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The Good Life 5: Community Life and Personal Happiness 

Is it possible to live the good life? Is it possible for community life to bring personal 

happiness? To answer these questions, we need to find if individuals can gain 

emotional fulfillment when living in groups. If we find that emotional fulfillment is 

possible when living in groups then our research may also uncover the social conditions 

needed for people to live the good life.  

To achieve these results, this essay focuses on assessing whether living in permaculture 

communities is really the good life and, in particular, whether these communities bring 

its citizens happiness. I focus on permaculture lifestyles because permaculture 

lifestyles actually exist and they include a philosophy of respect for planet Earth… it 

feels like the good life! Obviously, many of its community norms contrast with modern 

community norms. This allows us to be practical in our assessments of the good life 

rather than to dream up some ideal set of circumstances or to assess personal 

circumstances … both of which can be cumbersome. Assessments use the concepts of 

personal moral code, independence of action, objective life boundaries and acceptance 

of responsibilities to evaluate whether permaculture lifestyles really is the good life. 

From this research of permaculture we may be able to define the good life and uncover 

the social surroundings needed for people to live their happy lives. In the end, through 

assessments of permaculture communities, we may be able to find elements of 

community life that bring happiness to its citizens. So, this essay, firstly, assesses 

permaculture lifestyle to find if it is truly the good life and, secondly, branches out to 

uncover general social conditions needed to allow people to be happy when living in 

groups.  

We consider in our deliberations the personal behaviours that allow individuals to live 

happy lives. Basically, people are happy when they live by their own version of ‘right’ 

and ‘good’. They have a personal moral code by which they want to live. Specifically, 

personal moral code is filled with cherished values – Survival, Love, Be Loved, Social 

Respect and Self Respect. By fulfilling these cherished values people survive and fulfill 

the emotions of love and respect. By transgressing any of these cherished values, 

people perform morally ‘wrong’ behaviours – as defined by their own personal code – 
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unhappiness results. Generally, people become happy when personal goals are 

relevant to fulfilling cherished values and when personal behaviors are necessary to 

attaining these goals. In other words, pre-requisites for personal happiness in group life 

include independence of action along with direct connections between personal 

behaviors and emotional fulfillment.  

Furthermore, we also consider in our deliberations the premise that leading happy 

lives requires people living with both behaviour restrictions and acceptance of 

responsibilities. Firstly, people restrict behaviours and associated repercussions of 

behaviour to objective life boundaries of natural laws and communal rules of citizen 

independence and citizen co-operation. Secondly, people accept the responsibilities of 

creating comfortable surroundings by promoting both safe natural environments and 

peaceful cohesive communities. In all, behaviour restrictions passively influence 

personal surroundings while acceptance of responsibility results in intentional 

manipulation of personal surroundings. Most importantly, for a happy life, these 

restrictions and responsibilities contribute to life conditions that improve chances of 

survival, enhance the comfort of personal surroundings for all people and allow people 

to express their true moral self. Specifically, these life conditions allow all people to 

access survival resources, to express their personal self and to fulfill the emotions of 

love and respect. So, a happy life includes evaluating the motives and repercussions of 

personal behaviours with respect to contribution to comfortable surroundings for all 

people including the self.  

In sum, judging whether permaculture communities bring happiness to individuals 

needs assessment of common citizen behaviours with respect to objective life 

boundaries, individual responsibilities and personal moral code.  

How does permaculture fit in with the requirements of happiness? We consider the 

relationship between permaculture lifestyle and (a) nature and survival; (b) community 

norms and social freedoms; (c) social support and self-expression. 

Firstly, let’s examine permaculture’s relationship with the natural environment and 

survival. We assess lifestyle habits and impacts of those behaviours on natural systems. 
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Permaculture certainly centers on living within natural laws. Food security through 

local production is the essence of permaculture. A permaculture lifestyle brings high 

levels of human energy, low levels of energy production (from gas, oil, coal, nuclear 

and renewable energy), low pollution levels and low environmental destruction. The 

result of permaculture lifestyles is personal survival, environmentally-sustainable work 

practices and healthy bodies. Permaculture provides stable ecosystems, food nearby 

and high probability of long-term survival. 

However, we must also acknowledge that permaculture is not purely natural. Foods 

that originated in different parts of the world are assembled in different zones of a 

paddock. Furthermore, dams are built, walls are created and different animals are 

raised. On the other hand, what are our options? Should we return to a hunter-

gatherer lifestyle? The short answer for many people, myself included, would be – no! 

Protection in a home, a comfortable bed and food nearby would sound much better for 

many people! So, permaculture involves human-made changes to nature; however, the 

advantage of permaculture is long-term access to survival resources by respecting both 

natural laws and the needs of planet Earth. 

To resolve this dilemma about permaculture, let’s acknowledge the non-naturalness of 

assembling different food and animals into one area along with the excavations of 

landscapes. However, let’s also acknowledge that permaculture allows the natural 

rhythms and cycles of the planet to continue and also lets the planet restore itself. 

Furthermore, we know the planet naturally evolves – ice ages, hot spells, erosion and 

fierce stressors frequently occur on this planet. But, at least, permaculture lifestyles 

will neither promote nor accelerate these changes and these lifestyles also have 

strategies to combat likely planetary stressors that strike their lands. In fact, 

permaculture lifestyles will probably adapt to the many changes on planet Earth. All in 

all, permaculture offers the luxury of changing natural ecosystems for access to survival 

resources but with the health of the planet also gaining priority in lifestyle decisions. 

Therefore, people contribute to safe natural environments with stable survival supplies 

by living to natural laws. One may conclude that permaculture lifestyles adhere to the 

laws of nature and maintain the natural pillars of comfortable surroundings. 
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Secondly, let’s examine permaculture’s relationship with community norms and social 

freedoms. We assess group goals, common behaviours and the impacts of those goals 

and behaviours on the lives of individual citizens. 

We assess the community norms promoted by permaculture in order to evaluate the 

comfort levels of all citizens. We consider both intra-community and inter-community 

relations in these assessments. Furthermore, the communal rule of citizen 

independence becomes a target when assessing the social freedoms in community. 

Topics focused on social surroundings include the communal rule of citizen 

independence plus community norms, civic contribution, behaviour of leading citizens 

and relations with other communities. Uncovering the social freedoms of community 

norms in permaculture lifestyles focuses on assessing the level of independence of 

citizens as well as the reasons for co-operation among citizens.  

Generally, if the sole reason for living was survival, then we may assume that both 

community norms and civic contribution would be based only on treatment of the 

natural environment. However, humans are emotional; humans contend with emotions 

like love, respect, desire, fear, envy and revenge. This means that assessing the quality 

of community life needs to include evaluating the level of freedom that every citizen in 

the local community has in order to express their personally-preferred behaviours.  

The foundation of high-quality community life is that the community allows all citizens 

to lead their lifestyle of choice. For this to occur communal rules dominate community 

norms and that these community norms act as guides for people to contribute to 

community. That is, civic contribution includes protecting acceptable behaviours and 

deterring non-acceptable behaviour based on communal rules. Civic duty, community 

laws, education of citizens and role modeling by leading citizens are all examples of 

civic contribution and are all methods of contributing to the quality of community life. 

In essence, assessment of the quality of community life includes evaluating the level of 

alignment of community norms to communal rules in order to provide social freedoms 

to all people.    

Furthermore, to complete assessments of community life we assess both intra-

community and inter-community relations. We include both personal relationships 
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within the local community as well as relationships among different communities to 

assess the quality of social surroundings. 

Let’s begin with intra-community relations. Community norms that define intra-

community relations need assessment. Of course, people often utilize common 

behaviours in their local communities to form co-operative relationships. However, 

these types of relationships also include circumstances when people are coerced into 

co-operating in groups. In these circumstances, people join groups, take orders from 

others and restrict expressions of personally-preferred behaviours for the purpose of 

personal survival. In these types of co-operative arrangements many people take a 

subordinate role in their relationships with others for the purpose of survival. As an 

example, coercive relationships are common in modern communities. Even though 

gaining money from employment is an accepted survival strategy in modern times, the 

need for money still acts as a tool of coercion to join groups. That is, the reason to 

enter co-operative groups in modern times is to gain money for personal survival not 

for freedom of expression of preferred behaviours. To make matters worse, people 

know that many employment duties transgress external life boundaries and personal 

moral code. Modern people are willing to subordinate the self to dominant groups in 

order to survive. In fact, they may even gain satisfaction with their behaviours due to 

their attainment of social goals… but, alas, they are not free to express their true moral 

self. This example demonstrates that people may survive in their co-operative 

relationships and may even gain some sense of voluntarism but are not truly free. In 

all, the reasons for participation in personal relationships and the level of 

independence of participants in personal relationships become prime considerations 

when assessing the social freedoms in local community life. In this regard, one criterion 

for evaluating local community norms and, of course, civic contribution by local 

citizens, is the promotion of co-operative relationships filled with independent 

participants freely expressing their personal emotions. So, high-quality community life 

begins with local community norms that allow all people the freedom to co-operate 

with others as well as to express their personal emotions and treasured behaviours in 

these personal relationships.   
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As for inter-community relations, community norms of different communities need 

assessment. The reason is that inter-community relations also affect survival and 

happiness of citizens at local levels. Over millennia wars, battles, migrations and 

disputes have occurred amongst different communities. Obviously, these inter-

community conflicts negatively impact on the survival and happiness of individual 

citizens at local levels. Of course, many community norms are culturally-fixed. In order 

to avoid social conflicts among communities we need to identify common sets of rules 

for all kinds of people. Once again, communal rules come to the fore. People ensure 

that community norms and their civic contribution allow all individuals the freedoms to 

express the self irrespective of where they live. So, high-quality community life in a 

peaceful local community also requires citizens around the world living in communities 

dominated by communal rules. 

To sum up assessment of quality of community life, social surroundings, both local and 

external, impact on individual citizen’s strategies to survive and gain happiness. This 

means that civic contribution needs to consider issues ranging from social freedoms of 

local citizens up to the function of both regional and world-wide security organizations. 

Civic contribution includes promoting in all communities the civic duty, laws, education 

and role modeling which are based on communal rules and which allow every person 

around the world to live freely in peaceful social surroundings. Ultimately, assessments 

of the comfort of community life include evaluating the quality of social surroundings 

of people who live near and far. 

With respect to permaculture, aside from the relationship with planet Earth, 

permaculture offers little information about the social freedoms of citizens, citizen 

relationships and communal rules. However, permaculture does offer information 

about village set up, administration and structure. At times, the information is very 

specific and intricately detailed (e.g. Permaculture: A designer’s Manual by Mr. Bill 

Mollison – the founder of permaculture). However, the information focuses on citizen 

contribution to community goals. There is little information about allowing the 

freedoms for individuals to lead their preferred lifestyle. For example, who would make 

the laws in the community? Would community leaders control armed forces? Would 
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education be objective, uncensored and fully explained? Could people have electric 

guitars, lights and automotive vehicles? Would sports, hobbies and celebrations exists 

– if so, how and what kind?  What would be the social repercussions of people 

expressing uncommon behaviours? How would the benefits of community life be fairly 

distributed? Would people who cannot, or do not, contribute to community life receive 

social benefit? Would people be socially coerced to join community groups? Would 

permaculture include economics and finances? How would communities, both 

regionally and world wide, relate and support each other? The lack of information 

about social freedoms of citizens means little is known about current permaculture 

thoughts of communities, citizen relationships, acceptable activities and even the 

future of permaculture itself. 

On the other hand, perhaps we do not need information about social surroundings. 

The lifestyle based on natural laws could just morph into social surroundings that are 

personally-acceptable. However, this isn’t really encouraging either…anything could 

happen! For example, the state of current modern communities, where people are 

destroying ecosystems, mistreating others and coercing people to join employment 

groups, is an example of just “letting things happen”. Even worse, the lack of 

information would give room for extremists to move in and dominate permaculture 

communities. For example, in history, revolutions based on fighting for “the good life” 

of communism have ended as horrendous dictatorships while communities dominated 

by religious doctrine have brought severe impacts on individual citizens. In other 

words, danger could arise when we proceed without clear information about expected 

social goals, desired community norms and methods to contribute to community life. 

Therefore, people contribute to the social freedoms that allow citizens to live their 

preferred lifestyle by aligning community norms to the communal rule of citizen 

independence. One may conclude that more information is needed to assess 

community norms and social freedoms in the permaculture community. We really do 

not know the social consequences of permaculture communities. In particular, we do 

not know the impacts of permaculture group goals on individual lifestyles.  
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Finally, let’s examine permaculture’s relationship with social support and self-

expression. Rather than assess the citizen support for social goals, we assess the 

personal goals of individual citizens and the community’s willingness to support those 

goals, i.e. social support. 

We assess the social surroundings promoted by permaculture with respect to the level 

of support citizens receive with their co-operative efforts with fellow citizens. 

Essentially, the communal rule of citizen co-operation becomes a target when assessing 

social support. Topics focused on citizen co-operation include social support, the moral 

rightness of social goals, common behaviours to attain those goals as well as the 

personal goals of individual citizens and the level of assistance they receive from fellow 

citizens to achieve those goals.  

Central in assessments of social support is the dreams of each person, the behaviours 

that bring those dreams into fruition and the willingness of the community to support 

those individual dreams. How can each person live happily in this community? How can 

the individual express his/her personal moral code? How will the community support 

each individual in his/her preferred pursuits? What kind of pursuits will the community 

support? How can each person live to their own desires? In addition, how do citizens 

contribute to the community within their own personal moral code? How does the 

citizen follow personal moral code as well as live in both their immediate community 

and the world at large? In all, even though modern community norms have low levels 

of social support for individual self-expression, we do not want to promote a new set 

of community norms that also restrict self-expression or, even worse, to promote 

stricter sets of community norms. 

Specifically, the ability of both the social machinery and the community’s decision-

making processes to support the preferred activities of individuals is assessed. That is, 

when considering the happiness of citizens who live in communities, we need to know 

more about the level of support that each and every citizen receives in order to attain 

their personally-desired goals. We need to know the citizen’s rights in this community, 

the laws that protect individual citizens as well as the penalties incurred for infringing 

those rights and laws. An overall question arises – who actually controls the decisions 



Community Life and Personal Happiness 

The Good Life 5  9 

 

of the community? Is the answer the citizens themselves or an organizational elite class 

of people?  

Once again, permaculture literature offers little information about the level of social 

support for individual self-expression. It may be true that people in permaculture 

communities co-operate with each other to maintain safe natural systems with long 

term access to survival resources. In this scenario, people may be happy due to citizens 

assisting each other with survival.  However, when we look beyond survival to include 

personal dreams and desires, we need to know more about the activities of individual 

citizens living in permaculture lifestyles and the support they receive from their 

communities. We need to know the laws of permaculture communities and the rights 

of its citizens as well as the punishments for transgressions of these laws and rights. 

Permaculture offers little information about expected citizen support and expected 

protections of individual citizens. 

Therefore, people contribute to social support by assisting fellow citizens with attaining 

their desires and dreams. One may conclude that permaculture provides the physical 

parameters for people to access their survival resources but offers little about the 

social parameters which ensure that individuals lead happy lifestyles. 

Overall, the good life for individual citizens living in communities requires community 

norms to align to natural laws and communal rules in order for people to lead their 

moral lives. Of course, community norms are propagated by citizens. Obviously, this 

means that citizens not only follow personal desires but also need to limit behaviours 

to objective external life boundaries and accept the responsibilities for maintaining 

comfortable surroundings. These efforts maintain surroundings where all people, 

included the self, can fulfill personal emotions and live happily. That is, happiness is not 

given, but earned: earned by behaviour limitations and acceptance of responsibilities. 

With respect to permaculture, citizens abide by natural laws. However, we do not know 

the level of either social freedoms or social support for the individual citizens in 

permaculture communities. That is, communal rules of citizen independence and 

citizen co-operation are largely unknown in permaculture lifestyles. Of course, we also 

know that modern communities have little adherence to these laws and rules. 
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However, at least, we know that permaculture provides safe natural systems which 

modern communities do not. All in all, permaculture offers at least one pillar of the 

good life – safe natural environments; but we need more information about the quality 

of social surroundings before deciding if permaculture is actually the good life. 

In conclusion, uncovering the life conditions needed for people to lead happy lives in a 

community requires assessing the quality of natural surroundings, quality of social 

surroundings and quality of support for individual dreams. Firstly, people maintain safe 

natural environments by protecting the planet, by maintaining long-term community-

based survival resources and by creating strategies to combat planetary stressors. 

Secondly, people maintain peaceful cohesive communities by allowing citizens their 

social freedoms to live preferred lifestyles and by supporting fellow citizens with 

attaining personal dreams. In all, the foundations of the good life is all citizens 

contributing to comfortable surroundings for the purpose of all citizens having both 

access to survival resources and individual emotional fulfillment in order for all citizens 

to gain personal happiness in community life. 

With respect to permaculture lifestyles, more information about social surroundings 

and individual lifestyles is needed before we can determine whether people would live 

the good life when living permaculture lifestyles. Of course, maintaining natural 

systems goes a long way to personal survival. Also, co-operating with others to protect 

natural systems and to supply survival resources to each other allows love and respect 

to enter relationships. However, the lack of writing about communal rules brings 

uncertainty about the happiness people would gain by living permaculture lifestyles. 

Even worse, due to the lack of information about social surroundings, tyrants might 

end up dominating these lifestyles and install their own strict social surroundings. So, 

even though safe natural environments contribute to happiness, another important 

consideration for happiness is the social surroundings in which people would live. 

Overall, uncertainty about the level of personal happiness of individual citizens living in 

permaculture communities stem from the lack of writing about the quality of social 

surroundings, the level of social  freedoms and the level of social support. 

So, what should I do?  
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Should I take the gamble and undertake a permaculture lifestyle? Even though I am 

unsure about the social surroundings, individual freedoms and the future of 

permaculture lifestyles, I like the notion of basing lifestyles on sustainable use of 

natural systems. On the other hand, I must admit that I have other concerns in my 

immediate times to consider. The most important concern is that lifestyle changes 

could create great personal challenges in my immediate times. That is, I have to 

consider my survival and my happiness in immediate times in my new lifestyle choices. 

In this regard, in my immediate times in my modern community I have access to 

survival resources, I provide for my family, I participate in friendly relationships and the 

prospects in the future for both me and my family are, more or less, known. I do not 

want to lose the advantages that I have gained in my life. Changing to a permaculture 

lifestyle feels like a real gamble where I could lose the advantages I have gained in my 

immediate times with the prospects of living a poor future. 

In sum, I am really confused! I want to treat natural systems well but … 

… Not only am I unsure about the future of permaculture, but, I also have concerns 

about the quality of my life in immediate times. Changing lifestyle appears to be a real 

gamble! I prefer not to gamble with my life or my family’s lives.  

The ultimate question: should I stay with my current lifestyle or change to a 

permaculture lifestyle? This is the theme of the next essay: What should I do about 

Permaculture? 

 


