctional. If the changes are 
extreme or prolonged and nature 
cannot compensate, the ecosystem 
can collapse. The more conscious 
one is of these processes, the more 
one sees the way ecological function 
determines the health and sustain-
ability of the system and if pushed to 
limits, survival. I’ve traveled to many 
remote areas of the planet to study 
pristine and degraded areas and it is 
interesting that I’m seeing the same 
trends in my backyard as I am 
everywhere on Earth.

Recently I met a man in his 
seventies who had worked in refor-
estation for decades. This wonderful 

person thought people were simply 
incapable of moving away from 
overconsumption and waste to a 
new more conscious way of life. 
This is not an isolated case. People 
that I respect and like, people who 
are extremely knowledgeable 
about ecology, people who prefer 
functional natural systems to toxic 
unnatural ones, are telling me that 
I’m too optimistic and that there is 
no way that human society can 
make the enormous change that is 
required to become sustainable and 
survive. I’ve begun to wonder why 
people who are aware of the risks 
and many of the solutions to our 
most serious problems seem to feel 
that we will fail to address them? 
I’ve heard this so much lately that I 
really feel the need to consider what 
this might mean.

In China, when someone says: 
“May you live in interesting times” it 
is a bit of a curse. We are coming to 
the end of an era when we are 
required to transform into a higher 
level of consciousness or accept the 
consequences. The petroleum age is 
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ending. The logic behind burning 
off hundreds of millions of years of 
ancient photosynthesis in just a few 
generations now seems pretty lame. 
Let’s face it, we live in interesting 
times. We are forced to understand 
and cope with human induced 
climate change, toxic pollution, 
exponential growth, overconsumption, 
waste, biodiversity loss, poverty, 
disparity, war, financial crisis and 
more. If we are unwilling to 
consciously commit collective 
suicide then we must transition and 
we must transition fast to a new 
paradigm. Many people are in denial 
or are simply overwhelmed by the 
scale of the change that will manifest 
itself in human society. Whether we 
want it or not, are ready or not, this 
is the task.

Change Occurs with  
Increased Consciousness
I will admit that there is plenty of 
pretty grim information around. In 
the news media, which I have parti-
cipated in at a relatively high level, 
the bad news is relentless. This keeps 
ordinary people either baffled or 
cowed into staying within societal 
norms. Noam Chomsky describes 
this as a massive mind control effort 
that has replaced physical coercion, 
since World War I, as the mass of 
people have become more aware of 
their inherent rights. This suggests 
that elite segments of society 
manipulate the majority to maintain 
their power and affluence. This also 
suggests that change occurs as 
humanity increases its consciousness. 

Historically we can see many 
times when humanity was forced to 
transform itself. One example from 
Europe would be the time when the 
dogma that the world was flat had 
to give way to scientific evidence 
that the world was round. Another 
example was when the institutional 
framework and so-called ‘legal’ 

justification for slavery ended and it 
was no longer possible to stand up in 
public and proclaim that it was okay 
to buy and sell people.

We can see that the current 
dominant worldview with which 
the majority of humanity is governed 
has come to us from a legacy of 
manipulation of power and 
knowledge. What has been called 
divine right, where kings declared 
that their power came from God, 
set many civilizations onto a path 
that bestowed great wealth and rights 
to a few and disenfranchised many. 
We can see how this led to slavery, to 
imperialism, to colonization and to 
the mercantile expansion following 
the industrial revolution. This 
corrupt and corrupting social order 
was imposed on indigenous peoples 
in all parts of the world. Those who 
agree to this or are forced to agree 
(and this is pretty much everyone) 
become complicit in this system. 
Social mobility is offered as a carrot 
to allow for those who have less to 
join those who have more. As more 
people have joined the middle classes 

Transformational Change

All photos:  
Part of the Participatory Restoration of 
Ecosystem SErvices & Natural Capital, 
Eastern Cape (PRESENCE) restoration 
project at Kouga Dam, Eastern Cape, 
South Africa.
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worldwide, this has been used to 
suggest that the system is benign and 
desirable. But within this growth is 
also the major flaw in this worldview.

Distracted by Derivatives
The current global society and 
economy has glorified materialism 
using shiny objects to distract us 
from noticing the illogical basis and 
cruelty of the system. The system 
thrives by suggesting that all one 
has to do is work really hard to fit 
in and get a share of the wealth. 
The financial basis of the system is 
built on valuing derivatives, 
extracted, manufactured and bought 
and sold. The functional ecosystems 
from which these derivatives are 
extracted have been said to be free 
and equal to zero. This has created 
a perverse incentive to degrade the 
Earth’s ecosystem so that the degra-
dation threatens human civilization. 
The reason that transformational 
change is necessary and inevitable 
is that the system that we now have 
in place has a fatal flaw. It cannot be 
fixed because it is fundamentally 
unworkable.

What we are seeing is human 
consciousness unfolding. Whatever 
happened in the past is not up to 
us, it happened, we need to look 
at it, understand it and move on. 
What happens in the future is very 
much our responsibility. We have an 
historic opportunity to consciously 

move to the next level of human 
civilization because where we are now 
is so flawed that we cannot continue 
as we are. So what will we do?

Although we seem to be surround-
ed by violence, the central teachings 
of the 20th century have been the 
power of non-violence. Gandhi, 
Martin Luther King, Nelson Mandela 
have shown the world that there 
is power in kindness, which when 
wielded by the majority of people 
is more powerful than tyrants and 
weapons. And the reality is that it 
is only a tiny minority of the people 
who are engaged in violence. If their 
lives were more fulfilling then they 
would not choose such a brutal and 
tragic path for themselves and inflict 
useless suffering on others.

We are experiencing climate 
change because of our insistence on 
burning fossil fuels to manufacture 
and sell an endless stream of things. 
This will end because more and 
more people are realizing that there 
is no satisfaction in stuff. The markets 
are reeling because the basic valua-
tions of companies and assets are 
fundamentally wrong. The facts of 
climate change force humanity to stop 
burning fossil fuels. This means that 
many of the world’s largest companies 
have so-called assets that cannot be 
used. In reality these are sequestered 
carbon stocks that belong to the 
Earth, not to companies that have 
sought to simply take and sell them. 

It is becoming as impossible to 
defend these flagrant appropriations, 
as it was to defend the flat earth 
paradigm or slavery.

Truth & Reconciliation
We are at the cusp of a new era in 
human history. Our choices will 
determine the direction in which 
human civilization goes from here. 
We can, and indeed must, address 
the many historical mistakes that 
have been made. It is not about 
blame or persecution. It is about 
truth and reconciliation. The future 
can be a time of abundance, of clean 
water, air and biodiversity, but only if 
we value these things more highly than 
materialism and greed. We must live 
our ideals that all human beings are 
equal. The future can be a time that 
acknowledges that wealth is really 
time with family and friends, health, 
joy, compassion and love. It will also 
have to be a time of equality. In order 
to manifest this vision we have to act 
together as a society. The tipping 
point is relatively close. It doesn’t 
take a majority to cause this change, 
it takes a critical mass. As we become 
conscious, if we don’t believe we’ll 
come right in the future then no one 
else will either. Those who recognize 
the truth in this essay need to have a 
little faith that change is possible

1 See ‘The Great Work of our 
Time’, PM85.
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