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The beginning of the end, or the end of the beginning?

The world will not evolve past its current state of crisis by using the same thinking that created the situation. Albert Einstein

What is development? What do we mean when we talk about progress and growth? Why are our ideas of development and growth so closely associated with what we do ourselves, in our industry, our commerce and our enterprise? If we were to reconsider development and growth, and think of how we might adopt the idea of natural growth and natural life cycle, then does this begin to open up a new way of thinking about how we might look at ourselves and our relationship with our environment? What might we learn as a result? What might we educate ourselves to pay attention to, and to nurture? These are the questions that led me to putting together this book. They arise from a deeply felt concern about the direction we are travelling in the pursuit of growth and progress. 

Our precious planet is wrapped in a thin layer of atmosphere less than twenty miles thick from earth to space. Maybe less of a distance than you take daily to work and back. This atmosphere is unique as far as we know in the entire solar system. It is this atmosphere that enabled earth to flourish over the millennia into a rich abundance of life, of which we are just one example. 

Compared to the long history of the earth, our relatively recent arrival has brought with it a new dynamic; we have made our presence well and truly felt on every continent and in every ocean. One way we have done this is through our extraction of fossil fuels. This has accelerated since the Industrial Revolution and shows little sign of slowing, messing up the atmosphere every single day, through every single journey we make, through every fossil fuel dependent factory we build in the name of human progress. But our mass produced world has created a vast illusion of security, we have a fragile grasp on the surface of this world.

All around the world, people understand that our natural resources are finite, that the security of work that they have grown up on is not a sure thing, that they need to redefine how to live and how to redefine governance and democracy (Appadurai 2001). People are learning that an industrial growth model based upon cheap energy that takes, makes and wastes resources is no longer sustainable. They understand that our impact on the natural environment is tipping the fine balance of ecosystems and threatening our very survival and the survival of other living things. Although we have the technical knowledge to create an energy solution that is non-polluting, we simply haven’t as yet proceeded to apply it widely enough, nor have we in any way got the economic and cultural structures sorted out to align the effort and make real long-term progress. 

We need a cultural and economic response to this worldwide crisis just as much as we need imaginative technical progress, this type of response is a step change from our current practice (Gadotti 2008). Commenting upon the economic crisis of 2008 Jonathon Porritt recently said: ‘Unless we put the imperative of living within our means, both financially and environmentally, absolutely at the heart of everything we do to dig ourselves out of this recession, then any economic reprieve that we enjoy at then end of that time will be as bittersweet as it will be short-lived’ (Porritt 2009). We need to look again at how we live like we do, and educate ourselves into a new set of arrangements. We might reasonably ask, is what we are witnessing the beginning of the end, or does it represent the end of the beginning, is this the closing chapter for human begins or a new awakening?

How we proceed to ensure that our progress becomes a positive contribution to the planetary resource rather than a constant destructive force, is a matter that concerns us all, young and old, rich and poor. People are looking, searching, experimenting, and many of them are finding new hope (Slaby and Soetendorp 2009) 
, others often remain uncertain of how to act. We need to make the next step in our daily lives to help people respond to their micro-contexts in ways that will grow confident sustainable communities
 supporting both the biosphere and the techno-sphere. To achieve this we need to understand and adopt sustainable lifestyles that are an attractive and powerful alternative to the existing economic version of dependent consumerism. 

I think that the solution to this goal lies in education, and a clear focus upon how to live softly on the earth. In the case of this book, my source of practical information and applied knowledge lies primarily in a community food programme called Incredible Edible (Clarke 2010) 
. I have been working as a director in this project since we started, the programme will be described in much more detail later. What we have discovered in the project is something that unites us with people across the world, that people are eager to find new ways of living in their communities. Once the door is opened to conversation and design of their own ideas we can begin to learn to live more softly on the earth. In our case, we focused our attention upon growing food as a starting point, and through that focus we began to participate in a process of creating what I am calling progressive sustainable communities. This is a new form of agriculture, urban agriculture, the biggest growth industry in the developed world at this time taking root across nations, across generations and across the historical divide of race and colour. These are communities that begin to take ownership of their own direction, reinvent existing procedures and regulation to suit their changing needs, and provide an example for others to experiment with in their own settings. They ‘progress’ from a culture of dependency and being reliant upon others, to a culture that is showing signs of becoming more self-reliant and convivial. To get to that point we have to understand ourselves differently, not as recipients of other people’s changes and demands, but as creators of our own personal and collective direction.  This is a journey of learning, a journey of choices, it is learning for individuals, for organizations and services and businesses, and learning for the networks and associations who link to us (Driskell and Chawla 2009). Together, we begin to create sustainable communities that will take us from the linear economic model (Druckner 1993) that has driven the models of progress in the past, and begins to replace it with the cyclical eco-economy where our waste resources become material for future use, where we have a zero carbon impact on the planet, and where our measure of progress will be through the development of human community that will anchor environmental practices into the very fabric of its operation. 

As Incredible Edible has evolved, we have come into contact with people from across the world. What we are hearing through these connections is a persistent story. Most people have realized that somewhere over the past years they, and their communities  simply lost the skill set that is needed to live in a more environmentally sensitive, sustainable way of life. It is not that they can’t live sustainably, its just that their lives have had that connection with the natural environment eroded away in favour of the commercial, industrial and mechanistic. We have found that to rectify this, we need to work together to help to influence the behaviour of each and every one of us, so that the world we pass on to our children offers them happy, healthy, secure lives. An important starting point for the cultivation of progressive sustainable communities will come through a robust design for sustainable living – for want of a better description this is a type of ecological literacy. This is not a literacy that is fixed to our existing idea of a school (Reimer 1971), or certainly not the existing type of school that tends to be run by state systems. Instead it extends from an idea of school for life, to enterprise and business to health and other services in the form of an integrated way of thinking across a community that is at once both local and global (Druckner 1993, Ellwood 2003). It becomes a way of transforming the existing system, into a system that is ecologically responsive and responsible through practical examples of how to live now, not how to do so in fifty years time. It is an urgent issue. It demands urgent attention. We are already beginning to see the effects of climate change in different parts of the planet, the poorest of us will not be able to buy our way out of the problem. We contribute to the climate problem by flying food around the planet and running an inefficient and ill-conceived economic model based on industrial rather than ecological lines. 

All of these observations suggest that we are not yet, building resilient progressive sustainable communities, we are piloting new possibilities for them and in doing so, we begin to realize that we have for some time been scratching a form of living in a clearing in a forest, and instead of looking just at the clearing and feeling proud of our work, we begin to notice once more the forest itself, a richer, more diverse, dynamic and abundant thing entirely to that of the clearing we have made. 

In the Incredible Edible project, we have developed an approach that is focused on food. It offers people a way into these big problems through something people can understand and do something about. Growing food serves as a practical and literal metaphor for naturally focused change. Our project is action-oriented, non-judgmental and inclusive, we believe that everyone can be part of the solution and that everyone can bring ideas to the project.  We focus our efforts on community, business and learning. It is through our recognition of the importance of connecting these different dimensions of a local environment that we are rethinking the whole way we go about reform and regeneration of community. Our project has all of the components of a powerful model for learning, in growing food we have to consider how to influence and change systems, how to generate knowledge (Sachs 1992) and manage connections between political, economic, environmental and social issues, we learn how to build knowledge from multiple perspectives through people of different ages coming together, we require technical skills, communication skills, analytical skills, collaborative skills, deep thinking skills, decision making skills, use of appropriate technology, planning, action taking, skills in managing conflict and skills in maintaining multiple perspectives through dialogue and facilitation. 

We think now, in the light of our experience, that it is quite possible to learn together how to cultivate these communities so they begin to exemplify zero carbon, renewable energy, sustainable jobs and healthy people and ecosystems. This is a way of knowing that embraces natural abundance, human ingenuity and positive aspirations. Our intention is to create a global network of micro-communities of learning (education, health, enterprise) that see the interconnectivity of systems and use this creative abundance of knowledge as an energy for transforming the present and changing the future to add value to the natural ecosystem as well as developing their relationships as organisations and social groupings. A permanent form of community will purify the air, water and soil, retain valuable materials for perpetual, productive use, and enhance nature’s capacity to thrive, grow healthily, create a meaningful form of wealth and create useful resources, generate value and opportunity for all. The ecologically literate society will solve, not just manage the problems that we currently create in the way we live our lives. 

The reason why it matters to consider these things as present rather than future challenges (Handy 1995), is because the fundamentals for resolving the crisis are already around us. We just need to re-learn to connect the simple starting points such as growing to our present time. Passing it to future generations is simply missing the possibility of the importance of now. As Wendell Berry says;

What has drawn the modern world into being is a strange, almost occult yearning for the future. The modern mind longs for the future as the medieval mind longed for heaven. Wendell Berry (1977) The Unsettling of America p.56

One of the frequently heard claims about school and community improvement and regeneration programmes for reform is that they will pave the way for a better future, a brighter tomorrow (Almlov and Moberg 2008).  In educational terms this translates into the form of a smarter workforce, a more literate population, a population more suited to a knowledge economy. But we have to ask ourselves what is all this improvement for? There is little point in educating our young people so that they can become the latest cohort of consumers hell bent on exploiting and draining the finite resources we have at our disposal. Little point in educating our population for what effectively comes down to ecological genocide. Much of modern living is based upon the myth, perpetuated by any of a number of professions and services from education, to business to politics promising ‘things can only get better’. 

The future has our modern world in a tight, totalitarian knot. It is often presented to us in a form that suggests we can neither avoid its arrival, nor, seemingly, step onto a different track to meet it. The tension of the knot is created through industrialization, our complete dependency upon the belief that through this industrialization all of our lives will get better. This is the modern day opiate of the people, it transcends national boundaries and forms the fundamental view of economy, that industrialized commerce and production are the route to the Promised Land. It is a vision of the future that binds together the global modern mind; it leads us to believe that all the cars and planes, cookers and computers, ipods and ipads, and produce of every kind are all prototype versions of their final future-perfect form. This preoccupation with the ‘new,’ means that we abandon the adequate or the acceptable in preference for the latest version. For example: my operating system on my computer, prompts me every time I start up the machine, telling me that I need to update my software, but my needs are met perfectly adequately with what I already have installed, on a machine that is more than three years old and de facto obsolete. 

Education is locked into the very same mode of thinking. We have grown accustomed to ‘Building Schools for the Future’ and Every Child Matters in the UK, or No Child Left Behind in the USA, worldwide national systems for schooling are locking into the effective improvement model. It is a powerful toxin, and it plays on the public imagination in the form of choice, and on the professional mind in the form of performance culture, it defines our plans, and it concerns our spending habits in such projects to ensure that whatever we create under this banner is evidence of progress on a longer journey.  

This places impossible demands on our appreciation of the moment, today, this day, now. Whilst we need to think about the future, as this place holds our hopes and our visions, it is utterly defined by what we do now. But the industrial mind cannot afford the luxury of stepping off the treadmill, how many of us take a holiday from work, but continue to track emails each day? 

How we go about our daily lives today, this hour, this minute, has a direct relationship with the likelihood that our future will be better or worse. Our consumption choices matter, but so does our way of seeing ourselves and our lives. If we are locked into a desirable future that is only to be reached through industrial growth, which in turn defines our work and our efficiency in response to what is needed by our workplace, then we are ‘perverting the present and diminishing the future’ (Berry 1996 p.57).  We need to imagine beyond the boundaries of industrialization and consumerism if we are to create a sustainable community. It is a considerable step to take, but we can take it.

There are other consequences however, of our modern view of now, and the future and how we see ourselves that influence our vision of how we might enable or inhibit the growth of relationship in our communities. The last two decades have witnessed a rapid rise in the culture of individualism, it is a time that is perhaps best characterized by the ego-centric selfish capitalist. Since the 1930s onwards the desire for better life has been generated through advertising and mass media manipulation of need and wants. However, this has accelerated into a global industry and with it has spread the obsession on the value of money, possessions and fame, where the market has been positioned to be able to supply services within a context of continuous improvement, for all human needs. 

These needs include those, which previously were provided by families and kinship groups, within geographically defined communities that were not affiliated in any way to government, commerce and business. The rise in the market of ‘social’ services associated with people’s needs, reduces the need for intrinsic value of love, care and nurture and replaces it with a service ethic that is defined through standards and protocols. We can buy others to care for our own. This corrodes (Sennett 1996) the character of individuals, but equally, it redefines the whole notion of service and particularly it influences and changes what was once called ‘vocation,’ where someone entered into a working role, which brought with it an intrinsic sense of value, spiritual connection through the support and concern for fellow human beings.  These roles are profoundly locked to the importance of now, they are defined through relationships, of immediate needs and understanding, our list can include such roles as teachers, midwives, nurses, care-workers and doctors.  However, the marketisation of such services has fragmented care into commodities, we can claim to ‘deliver’ education and health services, but we continue to fail to deliver well-being, perhaps we need to rethink the idea, instead of delivery, let us, for example, learn to nurture and grow these capabilities. 

Work, in the modern world, is an essential criterion of access to the systems of society. It is increasingly important for people to be able to be in work, if they wish to participate in society. And by this we are talking about paid employment, rather than some form of bartered arrangement that functions outside of the money economy. The recent rise in ‘outsourcing’ of children and elderly people through initiatives encouraged by government, through the welfare state and its focus on physical need largely ignoring the mental-health need illustrates this point.  The government schemes have enabled people to return to ‘productive’ work, but the downside is to accelerate the degree of fragmentation of nurturing relationships that serve as a basic fabric for local community.  These may be mother to child, child to elderly parents, and grandparent to grandchild. 

The net result of all of this is widespread, it can be seen in latch-key kids, broken families, fragmented stressed-out lives. As everything grows ever faster, and advocates of the 24/7 consumer highway populate every service, every organization, every office and every business, the human-scale time frame begins to look increasingly stretched to meet the demands of the bigger system. As James Glick (1999) says in his book Faster, a study of the acceleration of just about everything, ‘…our culture is, self consciously, the one through the looking glass. Alice (in Wonderland) thought that running very fast for a long time would get you to somewhere else’(p277). Where that ‘else’ actually is, remains rather unclear after years of promise. The World Health Organisation (2008 – WHO No health without mental health) reported recently that many people in rich, Western nations feel very lonely, at a very deep level, and this loneliness compounds itself in the form of disconnect and dislocation from the communities in which they live.  This is much worse in the UK and the USA than it is in mainland Europe, the evidence from the WHO suggests that people in English speaking nations are twice as likely to be mentally ill than in mainland European nations where the singular pursuit of economic gain has been less fervent and maintained for the last two decades. The neo-liberal, anglo-saxon capitalist model of economy is not just a disaster in terms of economic practices, but it is also a disaster socially and culturally.  The rise of individualism and aspiration which points a finger to a ‘desired future’ through the consumption of commodity has to be countered with a different and more compelling sustainable vision of now, based around not-for-loss economics (NEF 2009), a steady state of being which is balanced in a way that meets the needs of people in holistic way (NEF 2009 A bit Rich – Calculating the real value to society of different professions), rather than simplistically assuming that consumerism will enable us to buy our way out of the crisis, we face a view that is now being seriously seen as possible and manageable for individuals and for us to pursue as a serious national economic policy.  

Connecting with now, the immediate conditions we find ourselves with, is to reconnect with the living environment around us, it is a Slow connection (Honore 2008), reappraising what is around us for the intrinsic value of the present. It takes us out of the assumption we are in total control and refocuses us on the fact that we are continually emerging in our world-view. By eliminating the possibility of alternatives to the fast world, through our obsession with the next big thing, we are educating ourselves into a version of social reality, which is easily manipulated and boundaried by others (see Druckner1993, Dreyfus and Rabinow’s discussion of Foucault 1982). If we choose this route we are taken ever further from the natural world, and become consumers only, like consumptive machines. If everyone is dependent upon this way of being, then we have succumbed to total control, whether it be private or state, our dependence is absolute, totalitarian. This future is seen through limitless technological growth, and limitless economic expansion. It is a future where we have separated our life from our work and in so doing we have lost the connection that we can live apart from our way of making a living. Without that recourse to an alternative we fall into the consumption trap.

If we accept the possibility of the future as one only achieved through industrialization, we eliminate the option for other versions of future, and more importantly, we accept that we can only function as servants to that future by purchasing commodities to feed that desire. By focusing on the future we disconnect from now, and we detach ourselves from the possibility of living and connecting to the present.

In the book I propose therefore to establish some starting points for these present focused communities to flourish. I have based these ideas upon my own developmental work in existing challenged environments, both socio-economic and environmental. It has not been an easy book to write, I recognize that there are many unfinished themes to explore further. It grapples with a series of complex challenges and tries to provide a narrative of sorts across this new terrain in order to illuminate some of the difficulties we face in our transition from a high energy demanding economy to a low energy, post-oil economy. This ‘energy descent’ as it has been called (Holmgren 2002), represents a major realignment of human society. It involves new learning, but in part, new learning of what we have as a species known before, how to live sustainably, to do that involves letting go of some existing sacred cows, busting the myth of the success of the capitalist model.

Much of the book examines some of the conceptual terrain. It does not directly explore school related development until quite late in the work. This is deliberate, as I am convinced that whilst school has a part to play in this transition, the primary function of school will be to enable communities to flourish. Therein lies the challenge in a sense, what we currently see as school is not what I think we need in the future, or even in the near future as we begin to explore the ground for sustainable, progressive community. There is need for a new concept, a new way of seeing the role and function of education within a broader framework of ecological survival (Smith and Smith 1994). My intention has been to engage people from all ages and experience and to utilise the physical resource of school sites to begin to fashion ways forward. My inspiration has been drawn from a diverse set of literatures, from ecology, to education, to creative arts, to spirituality and management theory, to established principles of permanent culture; but then, that is the point, we combine what we know to create a way forward that is one of greater coherence. 

The capabilities we are aiming for are many, they include: observation and interaction skills, capture and storage of energy, food production, self-regulatory governance and monitoring, use and value of sustainable resources and services, nil waste, design from pattern to detail through cradle to cradle concepts, integrated systems thinking and practice, small and slow solutions, the use and value of diversity, innovation, creative responses to change. These areas form the basis of the approach being explored. In this exploration I have been fortunate to cross paths with some amazing people, each experimenting to begin to formulate a curriculum for living, to grow an incredible, globally sustainable community, each part of the tapestry of life that makes up Our Great Work.
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� Take for example Detroit, city of hope programme, or the Incredible Edible Todmorden programme


� I will define and discuss in detail what I mean by community later in this book. Suffice to say I am not talking about the idea of community in the singular, nor solely the geographic, nor the insular and isolated, I am much more interested in the new ways in which community can be real and virtual, local and dispersed, fixed and dynamic, in effect contemporary.


� See www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk
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