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Abstract 

The permaculture concept was coined by Australian scientists Bill Mollison and David Holmgren in 1978. In the 

beginning, permaculture was presented as a framework for designing self-sustaining cultivation systems which 

mimic natural ecosystems in as much as possible, in order to make the most use of existing natural resources and 

minimize the harm done to nature by the agricultural processes. Today, the scope of permaculture has widened to 

also entail the designing of sustainable social systems and permaculture claims to propose holistic and practical 

solutions to sustainability challenges of different varieties, not only food production but also financial investment 

and political organisation. This is reflected in the permaculture ethics which serve as important guidelines to 

permaculture proponents. The ethics are: 1) care for the earth, 2) care for people and 3) a fair share (of 

resources). The permaculture ethics resemble the three commonly cited sectors of sustainable development: 

society, environment and economy. The possible similarities between permaculture and sustainable development 

initiated this research, which examines whether permaculture could be helpful in promoting sustainable 

development. To assess this, a critical reading of key permaculture literature was conducted. John Dryzek’s 

interpretation of sustainable development was used as a lens in the reading. Findings from the research material 

were also subjected to a linguistic analysis built upon selected elements of the critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

model, to further support and guide the critical reading. Results show that while permaculture and sustainable 

development do agree on certain aspects, they carry profound differences in terms of worldviews and visions of 

what a future, sustainable world should ideally look like. It is therefore unlikely that permaculture could be used 

to promote sustainable development. 

Keywords: Sustainable development, Permaculture, Critical reading, Natural resources, Growth, 

Limits 

Tove Janzon, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 Uppsala, Sweden 
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Summary 

Permaculture was coined in 1978 by two Australian scientists, Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, as a result of 

their concern about industrialization’s effects on the Australian landscape. While the concept was initially 

designed to guide the creation of self-sustaining cultivation systems which mimic patterns and relationships 

found in natural ecosystems, the permaculture concept now also includes the design of social systems. That is, 

permaculture is not only concerned with the issues of food production, but also proposes practical solutions to 

sustainability challenges of a more social nature, such as the organizing of political and financial systems. 

Permaculture is founded on three ethical principles that act as important guidelines to the people who practice 

permaculture. These principles are: 1) care for the earth, 2) care for people and 3) a fair share (of resources). 

Arguably, the permaculture ethics resemble the three sectors which form the basis of sustainable development, 

namely “society”, “environment” and “economy”.  

Due to the apparent similarities between permaculture and sustainable development, this study examines whether 

permaculture could be helpful in promoting sustainable development. To assess this, texts by permaculture 

founders Mollison and Holmgren were subjected to a critical reading using John Dryzek’s interpretation of 

sustainable development as the main lens or framework. The permaculture texts were then contrasted to the key 

characteristics of sustainable development emanating from Dryzek’s interpretation. 

Results show that permaculture and sustainable development do agree on certain aspects. For example, they both 

seem to perceive social and ecological systems as being connected and co-dependent and that citizen 

participation is key in resolving sustainability issues. However, they differ profoundly in more fundamental 

aspects, such as in their visions of what a sustainable future should look like and what actions should be taken to 

get there. Based on the profound differences between the two, it is unlikely that permaculture could be used to 

promote sustainable development as defined by Dryzek. 

Keywords: Sustainable development, Permaculture, Critical reading, Natural resources, Growth, 

Limits 

Tove Janzon, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 Uppsala, Sweden 
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1. Introduction

On the first page of Whitefield’s (2010, p. 9) book “Permaculture in a nutshell”, permaculture is 

presented as a “model for a sustainable lifestyle”. While permaculture might initially be thought of as 

an agricultural system reminiscent of organic farming, the permaculture movement in fact proposes a 

model which considers both ecological and social factors. Permaculture is founded on three ethical 

principles that are meant to serve as guidelines to its proponents. The principles are: “care for the 

Earth”, “care for people” and “a fair share” (of resources) (Holmgren, 2013). The permaculture model 

claims to propose holistic and practical solutions to sustainability challenges of different varieties, 

such as in financial investment, political organization and, naturally, food production. One of the 

founders of the permaculture model, David Holmgren, has stated that small, local changes created by 

permaculture proponents are important to secure a sustainable future and to influence action in for 

example “the fields of sustainable development” (Holmgren, 2013, p. 4).  

While “sustainable development” is a notion that is oftentimes accused of being vague or even devoid 

of content (Dryzek, 2013), the framing of the concept that was launched in the United Nations’ report 

Our Common Future still lives on. One key feature of sustainable development that has been 

reproduced ever since the publication of the report in 1987, is the notion that sustainable development 

can be achieved if economic growth, environmental conservation and social justice are balanced. This 

notion is oftentimes depicted as a three-sector model where society, environment and economy are 

visualized as separate but connected entities, often presented as three interconnected circles (Giddings 

et al., 2002). It can be argued that the ethical principles of permaculture resemble these three 

sustainability sectors. Both movements thus seem to be on a quest for “sustainability”, each in their 

own way. 

The possible similarities between the concepts of permaculture and sustainable development raise the 

question: Does permaculture offer a suitable tool for advancing sustainable development? This is the 

question that will be explored in this thesis. 

2. Background

2.1. The sustainable development concept 

2.1.1. History 

The notion “sustainable development” has been promoted for more than 30 years and is today of great 

interest to governmental bodies, politicians, businesses and individuals alike. In 1983, the United 

Nations (UN) established the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) with 

Gro Harlem Brundtland, former prime minister of Norway, in the position as chairman (Caradonna, 

2014). WCED’s mission was to create a joint framework for environmental preservation due to the 

increasing political awareness of issues such as natural resource scarcity and food security as global 

problems (Du Pisani, 2006). The result was presented in the report Our Common Future (commonly 

known as the Brundtland report), which was released in 1987. The Brundtland report acknowledged 

the tension between economic growth and environmental preservation. Nevertheless, it concluded that 

growth should be maintained – it just had to be made “sustainable”. Social equality, economic growth 

and environmental preservation were perceived as possible to achieve simultaneously (Du Pisani, 

2006). The report also formulated the well-known definition of sustainable development: “Sustainable 

development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs” (International Institute for Sustainable Development, n.d.). 

A lot has happened in the world-wide discourse about sustainable development since the Brundtland 

report. Today, sustainable development has firmly established its position as a pressing global issue. 
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The global adoption of the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda in 2015 is the most recent 

landmark in the history of sustainable development. With 150 UN countries adopting the agenda and 

its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the concept is globally recognized. The Millennium 

Development Goals, which preceded the SDGs, were mentioned by the UN as “anti-poverty goals” 

with only one out of the eight goals explicitly relating to the environment. The SDGs are more 

complex and ambitious, recognizing i.a. climate change and biodiversity loss as pressing issues in 

need of global attention (United Nations Development Programme, 2015), together with goals of a 

more social nature such as eradication of poverty and hunger, increased gender equality and quality 

education (United Nations, n.d.a). Economic growth is still promoted as necessary, but the sustainable 

dimension to growth is emphasized. For example, it is stated that economic growth should be 

decoupled from environmental degradation (United Nations, n.d.b).  

 

2.1.2. Definitions 

The Brundtland report recognizes that environmental, social and economic issues are interlinked and 

hence, environmental issues could not be “mended” in isolation from the other two dimensions. The 

report thus helped form the basic three-sector model of sustainable development that we know today 

(Caradonna, 2014), where society, environment and economy are visualized as separate but connected 

entities, often presented as three interconnected circles (Giddings et al., 2002). In this definition, 

sustainable development is thought to be achieved when the three sectors are balanced (Giddings et al., 

2002). Through global cooperation, improvements will be made in the social and environmental 

departments and when these improvements have been brought about, we can have it all: economic 

growth, environmental conservation and social justice – now and forever. The vision depicts a 

continuous state where the three sectors are balanced - hence, when sustainable development “is 

happening” (Dryzek, 2013).  

However, the three-sector model has been accused of suggesting a simplified, compartmentalized 

worldview which does not recognize important connections between the spheres. The separation may 

cause an inclination to address the different spheres independently. By engaging in a sectoral 

approach, there is a risk that quick fix, technical solutions are favoured in front of more complex ones 

that consider the system as a whole. Critics also say that the separation of the three sectors does not 

acknowledge humanity’s dependence on nature. Rather, the economy is often prioritized in political 

decision making (Giddings et al., 2002). 

 

2.2. The permaculture concept 

2.2.1. History 

The word “permaculture” (short for “permanent agriculture” (Lebo and Eames, 2015) was first coined 

in 1978 by two Australian scientists, specialized in ecology and geography: Bill Mollison and David 

Holmgren (Whitefield, 2010). Holmgren was Mollison’s student in the 1970s and the two found that 

they shared an interest of ecosystem functions as well as a concern about industrialization’s effects on 

the Australian landscape (Arvidsson et al., 2017). In 1978, Mollison and Holmgren published their 

first book on permaculture, Permaculture One. The book was well received and sold out quickly 

(Mollison, 2001). In 1979, Mollison established the first permaculture institute (located in northern 

Australia) to teach permaculture design (Directory of Permaculture, 2018). Today, there are several 

permaculture associations located worldwide that are spreading the teachings of permaculture, mainly 

in the form of so called “permaculture design courses”. There are also at least 100,000 trained 

permaculture practitioners throughout the world (Veteto and Lockyer, 2008). Since 1984, there is a 

model curriculum available for the permaculture design course which includes guidelines for its 

outline and content. While teachers are encouraged to adapt their education to local conditions 

(Holmgren, 2013), according to the British Permaculture Association it is “internationally recognised” 

that Mollison’s book Permaculture – a Designer’s Manual (1988) is the basis for the design course 
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curriculum (BCM Permaculture Association, 2007). Mollison has thus made a profound impact in 

shaping the permaculture concept ever since the 1970s. While Mollison passed away in 2016, 

Holmgren is still active in the permaculture community (News.com.au, 2016). Veteto & Lockyer 

(2008) describe the permaculture movement of today as a diverse network of local practitioners, 

mainly operating at grassroot level. 

 

2.2.2. Definitions 

Hemenway (2012), a permaculture advocate for more than 20 years, admits that permaculture “is 

notoriously hard to define”, while Macnamara (2012, p. 1) writes that “there are as many permaculture 

definitions as there are permaculturists”. A survey of 698 permaculture proponents concluded that the 

concept “permaculture” is today perceived as 1) a framework for design and planning, 2) a philosophy 

and worldview, 3) a social movement, 4) a set of gardening and farming principles, and 5) a profession 

(Ferguson, 2012). While the permaculture concept is indeed difficult to encircle, two key features of 

permaculture emerged during the literature review made for this thesis: the ideas of mimicking natural 

ecosystems and reducing energy consumption. In addition, the literature review revealed two other 

elements that are essential to understanding permaculture: the permaculture ethics and Holmgren’s 12 

design principles. These will be presented in the forthcoming sections.  

 

2.2.3. Key features of permaculture 

2.2.3.1. Mimicking natural ecosystems 

 
Going back to the birth of permaculture in the 1970s, Mollison and Holmgren invented the concept of 

permaculture to describe an “integrated, evolving system of perennial or self-perpetuating plant and 

animal species useful to man” (Holmgren Design, n.d.). Permaculture was designed for the creation of 

edible ecosystems, where plots of land are designed and shaped into self-sustaining cultivation 

systems that make the most use of existing natural resources such as sunlight, rain and soil features. 

The idea was to work with existent, site-specific qualities, making small adjustments only if needed. 

The permaculture concept is still promoted as a holistic design method with the goal of creating 

cultivation systems which mimic natural ecosystems in as much as possible (Whitefield, 2010). Every 

part of a system is interconnected and performs significant tasks (Akhtar et al., 2016), which makes 

the connectivity of the system highly important from a permaculture perspective. To use an example, a 

permaculture system should have a closed loop of resources and not produce large quantities of 

“unused output” (waste or pollution) (Macnamara, 2012). Permaculture proponents thus strive to make 

use of what might be perceived as waste, such as animal manure and so called “grey water” (waste 

water generated from households) (Arvidsson et al., 2017; Whitefield, 2010). 

 

2.2.3.2. Reducing energy consumption 
 

The idea of creating self-sustaining cultivation systems is thus to ensure that minimal damage is being 

done to the natural environment, but also to keep technical and manual (human) energy input as low as 

possible (Whitefield, 2010). Energy production and consumption are prominent features in the 

permaculture literature. A key driving force of the permaculture movement is the notion that global 

energy and resource consumption is too high and needs to be halted in order to build resilience and to 

keep humanity’s material needs within ecological limits (Holmgren, 2013). Energy-intensive 

agricultural systems are seen as one of the main culprits (Ferguson and Lovell, 2014). In the literature 

used for this review (Arvidsson et al., 2017; Birnbaum and Fox, 2014; Holmgren, 2013; Macnamara, 

2012; Whitefield, 2010), there seems to be a common agreement among the authors that the way most 

people on the planet live their lives today is very energy extensive and that human civilization is 

threatened in its current form due to the depletion of the fossil fuels it depends on to sustain its 

extensive lifestyle. They all speak of an “energy descent future”, where energy (in terms of fossil 

fuels) will be nowhere near as abundant as it is today. Non-agricultural technological solutions to the 
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proposed energy crisis, such as solar power, are not mentioned very often in the literature. Rather, 

shifting lifestyles to a more “sustainable” (or “permacultural”) way of living is favoured in order to 

reduce energy consumption. 

2.2.4. Permaculture ethics 

While ethics were not mentioned in Mollison and Holmgren’s earliest writings, they are now a central 

part of the permaculture movement (Holmgren, 2013). Holmgren (2013) writes that the permaculture 

ethics are important constraints on personal and social self-interest in a world where human 

civilization on one hand is concurring nature, and on the other hand, power is unjustly allocated within 

society. Holmgren (2013, p. 7) deems the ethics to be vital in the development of “a culture for energy 

descent” and further declares that the ethics are derived from and shared with “indigenous, tribal and 

cultures of place” which have organized their lives to be in harmony with nature. Thus, the key 

features of permaculture (as outlined above) are reflected in its ethics. 

The three permaculture ethics are: 1) Care for the earth, 2) Care for people and 3) Fair share1 

(Holmgren, 2013). The earth care ethic is perhaps the easiest one to grasp – it has to do with valuing 

and respecting all lifeforms on earth. It is emphasized that modern farming practices are in part 

responsible of recent environmental degradation and that we need to shift to more considerate 

agricultural techniques (Macnamara, 2012). The people care ethic has to do with caring for people and 

meeting their various needs (physical, emotional, social, intellectual etc.) in a sustainable way. It is 

recognized that to care about Earth, we also need to care about people (Whitefield, 2010). The fair 

share ethic acknowledges that we need to live within limits and not exploit nature or other people with 

our lifestyle choices (Macnamara, 2012). Holmgren (2013) and Whitefield (2010) also mention that 

we need to curb population growth to be able to live within Earth’s limits. Furthermore, this ethic 

addresses the redistribution of surplus from the rich to the poor since the gap between the two is 

thought to fuel resentment and lack of trust (Macnamara, 2012). Thus, the permaculture ethics expand 

the permaculture concept to encompass more than merely environmental or agricultural issues. 

 

2.2.5. Holmgren’s 12 design principles 

In 2002, Holmgren made a substantial mark in permaculture history when he summed up decades of 

permaculture teachings into 12 design principles that are meant to be used as a checklist when 

designing permaculture systems. Holmgren (2013, p. 6) describes these as “generalised principles […] 

derived from the study of both the natural world and pre-industrial sustainable societies”. The design 

principles are portrayed as the culmination of Holmgren’s understanding of permaculture solutions 

over the last decades (Holmgren, 2002). To Holmgren, the permaculture ethics are meant to guide the 

use of the design principles (Permaculture Principles, n.d.), or, in other words, “the ethics provide us 

with the reasons […] and the principles point to how to do it”(Macnamara, 2012, p. 19). 

Kaplan (cited in Birnbaum and Fox, 2014, p. 17) summarizes the design principles in the following 

sentences: “The core of the principles is the working relationships and connections between all things. 

The focus is on small-scale, energy- and labour-efficient, intensive systems that use biological 

resources instead of fossil fuels. Designs stress ecological connections and closed loops of energy and 

materials. A key to efficient design is observation and the replication of natural ecosystems”. While 

Kaplan speaks of the principles mainly as tools for garden- or agricultural design, Holmgren states that 

the principles are also “applicable to our personal, economic, social and political reorganisation” 

(Permaculture Principles, n.d.) (again reinforcing the widened scope of the permaculture concept). 

However, the methods used to express the principles are not explicitly delineated by Holmgren, and he 

claims that they will vary with each permaculturist (Permaculture Principles, n.d.). Figure 1 presents 

the 12 design principles (Holmgren, 2013). They as well as the ethics are recurring features in the 

                                                           
1 The third ethic is formulated differently by Mollison (1990), as “setting limits to population and 
consumption”. However, the significance of the ethic remains the same. 
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recent permaculture literature (Arvidsson et al., 2017; Birnbaum and Fox, 2014; Macnamara, 2012; 

Whitefield, 2010). 

 

David Holmgren’s 12 permaculture design principles 

1. Observe and interact 7. Design from patterns to detail 

2. Catch and store energy 8. Integrate rather than segregate 

3. Obtain a yield 9. Use small and slow solutions 

4. Apply self-regulation and accept 

feedback 

10. Use and value diversity 

5. Use and value renewable resources and 

services 

11. Use edges and value the marginal 

6. Produce no waste 12. Creatively use and respond to change 

Figure 1: David Holmgren’s 12 permaculture design principles (Holmgren, 2013) 

 

2.2.6. The permaculture concept today 

As the literature review shows, the permaculture concept has widened its scope since it was first 

formulated in the 1970s. A clarification of the boundaries and application of the permaculture concept 

as of today might thus be useful. While agriculture is still a very important part of the permaculture 

concept, Holmgren today describes permaculture as a “design system based on ecological principles” 

which mimics patterns and relationships found in natural ecosystems, but which can also be applied to 

social systems such as education, technology and economics (Holmgren Permaculture Design n.d.). 

Permaculture has thus to some extent lost its apparent connection to agriculture, in that it today refers 

to “permanent culture” rather than “permanent agriculture”. Permaculture has evolved into a design 

tool for the construction of a “holistic life system” (Vitari and David, 2017, p. 16) where the designing 

of gardens or farming properties is one element next to others. Permaculture’s approach to systems 

design is what distinguishes it from other agroecological movements such as organic farming, that is 

exclusively oriented toward agricultural methods and techniques that privilege the use of local, 

renewable resources and avoid chemical pesticides or fertilizers, but which do not necessarily practice 

systems thinking to the extent that permaculture does. Systems design is also the property that makes 

permaculture translatable to other domains than the agricultural one (Vitari and David, 2017).  

To sum it up, permaculture seems to be primarily perceived as a framework for the planning and 

designing of a new paradigm built upon permaculture ethics and brought about by the permaculture 

movement. Thus, the practical, social and philosophical components of permaculture appear to be 

closely tied together. In this thesis, permaculture will be regarded as a design method for social or 

ecological systems with certain underpinnings that are shaped and advocated by a social movement. 

The concept will be examined in its broadest sense. This means that some common features of 

permaculture literature, such as detailed instructions on permaculture gardening methods, will not be 

examined in depth. 

 

2.3. Permaculture in an academic context 

Holmgren (2013) describes the permaculture movement as largely unrecognized by academia and 

unsupported by government and businesses. In recent scientific papers on permaculture, authors 

Ferguson & Lovell (2014) and Vitari & David (2017) agree with Holmgren on the statement that 

permaculture has received very little discussion in the scientific literature. Ferguson & Lovell (2014, 

p. 254) claim that “this absence is surprising in light of permaculture's international public profile” and 

“high level of general interest”. In their review of scientific and popular permaculture literature, 

conducted in 2012, Ferguson & Lovell (2014, p. 254) examine the strengths and limitations of 

permaculture as an agroecological movement with the possibility to contribute to an “agroecological 

transition” (the transition from industrial to small-scale, more environmentally compatible 
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agriculture). Their literature review (which the authors refer to as “the first critical scientific review of 

permaculture literature” (Ferguson and Lovell, 2014, p. 266) entails 230 publications (books, graduate 

theses, journal articles etc.) from 1978 to 2013. The authors found that most publications were written 

by non-scientists for a popular audience and that scholarly and/or peer-reviewed journal articles were 

few in the 1980s but have been growing in numbers since the mid-2000s. When looking at key words, 

the word “sustainable” rarely occurred in publications between 1978-1992 but from 1992 and 

onwards, the word occurred with greater frequency. 

By analysing recurring themes in the literature, Ferguson & Lovell (2014) conclude that it is possible 

for permaculture to contribute to an agroecological transition and that themes and principles of the 

reviewed literature comply with, and even extend, the existing agroecological literature. However, 

authors note a problem of overreaching claims of what permaculture can offer. Claims are commonly 

not supported by contemporary scientific research, perhaps due to a reluctant attitude towards 

academic institutions and researchers. Authors found that early permaculture writers often accuse 

academia of being conservative or “misled” by corporate interests. However, the increasing number of 

scientific articles on permaculture might be a sign of a reverse trend. The authors identify a need for 

permaculture to collaborate with “sister movements” such as agroecology, agroforestry etc. and to 

support the value of their methods with scientific research (Ferguson and Lovell, 2014). The authors 

do not discuss the wider concept of permaculture and its potential as an instrument for social reform. 

A search on key words “permaculture” and “sustainable development” combined returned only three 

journal articles (Akhtar et al., 2016; Veteto and Lockyer, 2008; Vitari and David, 2017) from the 

databases of the Uppsala university library and the SLU university library. All authors examine the 

possibility to apply the permaculture concept within their respective disciplines to enhance sustainable 

development. Veteto & Lockyer (2008, p. 53) point out several points of contact between different 

strands of environmental anthropology and permaculture and find that there are “potential cross-

fertilization opportunities” between the two and that anthropologists who seek to work in sustainable 

development and agriculture might find permaculture a suitable tool for that purpose. Akhtar et al. 

(2016) examine the potential value of permaculture ethics as the basis for a strategic management tool, 

to be implemented for a more sustainable management of natural resources in Pakistan. The authors 

conclude that the management tool (based on permaculture ethics) they develop in their study has the 

potential to prevent future resource depletion. Vitari & David (2017, p. 15) also conduct a review of 

permaculture literature, inspired by the work of Ferguson & Lovell but focusing on permaculture’s 

potential in creating management models for business enterprises which are “ecologically sustainable 

and socially responsible, besides being economically efficient”. While half of the publications in their 

literature review belong to the agricultural domain, the authors found 24 other publications that could 

be related to their scientific field of management models. They conclude that the ideas found in the 

literature review point to permaculture’s potential to serve as a basis for the creation of an alternative 

management model for organizations interested in shifting their strategic and operational activities in a 

more sustainable direction. 

While permaculture has indeed been rather invisible in the scientific debate, it seems that there is a 

small, but growing, interest in examining permaculture as a tool for sustainable development in 

academic fields beyond the agricultural one. This is in line with Holmgren’s vision of permaculture as 

a tool for the making of a general “permanent culture”, not only the transition into “permanent 

agriculture” (Vitari and David, 2017).  

3. Aim and research question 

The permaculture concept is now 40 years old and contains principles that are seemingly congruent 

with the concept of sustainable development, yet it seems to have had very limited influence on the 

sustainable development debate. Due to the similarities between the permaculture principles and the 

sustainable development sectors, it is interesting to examine to what extent permaculture resonates 

with the sustainable development concept. To the extent that permaculture resonates with sustainable 
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development, it will have a greater chance to be acceptable to those who pursue sustainable 

development (such as governments or local organisations). 

The aim of this thesis is to examine whether permaculture could be helpful in promoting sustainable 

development. To help assess this issue, the following research question was formulated: 

How do key elements of the permaculture concept correlate with the sustainable development 

concept? 

 

4. Methods 

To determine to what extent permaculture resonates with the sustainable development concept, a 

critical reading of key permaculture texts was conducted. John Dryzek’s (2013) interpretation of 

sustainable development was used as a lens for this reading (see section 5). To support and guide the 

critical reading, findings from the research material were also subjected to a linguistic analysis built 

upon selected elements of the critical discourse analysis (CDA) model. The practical implications of 

the findings are examined in the discussion section together with recommendations for future research. 

 

4.1. Critical reading 

In a critical reading, the researcher strives to discern what a text means, rather than what it says – 

which in practice means that critical thinking skills are used to question the text. To do this, the 

researcher first analyses the assumptions and arguments that are expressed in the text in order to detect 

general patterns. Then, the researcher interprets the implications of those patterns (Duncan, n.d.). It 

can be argued that this type of close reading, which strives to expose the underlying meaning of a text, 

is useful when trying to delineate such a multifaceted, floating concept as permaculture.   

 

When conducting a critical reading, it is useful to assess what techniques of persuasion and rhetorical 

strategies are exerted in the text. As an example, the researcher might examine whether arguments are 

designed to appeal to the reader’s emotions or reason. Rhetorical tactics often underpin the arguments, 

which in turn form the overall theory or hypothesis of the text (Duncan, n.d.). To support the analysis 

of rhetorical tactics in this thesis, the findings from the critical reading will therefore be subjected to a 

linguistic analysis built upon the critical discourse analysis model as defined by Norman Fairclough 

(Winther Jørgensen and Phillips, 2000). A discourse is a shared way of understanding and talking 

about the world. Sustainable development can be seen as a discourse rather than a plan of action 

(Dryzek, 2013). Dryzek (2013, p. 147) even calls it “the dominant global discourse of ecological 

concern”. Critical discourse analysis, then, is a type of critical reading which aims to “lay bare the 

social dimensions of language use” (Blommaert & Bulcaen 2000, p. 449). Fairclough’s three-

dimensional model is commonly used as a guide in a CDA. The model includes three different kinds 

of analyses: linguistic analysis, interdiscursive analysis and social analysis (Winther Jørgensen and 

Phillips, 2000). Given the restricted time available for the thesis research as well as the nature of the 

research question, the research material will be subjected only to selected elements of the critical 

discourse analysis model. The analysis will focus on those linguistic and rhetorical features of the 

(permacultural) texts that provide clues as to how permaculture portrays itself and how it structures its 

arguments. 

 

4.2. Linguistic analysis of research findings 

The linguistic elements that were chosen from the CDA model for this thesis are modality, 

positionality, metaphors and the repetition of certain words or themes. The use of different modal 

verbs or adverbs helps the author of a text to express the degree of certainty of his or her argument 

(University of Wollongong, 2000a). If the author uses expressions that project a statement as true (for 

example by saying that something “will” or “must” happen), the author has structured a high modality 
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opinion which is often perceived by the reader as subjective and persuasive (University of 

Wollongong, 2000b). If instead, the author downplays the significance of the statement by using 

words such as “almost”, “somewhat”, “perhaps”, low modality is expressed (Winther Jørgensen and 

Phillips, 2000), and the statement appears more objective (University of Wollongong, 2000b). By 

examining the modalities of a text, implied truths and assumptions that are inherent to the author can 

be uncovered. Another element that will be examined is the positionality of the text, that is, the hidden 

power relations in the text. Dremel (2014) writes that all texts are tainted by the social identity of its 

authors and that they target the supposed identities of its readers, especially when they have an explicit 

purpose. By examining how the author positions themselves in the text it should be possible to 

determine who is perceived as part of the permaculture movement and who is depicted as “the 

enemy”. The repetition of certain words or concepts and the use of certain metaphors will also be 

assessed in order to determine what features the text is positively or negatively enhancing. 

 

4.3. Research material 

The objects of study that were chosen for this analysis are all authored by Holmgren or Mollison, due 

to their profound impact on the permaculture concept during the last decades. Objects of study include 

Permaculture – A Practical Guide for a Sustainable Future2 (Mollison, 1990) and Permaculture: 

Principles and Pathways beyond Sustainability (Holmgren, 2002). Mollison’s (1990) book is essential 

for the analysis since it is used as the basis for the permaculture design course curriculum. Holmgren’s 

(2002) book was chosen due to its important role in defining the permaculture ethics and design 

principles, which in turn have helped shape the permaculture concept into what it is today.  

The scope of the thesis does not allow a comprehensive analysis of the books in their entirety 

(Mollison’s book is 579 pages long). Rather, excerpts from the publications will be used for the 

analysis, mainly those chapters that discuss the permaculture concept in a more general sense. In 

Permaculture – A Practical Guide for a Sustainable Future (Mollison, 1990), chapter 1 

(“Introduction”) and chapter 14 (“The strategies of an alternative global nation”) will be analysed. 

Finally, the preface, introduction and the chapter on the ethical principles of permaculture will be the 

research material selected from Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond Sustainability 

(Holmgren, 2002). 

 

4.4. Limitations 

Critical reading is a qualitative method where the researcher’s interpretation of the research material is 

an inherent part of the analysis. One limitation of critical reading is thus that it has a more subjective 

quality to it than other scientific research methods. This requires awareness on behalf of the researcher 

in terms of his or her prior knowledge, assumptions and experiences (Duncan, n.d.). In this case, the 

thesis author is a student of a master’s programme in sustainable development with very limited prior 

knowledge and experience of permaculture. While it is almost impossible to maintain an entirely 

neutral stance towards the research material, this has been the author’s goal throughout the research 

process. To ensure the reliability of the study results, the author has strived to enhance the 

transparency of the study by thoroughly describing the methodological and theoretical toolkit and the 

reasoning behind the choice of that toolkit.  

 

Another limitation concerns the selection of the research material as well as the lens used to contrast 

the research findings. Dryzek’s reading of sustainable development is an interpretation of a discourse, 

not facts. The discursive nature of sustainable development makes it difficult to pin down – there is no 

such thing as a “sustainable development standard”. It can be argued that the same goes for 

permaculture. While Mollison and Holmgren coined the permaculture concept and have strained to 

describe and define it, there is no official specification of the permaculture concept. In fact, as 

Macnamara (2012) writes, there are several other definitions of permaculture as well. Holmgren and 

                                                           
2 This book has the same content as Permaculture – A Designer’s Manual, only the title is changed.  
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Mollison also disagree on certain aspects of permaculture. This further complicates the task of 

delineating the permaculture concept. This means that the selected research material might capture 

neither sustainable development nor permaculture in their entirety. This will consequently affect the 

practical implications of the research material, which is accounted for in the discussion section. 

However, both Dryzek, Mollison and Holmgren have all made ambitious and comprehensive attempts 

to describe and define what is not easily captured; and this legitimizes their influence on this thesis. 

 

5. Theory 

5.1. Dryzek’s definition of sustainable development 

Dryzek’s (2013) definition of sustainable development will form the lens that will be used to guide the 

selection of pertinent elements in the research material (that is, the elements that correspond to 

sustainable development’s key attributes). This is due to the fact that Dryzek’s attempt to define 

sustainable development is exhaustive and covers the development of the notion from the 1970s up 

until 2013. As previously mentioned, Dryzek (2013) perceives sustainable development as a discourse 

(that is, a shared way of understanding and talking about the world) rather than a plan of action. He 

even calls it “the dominant global discourse of ecological concern” (Dryzek, 2013, p. 147). While 

Dryzek (2013, p. 149) agrees that sustainable development is a concept that is both contested and 

unclear, he does not consider it “an empty vessel that can be filled with whatever one likes”. 

According to Dryzek (2013), the sustainable development discourse does have boundaries, thus it is 

possible to delineate its concepts. He does so by conducting a discourse analysis of sustainable 

development (the fact that Dryzek uses discourse analysis to delineate the sustainable development 

concept inspired the thesis author’s use of CDA elements as one of the research tools). Dryzek’s 

(2013) analysis helps visualize different key characteristics of the sustainable development discourse 

and make them tangible, which is helpful when trying to pin down an ambiguous concept such as 

sustainable development. A clear set of characteristics, then, is crucial for conducting a comparison 

between sustainable development and permaculture. 

As the result of his discourse analysis, Dryzek (2013) presents 11 findings in four categories: 1) Basic 

entities, 2) Assumptions about natural relationships, 3) Agents and their motives, and 4) Key 

metaphors and other rhetorical devices. Some of Dryzek’s findings are very similar and have therefore 

been merged into one characteristic for the purpose of this thesis. One of the findings, the assumption 

that nature is subordinate to humans, was merged with another finding, namely the metaphor about 

natural capital which says that nature’s purpose is to provide useful services to humanity, into the 

characteristic “centred around the continuation/sustainability of humanity” (Figure 2). Another finding 

is the reassuring rhetoric that sustainable development uses. This was merged with the assumption that 

“economic growth, environmental protection, distributive justice, and long-term sustainability go 

together” (Dryzek, 2013, p. 160) and the “basic entity” of the capitalist economy into the characteristic 

“no painful changes are necessary, accepts the capitalist economy” (Figure 2). The metaphor “organic 

growth” (organisms grow and develop which means that societies can too) is covered in the 

characteristic of ambiguous perception of limits to growth (which is another one of Dryzek’s 

findings). 

The thesis author then summarized each characteristic with one or a few words and made them into 

labels. These labels are listed in the second column in Figure 2. The same labels are used for 

presenting the findings of this study in section 6, Results. 
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Main characteristics of the sustainable development discourse according to Dryzek (2013) 

Characteristic Label 

Social and ecological systems are connected and 

co-dependent 

Holistic 

Ambiguous perception of limits to growth (in 

terms of economy, population, resource use) 

Recognition of limits to growth 

Centred around the continuation/sustainability of 

humanity 

Anthropocentric 

Deems economic growth necessary to alleviate 

poverty (while acknowledging it needs to be 

ecologically and socially just) 

Economic growth needed 

All should participate - businesses, 

governments, civil society, rich and poor  

Inclusive 

Cooperation among agents is necessary Cooperative 

No painful changes are necessary, accepts the 

capitalist economy 

Low level of reform 

Figure 2: Main characteristics of the sustainable development discourse according to Dryzek (2013) 

 

5.2. Description of the characteristics 

The description of the characteristics in this section are all based on Dryzek’s (2013) reading of the 

sustainable development discourse. Dryzek (2013) writes that one of the basic entities of sustainable 

development is that it recognizes social and ecological systems, at the local and global level, as nested, 

meaning that they are connected and affect one another. The idea of nested systems can be interpreted 

as a holistic perception of the world. This idea of connectedness also comes into play when it comes to 

the idea of how sustainable development is to be achieved. The discourse stresses the importance of 

different actors elaborating sustainable solutions on all levels of society, from grassroots movements 

to the UN, businesses to NGOs (though the importance of national governments are somewhat 

downplayed in favour of citizens’ influence). Thus, the discourse is inclusive. With so many actors 

involved, it is consequently important for actors to be cooperative rather than competitive or 

hierarchical and international conferences, where actors come together and seek to achieve agreement 

on policies and plans, are a natural part of the discourse. While the existence of social hierarchies is 

not encouraged, the discourse deploys another type of hierarchy: the one that puts humanity above 

nature. The survival and well-being of humanity is at stake, meaning that the discourse is 

anthropocentric (had the intrinsic value of biodiversity taken centre-stage of the reasoning, the 

discourse would have been biocentric (Rottman, 2014)) .  

To bring about sustainable development, the discourse suggests that we need to come up with 

solutions to the environmental and social issues we face today. It is generally argued that actors should 

work to improve the current (capitalist) system from the inside rather than abandoning it. While some 

environmentalist movements seek to transform the economic system in the name of sustainable 

development, the forces that would like to maintain status quo is in the majority. As Dryzek (2013, p. 

159) puts it: “no painful changes are necessary”. Thus, the level of reform is low. Furthermore, the 

sustainable development discourse perceives economic growth as necessary and as an important tool 

to lift poor countries out of poverty. Economic growth should thus be promoted, but it should be “both 

environmentally benign and socially just” (Dryzek, 2013, p. 156). For example, rich countries are 

expected to mitigate the strain that their past economic growth has imposed upon the environment. 

This reasoning suggests that economic growth is not intrinsically good or bad to the advocates of 

sustainable development – it all depends on the context. Dryzek (2013) furthermore writes that the 

sustainable development discourse does not delineate clear limits to growth in terms of economy, 

population or resource use. While the Brundtland report does at one stage say that there are ultimate 
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limits, in another part of the report it is claimed that these limits could be stretched with the help of i.a. 

technology. Thus, the discourse has an ambiguous perception of limits to growth. 

6. Result 

In this section, the lens that is based on Dryzek’s (2013) interpretation of sustainable development will 

be used to guide the selection of salient elements in the research material. Additionally, these findings 

will be subjected to a linguistic analysis built upon selected elements of the critical discourse analysis 

as defined by Fairclough. 

 

6.1. Holistic 

The recognition that social and ecological systems are not separate but co-dependent, as pronounced in 

the sustainable development discourse, is also a prominent feature of Mollison and Holmgren’s books. 

Holmgren (2002, p. xv) writes that “the environmental crisis is real and of a magnitude that will 

certainly transform modern global industrial society beyond recognition”, implying that if nature is in 

a state of crisis, humanity will be too. He expands on the relation between nature and humanity by 

stating that “the well-being and even survival of the world’s expanding population is directly 

threatened” by the environmental crisis, but also that “the […] impacts of global industrial society and 

human numbers on the world’s wondrous biodiversity” will be severe (Holmgren, 2002, p. xv). Here, 

Holmgren speaks of the environmental crisis using high modality verbs (the crisis is real) pointing out 

the dangers of the present situation to humanity as well as biodiversity. He thus emphasizes the 

urgency of action to the reader. The notion that humanity and nature are intimately tied together is also 

expressed by Mollison (1990, p. 3), when he speaks of “the basic realisation of our interconnectedness 

with nature; that we depend on good health in all systems for our survival”. By using the word “basic”, 

it is implied that this notion is somewhat rudimentary or common knowledge.  

Holmgren (2002, p. xxiv) mentions that his 12 design principles (see section 2.2.5) are derived from 

“both the natural world and pre-industrial sustainable societies”. The pre-industrial sustainable 

societies referred to are the “indigenous tribal peoples” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 1) which both Holmgren 

and Mollison seem to cherish due to their proposed respect of nature. Mollison (1990, p. 2) says that 

we need to “adopt sophisticated aboriginal belief systems” and Holmgren (2002, p. 1) gives an 

explanation to why permaculture should focus on the teachings of indigenous people – namely 

because they are “based on the evidence that these cultures have existed in relative balance with their 

environment and survived for longer than any of our more recent experiments in civilisation”. By 

saying that there is evidence which prove that holistic living renders human survival (a high modality 

statement), Holmgren further strengthens the argument for environmental preservation. 

Another way to argue for a holistic perspective is proposed by Mollison. He makes it clear that 

humanity should not care for nature merely for the sake of its own survival and well-being, but for 

ethical reasons. To illustrate this, Mollison (1990, p. 3) uses an example of a “general rule of nature”, 

describing how cooperative species like mycorrhiza on tree roots work together to create a “healthy” 

ecosystem. In this metaphor, the relationship between tree and fungus is translated into human 

conditions with the logic being “what works in nature should work in society”. Mollison argues that in 

the moment we (referring to human beings) understand how cooperation with friends and family can 

benefit us, we will also grow to understand just how important it is to cooperate with nature as well. 

Here is where the ethics come in. Mollison (1990, p. 3) writes that if we understand the relevance of 

human cooperation “we may evolve the mature ethic that sees all humankind as family, and all life as 

allied associations […] for all life has common origins. All are ‘our family’”. It seems that the implied 

notion here is that we do not want to hurt “our family”, thus we should strive to be careful of other life 

forms as well as our “human family”. However, due to the occurrence of the word “may”, this is a low 

modality statement. This means that the causality between on the one hand understanding the 

importance of human cooperation and on the other hand evolving an ethic that sees the importance of 
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taking care of humanity and nature just for the sake of it, is not very strong – it might or might not 

happen.  

The three permaculture ethics (“Care for the earth”, “Care for people and “Fair share”, see section 

2.2.4) are accounted for by both Mollison and Holmgren and they seem to be very important factors of 

the permaculture discourse (especially to Mollison). Holmgren (2002, p. 1) declares that the ethics 

“are used to guide action toward good and right outcomes” and Mollison (1990, p. 3) writes that his 

book is in fact about “the mechanisms of mature ethical behaviour, or how to act to sustain the earth”. 

The correlation between permaculture ethics and the survival of the planet (including humanity) is 

described in another sentence: “ethics, if shared, discussed, and acknowledged, give unity to groups, 

villages, and nations, indicate a way to go, and control our use of earth resources” (Mollison, 1990, p. 

521). The argument is that if the permaculture ethics are used to guide humanity in how to interact 

with the earth in a more sensible or sustainable manner (that is, by controlling our use of natural 

resources), humanity as a species will survive. 

The holistic perspective, as proposed in the permaculture discourse, is thus based on the notion that 

humanity’s survival ultimately depends on the state of the environment, but also that the survival of 

the planet and all its life-forms depend on humanity’s actions (due to the damage we have caused the 

earth and now need to mitigate). This notion seems to correlate with the holistic perception of the 

sustainable development discourse which perceives social and ecological systems as connected and 

co-dependent. However, Mollison and Holmgren go much further into why humanity needs to adopt a 

holistic lifestyle; not only to keep ourselves and the earth from perishing but also due to a moral 

imperative. Dryzek (2013) does not mention any ethical considerations of the sustainable development 

discourse, but the argument of human survival is recognized also in sustainable development. 

 

6.2. Anthropocentric 

Mollison takes on a different perspective of the human-centred worldview that is apparent in the 

sustainable development discourse. As has already been accounted for, Mollison (1990, p. 3) declares 

that the purpose of his book is to teach “how to act to sustain the earth”. On the first page, he also 

claims that he wishes to teach “personal responsibility for earth care” and that “the prime directive of 

permaculture” is to “take responsibility for our own existence and that of our children” since that is 

“the only ethical decision” (Mollison, 1990, p. 1). While these statements alone do not say anything 

about the motives behind Mollison’s main goal of caring for the earth, other sections show the 

underpinnings of his reasoning. For example, Mollison (1990, p. 7) writes that the redesigning of 

agricultural practice in a permaculture fashion will “free most of the area of the globe for the 

rehabilitation of natural systems. These need never be looked upon as ‘of use to people’, except in the 

very broad sense of global health”. He also writes that he wishes to “expand people care to species 

care” (Mollison, 1990, p. 3). Here, Mollison turns away from the anthropocentric notion that the 

earth’s function is to fulfil humanity’s needs. He speaks his mind on anthropocentrism even more 

overtly in the last chapter of the book, writing that there is a “false assertion of human dominance over 

nature” (Mollison, 1990, p. 535). Also, Mollison (1990, p. 7) rejects garden designs that are designed 

“principally to the needs of people” and calls for “a nature-centred ethic for wilderness conservation” 

in the subsequent sentence, indicating that he assigns nature an intrinsic value – it does not exist 

merely to fulfil the needs of people. However, Mollison is not indifferent to the argument of 

humanity’s survival when advocating environmental health. By stating that “our own survival 

demands that we preserve all existing species” (Mollison, 1990, p. 7) and that “it is our children’s 

world which is being destroyed” (Mollison, 1990, p. 1), Mollison is not turning away from the social 

consequences of environmental issues, meaning that he seems not to be taking a total opposite stance 

towards anthropocentrism. 

Holmgren has an even more subtle take on the anthropocentric perspective than Mollison. Holmgren 

(2002, p. 5) does acknowledge that the permaculture ethic of ‘earth care’ encompasses “the notion of 

caring for all the diverse lifeforms that inhabit the earth” and that “this care is not dependent on the 
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current usefulness to us of those lifeforms, but accepts them all as valid parts of the living earth with 

intrinsic value”. However, this is the only passage in the studied chapters where the intrinsic value of 

other species is expressed by Holmgren. Instead, he writes that the permaculture ethics serve to ensure 

“long-term cultural – and even biological – survival” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 1), implying that the 

biological perspective is downplayed on behalf of the human perspective. This can be understood in 

the light of the development of permaculture over the years, which Holmgren (Holmgren, 2002, p. 

xix) accounts for in his introduction chapter: “historically, permaculture has focused on land and 

nature stewardship as both a source for and an application of ethical and design principles. Those 

principles are now being applied to other domains dealing with physical and energetic resources as 

well as human organisation”. Thus, he says, “the permaculture vision of permanent (sustainable) 

agriculture has evolved to one of permanent (sustainable) culture” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xix). He also 

claims that “people, their buildings and the ways they organise themselves are central to permaculture” 

(Holmgren, 2002, p. xix). This statement seems to situate human society at the centre stage of 

permaculture. While Holmgren’s description of the development of the permaculture definition does 

not account for the reasons behind such a development, it does provide some background information 

to why Holmgren is more concerned with human survival and well-being as a reason for 

environmental care and preservation than Mollison is. 

The sustainable development discourse is anthropocentric in that it is centred around the survival and 

well-being of humanity - the environment should be cared for in order for humanity to thrive. From 

the research material, it can be concluded that there is no general agreement in the permaculture 

discourse on why the prosperity of nature should be taken into consideration. Mollison is clear about 

nature’s intrinsic value but uses human survival as a complementary argument to why the “earth care” 

ethic should be heeded. Holmgren is more occupied with “cultural” (=human) survival but also 

recognizes the inherent value of nature. Possibly, the permaculture discourse is to be found somewhere 

in between anthropocentrism and biocentrism, as Mollison (1990, p. 507) lets on when he writes: 

“beneficial behaviour involves managing natural systems for their own, and our, long-term benefit, not 

for our immediate and exploitative personal gain”. Nature has intrinsic value to Mollison (and 

presumably also to Holmgren), and since it is a part of nature, humanity has too. Thus, permaculture 

seems to partially agree with the anthropocentric perception found in the sustainable development 

discourse. 

 

6.3. Inclusive 

Mollison (1990, p. ix) depicts the permaculture movement as open and welcoming of people and 

groups of different backgrounds (“we cooperate with many other groups with diverse beliefs and 

practices”). He rejects the practice of excluding certain groups of people because of their belief system 

and states that “it is always possible to use differences creatively, and design to use them, not to 

eliminate one or other group as infidels […] when they are merely living according to their own 

history and needs” (Mollison, 1990, p. 509). He also speaks positively of global exchange of 

education, skills and (traded) goods and says that we need to “integrate with other people in other 

places” to “break down the idea of defended regional boundaries to humanity” (Mollison, 1990, p. 

510). There is however a condition to Mollison perception of global exchange as a positive thing, 

which has to do with permaculture ethics. In the beginning of the book Mollison writes that anyone 

can use the word permaculture as long as they adhere to the ethics and principles expressed in the 

book (my summary of Mollison’s (1990, p. x) words). After describing the three permaculture ethics, 

Mollison writes that “unity in people comes from a common adherence to a set of ethical principles” 

(Mollison, 1990, p. 3); that “those who agree on such ethics […] form a global nation” (Mollison, 

1990, p. 3); and, that “it is possible to agree with most people, of any race or creed, on the basics of 

life-centred ethics and commonsense [sic] procedures, across all cultural groups” (Mollison, 1990, p. 

508). In Mollison’s eyes, the permaculture ethics can thus be interpreted as the uniting factor of the 

permaculture movement but also as a standard which, if not adopted, can lead to exclusion.  



14 
 

When using the pronoun “we” (“we cooperate with many other groups” etc.), Mollison is probably 

referring to permaculture proponents – at least to the groups of people that adhere to the similar kinds 

of “life-centred” ethics that the permaculture ethics are built upon. He also writes that “good people 

everywhere can take financial and developmental control of their regions” (Mollison, 1990, p. 535). 

Then what depicts a good person, in a permaculture sense? It is certainly not “industrial man” that 

does not see forests “as anything but wood” (Mollison, 1990, p. 6). The intention of this metaphor 

(pitting human against nature) could be to position permaculture against the “status quo” of the 

industrialized, capitalist society that does not carry out the global “earth care” management that 

Mollison wishes to see. Also, he claims that “we should cease to look to power structures, hierarchical 

systems or governments to help us, and devise ways to help ourselves” (Mollison, 1990, p. 506) and 

that “we need to refuse authority” (Mollison, 1990, p. 1). Conventional decision-making bodies are 

labelled “impractical, frustrating and time-consuming” (Mollison, 1990, p. 530). The work that 

permaculturists do is deemed too important and necessary, thus “we cannot leave it to the whims of 

government (always short-term) or industry as we know it today” (Mollison, 1990, p. 506). Mollison 

is not merely subduing the importance of national governments the way the sustainable development 

discourse does – he does not want to include them, or any actor that does not conform to the 

permaculture ethics of sustainable, long-term care of the earth. Instead, the grassroot movement of 

permaculturists and likeminded groups of people are appointed key players in the implementation of 

permaculture. By constructing a “we”, referring to people who share the same ethical standpoint as 

Mollison depicts, Mollison strengthens the sense of a strong permaculture community to the reader. 

This kind of positioning portrays permaculture as an exclusive movement which might very well reject 

the non-converted. 

Holmgren also sees grassroot initiatives as an important part of permaculture. He writes that 

permaculture “emphasises bottom-up ‘redesign’ processes, starting with the individual and household 

as the drivers for change at the market, community and cultural level” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xvi), and 

he stresses the “efforts made by individuals, households and communities towards a sustainable 

future” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xix). The idea seems to be that local permaculture action will bring about 

a transition also at other levels of society. Furthermore, he claims that permaculture has “already 

changed the lives of thousands of people” without “any substantial support from powerful institutions, 

corporations or governments” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xvii). Here, Holmgren implicitly regards 

governments and corporations as superfluous in the implementation of permaculture. However, 

Holmgren seems to be wanting to spread the word of permaculture to other actors, rather than just 

“preaching to the choir”. He explicitly says so in the section that describes his purpose of the book: 

“my aim […] is to explain permaculture to a wider audience that may not be attracted by the organic 

gardening label. It is especially aimed at activists, designers, teachers, researchers, students and others 

grappling with the vexed issues of sustainability within a wide range of fields” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 

xi).  

While Mollison is more or less using the permaculture ethics as a prerequisite for inclusion in the 

permaculture movement, Holmgren (2002, p. xxviii) says that “permaculture principles have an 

immediacy and relevance to day-to-day life for people in many different situations and cultures, 

without the need for a particularly unified view of the future”, opening up “the world of permaculture” 

to other people than just its adherents. He alludes this statement to his previous reasoning on the 

uncertainty of the future. In that section, although he claims that “models from natural systems suggest 

a collapse back to low energy and resource use”, he concludes that “the nature of that world (and its 

various parts) is uncertain” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xvi). Right after that, he writes that “for many, the 

permaculture focus on land and natural resource management is complementary to the industrial focus 

of the ‘green tech’ optimists” (preface xvi), even though he admits that “there are also differences” 

(Holmgren, 2002, p. xvi). One fundamental difference that he mentions is that permaculture “was 

predicated on the likelihood of some degree of collapse and breakdown in technology, economics and 

even society, which is not envisaged or designed for by the ‘green tech’ optimists” (Holmgren, 2002, 

p. xvii).  Despite the differences, Holmgren seems relatively open to the possibility of permaculture 

siding with the green tech movement. In another sentence, Holmgren (2002, p. xxi) claims that he does 

not fully agree with Mollison “and others” on the fact that the “lack of attention to [permaculture] 
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principles and theory is diluting and devaluing some permaculture education”. Rather, he says that he 

has “always found the perception of dilution has to be balanced by the value of diversity even when, 

like weeds, it comes in forms we don’t particularly like” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxi). Holmgren here 

uses a metaphor based on biological terminology to argue for the inclusion of the dissident in the 

permaculture movement. Since permaculture builds upon the idea of designing systems (agricultural 

or social) which mimic natural ecosystems, the comparison between nature (weeds) and humanity 

(dissidents) might serve to strengthen the justification of the statement.  

The sustainable development discourse seeks to include as many actors as possible in the effort to 

develop a more sustainable world. In contrast, such inclusiveness is not as prominent in the 

permaculture discourse; Holmgren and Mollison do not seem to agree on which actors should be 

included in the extended permaculture network. While Holmgren is reaching out to actors that do not 

necessarily share the permaculture vision of what sustainability is, Mollison seems less welcoming. 

While Mollison does say that the permaculture movement cooperates with groups of different 

backgrounds and beliefs, that is not the impression that Holmgren has of Mollison. Indeed, Mollison 

does not seem to be willing to cooperate with governments or industry - or people or groups who do 

not agree with the “life-centred ethics” that he deems vital. While Holmgren does not comment 

explicitly on the inclusion of governments or industry in the permaculture network, he is open to some 

kind of collaboration with the green tech movement (which is arguably a part of industry). Finally, 

there is one notion which sustainable development and permaculture do agree on: that citizen 

participation is key to solving environmental and social issues and that national governments are of 

limited importance. 

 

6.4. Cooperative 

Mollison speaks of cooperation in predominantly positive terms. Starting out with the previously 

mentioned symbiosis between mycorrhiza and tree roots, he concludes the book by saying that “I 

believe that only group or community (bioregional) survival is meaningful and possible; individual 

survival is meaningless, as is survival in fortresses” (Mollison, 1990, p. 557). This quote repeats the 

statement found in the very beginning of the book: “we will either survive together, or none of us will 

survive” (Mollison, 1990, p. 1). Using high modality language, Mollison (1990, p. 2) also claims that 

“life is cooperative rather than competitive” which strengthens his argument that cooperation is 

beneficial, even crucial. According to Mollison (1990, p. ix), the permaculture movement forms a 

“loose global network” which “has no central structure, but rather a strong sense of shared work”. The 

permaculture discourse, as specified by Mollison, permits cooperation with other groups as long as 

they follow the “code of conduct” as stipulated by the permaculture ethics. In fact, Mollison (1990, p. 

508) wishes to build up a new kind of nation state united by “people subscribing to a common ethic 

and aspiring to a similar culture”. Here, Mollison is probably referring to some kind of ethical 

framework similar to that of permaculture. Those who share this ethic (“many thousands of 

organisations, affinities, tribes, bioregions, and spiritual and non-government organisations” 

(Mollison, 1990, p. 508)) are advised to organize themselves and form a global nation. Speaking of the 

formation of a bioregional area, he even argues that “the secret of success [is] assembling sufficient 

commonsense [sic] people in one area” (Mollison, 1990, p. 514). It is implied that these “common 

sense people” are those who adhere to the permaculture ethics and that bringing these kinds of people 

together is the key to success. As for the mode of cooperation, it is obvious that the regional and local 

organizing is favoured: “effective local group action restores the true basic rights, which are those of 

personal responsibility for our sustenance on earth, and to earth itself” (Mollison, 1990, p. 509). As 

previously mentioned, this does not rule out global cooperation between local or regional units: “as the 

problems are truly global, global concern and action will be needed” (Mollison, 1990, p. 556). 

Holmgren also advocates local and regional action. He encourages the reader to start with the self and 

then expand efforts of change “in widening circles to include our families, neighbours, local and wider 

communities” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 7). The strong emphasis on cooperation within the permaculture 

movement which Mollison envisions, is not that explicitly accounted for by Holmgren. Rather, 
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Holmgren speaks about “accepting personally [sic] responsibility for our situation” (Holmgren, 2002, 

p. 6) and that “to be able to contribute to a wider good, one must be healthy and secure” (Holmgren, 

2002, p. 7). Though Holmgren (2002, p. 9) always places the individual perspective into a wider 

context (for example by saying that we need to “share surplus resources to help the earth and people 

beyond our immediate circle of power and responsibility”), the possible strengths of cooperation are 

not explicitly articulated in Holmgren’s text. While Holmgren writes about the permaculture 

movement as a global network that is “creating small local changes […] which are directly and 

indirectly influencing action in the wider environment, organic agriculture, appropriate technology, 

communities and other movements” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xx), he also acknowledges that “we need to 

accept that our influence on the large-scale dynamics may be minimal” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxvii). 

Holmgren (2002, p. 7) comes back to this in the section on the “people care” ethic: the inner circle of 

relations (family, local community) “is where we have the greatest power and influence”. It seems 

unclear if and in what way a restructuring of local societies in a permaculture fashion will have an 

effect at the national or global level.  

The sustainable development discourse is positive about cooperation between the multiple actors they 

include for solution making. Cooperation between actors is favoured before hierarchies and 

competition, and international conferences, where actors come together and seek to achieve agreement 

on policies and plans, are a natural part of the discourse. Non-hierarchical cooperation is depicted as a 

positive phenomenon in the permaculture discourse as well (more so by Mollison than Holmgren). 

However, the importance of cooperation with and within the international community (including 

intergovernmental organizations such as the United Nations, governments and possibly also 

corporations) is not articulated. Rather, local and regional cooperation is strongly emphasized. 

Holmgren and Mollison do recognize the environmental and social problems that the world faces 

today as matters of global concern and permaculture grassroot movements are encouraged to cooperate 

with fellow movements across the globe - but, they do not seem to favour the type of formalized 

international collaboration that is displayed at for example UN conferences. Thus, permaculture seems 

to partially agree with the positive perception of cooperation that the sustainable development 

discourse displays. 

 

6.5. Economic growth needed 

Mollison (1990, p. 510) explicitly comments on economic growth in one passage, saying that “the 

laws of power demand gifts without thought of return – this is called “economic growth” and means 

unlimited resource exploitation and the concomitant exploitation of people”. It is obvious that 

Mollison does not regard economic growth as the salvation to social deprivation or poverty like the 

sustainable development discourse does – rather the opposite. He scorns the “crude scientific and 

material culture […] which relies on pseudo-economic and technological systems for its existence” 

(Mollison, 1990, p. 2). He develops his idea that society relies on pseudo-economic systems later in 

the book by explaining that “fiscal (money based) societies give a false impression of security” 

(Mollison, 1990, p. 533) due to the “greed” which he believes is causing the regular bouts of inflation. 

He further states that due to this “misuse of money” “the final inflation […] is now upon us” 

(Mollison, 1990, p. 533) and rhetorically questions “whether sanity in fiscal affairs will be delayed 

until no human survival is possible on a polluted earth” (Mollison, 1990, p. 555). All these quotes 

display high modality, suggesting that Mollison is determined in his belief that the current economic 

system is neither secure, sane or sustainable. Mollison (1990, p. 535) distinguishes “a truly sound 

economy” from “that of ‘unlimited growth’ in the capitalistic sense”, implying that the current 

capitalist economic system is not sound; rather it is causing the state of environmental collapse that he 

perceives the world to be in. Instead of a capitalist economy, he proposes several alternative ways of 

organizing the financial system, including barter and exchange but also community credit unions, 

investment funds and the instalment of local currency. His ideas in the financial area move far away 

from the traditional economic system and it is obvious that to Mollison economic growth is in fact 

seen as a highly inappropriate means for a sustainable development.  
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Holmgren does not comment explicitly on economic growth in the studied chapters. Instead, he 

focuses on the growth in population as well as energy use, using a graph that shows a curve of energy 

use and population growth which is now peaking and will, in 500 years’ time, have descended into a 

“future low energy sustainable culture” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxix). The “ecological realities of 

decline” is depicted as “natural and creative” and as a logical consequence of growth (Holmgren, 

2002, p. xxix). Holmgren (2002, p. xxix) says that “the real issues of our age is how we make a 

graceful and ethical descent” – this is where permaculture comes in to the picture. While Holmgren’s 

prime concern is energy and population, he claims that the theory of growth and decline can be applied 

to “self-organising systems across many scales, from populations of microbes to economies and 

galaxies” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxix). He also agrees with Mollison on that we should “reduce our 

dependence on the global economy and replace it with household and local economies [in order to] 

reduce the demand that drives current inequities” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 7), referring to the injustice 

“between rich and poor nations, urban and rural communities, and human resources and natural 

resources” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 7). While Holmgren does not position himself against economic 

growth as overtly as Mollison does, he seems to agree with him on that the current economic system is 

not beneficial. 

In the sustainable development discourse, economic growth is seen as a justified tool for lifting poor 

countries out of poverty, but it is also acknowledged that growth needs to be checked so that it is 

socially and environmentally fair. As already mentioned, Mollison does not believe this to be true – 

rather he claims that economic growth begets exploitation of people and natural resources and thus, it 

cannot continue. Holmgren agrees with Mollison on the notion that the economic system upholds 

inequities rather than eradicating them, but he does not condemn economic growth the way Mollison 

does. On the other hand, he does not cherish it either. Rather, he recognizes the fact that growth has 

been the dominant factor of our society for decades and now, he seeks to mitigate the side effects of 

that growth and prepare us for the descent into the “low-energy sustainable culture”, which he 

perceives as inevitable, by proposing permaculture measures. All in all, permaculture does not seem to 

agree with the sustainable development discourse on the imperative role of economic growth in 

creating a better society. 

 

6.6. Recognition of limits to growth 

It seems obvious to both Mollison and Holmgren that earth’s resources are limited. Holmgren (2002, 

p. xvi) is especially concerned with “the inevitable depletion of fossil fuels” which he believes will 

take place within a few generations and force humanity to adapt to a situation that we have not been in 

since the pre-industrial times. While he does admit that the predictions of resource decline that were 

made in the 1970s have not always been accurate, he still claims that “the evidence that natural 

resources are already constraining human development […] is strong and increasing” (Holmgren, 

2002, p. xvi). Holmgren (2002, p. xxx) expresses himself with high modality about the “reality and 

magnitude of energy descent” in order to stress it as a pressing issue. He also makes a more general 

comment on the recognition of limits: “a sense of limits comes from a mature understanding of the 

way the world works. We see that everything in nature, including ourselves, has a limited lifespan and 

a limited place” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 8). Here, the word “mature” reappears (see section 6.1), now in 

the argumentation for an ethical behaviour of “self-restraint”. To have a mature understanding is 

portrayed as desirable but also given – we see that everything in nature has limits, thus we translate 

this ecologically based understanding into the things we do not see and do not know the absolute end 

of (such as the fossil fuels beneath earth’s surface).  

Not only natural resources are depicted as limited by Mollison (1990, p. 1), but also money and power: 

“to accumulate wealth, power, or land beyond one’s needs in a limited world is to be truly immoral, be 

it as an individual, an institution, or a nation-state”. Crossing these limits are even depicted as immoral 

– and dangerous. “Our consumptive lifestyle has led us to the very brink of annihilation” and the risk 

of “ecological disaster” due to this “should frighten you, too” (Mollison, 1990, p. 1), he says. 

Interestingly, Holmgren also uses the word “annihilation” when he explains why we should heed 
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permaculture’s “earth care” ethic. Not only should we do it for the sole respect of nature, but also out 

of fear of the “motherly rejection and annihilation” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 4) carried out by Mother 

Earth herself. Humanity will be “neutralised” by climate change or disease, should we “seriously 

affect[…] the fundamental life-support systems of the planet” (Holmgren, 2002, pp. 3–4). Mollison 

and Holmgren use strong metaphoric language when they say that we risk annihilation if we do not 

respect earth’s limits - Hitler also spoke about the “annihilation of Jews” during World War two, 

which indeed makes the symbolism frightening. This drastic type of language use is continued by 

Mollison (1990, p. 1), when he goes on to saying that “most thinking people would agree that we have 

arrived at final and irrevocable decisions that will abolish or sustain life on this earth. We can either 

ignore the madness of uncontrolled industrial growth […] or take the path to life and survival”. This 

statement is rather degrading, since it renders people who do not believe that the end is near more or 

less stupid. As far as positionality goes, the reader is implicitly forced to consider whether he or she is 

one of the “thinking people” that should go on reading the book. Mollison is not inviting the dissident 

reader to the text – the reader who does not believe that the earth has limits and that these limits have 

been crossed due to humanity’s actions, should not bother to read any further. 

Due to the perception of a limited supply of natural resources and the strain humanity imposes on 

these, both Mollison and Holmgren believe it necessary to curb the demand on resources before they 

run out. To Holmgren (2002, p. 8), the third permaculture ethic encourages us to “set limits to 

consumption and reproduction, and redistribute surplus”. Mollison (1990, p. 2) instead names the third 

ethic: “setting limits to population and consumption” in order to “set resources aside to further the 

above principles [the first and second ethic]”. Mollison (1990, p. 7) is again using a strong metaphor 

when he says that we must “limit our population on earth, or we ourselves become the final plague”. 

The harsh portrayal of a serious illness threatening the human population, leaves no option for 

humanity but to limit its numbers. Holmgren (2002, p. 9) uses low modality language when he writes 

that “the world is probably already over-populated for the long-term good of humanity and other 

species”, but goes around the subject a bit by advocating adoption and fostering children rather than 

merely staying away from reproduction. He also says that “models from natural systems suggest a 

collapse back to low energy and resource use” which will “likely” result in a decline in world 

population (Holmgren, 2002, p. xvi). Holmgren does not express himself with high certainty in this 

matter. Mollison (1990, p. 515) admits that population control is “a touchy subject” but still claims, 

with high modality, that “resources remain plentiful only if people remain relatively few”.  

 

The sustainable development discourse does not delineate clear limits to growth in terms of economy, 

population or resource use. On the one hand, the Brundtland report states that there are ultimate limits, 

but on the other hand, it is claimed that these limits could be stretched with the help of for example the 

appropriate technology. To Mollison and Holmgren, there are indeed clear limits to growth. They also 

agree on the fact that these limits have been exceeded by humanity (even though Holmgren is more 

sensitive about the population subject than Mollison). The infringement of these limits, as carried out 

by humanity, is depicted as both immoral and as a great threat to our own kind and to earth. Thus, 

permaculture does not resonate with the sustainable development discourse in this matter. 

 

6.7. Low level of reform 

Mollison (1990, p. 509) does not regard the current political and economic system as socially or 

environmentally sustainable: “it has long been apparent that our current political, economic and 

landuse [sic] systems cannot solve such long-term and worsening problems such as soil degradation 

[…], forest decline [and] the spread of poverty”. Mollison’s opinion on the current capitalist economic 

system and his suggestions of profound alterations of said system are accounted for in the section on 

economic growth. Apart from wanting to revise the economic system, he also likes to see a change of 

the political system. Mollison (1990, p. 509) claims that “all western political systems […] function in 

ways which are essentially short-term” (throughout the book, actors with a short-term vision are 

repeatedly portrayed in a negative sense). In fact, he claims that “further ‘progress and development’” 

carried out from within these systems “will cause social and environmental upheaval” (Mollison, 
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1990, p. 518). Something needs to be done, and in response to that Mollison (1990, p. 9) writes that 

his text is “without either the pretended innocence or the belief that everything will turn out right. 

Only if we make it so will this happen”.  

 

As the analysis of previous categories has suggested, “we” oftentimes refers to the group of people 

that agree with the ethical groundwork outlined by Mollison. He goes on to saying that “some would 

want to keep everything the same” (Mollison, 1990, p. 7), implicitly stating that “we” do not. The 

construction of a “we” is arguably important to Mollison, since a people powered revolution seems to 

be the main tactic used to concretise the permaculture vision of a more sustainable world. As Mollison 

(1990, p. 509) puts it: “when enough people change, then political systems (if they are to survive) may 

follow, or become as irrelevant as they now appear to be in terms of real solutions”. As the current 

political system, in Mollison’s eyes, does not supply “real solutions”, he refuses to include it as a 

building block of the new system. Only if the western political systems change according to the 

demands of people (or the permaculture movement?), are they allowed to come aboard. The united 

“we” is expected to “set about, in an orderly, sensible, and cooperative way, a system of replacing 

power-centred politics and political hierarchies with a far more flexible, practical, and information-

centred system […] with long-term goals of stability” (Mollison, 1990, p. 508). Thus, Mollison does 

not want to stay within the current political and economic system but seeks to transform these so that 

they better fit permaculture’s ethical considerations. 

 

Holmgren (2002, p. xxv) also appears to support a transformation of the current system: “The process 

of providing for people’s needs within ecological limits requires a cultural revolution. […] We appear 

to have little time to achieve this revolution”. The use of the world “revolution” suggests a profound 

change of some sort and the fact that Holmgren writes that the revolution is “cultural” reinforces the 

fact that permaculture has evolved from mere agricultural practice into embracing an expanded type of 

societal reform. This is also reflected in the sentence that says: “insofar as permaculture is an effective 

response to the limitations on use of energy and natural resources, it will move from its current status 

as ‘alternative response to environmental crisis’ to the social and economic mainstream of the post-

industrial era. Whether it will be called permaculture or not is a secondary matter” (Holmgren, 2002, 

p. xvii). He also talks about “the fundamental and universal nature of the cultural shift to which 

permaculture is contributing” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxviii). Thus, Holmgren is open to the idea that 

permaculture in its current form is not the only solution to the issues of resource scarcity which he 

depicts – permaculture is contributing to the shift, implying that there are other actors working 

towards this “cultural revolution”. By using the tentative modal adverb “insofar as”, Holmgren might 

be searching to tone down the image of permaculture as the optimal tool to the projected resource 

crisis, again opening up the stage to other actors such as the “green tech optimists” (see section 6.3). 

While repeating that a cultural revolution is needed to provide for people’s needs “in more sustainable 

ways”, he problematizes the enforcement of this revolution, by saying that “to propose such a step as a 

prerequisite can alienate people and inhibit productive steps toward personal and social change” 

(Holmgren, 2002, p. xxi). He also admits that permaculture has historically been perceived as 

“theoretical, utopian and impractical because it was difficult to apply within the prevailing social, 

market and policy environment” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxii).  

While Holmgren seems to be wanting to problematise the permaculture concept and be humble about 

permaculture’s importance and position in society, he still puts his foot down regarding some issues. 

Holmgren might be more in favour of technological solutions to resource issues than Mollison is, but 

he nevertheless states that “if it is energetically impossible for high energy society to be anything more 

than a pulse in the long run of human history, then it cannot, by this definition, be sustainable, no 

matter how much we shuffle the technological deckchairs” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxx). While he does 

start the sentence by saying “if it is”, suggesting that this hypothesis is not certain, in other sections of 

the text he does argue that it is. Assuming that a “shuffling of technological deckchairs” is indeed what 

the green tech movement is pursuing, this statement suggests that Holmgren in fact does not consider 

the green tech optimists very sustainable at all. He does not budge on the notion that we need to 

recognize and “adapt to energy descent”, hence “get over our naive and simplistic notions of 

sustainability” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxx). He also makes it clear that he does not believe in “the 
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largely unsuccessful attempts to shift culture by top-down policy processes, exemplified by the Rio 

Earth Summit” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxi), suggesting that he is not impressed by the work on 

sustainable development that is carried out by for example the UN. Instead, he declares that the 

permaculture movement “provides an alternative to the reception of some sustainability concepts” 

through its “positive grassroot processes” (Holmgren, 2002, p. xxi). This could be interpreted as a 

positive view of bottom-up action to pursue sustainable development, rather than the more formalized 

processes of international policymaking. Holmgren is not as blunt as Mollison when speaking about a 

“permaculture revolution”, and he seems to be welcoming toward other actors that strive towards 

sustainability. However, in a close reading, Holmgren seems critical of the “mainstream” sustainable 

development strategies of today (that are top-down, formalized and green tech oriented). His arguing 

for a “cultural revolution” due to the future “energy descent” and resource scarcity correspond to a 

large extent with Mollison’s reasoning. 

 

The sustainable development discourse recognizes a need for solutions to the environmental and social 

issues we face today – however, it is generally argued that actors should work to improve the current 

(capitalist) system from the inside rather than abandoning it. In other words, there is no need for a 

profound societal reform or revolution. Holmgren and Mollison reject this notion. Mollison wishes to 

alter both the economic and political western systems and the proposed revolution is to be carried out 

by permaculturists and likeminded movements. The reform is urgent and when it is completed the 

political system of today will have adapted – or dissolved. While Holmgren is humbler about the 

prospects of a permaculture revolution, in terms of who is going to contribute to the “cultural shift”, he 

is determined that such a shift is necessary and that the action for sustainable development that is 

carried out today is not enough. Thus, the permaculture discourse does not agree with the sustainable 

development discourse on the notion that no profound alterations of the current economic and political 

system are needed. 

 

7. Discussion 

To answer the research question of this thesis, the analysis of the research material does point to some 

similarities between permaculture and sustainable development. However, these are outweighed by 

differences between the two. Permaculture and sustainable development agree on the label “holistic” 

and partially agree on labels “anthropocentric”, “inclusive” and “cooperative” (see section 7.1, 7.2 and 

7.3). They do not agree on labels “economic growth needed”, “recognition of limits to growth” and 

“low level of reform” (see section 7.4). The practical implications of these findings will be discussed 

below, together with recommendations for future research. 

 

7.1. Holistic systems thinking 

The only notion which permaculture and sustainable development seem to fully agree on is that of 

social and ecological systems being connected and co-dependent. To permaculture, this holistic 

perception is even the foundation of its reasoning. One of the key features identified in the literature 

review, the mimicking of natural ecosystems, depicts a holistic structure where connectivity between 

system parts is high and every part has a vital function (as proposed by Akhtar et al. (2016)). 

Permaculture also relies on systems thinking when crafting solutions. Thus, the holistic worldview is 

key to permaculture both for understanding the world and the problems in it and for creating the 

solutions to solve said problems.  

 

Dryzek does not mention how sustainable development advocates wish to operationalize the idea of 

nested ecological and social systems. Therefore, it is only possible to determine that permaculture and 

sustainable development seem to agree on the idea in theory. In practice, sustainable development 

advocates may or may not choose to transform this knowledge into action. Historically, sustainable 

development has in fact been lacking practical solutions (Dryzek, 2013). Permaculture, on the other 

hand, proposes several practical solutions with the promised aim of balancing ecological and social 

systems in order to achieve long-term sustainability of said systems. If permaculture solutions are as 
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effective as Holmgren and Mollison let on, permaculture has the potential to contribute to sustainable 

development what it seems to be lacking, namely hands-on practices which ensure long-term 

sustainability of both humanity and nature. Even though the research done on permaculture is sparse, 

the studies conducted by Akhtar et al. (2016), Veteto and Lockyer (2008) and Vitari and David (2017) 

suggest that permaculture offers a promising tool for sustainable development in such disparate fields 

as natural resource management, business management and anthropology. However, there are possible 

obstacles to the alignment of permaculture and sustainable development, which will now be presented. 

 

7.2. Anthropocentrism and ethical considerations 

What initiated this research was the plausible connection between the three sustainable development 

sectors and permaculture ethics. While both sustainable development and permaculture are concerned 

with the current and future state of humanity, environment and economy, they have different 

perspectives on how these are to be made sustainable, and why. The analysis of the research material 

shows that the ethical groundwork is very important to permaculture as it “guide[s] action toward 

good and right outcomes” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 1). The commonly cited definition of sustainable 

development as was stipulated in the Brundtland report also indicates the presence of an ethical stance; 

that we need to ensure sustainable development in order to satisfy the needs of the present generation 

without compromising the ability of future generations to fulfil their needs. Here, the anthropocentric 

worldview that sustainable development contains is made visible: the “generations” considered are 

most likely human generations, not animal or plant generations. Then why should humanity be 

sustained? There is no objective or logic answer to that question, rather, it has to do with values and 

ethical considerations. 

 

Permaculture agrees with this anthropocentric notion to a point. Acting to “sustain the earth” is key in 

the world of permaculture (as the first permaculture ethic reminds us of) and both Mollison and 

Holmgren present human-centred arguments to why environmental preservation is important. 

Mollison almost reiterates the Brundtland report when he writes that “our own survival demands that 

we preserve all existing species” (Mollison, 1990, p. 7) and that “it is our children’s world which is 

being destroyed” (Mollison, 1990, p. 1) – thus, we need to “take responsibility for our own existence 

and that of our children” since that is “the only ethical decision” (Mollison, 1990, p. 1). These 

statements indicate that permaculture is just as anthropocentric as sustainable development. However, 

the permaculture ethics do not only consider doing the “morally right thing” towards fellow humans. 

The earth care ethic also grants nature an intrinsic value. Seeing that this ethic overrides the other two, 

permaculture suddenly does not appear as human-centred.  

 

Thus, permaculture and sustainable development both seem to base their arguments on an ethical 

groundwork where human survival is key. However, the earth care ethic expands permaculture’s scope 

of concern. The reasoning behind why i.a. environmental conservation is to be advocated will most 

likely affect if and what conservation measures will be taken. For example, one of Mollison’s (1990, 

p. 7) arguments for the redesigning of agricultural practice in a permaculture fashion is that it will 

“free most of the area of the globe for the rehabilitation of natural systems”. This argument is not 

likely to convince a sustainable development advocate whose prime concern is how to feed a growing 

human population. Of course, it might be possible for permaculture to free up land for environmental 

conservation and feed the world’s population (this is difficult to determine since permaculture’s 

agricultural methods are not adequately explored scientifically), but the divergent basic assumptions 

still make for possible disagreements between permaculture and sustainable development on the nature 

and scope of action. 

 

7.3. Cooperation and inclusion 

The research material shows that permaculture and sustainable development partially agree on the 

importance of cooperation and inclusion. However, they do not fully agree on who should be included 

and in what form cooperation should take place. Both sides agree that citizen participation is key to 
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solving environmental and social issues, but to permaculture, citizen participation equals the formation 

of grassroot movements working to change the world on their home turf. Local and regional grassroot 

movements with similar ethical standpoints (preferably permaculture ethics) are expected to bring 

about a people-powered permaculture revolution. While Mollison is very strict on who is to be 

included in the forthcoming revolution, Holmgren is more open for influence from other actors. All 

the same, permaculture deviates from the sustainable development perception of cooperation and 

inclusion, which emphasizes the inclusion of as many actors as possible (be it citizens, governments or 

business enterprises) and favours international cooperation between actors from all levels of society, 

carried out in a more formal setting.  

 

While sustainable development does cherish citizen participation, the formal, international conferences 

where actors come together to confer is arguably perceived as the icing on the cake to its advocates. 

Seeing that Holmgren (2002, p. xxi) regards the Rio Earth summit as largely unsuccessful in creating 

the “shift of cultures” that he wishes to see (due to its “top-down policy processes”) it is hard to 

visualize permaculture proponents as participants of such international conferences. While they might 

be invited, the invitation would probably be declined. Another problem with the less-inclusive element 

of permaculture is that it shuts out possible new recruits to the permaculture movement. The portrayal 

of a “we” in the research material points towards a closed entity of people which are all expected to 

agree with permaculture’s core ideas. The way Mollison (in particular) structures his texts rhetorically, 

the reader may very well feel a need to tread carefully, not to engage in any “immoral behaviour” such 

as raising too many (if any?) children or to “accumulate wealth, power, or land beyond one’s needs” 

(Mollison, 1990, p. 1). Mollison’s conviction appears rather rigid, demanding and excluding. 

Holmgren expresses himself more coyly, but when reading between the lines it appears that he too has 

a strong conviction of what an ideal future scenario would look like. Permaculture’s rigidness might 

be off-putting to readers and prevent the movement from expanding. The relatively inferior number of 

permaculture proponents might then make it difficult for representatives of sustainable development to 

1) discover that permaculture exists and 2) motivate why this remote, closed movement would be of 

importance to sustainable development. Also, sustainable development actors can mull over policies 

for years until a mutual agreement is in place (as with the Agenda 2030 agreement). Permaculture is 

not as plastic, which would seem problematic in a setting where negotiation is key. 

 

7.4. Profound differences 

From the research material, it seems that permaculture does not really fit in with “the sustainable 

development scene”. Veteto & Lockyer (2008, p. 56) write that permaculture should probably remain 

an “alternative, bioregionally organized, horizontal network of practitioners” since they would “only 

suffer in the context of the current top-down […] international development approach”. Holmgren 

(2002, p. xxii) has realized this problem, admitting that permaculture has historically been perceived 

as “difficult to apply within the prevailing social, market and policy environment”. Ferguson & Lovell 

(2014) found that permaculture has received very little attention in the scientific literature - but also 

that it has rejected academia as being conservative and misled by corporation. Mollison and Holmgren 

also speak ill of governments, industry, market and authorities in general. There seems to be a brewing 

conflict, where permaculture is not being invited into the “mainstream” society of formal institutions, 

but also does not seem to want to take part in it since it would probably require them to negotiate their 

conviction. Being an outsider with a very strong opinion of how society should be organized, it seems 

the most logical thing to do would be to change the system that you do not fit in with. Perhaps this is 

one of the reasons why the urge for a (perma)cultural revolution is so strongly articulated in the 

permaculture literature? 

 

While Mollison is (as usual) most outspoken about the absolute need for a permaculture revolution, 

Holmgren also recognizes the urgency of a profound transformation of social and economic systems. 

The perceived need for revolution is possibly rooted in the other two areas that sustainable 

development and permaculture do not agree on: namely whether economic growth is desirable or 

possible to perpetuate and whether there are set limits to growth that are not to be exceeded. Economic 

growth is scorned by Mollison since he believes it will increase (rather than decrease) inequalities 
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between people as well as the exploitation of natural resources. Thus, permaculture does not believe 

that economic growth can in fact be “environmentally and socially just” like sustainable development 

envisions. Holmgren does not despise the capitalist society as bluntly as Mollison does, but he does 

picture decline as an inevitable consequence of growth, implying that growth cannot take place 

forever.  

 

The reluctant attitude towards economic growth might be rooted in permaculture’s perception of 

limited resources. Permaculture takes earth’s limits for granted and is certain that humanity has 

exceeded those limits. To Holmgren, growth and decline go together and since humanity has been in a 

state of growth for the last couple of decades and is about to run out of resources, we will soon enter 

the stage of decline. While sustainable development is ambiguous about limits and depicts a vision 

where we can both have the cake and eat it, permaculture is adamant that we are running out of cake. 

Perhaps this is the most fundamental difference between the two - and the hardest one to reconcile. 

While permaculture is preparing for a resource-scarce future which is totally different from the world 

we know today, sustainable development envisions a future where things are more or less the same (or 

preferably better). 

 

To be frank, permaculture’s conviction of earth’s limits and the effects of crossing them is based on 

assumptions expressed as truths by the use of strong modality language. (This is true for many other 

things that permaculture claims as well, but it is especially prominent when it discusses limits to 

growth). For example, Holmgren does not support his vision of an energy- and resource scarce future 

with scientific evidence, nor is the conviction that humanity will be “annihilated” or “neutralised” due 

to the crossing of these limits. Instead of presenting scientific evidence of declining natural resources, 

Mollison and Holmgren again use permaculture ethics and analogies of conditions in nature to support 

their claims. This kind of scientifically unsupported statements arguably affects permaculture’s 

credibility. However, they do show permaculture’s strong feelings about the need for a reform of the 

current system. 

 

Permaculture is so determined that we are heading towards a very unpleasant future and that this 

future is due to our exceeding of earth’s limits, that we simply must conduct a reform of the current 

political and economic system to be able to adapt to our future situation. Holmgren and Mollison do 

not seem willing to budge on this conviction. Thus, it resonates poorly with sustainable development – 

with regard to its worldview and visions of the future, but also in relation to permaculture’s non-

negotiable urge to reform the current system. In other words, if permaculture were asked to join 

sustainable development in fulfilling the vision of a world where the goal is to secure continued 

growth, they would most probably decline the offer, due to their conviction that such a world is not 

possible.  

 

To determine whether sustainable development or permaculture is right in their predictions is out of 

the scope of this thesis. Permaculture’s ideas and methods might very well be valuable in creating a 

more sustainable world and sustainable development might be wrong in their believe that we can stay 

with the present growth-obsessed system and still be “sustainable”. What can be said from this 

research, however, is that the difference in core assumptions about the world and humanity’s position 

in it makes it difficult to see how permaculture would be used as a vessel to promote sustainable 

development. 

 

7.5. Future research 

As has already been pointed out, there is a general lack of scientific permaculture research. In the 

research material, the great part of Mollison’s text is based on his own thinking. Holmgren refers to a 

handful of scientific articles regarding permaculture, but mostly accredits other (non-scientific) 

permaculture literature. Though permaculture’s scepticism of academia seems to be subsiding as the 

number of scientific articles on permaculture add up, the need for more research is arguably crucial for 

permaculture to support their claims and increase permaculture’s credibility to other actors.  
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This thesis has presented a study of Holmgren and Mollison’s perception of permaculture, which is 

obviously a limited perspective seeing that there are “as many permaculture definitions as there are 

permaculturists” (Macnamara, 2012, p. 1). It is also very much a display of theoretically inclined 

”desktop research” which might not be compatible with permaculture’s pragmatic, hands-on approach. 

Future research could therefore investigate the permaculture concept “in practice” by surveying 

permaculturists. What does the permaculture concept entail to those who practice it? Which of the 

design methods and principles that Holmgren and Mollison suggest are used in practice? Which 

methods seem to work?  

 

Then, the applicability of these permaculture methods should ideally be tested. Possible research 

themes could include: would a permaculture transition of the agricultural system yield enough food to 

feed the world’s population (or parts of it)? What would be the social and environmental advantages 

and disadvantages of the formation of permaculture “bioregions”?  In summary, future research should 

ideally focus on assessing the feasibility as well as the utility of permaculture methods in practice. 

 

8. Conclusion 

Despite a mutual wish to pursue a sustainable future, permaculture and sustainable development differ 

profoundly in their visions of this future and what means are necessary to get there. Thus, 

permaculture and sustainable development does not seem to be very compatible and it is unlikely that 

permaculture could be used as a vessel to promote sustainable development in its current form.  
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