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After two decades of teaching international environmental law and politics, watching the 

problems go from bad to worse, I asked myself, “Who is devising ways of living that could weather the 

coming storms?” My research led me to ecovillages, a wide array of communities attempting to seed new 

societies within the husk of the old. Their populations range from 20 to 2,000; their political and religious 

views run the gamut, as do their socioeconomic conditions. I traveled around the world to experience 

these living laboratories firsthand, working my way around the world from the east coast of the U.S. to 

Europe, Africa, Asia and Australia and concluding my journey in Los Angeles. In each community, I 

interviewed 10 members, inviting them to share their personal stories of ecovillage life.  

I was intent upon learning how these people were answering that age-old question, “How, then, 

shall we live?” and was astonished by the diversity of answers. Urban ecovillages focus on having fewer 

cars and higher-density dwellings, while rural communities focus on growing food. Low-tech 

communities emphasize manual labor and local materials, while high-tech communities use more 

expensive state-of-the-art technologies. Ecovillages in affluent countries focus on creating a sense of 

community while reducing consumption, while the primary task in developing countries is to revitalize 

existing villages. Alongside these differences, I was intrigued to discover that ecovillagers everywhere 

share some fundamental perceptions about themselves and the world, perceptions rooted in a deep regard 

for the interdependent web of life. As a consequence, they are unusually sensitive to the consequences of 

their actions, both near and far, and unusually open to sharing. Indeed, if I had to choose one word to 

express the taproot of ecovillage life, it would be sharing.  

Because ecovillages share resources like land, food, living space, cars and tools, the per capita 

consumption for every community I visited was substantially lower than their home country average. And 

because ecovillages have devised ways of curbing their participation in the global economy, their per 

capita income can also be quite low. Residents of Earthaven and Sieben Linden , for instance, live well on 

20-30% of the average salaries in their home countries, the U.S. and Germany—far below the poverty 
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line. This finding helps to dispel the myth that green living is only for the affluent. Indeed, the vast 

majority of ecovillagers reported a sense of abundance and wellbeing, not scarcity and deprivation.  

This is not to say that ecovillage life is always pleasant. Like people everywhere, ecovillagers fall 

prey to egoism, tunnel vision, even hypocrisy. Disputes can become feuds, and simmering feuds can erupt 

into endless meetings and ruptured relationships. Ironically, sustainability itself can trigger discord as 

ecovillagers deliberate over forestland and fields, animal husbandry and animal protection, green values 

and creature comforts. Ecovillages are not utopias; they are living laboratories. Their residents are 

essentially applied scientists running collective experiments in every realm of life: building, farming, 

waste management, decision making, communication, child rearing, finance, ownership, aging and death. 

Some experiments turn out well and others do not, but they all contribute to learning. The lessons, I 

believe, are germane to anyone with an interest in sustainability—including people who may never see an 

ecovillage, much less join one.  

The common thread that runs through the diverse tapestry of ecovillages is a commitment to 

sustainable living. But what is this elusive objective of sustainability? The triple bottom line, which 

incorporates ecological, economic, and social factors, is helpful, but it is also problematic because it 

ignores the profound questions of meaning and cosmological belonging that have informed human 

cultures for ages. The most inclusive name I have come up with for this intangible yet all-important inner 

dimension of sustainability is consciousness. Some of the ecovillages I visited are first and foremost 

spiritual communities while others steer clear of spiritual language, but in every one of them the project of 

transforming human consciousness was very much alive.  

My own metaphor of choice for sustainability is a house with four windows. Imagine four 

windows looking into a house, each representing a different vantage point and each offering a view of 

every other window. From each perspective, the house looks different, and yet it is still the same house. 

We can look into ecovillages, or any human endeavor for that matter, through any or all of these 

windows: ecology, economics, community, and consciousness.  
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Each ecovillage tends to highlight certain elements of sustainable living over others, yet the house 

of sustainability always has four windows, each of them essential. In some cases, the relationship among 

the windows is tense. The elaborate rainwater catchment system at Crystal Waters in Australia is an 

ecological engineering feat, but the open-market sale of its homes makes for troubling social dynamics. In 

some cases, the relationship among the four windows is complementary. In their development work, for 

instance, Colufifa (Senegal) and Sarvodaya (Sri Lanka) simultaneously empower women, spread organic 

farming, and raise the consciousness of villagers. And the spiritual outlook of Findhorn and Auroville is 

the soil from which all of their ecological, social, and economic practices grow. The four dimensions of 

sustainability are deeply interconnected, each one reflecting and refracting the light from the others.  

The point is not to join or build an ecovillage; there is neither sufficient time nor resources for 

this. The point, rather, is to view these experiments through the four windows of sustainability and apply 

the lessons at every relevant social scale, from neighborhood to municipality and beyond. To this end, I 

have teased out the following principles that inform the cultures of sharing I encountered:  

* Full-circle thinking undercuts the linear logic that runs from production to consumption to 

waste by embedding human systems in ecological systems.  

* Symbiosis, the primary mode of biological organization, is also a model for healthy social and 

economic relationships.  

* Through consequential thinking, forecaring propels sharing into the future.  

* Sowing seeds means that learning has a ripple effect because it is shared with the larger world.  

Since returning from my journey, I have been writing a book on my ecovillage journey. This 

paper offers some gleanings from that harvest, framed in terms of these four principles and viewed 

through the four windows of sustainability. Wherever possible, I let the ecovillagers speak for themselves. 

 

Ecology 

From what I could surmise, the most popular source of ecological insight in ecovillages is permaculture. 

Permaculture is a set of design principles rooted in the premise that human systems are a subset of natural 
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systems and should be designed as such. Among these principles are: catch and store energy; produce no 

waste; integrate, don’t segregate; use edges and value the marginal; and self-regulate and accept 

feedback.1 Unlike the mechanical way of parsing the world into separate systems, permaculture is a 

holistic approach to living that integrates building, energy, water, food, and transportation into existing 

ecosystems to form a well-functioning whole. While permaculture design principles are universal, their 

application is very much context-dependent. Depending upon whether they are urban or rural, affluent or 

rudimentary, permitted or under the radar, ecovillages have varying answers to such debates as green vs. 

natural building, retrofitting vs. new construction, water vs. composting toilets, car-sharing vs. mass 

transit, etc. Permaculture promotes social change literally from the bottom up, starting with the soil, 

water, energy and biotic reservoirs of ecosystems, and highlighting the role of the household as a driver 

for social change. Ecovillages, with their integrated systems and economies of scale that would be 

impossible at the household level, boost permaculture up a notch to the community level.  

 

Full-circle Thinking: Food, Energy, and Ecosystems 

Of all the ecovillage farms I encountered, I was most inspired by the tiny Gateway Farm, located at the 

entrance to Earthaven just beyond the standard green street sign that reads “Another Way.” Chris Farmer 

explained the farm’s interlocking pieces to me. On the lowest area, he and his farming partner had dug a 

pond at the confluence of two creeks and stocked it with sunfish and bass. They planted berry bushes and 

fruit trees along the creek and were sustainably harvesting wood from the adjoining forest for furniture 

and building. Rotational grazing of sheep, turkeys, and chickens, Farmer explained, builds the soil and 

prevents overgrazing. The chickens produce eggs and meat throughout the year, and most of the turkeys 

would be slaughtered for Thanksgiving. The female sheep give milk, the males give meat, and both give 

wool which for value-added fiber arts. Behind the pastures lay vegetable beds. 

Most organic farmers integrate animal husbandry into their vegetable production, but the plan for 

Gateway Farm adds an unusual twist: fuel production. Already, spent grain from a local organic brewery 

                                                
1David Holmgrem, (http://permacultureprinciples.com).    
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was being fed to the animals and worms. Farmer hoped to soon be transforming spent grain into ethanol 

to power Earthaven’s cars and biodiesel for its trucks and tractors. This five-acre farm was well on its 

way to becoming a shining example of intensive, petroleum-free food and energy production.  

In the U.S., one calorie of conventionally farmed food requires ten calories of energy. Together, 

agriculture and transportation consume most of the world’s fossil fuels and produce most of the world’s 

waste. As Farmer explained the technical details of making 180-proof ethanol, which uses only half the 

energy required to produce the 200-proof ethanol sold at the pump, and converting Earthaven’s vehicles 

to operate on this lower-grade fuel, my mind traveled to the sign just down the hill: Another Way indeed. 

 

Symbiosis: Collaborating with Bacteria 

In Japan, which imports most of its food and grows less than 1% of its food organically, Konohana stands 

out for being 100% organic and nearly self-sufficient in food production. Set against the stunning 

backdrop of Mt. Fuji, Konohana’s bountiful fields produce 260 varieties of vegetables and 11 kinds of 

rice. Economically, socially, and even spiritually, farming quite literally sustains this community of 50. 

One secret to its success is Konohana-kin (pronounced keen), a fermented bacterial brew that is 

applied to the soil, fed to the livestock, and even ingested on a daily basis by residents. Konohana-kin is 

based on Effective Microorganisms (EM), a technique developed by Teruo Higa, a Japanese agronomist, 

to maximize the production of beneficial bacteria. Over the years, Konohana developed its own formula. 

Konohana-kin serves simultaneously as a fertilizer, pesticide, cleaning agent, and preventive medicine. 

Koichi, one of Konohana’s lead farmers, showed me the benefits of Konohana-kin in the 

community’s chicken coops and goat pens. The brew makes antibiotics unnecessary, he explained. 

Standing amid 200 chickens, I detected only a mildly sweet odor. “Konohana-kin is a gift from the 

Divine,” Koichi said. “We use it not only on our farms but also in our composting toilet. And we drink it 

everyday. In fourteen years, nobody has had a major illness.” 

 Later, I asked Isadon, the community’s 56-year old founder, about how Konohana-kin fits into 

the community’s larger mission. “Our vision is that human beings will learn to live in harmony with 
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nature,” Isadon said. “Here in Japan, you see people wearing masks when they are sick and putting 

disinfectants in their toilets to kill the bacteria. The Japanese are a super-hygienic people, but it’s a violent 

approach. They are at war with bacteria, but we need bacteria to live. At Konohana, we are finding ways 

to cooperate with bacteria to make life better.” 

  

Sowing Seeds, Saying Yes: Transportation 

In his provocative 1978 book, Energy and Equity, Ivan Illich estimated that the typical American driver 

devotes more than 1,600 hours a year to his car—a figure that is probably higher today. In other words, a 

driver spends 4 of his 16 waking hours either in his car or working to pay for the cost of driving it. If he 

drives 7,500 miles in a year, then his average speed is less than 5 miles per hour—about the same as 

walking. A bicyclist, however, can go 3 or 4 times faster than a pedestrian using 5 five times less energy. 

“Equipped with this tool,” Illich writes, “man outstrips the efficiency of not only all machines but all 

other animals as well.” Bicycles are perhaps the quintessential expression of appropriate technology.  

In Los Angeles, the epitome of car culture, L.A. Ecovillage is moving towards car-free living. 

With one car for every five adults (about a tenth the average for the surrounding metropolitan area) this 

community is well on its way. Bicycle advocacy is home to the founders of the L.A. County Bicycle 

Coalition, but it’s the homespun Bicycle Kitchen that most exemplifies the community’s character.  

For Jimmy Lizama, the 34-year old founder and “head chef” at the “kitchen,” teaching people 

how to repair their bikes is more about people-power than ecology. Sporting a black baseball cap, a tight 

black tee shirt with a white skull on the chest, and a military camouflage bandana around his neck, Jimmy 

was the picture of urban edginess. Yet his easy smile immediately set me at ease.  

 “My parents are from Honduras, both of them blue collar,” Jimmy said. “I biked because having a 

car didn’t fit into any kind of budget I could envision. I came here 9 years ago with no skills. I’m 

uneducated, I don’t garden, I’m not an activist. So I decided to fix people’s bikes in the old community 

kitchen. People just started bringing their bikes.”When the operation outgrew the kitchen, it moved to a 

nearby storefront and spawned similar workshops all over the city. The basic recipe everywhere is the 



 7 

same: furnish a conveniently located workspace with all the necessary tools, recruit a few bicycle 

enthusiasts to help, charge a nominal fee to cover the overhead, and make it fun.  

 For Jimmy, this last ingredient is key. “I love to cook. I’m not political. I don’t want to tell people 

to get out of their cars because it’s good for the world. I just say, ‘Have a beer, have some pizza, take a 

ride, and you’ll get it.’ Bicycling, fuck, it’s the easiest way to contribute! You put a wrench in someone’s 

hand and it changes their life! And you get to see the city at the perfect speed: 14 miles per hour.” Sure, I 

thought, in any other city… 

But Jimmy’s words planted a seed and the next day, I found myself touring Hollywood at the 

perfect speed. If I got too nervous on the busy streets, none of which had bike lanes, I rode on the mostly 

empty sidewalks. Every bus I saw had bicycle racks; when I stopped at a subway station, I found racks 

there as well. Gradually, it dawned on me that sun-drenched Los Angeles, with its wide, flat streets, could 

be a cyclist’s paradise. Yet in my hours of riding, I never saw another cyclist. What prevents this vision 

from becoming reality? Bike lanes are scarce, drivers are not accustomed to cyclists, and most people are 

under the illusion that cars are more efficient. Realizing L.A.’s potential as a bicycle heaven would 

require a combination of infrastructural change and public education.  

Half a world away, in Colufifa’s west African villages, bicycle advocacy takes on a very different 

hue. Paved roads are in short supply, virtually nobody owns a car, and the few buses that run are packed. 

A trip into town can take a full day; the children who are fortunate enough to go to school might walk 

hours each day to get there and back. So when Demba Mansare, Colufifa’s Senegalese founder, was 

studying agriculture in Brussels and saw perfectly good bicycles being thrown away, he asked his 

classmates, “What if some of Europe’s unused bicycles could be shipped to Africa?” That question 

planted the seed for a new organization: Bicycles to Senegal. I happened to arrive in one Colufifa village 

on the same day as a cargo container loaded with Danish bicycles. Seeing the villagers’ excitement as 

they unloaded the bicycles, I marveled at the difference a bicycle can make in a place like this. 

Somewhere between L.A.’s car culture and Africa’s privation, I thought, lies a happy, sustainable 

medium where bicycles are an integral part of everyday life. 
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Economics 

The village model is nothing new; most people through history have lived in village-size groups where 

they know who grows their food and where their water comes from. Unlike the so-called “global village,” 

a village-scale economy is characterized by real relationships with people and resources. Likewise, in an 

ecovillage the purpose of the economy is to promote human wellbeing within the limits of finite 

ecosystems. Ecovillages, however, are not resurrecting villages of the past; rather, they are drawing from 

the village model while simultaneously engaging in national and global scales.  

 

Full-circle thinking: Full-cost accounting 

When it comes to getting the price right, ecovillagers face the same challenges as the rest of us—with the 

important caveat that they do so together. Just as governments subsidize the diets (and, therefore, the 

farmers) they want to promote, for instance, so too do ecovillages. They do this primarily by offering 

their farmers heavily discounted access to land, low- or zero-interest loans, and free labor in the form of 

community work parties and infrastructural support for interns and “wwoofers.”2 The result is low-cost, 

high-quality food. Residents of EcoVillage at Ithaca, for instance, pay only $2.50 for community dinners 

because much of the food comes from their own farm and the cooks and clean-up crew are generated by 

the community’s internal labor requirement of 2 to 4 hours per week. 

So long as prices do not reflect real costs, sustainable farming only makes business sense if 

consumers prioritize factors like health, ecology and social justice over price. In a rural ecovillage, one of 

those factors would presumably be solidarity with one’s own farmers, which is what I generally found. 

Crystal Waters, however, was an instructive exception. During my visit, all the farmers—vegetable, 

poultry, and dairy—were leaving. The departing dairy farmer, Julie Shelton, explained, “It really came 

down to a lack of support from the community. If price is your priority and you’re in town anyway, you’ll 

                                                
2 World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms is an international organization that matches travelers, usually young 
people, with organic farms looking for help. See www.wwoof.org. 
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buy the non-organic milk there.” One of the community’s founders, Max Lindegger, said regretfully, “We 

have a long way to go. The problem is we’re not hungry enough yet.” 

So long as we have the luxury of displacing costs onto distant peoples and ecosystems, the village 

model of real relationships with people and resources will remain elusive. At Crystal Waters, I began to 

consider the qualities that differentiate an ecovillage from a green subdivision, qualities like a shared 

sense of purpose, solidarity, reciprocity, and trust. Max’s comment that “we’re not hungry enough” made 

me wonder about the relationship between these qualities and economics. If he was right, then village life 

under conditions of affluence is an oxymoron. Yet that is precisely the point of ecovillages: to forge a 

sense of solidarity through a shared commitment to sustainable living—before we are hungry.  

 

Symbiosis: Right Livelihood 

Some ecovillagers I met had left high-paying jobs because their longing for right livelihood was not being 

met. Werner Wiartalla, for instance, was managing UfaFabrik’s physical infrastructure in the heart of 

Berlin when I met him. Twenty years before, he was working by day as a physicist at Siemens and 

playing samba music by night at UfaFabrik. Werner became so intrigued by the possibilities for the 

community’s energy infrastructure that he quit his job and joined. “Siemens felt too one-sided, too much 

about money,” Werner said. “A system can only survive when ecology, economics and culture are in 

balance. If one thing is dominant, it goes the wrong way. You can’t eat money; it doesn’t feed your soul. 

For me, Ufa is like a giant laboratory. I had a big concept for many systems in one place, and here I could 

do that.” With Werner’s work, UfaFabrik became an international sustainability demonstration site.  

 Yet most jobs within ecovillages are quite ordinary: cooks, housecleaners, carpenters, plumbers, 

electricians, web designers, beauticians, writers, farmers, lawyers, accountants, teachers, etc. In contrast 

to their counterparts elsewhere, their distinguishing feature is that they are pursued with an ecological 

vision and within community. Unlike the anonymous relationships that typify the mainstream economy, 

most work relationships in ecovillages are characterized by proximity and personal contact. 
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An economy premised upon distance and anonymity tends to erode ecological and human 

relationships. In the more vibrant ecovillage economies I encountered, the circulation of money and skills 

through the pursuit of right livelihood actually strengthened social bonds. The larger communities, like 

Damanhur and Findhorn, have even created their own complementary currencies. Whatever the currency, 

when the ice-cream maker buys milk from the dairy farmer, who buys vegetables from the crop farmer, 

who gets her hair cut by the community hairdresser, who pays a community accountant to keep her books, 

a web of symbiotic social and economic relationships is created. 

 For those of us outside an ecovillage context, how might we apply this principle? On a very basic 

level, by supporting local businesses—even if that means paying a bit more. We might even generate a 

neighborhood skills-sharing map. If our neighbors turned out to include a good hairdresser or a reliable 

handyman, would we so easily resort to the Yellow Pages?  

 

Symbiosis: Collaborative ownership 

One reason that ecovillagers can live on a fraction of what their fellow citizens spend is that they engage 

in innovative forms of co-ownership. Ecovillagers spend less because they share more. Most of us, 

though, will never enter into legal agreements to share our property, but we can glean some relevant 

practices from ecovillages by expanding our ideas of ownership and devising our own experiments. Does 

every household, for instance, need a lawnmower? Or, why not put our backyards to good use by forging 

meaningful ties with enterprising young urban farmers? Imagine our cities and suburbs becoming 

increasingly self-sufficient through a network of backyard farms. The social benefits would likely be as 

great as the ecological ones. If food prices rise in an energy descent world, these homegrown experiments 

would become increasingly profitable. Or we might take advantage of the property we already co-own, 

banding together with neighbors to plant an edible landscape in our local schoolyard or nearby park. We 

might pool our resources to hire a neighbor to tend our plantings and distribute the produce. Whether or 

not we live in an ecovillage, when we revise our individualistic notions and integrate property into a 

network of social and ecological relationships, we increase our capacity for generating real wealth.  
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* * * 

In our economically polarized world, where the average per capita income is roughly $7,000 but 

extremes of over-consumption and destitution persist, the down-to-earth prosperity of ecovillages 

demonstrates the possibility of a globally viable happy medium. A few forward-thinking economists have 

laid out the process for getting there: contraction and convergence, or downsizing for the global rich and 

sustainable upsizing for the poor, converging upon a sustainable middle way. Ecovillages are hewing this 

path. At Earthaven in the U.S., residents live comfortably on $8,000 per year. At Sieben Linden, in the 

heart of pricey Germany, members subsist with pleasure on the equivalent of $12,000.  

In developing countries, where most people are only a generation away from village life, the 

collective dimension of needs is more apparent. In some of the African villages I visited, 90% of the men 

had left. Small-scale farming, the backbone of traditional rural economies, cannot compete with modern 

industrial farming. As a consequence, the social structures of countless villages are crumbling. The key to 

revitalizing these villages, therefore, mirrors the ecovillage vision: to link local economies to human and 

ecological wellbeing. This is precisely what Colufifa and Sarvodaya are doing through participatory 

initiatives ranging from organic farming and aquaculture to microfinance and women’s literacy.  

As I reflected upon the ecovillage experiments I encountered, I saw more deeply into both the 

fault-lines in our prevailing economic models and the emerging principles of alternative models. In the 

global economy, anonymity undercuts accountability as unfathomable quantities of matter are propelled 

on a one-way trip from resource to waste. In a healthy economy, the goal is the furtherance of life: the 

creation of real wealth rather than the illusion of wealth. Every act of production and consumption 

contributes to the welfare of both individual and community, and money literally comes down to earth to 

serve its rightful purpose of connecting human needs with human gifts.  

 

Community 

When I set out on my journey, as curious as I was about natural building and wastewater recycling, I was 

far more interested in how ecovillagers manage to live together. I wanted to know how ecovillagers 
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govern themselves, resolve conflict, work together, raise their children, and partake in each others’ joys 

and sorrows. My sense is that even as it can foster every other kind of sharing, the social dimension of 

sharing is the most problematic. When I asked eccovillagers to identify the most challenging aspect of 

their lives, most said something like, “Human relationships.” Yet when I asked them about the most 

rewarding aspect, most of them smiled and said, “Human relationships.”  

 

Symbiosis: Deciding Together 

Most ecovillages in affluent countries operate by consensus, making them as much experiments in deep 

democracy as they are in green living. The basic logic is that when minority views are incorporated rather 

than being overruled by the majority, better decisions will emerge. Consensus does not entail unanimity; 

it only means that people must be sufficiently satisfied not to block decisions. When it functions well, as 

it generally did in the places I visited, consensus yields well-considered decisions and social trust. When 

it doesn’t, welcome to the dark side of deep democracy: tyranny of the minority.  

During my visit to Earthaven, I learned that a shared affinity for sustainability is not enough to 

hold a community together. The North Carolina Department of Health had recently closed the community 

down to overnight guests due to concerns about its spring-fed water system. This one action undercut 

Earthaven’s educational mission and also a big chunk of its income. The solution seemed to be to drill 

wells, but a small yet vocal minority viewed wells as a violation of the Earth. This dispute, combined with 

simmering tensions between opponents of felling trees and proponents of farming, undermined 

Earthaven’s system of consensus governance and precipitated what one member later referred to as “our 

civil war.” When I returned 2 years later, the wells had been dug, broken relationships were mending, and 

the community was wrapping up its review of the governance process. 

 

Full-Circle Thinking: Communication 

From strategic planning to the casual dinner conversation, communication is the lifeblood of community. 

Ecovillages are hotbeds of learning in this department. In contrast to the mainstream, where many of us 
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don’t even know our neighbors, community problems are not easily ignored. In the ecovillages I visited, 

the primary skill set of choice is Nonviolent Communication.3 NVC has been applied in contexts ranging 

from corporate boardrooms to war-torn countries, but it seems ideally suited to communities intent upon 

building a deep sense of trust over the long haul. The gist of NVC is to foster empathy (both for others 

and oneself, which is what makes it full-circle thinking) by speaking to the underlying needs and feelings 

of all parties. When the life-alienating language of shame and blame gives way to the life-enhancing 

language of honesty and compassion, conflict becomes the gateway to connection.  

At L. A. Ecovillage, which had been studying NVC for several years prior to my visit, members 

told me how the practice had enhanced their relationships. Yuki Kidokoro, an environmental activist in 

her 30s, illustrated her point that NVC was helping members to “nurture more creative expressions of 

different personalities” with a story. 

“There is an individual here who is an alpha male. He barks a lot. His job seems to be pushing 

everybody’s buttons. It was a big problem in the past. Recently, he was very rude to a guest speaker—

definitely not NVC! A community member confronted him afterwards and they got to the point where 

they were on the verge of a physical fight. It was very intense. We were all terrified. They were literally 

in each others’ faces, and the other guy just kissed him on the cheek. Everyone burst out laughing and the 

alpha male grabbed him and hugged him and said, ‘That’s why I love you!’ This is an indication of how 

far we’ve come.” 

 

Sowing Seeds: Work, Service, and Education 

Ecovillages are, by definition, places of work. A primary bonding experience is the earthy pragmatism 

and nonverbal communication entailed in working together. Findhorn’s motto is, “Work is love in action. 

Likewise, Sarvodaya’s foundational principle, shramadana, means the gift of labor. Members of 

Sarvodaya’s village shramadana societies like to say, “We build the road and the road builds us.” 

                                                
3 See Marshall B. Rosenberg, Nonviolent Communication:.A Language of Life   
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 Yet it is one thing for ecovillagers to labor together for the sake their own happy green lives, 

and another to work for the benefit of others. For Jonathan Dawson, President of the Global Ecovillage 

Network, the difference between escapists and activists is a tension in ecovillages. “Many ecovillages are 

about social transformation,” he said, “but some just want to say, ‘Stop the world, I want to get off.’ The 

isolated enclaves are always in danger of collapsing. The success stories are the ones that find a way of 

being of service.” Having selected for success, I missed the isolated enclaves. Nearly everybody I met 

viewed broad-scale social change and personal change as two sides of the same coin. Some were serving 

on local school boards, town councils, and volunteer fire departments. Others were involved in 

humanitarian relief and Third World development. One Damanhur member was the local mayor.  

One way of serving is through education and ecovillages turn out to be fabulous classrooms. The 

most popular ecovillage curriculum is “the EDE” (Ecovillage Design Education).4 The EDE culminates in 

a hands-on project, that is designed and implemented by the student under faculty supervision and 

imports ecovillage practices into existing communities. Past projects include community gardens, 

children’s environmental education programs, and transforming sewage systems in urban slums. I spoke 

with EDE graduates from all over the world. To my surprise, not one of them lived in an ecovillage.  

Jonathan Dawson, an author of the EDE curriculum, assumed that the course would generate 

more ecovillages. “But that’s not what happened!” he said. “There was a glass ceiling: the price of land. 

Today, fewer new ecovillages are being built even though our courses are more popular than ever. People 

are taking our courses into their own communities rather than starting new ecovillages. That’s fine with 

us. The point is not for ecovillages to replicate themselves; the point is to build a sustainable world.” 

 In Jonathan’s view, and I tend to agree with him, ecovillages will need to be of even greater 

service in the future. “If we have a graceful transition to a new order,” he said, “ecovillages will be 

excellent training centers. They already are. If the transition is more catastrophic, ecovillages could be 

models—but only if they’re not devoured by hungry hordes. They will need to be perceived by people as 

helpful to their own survival. So it’s critical that they have strong local relationships.”  

                                                
4 The EDE curriculum is available for free at http://gaiaeducation.org. 
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In the hyper-individualized world we’ve inherited from the petroleum age, we’ve not had to know 

our neighbors, much less work with them. Work was a place we drove off to each morning and machines 

did our physical work. In the coming energy-descent world, people will work closer to home, do more 

physical work, and do it in groups. I came away from my ecovillage journey believing that we might 

actually be better off in such a world because human relationships would come first. The sooner we start 

building those relationships, the better. 

 

Forecaring: Raising the Children 

When I asked people what they most valued about ecovillage life, a common answer was, “Raising my 

children here.” The social support for ecovillage parents is enormous: daily contact with other parents, a 

ready pool of babysitters and friend groups, a safe yet stimulating environment for play and learning, and 

the peace of mind that comes from knowing that one’s children are learning skills that will prepare them 

for the future. While my university’s research policy precluded me from interviewing minors, I was free 

to observe. By and large, the children were more confident, more creative, and more positive than any 

children I’ve encountered. I was free, however, to interview young adults who had grown up in 

ecovillages, and every one of them was upbeat. In particular, they valued being exposed to a wide range 

of adult perspectives. When their parents didn’t seem to understand them, they could usually find an adult 

who did, which sometimes made all the difference in the world.  

Yet each of these young adults admitted to not always having felt this way. It is quite normal for 

adolescents to chafe under the perceived limitations of ecovillage life and hanker for the “real world.” 

Like children from small towns, most leave when they can. Yet many return, usually in their late twenties. 

What most struck me about these ecovillage graduates was their competence and confidence. It’s hard to 

grow up in an ecovillage without knowing how to live frugally, make compost, resolve conflicts and, 

most importantly, have a sense of hope.  

* * * 
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While no vows are taken in an ecovillage and everyone has an exit option, coming together in this 

way is akin to the marriage commitment to support one another “in sickness and in health.” When I asked 

ecovillagers about their strongest community building experiences, many spoke about standing together 

in the face of serious illness and death. The most moving experience of my journey was being present 

when Sieben Linden encountered its first death. I was deeply impressed by the community’s social and 

ecological sensitivity, from the day of the death through the week-long vigil and the funeral.  

As I reflect upon the darkening clouds along on our planetary horizon, I am increasingly 

convinced that our relationships with one another will be pivotal in determining the evolutionary viability 

of our species. We might even say that there are no environmental problems: there are only human 

problems. The more we can come together, the better we’ll be able to weather the coming storms.  

 

Consciousness 
 
As much as we might crave the sense of belonging that comes from living as an integral part of a greater 

whole, becoming such a person requires unpeeling layer after layer of cultural conditioning. Diana Leafe-

Christian, a long-time Earthaven resident, puts it nicely: “Community living is the longest, most 

expensive personal growth workshop you’ll ever take.” Whether we call ourselves secular, religious or 

spiritual, that journey will inevitably entail much of the same work: the work of moving beyond egoism.  

Ecovillagers are fairly divided in their beliefs about God, spirit or nonmaterial reality. Of the 14 

ecovillages I visited, 5 identify themselves as spiritual, 5 as primarily secular, and 4 as either mixed or 

inter-religious. Across this diversity, I found the following common understandings: 

1) The mounting ecological is also a crisis of human meaning. 

2) The web of life is sacred and humans are integral members of that web.  

3) Community living requires inner work. 

These shared understandings reflect an underlying sense that the evolutionary need of our time is to make 

an epic transition from living as separate, acquisitive individuals to living as conscious participants in a 

vibrant web of biotic and social relationships.  
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Symbiosis: Peace in Our Own Minds 

Founded in 1957, Sarvodaya is at the forefront of socially engaged Buddhism. With a strong presence in 

15,000 Sri Lankan villages, Sarvodaya is unique not only for its size but also for its comprehensive 

approach to development. “Sarvodaya” (Sär-vōʹ′-dē-ä), originally coined by Gandhi from two Sanskrit 

words, means “the welfare of all.” He used it to describe a new social order beyond capitalism and 

communism, based on nonviolence, self-reliance and truth. In keeping with Gandhi’s vision, Sarvodaya 

aspires to “a no poverty, no affluence society” through village-level self-reliance. In keeping with 

Buddhism’s understanding of radical interdependence, this social, economic and political transformation 

is seen as inseparable from the spiritual transformation of each individual. Like every spiritual community 

I visited, Sarvodaya’s approach to spirituality is very much embodied and relational. It aims not for 

liberation from this world, but rather transformation of this world.  

  One morning as I was eating breakfast in the Sarvodaya dining hall on the gritty edge of 

Colombo, I struck up a conversation with an elderly gentleman who happened to be one of Sarvodaya’s 

senior meditation instructors. Meditation, he explained, is not just a private matter; rather, it is a dynamic 

force for social progress because all social problems—war, poverty, environmental destruction, the 

oppression of women—are rooted in human consciousness, not legislation, institutions or even behavior.  

“Therefore,” he said, “if we want to establish peace among ourselves and with nature, we 

must first establish peace in our own minds.” The gentleman offered to teach me the meditation 

practice that Sarvodaya has brought to millions of Sri Lankans. I took him up on his offer that 

afternoon. These are the instructions he gave me: 

Sitting in a comfortable position, silently honor your own religion. Recognize that every 
religion is a reflection of the truth.  
 
Now become present in the body and notice the mind relax. Gradually become conscious 
of the in and out breath as it moves through your nostrils. Do not change the breath; only 
observe it. Notice that there is nothing you can call ‘I’ or ‘mine’ in this process. See that 
this air was and will be breathed by millions of sentient beings. So too are the warmth 
(the fire element), the fluids (water) and the hardness of the body (earth) all part of the 
universe. Feeling this connection to all life, realize that you cannot harm another without 
harming yourself. 
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Watching the mind, notice how sensations, perceptions, volitions and thoughts arise 
faster than lightning. Observe the stream of consciousness as it flows. By returning to the 
breath, notice the mind becoming still. 
 
Understanding that there is neither me nor mine in the body or in the thoughts, allow the 
entire world to grow closer to your heart. As loving-kindness and compassion fill your 
mind, extend these qualities to everyone: people you know and don’t know; people you 
like and don’t like; and finally to everyone and all beings. Allow these compassionate 
thoughts to extend in all directions, and also to the past, present and future. Feel yourself 
connected to all things through these waves of compassion. Then quietly return the 
awareness to your body and your surroundings. 

 
Far from retreating into other-worldly bliss, I felt myself intensely embedded in a vast and 

palpable web of air, water, sunlight, and human and nonhuman relationships. I found one small seed of a 

culture of belonging within in my own consciousness, as it surely must be for each of us. I also 

understood why innumerable villagers around the Sri Lankan countryside praised this simple practice.  

 

Forecaring: A Green Sorcerer’s Apprentice 

As I mentioned in the first section, Earthaven’s visionary Gateway Farm was the most tightly integrated 

agricultural experiment I encountered on my journey. I asked Chris Farmer (aka Farmer) to tell me how 

he situates Gateway Farm in a global context. This is what he told me: 

Everybody tells themselves a story; this is the story I tell myself. I believe that we’re apprentices to the 
Source, sorcerer’s apprentices. I think we’re here to stabilize global carbon dioxide levels and agriculture 
is the gift we’ve been given to do that. If you look at the charts, carbon dioxide and temperature go up and 
down. When they’re down, there’s a mile of ice on Chicago, which was the case for most of the last 
600,000 years. But 10-12,000 years ago, at the dawn of the agricultural era, they went up. Plows didn’t 
exist, of course. People burned, which released a lot of carbon dioxide, and then they tilled.  

 
When the sorcerer takes on apprentices, there’s a danger that they’ll fall into one of the oldest stories in 
western civilization. Remember the Disney story? The apprentice had to carry water. Chop wood, carry 
water: these are sacred responsibilities. Never absolve yourself of them. But the apprentice thought he 
was above carrying water. He wanted leisure so he cast a spell and had the mop and broom do it. For 
awhile, it worked great. But magic, appropriately applied, has to be grounded in the Source. Black magic, 
unfortunately, takes on a mind of its own. So the apprentice pulls out other spells to fix the mess caused 
by the first miscast spell.  
 
Disney is a multinational corporation and multinational corporations lie profusely. So there’s got be a lie 
in the Mickey Mouse story. Here’s the lie: everything’s going to hell in a handbasket and the sorcerer 
returns and sets it all right. The apprentice says, “I’m sorry, I’ll never do that again.” But the sorcerer is 
not coming back because the sorcerer never left. The sorcerer is the Source, the marriage of heaven and 
earth. And that’s everywhere. There’s nothing that is not the source of our lives, and we are apprentices to 
that Source.   
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The Source needed us to stabilize global carbon dioxide levels. And what’s going to bring the show 
down? Climate change caused by rising greenhouse gases. At this point in the game, the planet needs us 
to stabilize the climate. We have to get off fossil fuels and sequester that carbon into the soils for 
thousands of years.  
 
This is the story I tell myself. I admit it’s a story, but I think it fits the data well. Gateway Farm is just one 
solution. It’s small scale, but that’s how we’re going to do it—watershed by watershed. Exxon, Shell and 
BP—they’re not going to do it. There are billions of years of evolution embedded in the neural pathways 
between our neocortex and our opposable thumbs. Will that fix all the problems? I don’t know! 
 

Whether or not there is a Source that needs us to stabilize global carbon dioxide levels, I cannot 

say, but Farmer’s story is consistent with the rise of agriculture and civilization during a rare interglacial 

warm period. By unearthing and burning 100 million-year-old carboniferous deposits in a couple of 

centuries, modern societies have, in effect, inserted geological time into biological time. Like the 

apprentice, we have gravitated towards leisure and now find ourselves metaphorically casting other spells 

to fix (or, in some cases, deny) the mess. Stabilizing Earth’s climate, or even limiting the warming to 2° 

C, is a colossal evolutionary challenge that will require unprecedented planning and cooperation at every 

social scale. We may therefore be justified in framing that challenge, as Farmer does, in mythic terms.  

 

Sowing Seeds: Creating heaven in hell 

Each time I left a community and was jolted into the reality of highways and airports, I found myself 

wrestling with the question of how these small-scale successes might be scaled up. Auroville, the south 

Indian home to about 2,000 people from 43 different countries, was the largest community I visited and 

probably the most dynamic, so it made sense to look for clues there. Founded in 1968 as an attempt to 

live the ideal of human unity, Auroville has transformed a desertified plateau into a thriving forest 

ecosystem and pioneered an impressive array of green living practices. Yet most Aurovilians view their 

community as a “universal township,” not as an ecovillage. Their ecological values stem from a 

commitment to human unity and an understanding of material reality as an unfoldment of consciousness.  

While much work remains to be done in Auroville, especially in the aftermath of a recent cyclone 

that decimated the forest, living conditions there are vastly better than in the surrounding Tamil villages. 

For Joss Brooks, who emigrated from Australia in 1969, the real work is to share Auroville’s successes 



 20 

with the surrounding bioregion. Over the years, the radius of Joss’ work has grown from planting trees in 

Auroville to conservation projects throughout Tamil Nadu. When I met with him in 2008, Joss described 

his most recent project as “the possibility of not just creating heaven on earth, but creating it in hell.”  

Two hours north of Auroville is Chennai, home to nearly 10 million people. Conditions in much 

of the city are dreadful, with frequent outbreaks of malaria, tuberculosis and cholera, and yet the 

population is growing. Spread along the meandering waterways where the city meets the sea is one of the 

Chennai’s worst slums. This is where Chennai’s Chief Minister put the challenge to Joss: “Are you 

willing to bring the best of Auroville right into the worst of Chennai?” 

I met Joss at the 60-acre ecological and social restoration project known as Adyar Poonga. At the 

entry, I immediately recognized the distinctive images of wildlife painted on rock tablets from Auroville’s 

environmental education center. While Joss is the primary Aurovilian working on Adyar Poonga, several 

dozen others are involved. For two hours, Joss led me through the maze of sandy trails and shantytown 

homes amid high-rise office building, pointing out the results of Auroville’s experiments in education, 

cottage industries, afforestation, reed-based water filtration systems, Effective Microorganisms, natural 

building, etc. “The point of our project,” Joss said, “is to transform a sewer into a living ecosystem,”  

At one point, Joss described himself as a poet at heart. I wondered why a poet would leave the 

green tranquility of Auroville to spend his days in the scorching cesspools of Chennai.  

“Sometimes it’s scary to function in the world of reports,” Joss said, “with hundreds of people 

working under me, when we have to come up with ‘master plans’ for the Chief Minister and these 

corporate guys. Everything depends upon how tightly I’m holding the Divine’s hand. I get the CEOs and 

ministers to hold the other hand, and they get the energy. Then we walk through the shitting fields of 

Chennai. Their reality is letters and plans; my reality is holding the hand of the Divine Will. If you get 

Will strongly by the hand, then you get things done.”  

* * * 

Whether we feel ourselves to holding the hand of Divine Will, whether we call ourselves 

spiritual or not, the crisis “out there” is very much an evolutionary crisis “in here.” Ecological, 
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economic, and social sustainability—i.e., living, prospering, and relating in the circle of life—all 

require moving beyond the individual ego. Sustainability turns out to be an inside job. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite being an outsider during my year of ecovillage living, I often had the distinct sense of 

witnessing—even at times participating in—a culture of belonging. Belonging is the psycho-social 

counterpart to sustainability. When we relate not as individualistic particles bumping and clashing, but 

rather as integral parts of a greater whole, we experience a sense of belonging. Yet while we each have it 

in our power to make a unique contribution to the whole, we are powerless to create such a culture of 

belonging alone. For that, we need one another… and for that, we need trust. Car-sharing, co-ownership 

of land and homes, every form of collaborative consumption: all of these require trust. And if I were to 

compile a list of reasons for why communities fail, the breakdown of social trust would surely top the list.  

Trust, I’ve come to believe, is the soil from which true community grows. Like all good soil, trust 

is built upon a gift economy of symbiotic relationships, with the key nutrients being compassion and 

honesty—especially in times of conflict. If we know the secrets of relational composting, then we can 

make some beautiful soil from conflict. This, I suspect, is why for nearly every ecovillager I interviewed, 

social relations were simultaneously the most challenging and the most rewarding aspect of life. Building 

trust can be a messy process but when we succeed, something is born that is far greater than the sum of its 

parts—something we seem hardwired to want. We could call that something a culture of belonging.  

If prevailing human systems are unsustainable, then they will cease. The only questions are when 

and how. Whether the demise of the current order is precipitous or gradual, any successful experiments 

will become enormously salient. In that light, even if its seeds seem sparsely sown and its successes 

modest, the visionary pragmatism of the ecovillage movement takes on a new significance. When 

dinosaurs ruled the earth, who could have imagined that a handful of tiny mammals would be the 

evolutionary success story of their day?  


