Gaia Theory and Permaculture: re-discovering the Obvious
This paper was presented at the 'All Our Futures' Conference University of Plymouth UK, September 9-11 2008
Just over ten years ago, inspired by the world view of Gaia Theory and encouraged by a course in Permaculture design, we decided to sell up everything and move from Cornwall to the south west of France. This paper aims to examine the strong philosophical and cultural links between Gaia Theory and Permaculture through our own personal experiences on the journey so far.

What was it that we found inspiring about the Gaia world view? At the heart of Gaia is one of those lovely examples of a simple idea which changes everything. This is from Lovelock's second book, 'The Ages of Gaia':

‘In Gaia we are just another species, neither the owners nor the stewards of this planet. Our future depends much more upon a right relationship with Gaia than with the never-ending drama of human interest.’
Here is the fundamental perception shift which pulls the rug from under the feet of arrogant humanity - we are just another species, not the chosen ones sitting at the top of some evolutionary ladder. And if we are to have a chance of achieving a sustainable future, a right relationship with Gaia, we need to get beyond the world of nedohi, the 'never ending drama of human interest' with its politics and promises of continuing economic growth, and start to look at our actions in the light of igawajas, 'in Gaia we are just another species.' But where do you start?

For us, this is where Permaculture came in.

'Permaculture at root means taking natural ecosystems as the model for our own human habitats. Natural ecosystems are, almost by definition, sustainable and if we can understand the way they work we can use that understanding to make our own lives more sustainable.'

(Patrick Whitefield: 2004 The Earth Care Manual  Permanent Publications)
Permaculture is practical, it's about designing solutions, and it makes common sense. And in Permaculture practice we found a strong link to Lovelock's exhortation:

‘The evolution of Gaia seems to depend upon the activities of individual organisms. If these are favourable for the environment they succeed. If not they are doomed but life goes on. To me this means that it is more important to try to live in harmony with the Earth at a personal level than to allow any of the numerous human collectives and parties to take that responsibility away from us.’  (In Peter Bunyard & Edward Goldsmith (eds)  1988)         



       
Bill Mollison, co-creator of Permaculture, is in no doubt about what this means. On page one of his book 'Permaculture, a Designers' Manual' he spells out what he calls: 

The Prime Directive of Permaculture

The only ethical decision is to

take responsibility for our own existence

and that of our children

Make it now.

Suitably inspired we decided to buy some land and use what we'd learned about Permaculture design principles to begin exploring how we might live 'in harmony with the Earth.' 
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For this talk, we will follow the familiar Gaia pattern that systems exist within systems at all scales, so we'll start by looking at us and our site, then at how we fit into the local community, and then at the wider angle of how local communities are important in a global context.
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When we began in 1998 there were the two of us and our two daughters, Laura aged 12 and Ele aged 6 months. We had some experience of gardening and some basic DIY skills, but it was the solid, practical Permaculture framework we were using that gave us the confidence to get the project off the ground.

Because we were starting from a Permaculture perspective, we had already chosen a site that had its own spring water, a SW facing slope, and some well established fruit trees, and now we were into the day to day process. The first step, which is a relief when you have a six month old baby, is to do nothing for twelve months except observe the site for things like prevailing winds, frost pockets, and what plants and resources are already in place. This period of observation and consultation amongst the people using the site, leads to producing the first design or designs for how the site might be developed over the next few years.

A basic Permaculture tool is the idea of zones - Zone 0 being the house and Zone 1 being near the house for things you visit frequently like the herb garden, and then gradually moving further away until you reach zone 5 which is the wild bit left untouched by humans. So using this idea, you work out where to put such features as the veggie beds, the chicken house, the compost toilet and the solar shower.

Another Permaculture principle is that everything, as far as possible, should have more than one function. So, for example, if you put the chickens in the orchard they keep the pests under control, they fertilise the ground, they eat fallen fruit, and they give you eggs.

This brings us to the importance of diversity. Natural ecosystems are relatively stable because they are diverse, so it makes sense to design your plot with the natural model in mind. A good example of this is the forest garden, where you have several layers of productivity, with trees, bushes, ground cover, and climbers. Installing a pond near your veggie beds is another good way of encouraging a diversity of wild life to keep pests under control. We also have some Indian runner ducks which eat slugs and thus spare the greens!

One resource we were lacking when we got started was woodland, even though we were surrounded by woods in our little valley, so we made it a priority to rent or buy some. Now we have nearly 4 hectares of woodland which we coppice and so we are self-sufficient in wood. We have installed a wood burning cooker in the kitchen which also gives us hot water and heats several radiators. This is a good point to tell you about the donkeys! Once we'd got the woodland we were faced with the problem of bringing in the wood each year. Should we buy a tractor? We decided on donkeys on the multi-function principle - they are good fun to have around and the kids can ride them, they like eating brambles, they provide manure, you can use them to pull carts and other bits of kit, and bring in the wood - and, especially in the current economic climate, they don't need diesel! And, you can go on holiday with them!

Permaculture as a design process isn't just about growing things, you can use the principles in all sorts of areas. On our site is a building which was the original house, built just after the revolution, basically being used as a barn and in need of restoration. We decided that we should renew it using traditional techniques, so we learned how to repair the walls using mud plaster, and we laid the floor using a hemp, lime and sand mix. We kept the space as open as possible so now we can use it for meetings, courses, accommodation, and, of course, parties.

One interesting feature of the last ten years has been our experience of the actual physical work involved in all this. Though there were only four of us, we had Permaculture friends from England come to visit in the early stages and help with the design process, and we became ‘wwoof’ hosts (Worldwide Opportunites on Organic farms: www.wwoof.org). This has been excellent for us, not just from the point of view of having other willing workers on the site but also because of the wider cultural exchange we've had, with ‘wwoofers’ from all over the world including Japan, Australia, Canada and the USA. So if you haven't got a big extended family around you with Granny in the kitchen cooking lunch and a couple of strapping lads to do the heavy work, don't despair - there are other ways of organising things!

Bill Mollison jokes that the aim of Permaculture is to live off your plot without having to work - certainly, once the site is established it should pretty well run itself with minimum intervention. And even in the labour intensive first few years, there is something very rewarding about knowing that you're not 'working for the man' and that everything you do is directly contributing to your own survival and well-being. And then in the evening you can sit down with a glass of home made cider and listen to the birds and the rest of the wild life in the valley doing what every other species in Gaia does - being natural.
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Let's move on now to how all this fits into the context of our local community. From the outset, our aim was to integrate as fully as possible with the local French community rather than to live in 'splendid isolation'.

At a local level, France is divided into communes, and the mayor and council have real power over local decisions on planning and spending local taxes, so there is a real involvement of ordinary people in local politics. In our commune there is a committee that organises the chasse, the hunt, to control the number of wild boar and deer, with strict regulations on numbers shot and the times of year for hunting. During the year there are two chasse meals for the commune. An interesting feature is that it is the hunters themselves who, having killed the meat, butcher it, cook it, serve it at table and wash up afterwards - they are responsible for the whole process.

There is another committee which organises the fetes during the year, and this for us, from a Permaculture point of view, was very important because one of our tradable skills is making music, so we offered to play for St Patrick's night in the village hall and we've been doing it every year since then.

On a day to day basis, the local people seem to lead two separate lives. On one level, they go about their normal business as plumbers or teachers, and the farmers grow maize and sunflowers and cattle for meat, getting their European subsidies, but at the same time, on a more fundamental level, most families have a productive vegetable garden, many raise and kill their own meat in the form of chickens, ducks and a pig or two, and everybody preserves stuff for the winter. This is a peasant philosophy, a way of life that is still very strong. We were delighted to find that we'd arrived in a part of the world where people were doing naturally what we were trying to learn through Permaculture. All the locals are keen to share produce and skills and wisdoms about when to plant or what to plant with their neighbours, and this is all going on within an hour and a half's drive of two international airports!

For us, the most important implication of this double-life situation became evident when there was a tanker drivers strike. There was no panic buying in the supermarkets because every family had a larder stacked with home produce, so most people just stayed at home and worked in the garden. We suddenly realised that the peasant element was so strong that, if, or rather when, the shit of civilisation hits the fan, all our neighbours could simply revert to a full time peasant existence.

On the wider community level, we live 5 kilometres from our local market town, Mirande in the Gers, which has a population of about 4,600, which is about half the size of Liskeard in Cornwall, for example, and the weekly Monday market is still the focus of communal activity. As well as the itinerant traders, there are five registered organic producers selling everything from fruit and vegetables to bread and cheese and meat, and lots of locals selling untreated produce from their gardens. It costs €2 (about £1.30) for a stall.

Because we were keen to integrate we decided to send the girls to school, not just to mix with other local children and learn the language, but also to soak up the French culture on a wider level. In rural France the school is a very important part of the community, and the education system is firmly based around the basic skills of reading, writing and mathematics, with Wednesdays given over to sport and arts activities. And then, in our local village school of 25 children, lunch break is an hour and a half and they have a four course meal every day!

To summarise, we very much feel a part of our local community and we're encouraged by knowing that amongst the local people there is a real sense of belonging, to the land, to the family, and to the community as a whole.

This brings us to a consideration of the wider angle of how and why local communities are important in a global context.
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The title of this paper is: 'Gaia Theory and Permaculture : re-discovering the Obvious'. This is a reference to the following quotation from James Lovelock:

‘I find that country people still living close to the Earth often seem puzzled that anyone should need to make a formal proposition of anything as obvious as Gaia Theory. For them it is true, and always has been.’
  (Lovelock J.1982)

This has certainly been borne out by our experiences over the last ten years. Our neighbours are country people still living close to the Earth, and they know that the whole process is joined up and that they are just another part of it. There is a natural humility amongst them, and they are happy to share their wisdoms on planting and cooking and preserving, though they're sometimes cagey about where to find the best mushrooms! They regard themselves as 'paysans', peasants, and they do so with a quiet confidence and dignity because the result of handing down their wisdoms about nature over generations has been sustainability. This picture by Breughel, called 'The Fall of Icarus', illustrates the point neatly. Icarus's arrogant ambition lands him in the sea when the wax melts on his wings - the peasants working the land don't even notice the splash!
Peasants, if left to live in a proper balance with their land, are the great survivors of humanity. Unfortunately, the last few hundred years of human history is littered with stories of people being disconnected from their land, through such events as the enclosure acts and the frenzy of global colonisation in the name of religion and economic progress, and the fall out is still haunting us as a species. In France, many people managed to preserve their links to the land and the peasant wisdoms have lived on. 

How can this inform our debate on sustainable futures. 
The key lies in this quote from Lovelock:

‘The attraction of the city is seductive. Most of us are trapped in this world of the city, an everlasting soap opera, and all too often as spectators, not players.’  (Lovelock J.1989)

Peasants know how to be sustainable - they are players in the life of Gaia. Their's is the igwajas, 'in Gaia we are just another species' approach to sustainability. The nedohi, the 'never ending drama of human interest' version of sustainability is: 'I still want it all, and I still want it now, but I want it to be sustainable as well'. If the spectators of Gaia, the vast majority of our species, want to stay trapped in their soap opera, then Lovelock's solution of artificially manufacturing protein to feed them will have to become a reality.

To conclude - there is a lot of uncertainty out there. The effects of climate change are unpredictable at a local scale, and in the global heating scenario we may well be beyond the tipping point where positive feedback kicks in. But, then again, maybe some high tech answers can be found to give 'business as usual' a sustainable future. From our own point of view, when we looked at the evidence, we decided that whatever might happen due to circumstances beyond our control, we would probably have a better chance of survival, and a much more enjoyable way of life, if we set about re-discovering the obvious by learning how to 'live in harmony with the Earth.'

©  Jane Thomasson and Peter Horton  2008
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