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Abstract: The solutions-based design framework of permaculture exhibits transformative potential,
working to holistically integrate natural and human systems toward a more just society. The term can
be defined and applied in a breadth of ways, contributing to both strengths and weaknesses for its
capacity toward change. To explore the tension of breadth as strength and weakness, we interviewed
25 prominent permaculture teachers and practitioners across the United States (US) regarding how
they define permaculture as a concept and perceive the term’s utility. We find that permaculture casts
a wide net that participants grapple with in their own work. They engaged in a negotiation process of
how they associate or disassociate themselves with the term, recognizing that it can be both unifying
and polarizing. Further, there was noted concern of permaculture’s failure to cite and acknowledge
its rootedness in Indigenous knowledge, as well as distinguish itself from Indigenous alternatives.
We contextualize these findings within the resounding call for a decolonization of modern ways of
living and the science of sustainability, of which permaculture can be critically part of. We conclude
with recommended best practices for how to continuously (re-)define permaculture in an embodied
and dynamic way to work toward these goals.
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1. Introduction

Sustainability is broadly accepted as the capacity to “meet the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [1,2]. As
a concept and transdisciplinary framework, sustainability emerged in response to concerns
about the broad societal and environmental impacts of a global industrialized society,
including climate change, widening socioeconomic inequities, and spiraling resource
consumption [3–5]. Permaculture is an international network with a solutions-oriented
approach to sustainability that aims to “design and develop sustainable communities in
harmony with natural ecosystems” ([6], p. 720).

Founded in 1975 in Australia, permaculture has experienced an increasing, broadly
distributed international presence in recent decades [7]. One of the most distinctive aspects
of the permaculture network is its organization around the design system after which it
is named. Permaculture design is a framework converging on notions of (1) using nature
as a guide, (2) thinking holistically, (3) being a solutions-based cooperative design system,
and (4) creating abundance and harmony [8]. Practitioners and scholars have described
it as a catalyst toward promoting transformative pedagogy for education [9], fostering
learning communities of grassroots practitioners [10], and offering a holistic integration
of the natural world and its relationships into modern ways of life and thought [11,12].
Especially in contexts beyond the United States (US), permaculture thought and practice
contribute to the development of alternative agri-food networks [6,13–15], enabled by its
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emphasis on community knowledge, inclusion of Indigenous practices, and avoidance
of one-size-fits-all approaches. As a note, we use the term “Indigenous” throughout the
paper as a broad placeholder term for “place-based human ethnic cultures that have not
migrated from their homeland” [16] and as a way of distinguishing these nations, peoples,
and communities from settlers and colonizers [17].

Yet, due in part due to its broad range of application, permaculture resists concise
definitions, making communication of core ideas difficult. As Macnamara (2019) states,
“There are as many permaculture definitions as there are permaculturists. Each person has
developed their own ways of using permaculture and their relationship to it” ([8], p. 1).
Conceptual definitions have long been obscured by the proliferation of multiple, divergent
meanings, creating confusion over measurement and application [18]. Akin to critiques of
the term agroecology [19,20], this ambiguity over what the term means presents confusion
and complexity on how to use it.

The conceptual and practical breadth of permaculture has been highlighted as both a
weakness and a strength. Permaculture concepts bridge localized experience with broader
sociopolitical philosophies in ways that allow practitioners to imagine alternatives to the
conventional human-nature relationships of the modern era [21]. Each of its divergent defi-
nitions can serve a specific and meaningful purpose toward re-thinking and re-imagining
how we live within, perceive, and emulate our natural worlds [11]. Nonetheless, resistance
to succinct definitions can obscure its purpose and create a sense of exclusivity, leading
some to argue that the permaculture movement should stick to practical matters of land
use rather than “spread itself too thin” [22]. Furthermore, broad conceptualizations of per-
maculture may gloss over the differences in scale and impact between individual lifestyle
practices and social movements; while it can inspire people to enact sustainable changes in
their daily lives, the importance of these actions may be detached from a larger political con-
text or goal [23]. The low level of institutionalization and organization in the permaculture
network contrasts with other grassroots movements that include a focus on human–nature
relationships and practices, such as the international peasants’ agroecological movement,
La Via Campesina [23].

In this paper, we build upon prior work that unpacks the ways in which permaculture
is defined [7,10] with an eye to exploring diversity and tension in participant conceptualiza-
tions of permaculture. To this end, we interviewed prominent permaculture teachers and
practitioners who are actively engaged with permaculture across the US regarding how
they (1) define permaculture as a concept and (2) perceive the term’s current and future
utility. Through an in-depth qualitative approach, we sought to better understand how
those who embody and teach permaculture principles navigate and perceive the breadth
of the term, as well as the momentum it has garnered in their own work. While permacul-
ture is a globally practiced framework, the US has an active and extensive permaculture
network that has received relatively little investigation of this type. Results are presented
through the voices and perspectives of the participants and are then contextualized within
wider conversations in the permaculture and sustainability literature.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Collection

We conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with participants based on the
following criteria: They (1) teach at a permaculture institute, (2) have taught and/or are still
teaching the permaculture design certificate course, and/or (3) are well-known practition-
ers in their field. People were sampled through both purposive and snowball sampling [24]
until data saturation was reached. The final 25 participants (five women and 20 men)
represented a range of geographic areas across the US, including 11 different states (and the
District of Columbia) and 22 distinct permaculture organizations. Of the 25 participants,
one was Indigenous (specific Tribal affiliation omitted for anonymity), two were Mexican
American, one was Lebanese American, and the remaining 21 participants were white.
The study design was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB), and the primary
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interviewer took several steps to reduce bias and improve credibility during the interview
process. First, they acknowledged (both in journaling and to participants) their involve-
ment with permaculture, namely obtaining a permaculture design certificate, running a
permaculture initiative at a major Land Grant institution, and serving on the board for the
Permaculture Institute Inc. They also used techniques such as bracketing [25]—parsing out
the interviewer’s feelings from participant perspectives—in their journaling practice.

The semi-structured interview process allowed for unplanned topics to emerge and
for the interviewee to lead the conversation whenever possible, fostering mutual respect
and engagement [26]. Each interview lasted between 30 minutes and 1.5 hours, depending
on participants’ availability, and took place at either their home or place of work. The
interviewer followed a predetermined question guide, ensuring that all questions were
asked in each interview. Questions relevant to the analysis of this paper included: (1) What
does the term permaculture mean to you; (2) What do you think about the term; (3) What
do you think of the permaculture community as a whole; and (4) Do you see permaculture
as the right thing moving forward? Following consent, each interview was audio recorded.

2.2. Data Analysis

We used qualitative thematic analysis to assess the interview data. Using the auto-
mated Otter.ai software, we initially transcribed each recording and then manually checked
each transcript for quality and accuracy. Finalized transcripts were qualitatively coded
using ATLAS.ti – a software that allows for efficient code development and organization.
We developed codes through open and closed coding [27], which included creating a
preliminary coding scheme based on the interview and transcription processes and al-
lowing emergent themes to be added throughout subsequent coding. One researcher led
the coding process, but codes and code themes were clarified and reassessed among the
two main group members [28]. The codebook was updated until consensus was achieved
across researchers [29], including themes such as (1) definitions of permaculture, (2) per-
ceptions of the term, (3) perceptions of the permaculture community, and (4) the future of
permaculture. Once coded, we summarized each code across interviews (obscuring the
identity of each respondent), noted repetitive patterns and diverging opinions, and pulled
out illustrative quotes whenever possible.

3. Results

The results of this qualitative analysis are presented through three main themes
identified through the coding and interpretation process: scope, scale, and constituency.
We use scope to encompass themes relating to content: What is permaculture about? Scale
refers to themes of level and range: What is the extent of change at which permaculture
is aimed? We use the term constituency to capture themes of identity and participation:
Where is permaculture from, and who is permaculture for? Across these themes, we
explored divergence in how participants answered these questions, pointing toward ways
in which the breadth and complexity in permaculture definitions operate as a strength and
weakness in different contexts. These findings are then discussed and contextualized in the
following sections.

3.1. Scope: What is Permaculture About?

All respondents defined permaculture at the systems level, particularly as a “system-
level way of thinking,” “an integrated worldview”, or an “integration of systems and
processes.” There was a strong emphasis on the concept of process; that permaculture is
not a stagnant set of rules but an ongoing “ecological and cultural process,” or a “decision-
making, problem-solving protocol.” As a way of gauging prominent terminology across
respondents, Figure 1 illustrates the frequency of keywords within and across statements
coded as definitions of permaculture.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 5413 4 of 12

Sustainability 2021, 13, 5413 4 of 12 
 

processes.” There was a strong emphasis on the concept of process; that permaculture is 
not a stagnant set of rules but an ongoing “ecological and cultural process,” or a “decision-
making, problem-solving protocol.” As a way of gauging prominent terminology across 
respondents, Figure 1 illustrates the frequency of keywords within and across statements 
coded as definitions of permaculture. 

 
Figure 1. Term frequency within and across all responses coded as permaculture definitions (n = 
34). 

The words thinking, system(s), people, thing(s), design, and human were most 
commonly used. Several other words were used less frequently, such as nature, food, life, 
water, living, community, ecological and sustainable, weaving threads between 
sustainable living and systems-level sustainability. Two respondents succinctly 
encompassed these defining themes in stating: “Permaculture is a design methodology 
for ecologically and socially just human settlements based on natural patterns and 
processes”, and “Permaculture is a whole system design tool based on Indigenous 
knowledge and ecology that meets human needs while increasing ecosystem health.” 

The distinction between permaculture and permaculture design was also an 
important, recurrent theme. Permaculture design was described as a way of intentionally 
imitating and integrating with nature and the relationships therewithin, often referenced 
and practiced within a specific landscape (e.g., a garden or residential home). However, 
how participants defined permaculture more broadly moved beyond design practices to 
an integrated lifestyle approach. This wider definition also included the process of 
identifying how its ethics do or could fit into daily livelihoods, particularly how basic 
elements such as food, water, shelter, energy, and community can support each other 
holistically. As one person described, 

“Permaculture is showing up in my life, honestly at this moment, as a platform. 
It’s a view; it’s a perspective that I can use in making daily choices—just very 
simple daily choices about how I spend my time and money and energy, what 
food I put in my body and my politics.” 

Nonetheless, the act of defining permaculture proved tricky for many respondents. 
The need to ground permaculture in something tangible or real, such as “sustainable land 
design”, or growing blueberries in one’s backyard was expressed as a way to convey the 
basic tenets of it without losing substance in how broad and nebulous the term may be. 

Figure 1. Term frequency within and across all responses coded as permaculture definitions (n = 34).

The words thinking, system(s), people, thing(s), design, and human were most com-
monly used. Several other words were used less frequently, such as nature, food, life, water,
living, community, ecological and sustainable, weaving threads between sustainable living
and systems-level sustainability. Two respondents succinctly encompassed these defining
themes in stating: “Permaculture is a design methodology for ecologically and socially
just human settlements based on natural patterns and processes”, and “Permaculture is a
whole system design tool based on Indigenous knowledge and ecology that meets human
needs while increasing ecosystem health.”

The distinction between permaculture and permaculture design was also an important,
recurrent theme. Permaculture design was described as a way of intentionally imitating and
integrating with nature and the relationships therewithin, often referenced and practiced
within a specific landscape (e.g., a garden or residential home). However, how participants
defined permaculture more broadly moved beyond design practices to an integrated
lifestyle approach. This wider definition also included the process of identifying how
its ethics do or could fit into daily livelihoods, particularly how basic elements such as
food, water, shelter, energy, and community can support each other holistically. As one
person described,

“Permaculture is showing up in my life, honestly at this moment, as a platform.
It’s a view; it’s a perspective that I can use in making daily choices—just very
simple daily choices about how I spend my time and money and energy, what
food I put in my body and my politics.”

Nonetheless, the act of defining permaculture proved tricky for many respondents.
The need to ground permaculture in something tangible or real, such as “sustainable land
design”, or growing blueberries in one’s backyard was expressed as a way to convey the
basic tenets of it without losing substance in how broad and nebulous the term may be. To
avoid losing such substance, respondents noted a need to ensure that the way they teach
and practice permaculture extends beyond “just gardening or growing food”, and pushes
back against this common misconception that permaculture is simply these apoliticized
actions. One person noted,

“I really tend to kind of take that broadening, and I tell people that it is a lens for
any kind of systems design that tries to bridge ecological and human.”

Another provided a different perspective:
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“It actually serves us even less to have an all-encompassing thing because I
think the biggest principle—diversity—is acknowledging the differences and
celebrating and enjoying those things and drawing from them—not trying to
bundle all these things together.”

With this, there was charged ambivalence about the term’s utility; some hate it, some
love it, and others remain in between. One person found it to be a “terrible term”, and that
it is misleading and non-descript, stating, “It almost should be permacultures because it’s
not like we’re just trying to say this is one permanent culture. It’s a diversity of cultures.”
Another noted, “ . . . I also think that it has often become bookish and abstracted and
really removed from the actual, messy world that we are in.” Yet, others love the term,
describing positive connotations with their own awakening to permaculture work, as well
as a “good way to guide knowledge because it is already a formed knowledge base.” Thus,
permaculture can be seen as a bridge toward action, connection, and a “powerful vision for
the future.”

The majority of respondents stated that they go through “phases” with how they
feel about the term and its utility, “hem[ming] and haw[ing] about whether it was the
right thing to use the word permaculture in the names of my organizations,” as well as
for different purposes. The appropriateness and acceptability of the term was also largely
associated with their target audience. One stated, “I don’t know if I like the term; it
depends on my mood. I think when I talk to other permaculturists, I tend to not like the
term very much,” describing the ways that permaculture can become too self-contained
within the community. Another elaborated on this point that, “If the name recognition of
permaculture is useful? Great. And if it gets in the way, I don’t see any reason to be stuck
with it.”

3.2. Scale: What is the Extent of Change at Which Permaculture is Aimed?

Participants described the scale of permaculture across multiple levels, from intrap-
ersonal to societal. First and foremost, they stressed the importance of the responsibility
that comes with human existence, namely that our place on Earth cannot just extract but
also must give back to our land and our communities. Permaculture design principles
were described as a way to help individuals and communities “enhance the ecology”, or
“regenerate” ecosystems rather than degrade them.

Furthermore, many identified that permaculture cannot be done in isolation; instead,
“you have to be part of a community where the pollinators don’t know where your property
boundary is, and neither do the microbes.” In describing how they engage students with
permaculture, one participant described:

“I’ll often give them a few examples. Because we are here in a physical garden,
I’ll often point out what permaculture means in a landscape like this. I’ll mention
the fact that we have broader ecological missions, we are actively trying to
sequester carbon in the soil, we are actively trying to repopulate this garden with
native plants and beneficial insects. But we’re also trying to provide a number of
human functions, not just growing food and medicine, but also creating spaces
for community to come together for people to slow down and really connect with
their senses.”

Therefore, actions at the level of reusing household greywater, to building community
organizations, and advocating for political and social change were all described as essential
and related parts of the permaculture puzzle.

Whether permaculture was deemed as the “right” thing moving forward depended
on the term being defined properly and applied beyond the landscape level. One person
described their perception of the potential of permaculture:

“If we restrict permaculture to dogmatic applications of land regeneration tech-
niques, we reduce its potential. If we continue to develop its applications to social
systems, its impact increases. If we do even more, by offering it as a deep practice
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to transform ourselves, the land, and society in tandem, I think its potential is
greatest and theoretically endless. We won’t heal landscapes for long without
transforming the mindsets and cultures that created the degenerative condition
of landscapes in the first place. It’s actually not far from how permaculture was
articulated early on, but we kind of picked the low-hanging fruit and ran off with
a basket of techniques and left for later the much more difficult work of cultural
transformation. So many of us are keenly aware that swales [a water-harvesting
ditch and/or mound built on the contour of a landscape] won’t save us, for
example. What’s more, plenty of people can’t afford land in the current culture,
much less what it takes to heal a totally degraded landscape, so we have to offer
something more profound—a path of cultural transformation. This would be
living up to the name permaculture, that is the development of a lasting human
culture on earth.”

Thus, the potential of permaculture to enact broader change seemingly rests on its
conceptual clarity and purpose, and as another person put it, its ability to “develop a
critical inquiry . . . and resist the urge to be dogmatic about what works.”

3.3. Constituency: Where Is Permaculture from and Who Is It for?

A recurrent thread across interviews was that permaculture draws on concepts that
are far from new; Indigenous nations and cultures have been practicing permaculture
design principles long before they were called such. Therefore, one respondent referred
to it as “a new buzzword for an old way of doing things.” Another person elaborated: “I
think there’s just a lot of work to do in the permaculture community, doing reparations
work with Indigenous communities because it was poorly cited in the original book of
where exactly these techniques came from.” As noted in Figure 1, the word Indigenous
only appeared three times, and the word Native once, indicating a gap between the origins
of permaculture ideas and practices and the thinking of prominent US leaders. Awareness
of a general lack of acknowledgment caused some respondents to struggle with how to
reconcile the modern definitions of permaculture with its conceptual and practical debt to
Indigenous land managers, emphasizing the need for that work to be done.

Relatedly, there was a notable concern for the commodification of the term, like
words such as “eco”, “sustainable”, “green”, or “organic”. Permaculture was likened to
a buzzword or “bandwagon” (such as the word “regenerative” that has recently been
popularized, albeit poorly universally defined) and related to concepts and terminology
in permaculture that are decades old and Indigenous practices that are millennia old.
Such concerns were related to the term often being thrown around without the “level of
commitment and training to actually practice it.”

The potential for commodification also enabled concerns of permaculture’s exclusivity
and appropriation. One permaculture teacher noted that they are “pretty allergic to
[permaculture] right now and have been for the past several years.” They further explained
that its lack of diversity of leaders and its failure to reconcile with its appropriation of
knowledge has become a sticking point: “I think in the US, in particular, it’s become a very
white and male-dominated thing. And it’s been very much used as a lever to prop people
up into this weird fandom thing that we seem to do in the US, whether it’s a musician or a
speaker, and it happens within organic farming or within grass grazing.”

Many felt that the word permaculture could be replaced by several alternatives and
convey the same message, such as “integrated living”, “community”, “ecological design”
“edible landscaping”, or “environmental design”. The term used depended on their
audience and intended goal. One person made a practice of asking their Permaculture
Design Course (PDC) students to present different “elevator pitches” for how they would
describe permaculture to different people, such as the president, a celebrity, or a close,
personal friend. This sentiment was perpetuated by a feeling that it may not matter what
it’s called but rather to “just do the regenerative work.”
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Nonetheless, the term has garnered much attention and momentum. As one person
put it, “I mean, I feel like the ship has sailed on that [whether permaculture is the right
term]; it’s very much out there.” Another stated, “People are just working it, and it’s
growing up, and there you are. I mean, there’s a buzz about it, there’s a demand for it.
Is it called permaculture? Is it called regenerative? Is it called sustainable? Is it called
this or that? I sometimes don’t know.” These leaders emphasized a desire to be engaged
in permaculture-related action but recognize that the lack of consensus and clarity on its
meaning is both limiting and problematic for its potential.

There was notable tension regarding who permaculture is ultimately for and how
to best build on its momentum. Using it as an umbrella for all approaches aimed at
regenerative and ecological design may subvert the already problematic lack of citation
and knowledge acknowledgment in permaculture [7]. As one person summarized, “I think
that [bundling everything under permaculture] may not be the best service because then
you lose that some of these are Aboriginal practices, and some of these are a practice from
somewhere else in the world.”

Yet, others expressed an appreciation for “the lineage and community” associated
with permaculture, deepening their sense of loyalty to and critical engagement with it as a
practice and movement. As one person said, their participation in permaculture is a place
“where I can use my power to uplift people that may not have as much privilege as I do, or
places to love myself, recognize other parts of my inner world that have been colonized by
patriarchy or consumerism.” Another elaborates on their efforts to help make permaculture
more accessible and relevant to all:

“I wanted to pull permaculture out of the hippie subculture distinction that it
had at the time and more into a mainstream light with the goal of everything
I’m talking about, as what can actually be relevant to more people; that it can
be professional. And I’ve always believed that the solutions we offer in perma-
culture offer everybody something, from poor poverty-stricken communities to
Republican ranch owners; clean water and healthy food and life on the land and
dignity are for everyone. And for me to package permaculture in a way that only
speaks to one segment or one group, it seems disingenuous to the potential of
what we’re actually talking about here, which is regenerating ecosystems and
living with the land and in an ecological way. So, that’s why I use the name in
my organizations because I wanted to represent that way of thinking and the
work that we do, so that we could work with a school, or we could work with
the government, or we could work with a small landowner and it would feel
relevant to every one of those communities.”

As used by respondents, the notion of lineage and community does not appear
to extend to the Indigenous sources of permaculture thought and practice—except (by
implication) in those cases when Indigenous practitioners have adopted the term or become
involved in the network.

Consistently across participants’ perspectives, the ethics of permaculture (earth care,
people care, and fair share) [30] and benefits of its implementation were noted as a positive
of the term, practice, and movement. These ethics were described as “something that
anyone can get behind”, and this potential for unity was largely deemed as a strength
in garnering support across people and places to work toward the goal of “achieving
greater lasting-ness in human culture.” Yet, for whom permaculture is most relevant
and how this goal can be best achieved raised both uncertainty and disagreement across
participants, illustrating how the scope and constituency of permaculture intersect in
critical and urgent ways.

4. Discussion

Permaculture, as a term and concept, can cast a wide net. This study illustrates how
prominent permaculture teachers and practitioners across the US grapple with defining
and conceptualizing permaculture in their work across various contexts and target au-
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diences, but also highlights important threads of commonality when considering what
permaculture is at its core. As with a healthy ecosystem, the term has a rich diversity of
definitions and applications, and continues to evolve, yet binding concepts exist across the
range of expressions. Participants described a negotiation process of how they associate or
disassociate themselves with the term, recognizing that it can be a useful tool for teaching
and engaging while also polarizing or unhelpful in other contexts. Perceptions of the term
ranged from love to hate, signaling the dynamic tension through which respondents under-
stand the practice and purpose of their work in permaculture. We found that respondents
understood the broad scope of permaculture as both a strength that maximized opportuni-
ties for engagement and inclusion, as well as a weakness that can inhibit communication to
potential allies and may contribute to undervaluing Indigenous and alternative knowledge.
These differences highlight the friction between permaculture as both concrete material
practice and a sociopolitical movement. Nonetheless, despite terminological divergences
and contextual variation, the respondents described the purpose of permaculture with
consistency: to provide a systems-level way of thinking and a framework for engaging in
regenerative change.

4.1. A Need for Reconciliation

Permaculture teachers and practitioners are struggling with the lack of acknowledg-
ment and citation of Indigenous practices and knowledge in permaculture, a concern that
has been echoed throughout the sustainability movement more broadly. Sustainability and
sustainable development have failed to center Indigenous Peoples and knowledge, result-
ing in the potential for appropriation of their ways of life. As a result of pushing Indigenous
knowledge to the side or unjustly plagiarizing it, land is largely considered as a political
and economic tool [31], multiple, contextualized definitions of the term ‘sustainable’ are
not equally valued [32], and nature is often viewed as a controllable “machine” [33]. Per-
maculture has faced similar criticisms, and the movement internationally has experienced
issues with diversity and inclusion of its participants, being largely represented by a white
supermajority [34]. Given that Western permaculture theory is grounded in Western sci-
entific knowledge and research, there are important differences between the theory and
practice of permaculture and Indigenous biocultural practices that are embedded in their
own histories, knowledge, and spirituality, such as the chacra of the Kichwa-Lamistas of
Amazonian Peru [35]. Thus, it is not appropriate to label these Indigenous practices as
permaculture, whereby “one can see native peoples as sustainable, beautiful, and worthy
of emulation without viewing them as engaged in permaculture-before-permaculture”
([35], p. 21). As permaculture garners attention and financial support, it may systemati-
cally undervalue these existing Indigenous alternatives that lay outside its purview and
reinforce the coloniality of ecological knowledge [35]. While the urgency of widespread
socioenvironmental degradation can stimulate imaginative and regenerative common
ground [36], rebranding Indigenous practices and knowledge as “permaculture” without
proper acknowledgment and reconciliation limits our ability to move toward regenerative
design—a design that not only inflicts less harm but fosters positive change [37].

Permaculture’s potential for commodification is a growing concern. The breadth of
permaculture thought and practice can help create an inclusive and dynamic environment
for the development of and engagement with sustainable solutions. The same breadth
also leaves room for contradictory opinions and applications that leave permaculture
vulnerable to enabling shallow engagement and false solutions. The commodification of
terms such as permaculture may have detrimental effects on the practical impacts of the
movement. Sustainability, as a term and a framework, provides a sobering case study in
the effects of commoditization through industrialization and marketing. The “sustainable”
palm oil industry serves as an example of the failure of an industry to foster environmental
stewardship and biodiversity conservation despite its globally recognized certification
program [38–40]. Nature being seen and used as a political and economic tool (i.e., “green-
grabbing”) may also reinforce patterns of colonial land dispossession and inequitable
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wealth accumulation [36]. The concern for permaculture to follow a similar trajectory
is grounded in, what these participants perceive as, a growing lack of authenticity and
commitment to actually practicing permaculture.

4.2. Creatively Use and Respond to Change: The (Re-)Defining Process

Respondents displayed a commitment to (re-)define and renegotiate permaculture
at any given moment in time and practice, and this commitment may serve as a model
for how to engage with permaculture. One of permaculture’s twelve principles stipulates
to creatively use and respond to change [23,41]; this can be applied to the momentum of
permaculture moving forward. From the perspectives of the practitioners in this study,
the process of defining and conceptualizing permaculture is ongoing and dynamic, and it
must involve a thorough reckoning with where permaculture came from in order to know
where it can go. As put forth in a recent memo from a collective of Indigenous leaders and
organizations, permaculturists need to “go deeper” and engage in a “consciousness shift
that hopefully will support us to go from a dominant culture of supremacy and domination
to one founded on reciprocity, respect, and interrelations with all beings—including, of
course, among all humans” [42]. Several scholars expound that there has long been a
need for an Indigenization and decolonization of modern ways of living [43] and the
science of sustainability [44,45], where “all people return to the land, in the understanding
that the best way to make amends for colonial pasts is for everyone to mend and make
decolonial futures in the present” [46]. With critical caution, permaculture can be a part of
this decolonial movement [35,47], particularly through intentional engagement with the
diversity of permaculture practices and ways of thinking.

5. Limitations and Future Research

This study presents several limitations as well as opportunities for future research, the
most prominent being its lack of diversity of study participants. Despite the major finding
that permaculture must reconcile with its appropriative history, the majority of participants
interviewed were white. This may reflect the fact that we did not sample participants
based on race or ethnicity but rather their role in their organization. It may also reflect a
lack of diversity in US permaculture more broadly, combined with the unavailability of
alternative participants contacted for this study. Therefore, we cannot accurately repre-
sent the perspectives of other Black and Indigenous perspectives, other people of color
within the permaculture movement, as well as those who act outside of or in opposition
to permaculture. However, this omission presents a necessary opportunity for future
research: to engage with a greater diversity of permaculture practitioners, as well as those
who purposefully position themselves outside of permaculture given their perceptions of
permaculture and its utility moving forward. Furthermore, this study is focused on the
US context, but permaculture is a deeply international network and movement; future
research can and should address these same nuances and concerns beyond US borders.

6. Conclusions

By exploring the strengths and weaknesses of permaculture’s breadth of definitions
and applications, we show that permaculture, albeit fraught with concerns, exhibits poten-
tial for transformative change. Ensuring permaculture contributes to such change through
a decolonizing lens depends on clearly defining what permaculture is and is not, particu-
larly in relation to alternative Indigenous knowledge and beliefs. Conceptual semantics
matter: they shape and are shaped by the perspectives, actions, and discourses that they
encompass [48,49] and help make communication for ecological change more effective [50].
The processes of (re-)defining permaculture are embedded and embodied in the daily
actions and landscapes by which it is grounded [32,37]. Through these participant inter-
views and research findings, we recommend the following best practices in (re-)defining
permaculture:
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• Regardless of its application, permaculture requires a systems-level and historically
grounded worldview lens.

• Permaculture is not a stagnant set of rules; it is a potential-creating design framework
based on ethics and operationalized by principles.

• Social and economic justice must be central to the practice of permaculture.
• Humans rely upon nature, actions do matter toward enacting positive social and

ecological change, and permaculture can help prioritize such actions.
• Permaculture design and practice draw heavily on Indigenous ecological knowledge

but are not always or necessarily equivalent to them; the differences (and similarities)
should be respected and explicitly acknowledged.

Moving forward, there is an urgent need to use these principles to push permaculture,
and sustainability more broadly, toward the work that positively demonstrates healthy
and just living systems and away from that which bolsters and sustains injustice. This
starts with permaculture practitioners grounding their work and perspectives in a critical
(re-)defining process as an ongoing opportunity for such reflection and reconciliation.
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