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The Good Life 2: Permaculture. Why and why not? 

For most of my life I have wondered about the “good life”. What is the “good life”? I 

currently live a modern lifestyle in a modern city. I take the bumps and scratches of life 

in my stride. However, I think that something isn’t right with my life…something is 

missing. 

Many years ago I read about a lifestyle called Permaculture. I found that permaculture 

was a lifestyle that allowed people to access their survival resources by working the 

land themselves but also intentionally aligning their lifestyles to the cycles of the planet 

and protecting natural ecosystems. I bought a book called “Permaculture: A Designer’s 

Manual” written by Mr. Bill Mollison. It was a big book and, unfortunately, I only 

skimmed through it thinking I would read it in more detail at a later date. I never did 

fully read that book. However, whenever I moved to a new place I would always take 

this book with me. Since then the permaculture lifestyle has stayed in the back of my 

mind.  

Recently, I took the book out and gave the first few chapters a good read. I found it 

rather doomsday-like. However, I was greatly impressed with the focus on 

environmental sustainability, considerations of the lifestyles of future generations and 

the admiration for aboriginal people and their culture. In addition, I felt the reasons to 

follow permaculture lifestyles would resonate with many people in modern times. 

These reasons include: 

 We need to protect the environment today for our own survival in the 

future. 

 We are responsible to provide safe environments for future 

generations. 

 We desire to live life like the “good old days”. 

Unfortunately, these reasons are not strong enough for me to follow a permaculture 

lifestyle. In fact, the main reasons for not following permaculture include a lack of 

understanding of the lifestyle and knowledge that problems will certainly arise due to 
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lifestyle changes. In particular, I wonder whether permaculture really is the “good life” 

for which I am searching. To make things worse, I fear lifestyle changes. I am afraid to 

change my lifestyle away from current modern behaviour because personal survival is 

at stake. 

Let me explain the reasons for my reluctance to join permaculture. 

1. We need to protect the environment today for our own survival in the future. 

However, we prioritize personal survival in our immediate times. 

Let us consider our immediate concerns. Personal survival in immediate times is a 

primary concern in the life of any person … of any animal for that matter. The 

argument for survival for humans goes like this:  

1. Survival is easier when we live in groups;  

2. Community acceptance is needed to join groups;  

3. Community acceptance is easier when we perform common group behaviours;  

4. Therefore, behaving to community norms is a high priority in our lives because 

immediate survival is at stake.  

That is, following group norms is a survival technique for many people: group norms 

exert great influence on the behaviours of individual group members.  

From this argument one can understand that people acting within the bounds of group 

norms have a greater probability of survival than people opposing these norms. When 

people consider changing lifestyles, most people would evaluate whether the new 

behaviours would align to contemporary community norms. Generally, people consider 

participation in community life in their lifestyle decisions because personal survival is at 

stake.  

Most people would evaluate the pros and cons of leading permaculture lifestyles with 

respect to the impacts on survival in their immediate times. Currently, modern 

community norms include economics, consumerism, employment, salaries and 

governments. In modern times, we need money to buy lands, housing and food; we 

need stores to provide food; we need employment to gain salaries; we need politicians 
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to protect the social conditions required to maintain businesses and employment 

places. So, survival in modern times is dependent on financial wealth, on stores with 

goods, on employment with adequate salaries and on protective governments. 

Unfortunately, in modern times, community norms do not prioritize protection of the 

environment. Even more unfortunate is that living permaculture lifestyles in modern 

times still requires financial security, some forms of consumerism and political 

protection. In all, leading a permaculture lifestyle does not guarantee survival in these 

modern times because of the low community priority of environmental protection, the 

high community priority of consumerism and the political priority of maintaining 

economics and employment opportunities. That is, permaculture lifestyles do not 

guarantee survival in immediate times with modern community norms. The lack of 

financial, social and political security for individuals leading permaculture lifestyles in 

modern times motivates people to remain living within their modern community 

norms.  

Of course, permaculturalists respond by arguing that environmental destruction will 

make survival difficult in the future, if not impossible. This is a reasonable argument 

and is more or less supported by science. Unfortunately, arguments about difficulties in 

future times go with little reaction from modern people because of difficulties people 

face in their immediate times. The foundation of difficulties in immediate times is 

modern people not being guaranteed access to survival resources in their modern 

communities. Modern people survive in their modern communities by being 

employed, building financial strength, using technology and taking advantage of 

common behaviours. Living against these norms threatens survival in immediate times. 

As an example of these immediate threats, even permaculturalists need money in 

modern times. They need money to buy land, housing and materials. Many people 

need bank loans to begin these lifestyles. Of course, inability to repay these loans 

means loss of land and housing with the result of their families living poor lives. In 

modern times, politicians protect the lenders and the majority of modern people 

accept these life conditions. In other words, when individuals intentionally live 

externally from community norms they increase the threats to their own survival. 
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Modern people are more concerned with survival in immediate times with the 

consequence that survival in future times has little weight in assessments of lifestyle 

choices. 

One possibility of lifestyle change for future benefit is that most people in the 

community change lifestyle behaviours at the same time. The result would be people 

still aligning personal behaviours to community norms and politicians changing their 

priorities in order to accommodate these changes. Unfortunately, most people will not 

change behaviour until political consensus is reached; politicians will not change 

priorities until the majority changes behaviour; individuals will not change behaviour 

until the majority changes behaviour. This circular method of decision-making means 

little change occurs in communities and contemporary community norms remain in 

tact. Generally, it appears impossible to garner enough support among citizens for 

comprehensive changes in community norms. Furthermore, individuals are reluctant to 

change lifestyle because of the fears of acting against common behaviours. So, the 

permaculturalists’ message of future survival difficulties may be heard by many 

individuals but acted on by few. In the end, the permaculturalists’ message of future 

conflict due to environmental destruction has little impact on modern lifestyle 

behaviours because of the immediate survival concerns of individual citizens. 

In sum, a person’s own survival in immediate times is prioritized over the need to 

protect the environment for future times. One person cannot change community 

norms, so people succumb to common sets of behaviours. So, individuals behave as 

most people behave and ignore environmental protection in their lifestyle choices. In 

other words, people focus on personal needs in immediate times and worry about 

future concerns when they arise. 

2. We are responsible to provide safe environments for future generations. 

However, we prioritize providing secure futures for our own children. 

We want our own children to live well in their communities in their future as adults. 

Once again, contemporary community norms come to the fore in our considerations of 

raising children. In modern times, a modern education and a high-paying job gives 

people greater access to financial security, greater access to consumer goods and 
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greater access to political protection. In these modern times, money will always be 

important for survival, education will always focus on teaching the skills to advance in 

employment and governments will always prioritize jobs and economics over 

environmental protection. We know the norms of our modern communities and we are 

also certain that these norms will prevail over the coming decades. We do not want our 

children to struggle in that community when they become adults. Generally, when 

considering changing to permaculture lifestyles, we include in our calculations the 

impacts of leading permaculture lifestyles on our children. When people live a 

permaculture lifestyle in modern times they may limit the number of opportunities for 

their children to survive in their own future as an adult. Their children may gain an 

education inconsistent with modern community norms, may have fewer opportunities 

to gain employment, may have fewer opportunities to gain money and may possibly 

have less protection from governments. That is, limiting opportunities for our children 

in our modern communities is a great disservice to our own children. So, people take 

advantage of contemporary community norms to give their children greater probability 

of success in their community when they become adults. 

In sum, people prioritize the future lives of their own children above the lives of future 

generations. Abiding by contemporary community norms gives one’s own children 

more chances to live secure lives as adults than does living alternative lifestyles like a 

permaculture lifestyle. 

3. We desire to live life like the “good old days”.  

However, we prioritize science and facts above the mystics of the “good old days”. 

We have an almost mystical view of aboriginal life and their relationships with the land. 

However, was it ever as beautiful as we are led to believe? Ever since humanity 

stepped out of Africa, humans have become invaders of new lands. New technology 

(e.g. fire and spears) reshaped lands and fauna. For example, large Australian animals 

became extinct and landscapes changed about the time humans first entered Australia; 

large birds died out after Maoris entered New Zealand. These are not faults of these 

people because survival was the key. Their industriousness and inventiveness helped 

these people to survive in their new lands. Furthermore, aboriginal people have gods 
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and myths to direct their lives, to make sense of their world and to pass on traditions. 

Intelligence, hard work and their own mystic beliefs assisted these people to survive in 

their new lands. However, even though gods, myths and hard work helped aboriginal 

people conquer new lands, it is difficult for people of modern western traditions to live 

by the gods, myths and work ethic of the different cultures of times gone-by.  

In fact, we could also talk about following any of the western lifestyles of the past 

thousands of years in the same way. Western cultures developed their own myths, 

legends and work ethics in order to survive, to raise children and to relate to people. 

Many of these stories and practices do not fit in with modern lifestyles. The reason is 

that science has raised its head. Science has found fault in many of these stories and 

lifestyle practices and has replaced them with facts. Even though many people base 

some of their lifestyle choices on religious practices which began thousands of years 

ago, many people still prefer to live by facts rather than by fallacy or superstition. 

Modern people find it difficult to live like the people in their own history.   

In sum, people prioritize immediate times above times gone-by. Science has played a 

crucial role in shaping humanity and, of course, in improving both comfort of lifestyles 

and knowledge of the world. So, even though people may admire the lifestyles 

practices of different cultures and times, they need not limit their lifestyle choices to 

those practices. 

Let’s summarize the above arguments.  

Generally, the reasons to follow permaculture lifestyles do not override the concerns of 

citizens living in modern communities. People focus their lifestyle choices on following 

contemporary community norms in order to fulfill personal priorities of survival in 

immediate times, of care for one’s children and of gaining some level of long-term 

survival security. In addition, knowledge of human history and predictions of possible 

futures do not provide enough motivation to change to a permaculture lifestyle. In all, 

immediate personal concerns deafen the voice of change. 

In conclusion, what do these personal concerns mean for permaculture? 

Currently, people who take up permaculture or other alternate lifestyles argue 
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strenuously about avoiding doomsday, redefining social responsibility and following 

activities of days gone-by. These are, of course, genuine considerations. Unfortunately, 

these people do not consider that most citizens are continually burdened in their 

immediate times with personal survival, family responsibilities and community 

obligations. They overlook the fact that changing lifestyles away from contemporary 

community norms increases these burdens and heightens anxiety. The result is that 

arguments which support aligning lifestyles to the natural cycles of the planet are just 

not connecting with citizens who live in modern communities. The concerns of 

permaculturalists are just not entering the scope of social responsibility in modern 

times. 

Perhaps we could conclude with a different question – Do permaculture lifestyles bring 

people happiness? 

One argument that is generally overlooked in permaculture is a person’s happiness. 

Perhaps the thought of immediate enjoyment of permaculture could sway people to 

experiment with permaculture practices. Many individuals in the community may 

admire permaculture because of the focus on both environmental protection and 

sustainability of survival resources. However, these same people also know the fears of 

changing lifestyles away from common norms. One may argue that people might be 

looking for happiness in their lives in their immediate times. Permaculture could 

provide that happiness. 

Other questions arise. Are there “beginner steps” where people could experiment with 

permaculture without stepping out of the comfort zone in their present lifestyle? Could 

these “beginner steps” in permaculture bring immediate pleasure into peoples’ lives? 

Could these pleasures in immediate times lead to happy lives? Could the “beginner 

step” experiences of individuals lead to other people testing permaculture? Could 

individuals actually motivate the majority of citizens to begin permaculture and, by 

extension, change community norms to align more to environmental protection? 

However, the most interesting question of all is whether people will be happy leading 

permaculture lifestyles? A question “How do we become happy?” spring to mind. 

‘What is happiness?’ This is the topic of the next article.  


