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There are an increasing number of us who recognize that we are in a global ecological 
emergency, and who are unwilling to just stand by and observe while our environment 
and global civilisation unravels.  We care, and we want to do something constructive. 
 
Considered thought is a precondition for astute action.  Without developing an 
comprehensive overview we may actually miss crucial things that need to be done. 
Taking time to grasp the whole situation enables us to identify key points of change 
that enable our actions to be the most effective.   
 
So the purpose of Orienting to Creating a Viable Future is to offer a framework for 
making sense of the big picture, and thus identifying key point of change.  Much of 
what is here you already know.  It is a matter of connecting the dots and realising the 
implications.  This puts us in a position to initiate relevant action within our sphere of 
interest and influence. 

 



 3


	�������
 
1    Partnership or Dominator – two paths to the future 4 
2    The essence of ecological sustainability 14 
3    Big Picture Orientation  17 
4    The Great Contradiction 24 
5   Psychological drivers of excess consumption 25 
6    Cultivating emotional wellbeing 27 
7   How economics drives excess consumption 29 
8    A global emergency? 33 
9   Solving global warming 40 
10   Whole system change  42 
11  The Optimistic Stance and taking personal responsibility for the 
       wellbeing of our whole society 

45 

12 The Commitment Statement 46 
13  Invitation to become a Transition Leader 47 
14  End Notes 48 
15  Resources 52 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 4

1   &�������'�(�	��)	#����	��!� ��	�(��'���	��'���������
 
The social organisation and practical behaviour of any society is shaped by its core 
values.  Philosophically there appear to be two primary core value sets.  One value set 
supports community wellbeing.  The other support domination over others at the 
expense of the environment and the community.  The first we may call 
partnership/respect relating; the second domination/control relating.  As we shall see, 
the fate of the world depends upon partnership values setting the tone for the future. 
 
The contrast between Partnership relating and Dominator relating was introduced by 
the brilliant systems thinker Riane Eisler. It is completely obvious when you see it, 
but it was an act of genius to make this particular abstraction for the first time.  Eisler 
observes: 
 

In the domination model, somebody has to be on top and somebody has to be 
on the bottom. Those on top control those below them. People learn, starting 
in early childhood, to obey orders without question. They learn to carry a 
harsh voice in their heads telling them they are no good, they don't deserve 
love, they need to be punished. Families and societies are based on control 
that is explicitly or implicitly backed up by guilt, fear, and force. The world is 
divided into in-groups and out-groups, with those who are different seen as 
enemies to be conquered or destroyed. 
 
In contrast, the partnership model supports mutually respectful and caring 
relations. Because there's no need to maintain rigid rankings of control, there 
is also no built-in need for abuse or violence. Partnership relations free our 
innate capacity to feel joy, to play. They enable us to grow mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually. This is true for individuals, families, and whole 
societies. Conflict is an opportunity to learn and to be creative, and power is 
exercised in ways that empower rather than disempower others.  

 
Partnership relating is oriented towards the wellbeing of the community (as well as 
being mindful of one’s own self interest). Partnership values find expression in 
democracy, in the caring aspects of organised religion, and in the growing concern to 
protect ecological systems.  The archetypal form is a mother working for the 
wellbeing of each member of her family.  
 
Dominator relating uses force and intimidation to establish one’s own advantage over 
others at the expense of the community. It is orientated more towards conquering than 
towards collaborating.  The archetypal forms of this are patriarchal fathers dominating 
their families and emperors conquering vast territories.  
 
Understanding the contrast between partnership relating and dominator 
relating 
 
Our goal in this section is to develop a feel for the contrast between partnership 
relating and dominator relating.  'Partnership”, the way we mean it here, is not just 
about collaboration.  Murderers can collaborate.  Partnership/respect relating means 
working for the best interest of all concerned.  It is a deep attitude of positive intent, 



 5

and this attitude can be expressed in hierarchical organisations as well as in 
egalitarian groups. 
 
If you are facilitating a discussion group, you can help participants get a better feel for 
the difference between partnership and dominator relating by answering these 
questions: 
 

Can you recall a time when you and others worked in effective collaboration 
for outcomes that were good for all of you?  Or a time when someone saw 
what you were trying to do and really supported you?  A time when people 
clearly worked for your best interest? 
 
In contrast, can you recall a time when you felt bossed, bullied or intimidated 
– or at least that somebody was trying to do that to you.  It could have been a 
teacher, a supervisor, one or both of your parents, or someone at a dinner 
party trying to ‘win’ a debate with you. 

 
By understanding the partnership-dominator contrast in terms of our own experience 
it becomes easier to see how the same dynamics operate at larger scales. 
 
So let's find examples of similar dynamics at larger scales. 
 

Can you think of examples of partnership dynamics and dominator dynamics 
happening in schools, businesses, or international affairs? 

 
Further on I will give some examples.  But which ones did you think of? 
 
Next we have some images that illustrate the contrast between partnership and 
dominator relating.  We begin by focusing on images of partnership relating. 
 
Partnership images 
 
This is a picture of an infant that was 
born with the gentle welcoming 
pioneered by Frederick Leboyer.  
Instead of being slapped, exposed cold 
air and bright lights, and put on a cold 
scale, the infant was put on its 
mother's body in a quiet warm room. 
Its umbilical cord was not cut until the 
blood stopped pulsing, thus allowing 
the infant to work out how to breathe 
at its own pace. 
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These two acrobats are in complete collaboration 

 
 
Aikido is a Japanese martial art that eliminates 
the sense of conflict by blending with the 
opponents attack.  If the Aikidoist is advanced 
enough, she can actually take care to not hurt the 
person who was so misguided as to think she was 
an enemy.  There are You Tube videos that 
beautifully illustrate how Aikido works. 
 
Our final partnership image is of an 
improvisational acting game called Visiting 
Expert.  The person being interviewed accepts 

that they are expert on something outlandish or improbable, and makes up a fanciful 
account of how they achieve the results.  Collaboration is the key that makes 
improvisation work. 
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Partnership relating has produced demonstrably excellent results in business.   
 

Research in Australia shows that the managers of the best performing work 
units in Australia use a partnership style.    
 
Isaac Getz did a global review of high performing companies that used a 
‘liberating leadership’ style rather than traditional command and control. 
(Getz,, Liberating Leadership: How the Initiative-Freeing Radical 
Organizational Form Has Been Successfully Adopted}  
 
Ricardo Semler’s Maverick describes his improvised journey from excessive 
command and control to a company with high levels of enthusiastic employee 
responsibility and initiative. 

 
Understanding that partnership values can operate in business is tremendously 
important because in a viable society every aspect of society will tend to embody 
partnership values rather than repressive command and control values.  This is not to 
suggest an idea of ‘perfection’.  It is simply that dominator values as they now 
manifest on a global scale are accelerating our environmental decline, and, 
realistically, we will either change or perish. 
 
Examples of the partnership style in education include Steiner schools, Montessori 
schools, and Summerhill.  There is now a global democratic education movement, as 
well as home schooling.  The commonality of these approaches is that they attempt to 
generate a supportive rather than an authoritarian learning environment. 
 
Examples of partnership organisations that the level of global governance include the 
United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank.  Shocked by 
the close succession of World War I and World War II, world leaders formed the 
United Nations to be an attempt at a community of nations.  The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) was established at the same time to help countries that got into 
trouble with their international balance of payment, so that there would be less 
financial stress on the domestic population.  And the World Bank was established to 
help developing countries.   
 
Seemingly these were goodhearted initiatives.  Regretfully, it appears that in practice 
both the World Bank and the IMF have operated as dominator institutions supporting 
large corporate interests at the expense of the environment and the wellbeing of local 
communities. 
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Dominator images 
 
A traditional birth 
 
The mother and the doctors are happy. -  a 
successful birth! 
 
But look at the baby -  terrified, in agony. 
 
He has just been assaulted, slapped to make him 
cry, and now dangled upside down. 
 
There was no mal-intent from the doctors.  But 
still, their style was dominator: using force to 
get the result, unaware of the full impact on the 
baby. 
 
French obstetrician Frederick Leboyer describes 
his approach to conducting birth so that 
newborns feel welcome in Birth Without 
Violence.  We saw an image of a well 
welcomed infant earlier. 
 
 
Here are other dominator images.  The dynamics are well known to you. 
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Shifting scales, we have the dominator pattern of empires - resources flowing from 
the periphery to the centre.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The modern form of the pattern of empires is to organise the global economy to 
support massive concentrations of wealth in the hands of a few people.   
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All of this is so familiar that many of us take it for granted as simply the way things 
are. 
 
Leverage points and choices 
 
A leverage point or point of change is where a decision makes things go one way or 
another.  For every significant decision there is a partnership and a dominator choice. Do 
we intimidate our kids or negotiate with them?  Do we run our businesses as fiefdoms 
of frightened employees, and suffer from their resistance or even sabotage at times, or 
do we relate to them in ways that bring out their spontaneous enthusiasm?  And so 
forth. 
 

 
 
Each choice leads to quite a different world.  Here are some examples.  All express 
the contrast between a partnership style and a dominator style 
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The path of hope and the path of despair 
 
At this point in human history there are two paths to the future, depending on which 
value set we organise our societies around.  One of them leads to despair, the other is 
a path of hope. 
 
The ultimate in despair occurs when a country's ecology collapses and starvation 
follows.  This has happened many times in the past in many different cultures around 
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the world.  It happened to the Roman Empire, the Maoris in New Zealand and on 
Easter Island.  Most of us cannot imagine that it can happen to us.  
 
Yet for more than 30 years scientists have been chronicling our impending demise, as 
water tables drop, forests are slashed and the effects of global warming are rapidly 
increasing.  We hear this as news, but not necessarily as news that is going to affect 
us. 
 
As we will see later, the emphasis on increasing gross national product drives the 
acceleration of our environmental deterioration.  This is the dominator mode. 
 
A path of intentionally choosing modest but satisfying lifestyles, organised on 
partnership lines, offers the hope of an agreeable future, even a wonderful one. 
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There are many definitions of ‘sustainability’, but few of them give us practical ways 
to assess whether what we are doing is actually sustainable.  One that does is called 
The Natural Step (TNS).  Developed two decades ago by Swedish scientist Karl-
Henrik Robèrt and his colleagues, The Natural Step gives us a realistic way of 
assessing whether a business, a country or our entire global civilisation is ecologically 
sustainable or not. 
 
A casual use of the term sustainability, without an acute sensitivity to the underlying 
physical reality, can blind us to the real consequences of current environmental trends.  
And by the way, it is worth noting that the language ‘we are moving towards 
sustainability’ is merely a way of saying that we are doing some good things, but we 
are not actually committed to doing whatever it takes to become ecologically 
sustainable. 
 
The essence of environmental sustainability is that overall we do not destroy nature 
faster than it can regenerate.  This is an important principle for us to understand.  
 
 Suppose you have a forest. 
 

 
 
And you log part of it. 
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But an equivalent amount grows back somewhere else. 
 

 
As long as the amount that grows back equals the amount that was logged, in 
principle the forest is sustainable.  You destroy part of the forest, but it can regenerate. 
 
However, if you continue to destroy the forest faster than it can regenerate, the forest 
gets thinner and thinner (or smaller and smaller) and eventually turns into grassland 
and then desert. 
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This is unsustainable. 
 
So what we are looking at is cumulative environmental damage -  damage that accrues 
over time.  In the long run cumulative environmental damage is unsustainable. 
 
This brief sketch of the essence of environmental sustainability puts us in position to 
ask -  and answer -  a really big question:  how does our society increase 
environmental damage?  What about its way of operating makes things worse?  Or, 
more colloquially, how are we shooting ourselves in the foot? 
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3  Big Picture Orientation �
 
In this module we go through a set of diagrams to show the fundamental relationship 
between industrial production and environmental damage.  From the standpoint of 
producing goods for everybody, the last two centuries since the inception of the 
industrial revolution has been extraordinarily successful.  But this production has 
adverse environmental consequences.   Let’s chart out how it works.   
 
We start with THINGS. 
 

 
 
The manufactured things we use, of course, come from factories.  These factories and 
their associated power stations are major contributors to atmospheric CO2.  They also 
produce masses of toxic chemicals that adversely affect both physical health and 
mental functioning. 
 
So we add industrial production to our diagram: 
 

 
 
 
Generating the raw materials for the factories causes huge environmental degradation 
through strip mining, toxic run-offs from mining, deforestation (though some forest 
and plantations are managed sustainably), the release of lead and mercury into the 
environment, and the exhaustion of land through industrial agriculture 
 
This is not to suggest that we should not manufacture things.  As energy expert 
Amory Lovins makes clear, it is possible to redesign industry to use 90% less energy 
and material throughput   And Bill McDonough has demonstrated that it is also 
possible to design out toxic chemicals.  
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So let’s add the production of raw materials to our diagram. 
 
 
 

 
 
As the production of physical things increases (represented by the red arrow on the 
right) 
 

 
 
The associated environmental damage increases vastly more. 
 

 
We saw earlier that environmental damage that accumulates is unsustainable.  So if 
we let the left arrow represent cumulative environmental damage, to what extent must 
it fall if we are to become ecologically sustainable? 
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The answer: it must fall to zero.  Indeed, since we are in ecological ’overshoot’, we 
need to regenerate agricultural lands, fisheries and forests. 
 

 
Currently our global economic system is set up to increase the production of things, 
and thus increase environmental damage.  
 
So we have a contradiction between increasing the amount of global trade on the one 
hand, and sustaining the environment on the other.   
 
 

Robber:     Your money or your life! 
Scotsman: Take my life; I'm saving my money for my old age. 
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The effects of increasing population, affluence and associated industrial 
production 
 
The following graphs show that population, affluence and ecological deterioration all 
increase together.   
 
Even if you don't particularly like graphs, the key idea of this set can be understood a 
glance.  Just notice that the graphs all curve upwards to the right.   This means that as 
time goes on whatever the graph is measuring is increasing at an accelerating rate. 
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This is the defining physical dilemma of our time.  Major environmental trends are 
worsening, and they are driven by material production and population increase. 
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Toxic substances in our blood 
 
There is one other grim element that should be mentioned briefly.  Analyses of cord 
blood show that every baby born in the US today has 150 to 230 toxic chemicals.  
While billions are spent on seeking cancer cures, the plain fact is that we poisoning 
ourselves through pesticides and industrial pollutants.  The poisons are at such a low 
level that we don't notice them until the effects show up, and they do not affect 
everybody the same way.  It is at times difficult to show exact cause and effect.  
However, this statistic shows the tend line:  
 

“In the early 1900's, cancer was estimated to have affected 1 in 80-100 people, 
then in 1970 it was 1 in 20. Today it is 1 in 3.” Rachel's Democracy and 
Health News #829, Oct. 27, 2005 

 
No wonder cancer plays a role in the soap operas; it is now part of everyday life. 
 
Likewise, it is appropriate to be concerned about the effects of cell phone radiation on 
kids’ developing brains, nanotechnology which produces tiny particles that cells are 
not equipped to deal with, and genetically modified substances in our food chain that 
our cells also are not equipped to deal with. 
 
Specific pathways and toxicity levels are difficult to quantify scientifically -  
especially if the research isn't even being done.  But the trend lines are clear. 
 
We take all this for granted, but we shouldn't.  Alternatives are available.  
 

There are several excellent lines of solution that can be pursued 
simultaneously 
 
Voluntarily live more materially modest lifestyles 
 

This applies to those of us in the developed world.  While we all have basic 
needs that should be me, we can cut back on excess consumption -  those 
things we buy that we do not necessarily need or even enjoy.  Instead we 
should invest time and resources so that our inner lives and relationships 
become more pleasurable and satisfying. 

 
Redesign our industrial processes and urban environment 
 

Amory Lovins’ Natural Capitalism gives proven design strategies with a 
multitude of practical examples that already reduce energy use and material 
throughput by 90% or more. 
 
William McDonough’s Cradle To Cradle shows how we can eliminate toxins. 
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Tax advertising 
 

Advertising increases unnecessary desire.  Allowing advertising as a tax-
deductible business expense in effect means advertising is subsidised.  
Advertisers are being paid to manipulate our minds. 

 
Refrain from developing more infrastructures that supports large scale 
importation of foreign goods 
 

If you never thought about this before, it may surprise you to observe that 
building massive port facilities and roads are actually subsidies that support 
international businesses.  Local economies do not need massive transportation 
systems. 

 
Reduce population.   
 

The link here is obvious.  The more people there are, the more pressure on the 
environment.   Obviously, this is especially true in the developed countries.  
People who live on a dollar a day due far less environmental damage than the 
wealthy affluent. 
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4  The Great Contradiction 
 
Economic increase would be a good thing, if it weren't for its effects on the 
environment.  Ross Garnaut 
 
All of the above adds up to what I call The Great Contradiction: economic increase 
and ecological sustainability are incompatible. 
 
Clearly this is not a popular viewpoint.  Our economic system is predicated on 
continuous growth based on industrial expansion.   
 
At the moment we are in severe overshoot, and the ecological damage associated with 
industrial production is increasing, not decreasing.  Fossil fuel driven global warming 
is the most obvious example, and yet large industrialists are calling for more energy 
and more coal-fired power plants to increase production and consumption.   
 
This is a good time to intentionally reduce consumption and embrace more materially 
modest lifestyles.  Implicit in this is the hard-to-swallow-idea that we should tax 
advertising, reduce the amount of world trade and slow the global economy, while 
building up community resilience, personal satisfaction and local economies. 
 
Spiritual aspects of the Great Contradiction 
 
We now faced with a spiritual choice.  Will we continue to operate our societies on 
dominator values in ways that increase wealth, oppression and environmental 
degradation?  Or will we reorganise around partnership values to promote individual 
and social wellbeing, and our long-term survival? 
 
The prospect of slowing the economy to protect the environment brings fear of 
economic collapse.  And our competitive individualistic society is not well organised 
for community support.  These fears are understandable. 
 
We can imagine a more harmonious satisfying society on the far side of the great 
transition.  Getting there will not be easy.  As we will see below, techniques such as 
Emotional Freedom Techniques can help us be somewhat more centred going through 
the transition.  But first let's look at the psychological drivers of excess consumption. 
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In affluent countries apparently people buy a lot of stuff they don't really need or even 
necessarily enjoy.  Some of this is because things are cheap and attractive.  But some 
people buy stuff to compensate for inner anxiety, malaise, depression or low self-
esteem.  In other words, people have some form of inner pain and they shop to feel 
better, hence the term retail therapy.  The origins of this pain include child abuse, 
maternal neglect, and authoritarian control. 
 
People also have a concern with status -  looking OK, keeping up with the Joneses, 
and using conspicuous consumption to show off wealth.   
 
Retail therapy and concern for status contribute to excess consumption, and thus are 
significant drivers of ecological deterioration.  Let's add them to our chart: 
 
 

 
Child abuse is not the whole story, however.  Our defensive reactions to child abuse 
and impaired emotional connections with people produce a profounder pain, far less 
recognized, which is the pain of being cut off from the deeper levels of our own being 
-  our authentic self -  which simultaneously  means being cut off from full human 
community and the web of life.
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Being in contact with our authentic self generates positive feelings such as quiet 
pleasure, bliss, joy, ecstasy and peace.  A Buddhist prayer includes the line, "May you 
know the joy of your own true nature.”  Experiencing this level of awareness can 
happen spontaneously through something as simple as responding with pleasure at the 
sound of a bird’s song.  People who mature well develop a ground of pleasure in their 
own being and love of life that leaves them relatively unperturbed by the vicissitudes 
of external circumstances.  When we are at home with ourselves material things, 
while they may be enjoyable, are not so important. 
 
So at a deeper level we have the pain of being disconnected from our deeper Being or 
authentic self.  People who a pleasurable connection to their own being are not driven 
by the compulsive compensations mentioned above.  Thus there is a clear connection 
between the absence of authentic spiritual connection and environmental degradation. 
 
 

 
 
Therefore reducing our emotional distress, and recovering deeper levels of connection 
is an important aspect of transitioning to a viable society. 
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In the long run, one of the best investments we could make as a culture would be to 
give new parents ample support for bringing out their nurturing side more than their 
punitive side with children.  A secure sense of self develops through feeling loved 
during childhood.  This sense of loving security is enhanced in extended families with 
supportive friendly connections with friends and neighbours.   
 
For example, Helena Norberg-Hodge observed that Ladakh, a kingdom in the 
mountainous northern tip of India, seemed to be a culture of genuinely happy people.  
She attributed this to the fact that Ladakhians lived in extended families where 
everybody had a role and everybody was taken care of from birth through old age.  In 
addition, families were intentionally networked so that they supported each other if 
there was a marriage, sickness or a death in the family.  In short, Ladakhians felt 
emotionally and financially secure, even though they had to work hard in their sparse 
environment, and had little disposable income.  
 
Norberg-Hodge saw this traditional culture change when the Indian government 
opened up the borders to an influx of tourists, foreign money and television. 
 
People who have lived in traditional cultures in Papua New Guinea, other island 
cultures, and the jungles of South America have made similar observations.  Although 
not all traditional cultures support inner happiness and wellbeing, the ones that do are 
often characterised by such supportive family ties and community relationships. 
 
The principle here seems to be the close connection between strong social bonds and 
emotional wellbeing.  This view is borne out by the Peckham Experiment in London.  
Two doctors in England ran a club for 1200 families that combined an enclosed 
swimming pool with spaces where people could do what they like.  Parents could 
socialise while keeping an eye on the kids.  People spontaneously formed musical 
groups and organised workshops.  Not only did people's physical health to improve, 
but over the 15 years that Peckham was operating not one of the families broke up. 
 
Based on her experience with the beginning of the Peckham experiment, and fourteen 
years running her own playschool, Alison Stallibrass showed that “given freedom to 
develop naturally according to its needs, a child will grow into a self-regulating and 
mature adult attuned to people as a whole.” 
 
In some sectors of society there is a trend towards parenting that is much more 
nurturing and respectful of children than it used to be.  Nevertheless, most of us have 
some levels of emotional imbalance.  There are many approaches to psychotherapy 
that help us resolve these.  The ‘need’ to go to psychotherapy used to be considered a 
stigma.  Yet the levels of consumption of alcohol and antidepressants, the extent of 
workplace bullying and of domestic violence, and widespread marital discord indicate 
that mental imbalance is rife in our society.  In this context, those of us who invest in 
our own psychological development are to be honoured.  We are cleaning up our act 
and becoming better people to be with. 
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Excitingly, new techniques are being developed that we can use to sort out our own 
emotional imbalances if we are motivated to do so.  One extremely effective one is 
Emotional Freedom Techniques (EFT).   
 
EFT is not psychotherapy, although it touches many of the same levels.  EFT is based 
on the discovery that by tapping on few acupressure points with our fingers we can 
rebalance our acupuncture energy, and thus resolve the energetic basis of emotional 
upsets. 
 
EFT is a brilliant do-it-yourself technique.  You can download the manual for free (so 
the price is right!) from www.emofree.com and try EFT for yourself on a minor issue 
just to get a feel for it.  If you feel a positive shift, you can go much further with it.  
EFT is completely safe; you cannot overstimulate yourself by tapping on acupressure 
points with your fingers. 
 
In addition to resolving unbalanced emotional reactions, to evolve a viable society 
most of us need to develop enhanced creativity and collaborative communication 
skills.  We live in a competitively individualistic society, and for many of us our skills 
of collaborative relating (partnership relating) are poorly developed. We need to 
become the kind of people who can create and enjoy a viable society.  
 
We can embody partnership relating skills -  and reap the personal rewards -  by 
training in disciplines such as improvisational acting, Aikido, the Feldenkrais method 
of body awareness, Conflict Resolution, Parent Effectiveness Training, Synectics and 
Crucial Conversations.  All of these increase our creative flexibility and our ability to 
understand other people  
 
Changing organisational structures to operate on partnership values 
 
If our goal is to increase people's sense of wellbeing as one aspect of transitioning to a 
society that is ecologically sustainable and socially healthy, we also need to embody 
partnership relating in organisations.  Authoritarian organisations inherently create 
high levels of psychological stress.  Examples of successful businesses that operate on 
partnership values were given in our chapter on partnership relating, the most famous 
one being Ricardo Semler's Brazilian pump company described in Maverick. 
 
The best performing work units in Australia are led by managers who do not 
emphasise their own status, and who respect workers autonomy and initiative.  In 
short, they operate on partnership values.  It is not surprising that these work units 
perform the best; people who feel good about themselves and their workplace become 
spontaneously enthusiastic.   
 
A. S. Neil’s Summerhill and Aldous Huxley’s Island are examples of a partnership 
style in education, and there is now an international Democratic Education movement 
devoted to non-authoritarian education. 
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In the Big Picture Orientation (Chapter 3) we saw how policies and business practices 
devoted to increasing the production of material things are incompatible with 
achieving ecological sustainability, given the direct connection between industrial 
production and environmental damage.  In this chapter we will get clearer about how 
our society as a whole operates in ways that increase industrial production.  This 
understanding enables us to identify various points of change that are necessary to 
affect if we are to evolve a viable society. 
 
If we ask, “What factors tend to increase consumption?” typically the first answer is 
advertising.  Indeed!  Advertising stirs desire. 
 

The leadership of the world economy for decades has been devoted to increasing 
global trade. The World Trade Organisation and free trade agreements are specifically 
designed to increase trade.  The trade is carried out by huge transnational 
organisations (TNOs), including pharmaceutical, armaments and consumer goods and 
companies. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The most sophisticated advertising is done by the large transnational companies), and 
they are skilful at playing on people's insecurities. 
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The bulk of global assets are owned by a relatively few people, although now very 
large assets are also owned by retirement funds.  Overall the economy is organised to 
make wealthy shareholders wealthier.  We are often reminded of the importance of 
increasing shareholder value, and to a great degree company directors feel required to 
make decisions in favour of shareholder value even at the cost of community or 
environmental wellbeing, 
 
 
 
 

To an astonishing degree the entire global economy depends upon debt.  Central 
Banks issue loans to investors, who are obligated to repay the loans plus interest. 
Paying the debts requires increased production of goods and services, and increases 
the rate of environmental destruction.  The largest central bank in the world, the 
Federal Reserve Bank in the US, is privately owned.  It is not a government bank. 
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Many of the dots we have connected so far well-known.  Less well-known is the 
connection between authoritarian parenting styles, war, the economy and ecological 
destruction 
 
Although in many quarters parenting is getting better, with children being raised with 
both love and respect, since the rise of the first city-states in the Middle East (~6000 
years ago) there have been great amounts of child abuse.  People who have been 
abused tend abuse their own children, spouses and employees, and this dynamic plays 
out on the world stage as well.  We have vast amounts spent on war and preparation 
for war.  The ready tendency to go to war is itself emotionally driven. 
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This diagram pulls together the major elements that drive our current self-destructive 
economic system.  This whole system must change if we are to become a viable 
society.  Observing this system, we can identify many healthy points of change, and 
in every area brilliant caring people have worked out how to do it. 
 
It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the magnitude of the changes needed, and many 
powerful people would indeed like us to feel overwhelmed and helpless. Those of us 
who care are faced with the dual task of staying as centred and happy in our own lives 
as possible, while at the same time acknowledging the realities of our situation and 
working for positive change within our sphere of influence. 
 
Evolving a conserver society 
 
It has been well established that beyond a certain point increased material 
consumption, with all that it entails, tends to make people less happy, not more. We 
celebrate life by cultivating the skills of inner wellbeing.  So we can envision a 
thriving economy where more resources flow into health, personal development and 
education, and less money is spent on drugs and material objects.   
 
Dealing with global warming requires a rapid reduction in energy use.  And today we 
have advanced design techniques that enable us to produce buildings and material 
goods that require little energy, and are aesthetic and durable. 
 
Therefore we should set our sights on evolving a ‘conserver society’ that is elegantly 
satisfying. 
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Global warming is almost universally accepted as a planetary issue.  The images of 
melting glaciers in Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth brought home the reality of 
global warming to many people.  After decades of study the 27,000 climate scientists 
who make up the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) assert that 
dealing with global warming is humanity is greatest challenge.  When the latest report 
came out in late 2007, Rajendra Pachauri, the scientist and economist who heads the 
IPCC, asserted that “If there’s no action before 2012, that’s too late.”  Phillip Sutton's 
Climate Code Red spells this out in detail. 
 
Nevertheless, not enough people realise that global warming is a planetary 
emergency, and that prompt massive action -  akin to what happens when countries go 
on a war footing -  is now an imperative.   
 
This module will explain why global warming is such an immediate emergency.   
 
But first, a psychological comment.  Green activists have been advised to not scare 
people with doomsday scenarios.  ‘People's eyes will glaze over and they will tune 
out’, the activists are told.  We may call this the Don't scare the kiddies syndrome.   
 
In contrast, psychologically mature adults can look reality in the eye. If this threat is 
indeed real (and if we care) then we need to know about it and commit ourselves to 
whatever action it takes to deal with it. 
 
The threat is that global warming will increase uncontrollably, interfering with crop 
production, ultimately leading to starvation and the unravelling of our global 
civilisation.  That is one prospect for humanity coming into balance with the rest of 
life, but the process would be horrible to go through.  Europe was in shock for four 
centuries after the collapse of the Roman Empire; that period is known as the Dark 
Ages. 
 
For most people, the prospect of a global ecological collapse is as unconceivable as is 
the positive prospect of creating a wonderfully healthy society.  We are going to show 
several mechanisms which if allowed to develop will lead to the planet heating 
uncontrollably.  Some of these mechanisms are already starting to happen.  The good 
news, as mentioned before, is that with rapid action we can pull excess CO2 from the 
atmosphere and thus pull back from the brink of runaway global warming. 
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Tipping points 
 
We start with the idea of a tipping point.  A tipping point is a process that cannot be 
stopped once it has gone beyond a certain point. 
 
Two colloquial phrases recognise tipping points: 
 

A stitch in time saves nine. 
 
The straw that broke the camel’s back. 

 
 

 
 
 
Once the tree starts to fall, there is no stopping it. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Dominoes illustrate a cascading process.   
Once the first one goes, they all go. 
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Similarly, once an avalanche starts… 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
In climate change, we are concerned about dynamic tipping points, where once 
started, self-reinforcing feedback loops escalate global warming independent of 
human activity. 
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Siberian lakes releasing methane 
 
A potent example is the current release of methane from Siberia lakes. 
 
There are thousands of lakes across Siberia.   
 

 
 
They lie on top of ancient peat bogs that have been frozen for 200,000 years.  The 
bottoms of these lakes are thawing because the Arctic has gotten warmer.  Cold-water 
microbes are digesting the freshly available ancient grasses, and releasing methane, a 
potent greenhouse gas.  The methane is bubbling up from the lakes into the 
atmosphere. 
 

 
 
 
At present, the amount is not great.  It is like the way small bubbles rise in a pot long 
before it reaches a rolling boil. 
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But in Siberia this starts a feedback loop.  The methane is a greenhouse gas.  It 
prevents heat from the sun from re-radiating back into space, so the atmosphere gets 
warmer.   
 

 
 
Some of this increased warmth percolates down and thaws the bottom of the lakes a 
little bit more. 
 
 

 
 
Releasing even more methane. 
 
 

 
 
And so the process feeds on itself. 
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An area as large as France and Germany combined will thaw 
 
Not only are some Siberian lakes releasing methane, but the number of thawing lakes 
is tipped to increase dramatically. 
 
The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment Scientific Report produced this diagram in 
2004.  It is a bit hard to read, but it shows the projected area of thawing over the 
coming decades.  As the permafrost line moves north more than 200 km an area the 
equivalent of France and Germany will thaw. 
 
 

 

 
We have redrawn the map to make the 
change in melted permafrost area more 
clear. 

 
 
 
So here we have a self-reinforcing feedback loop that will get worse over time.  It is 
an example of a tipping point.  Now that it has started, nothing will stop it from 
releasing massive amounts of methane -  with one hopeful exception.  Since the 
amount of methane now being released is small, it may be that a massive investment 
in organic agriculture to pull CO2 out of the atmosphere may allow the Arctic to cool 
enough for the surface permafrost to re-freeze.  We will consider this possibility in 
more detail later. 
 
Other tipping points have already been reached 
 
Arctic sea ice 
 
The most well known tipping point is the melting of Arctic sea ice.  This melting is 
primarily due to warmer sea temperatures, and as the ice melts the sun's heat is 
absorbed by the dark ocean water instead of being reflected by the ice back into space.  
So the water warms… 
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The Southern Ocean 
 
CO2 sinks are places that naturally store atmospheric CO2.  The oceans are CO2 
sinks.  The loss of CO2 sinks means that CO2 stays in the atmosphere longer, thus 
accelerating global warming.   
 
A tipping point was reached when the Southern Ocean was observed to be no longer 
absorbing CO2.  It was thought that this point would be reached in about 15 years 
from 2005; the report on saturation was published in May 2007.  This is an example 
of real-world decline exceeding scientific predictions. 
 
 
The 13th tipping point 
 
Climate researcher John Schellnhuber has identified 12 tipping points that could 
catastrophically disrupt our climate system   In addition to the above they include the 
possibility of 

· Thawing of the Greenland ice sheet 
· Melting of the ice covering on the Tibetan plateau, which currently acts as a 

giant mirror reflecting sunlight back into space 
· Slowing of the Atlantic conveyor belt, the great stream of water originating in 

the Gulf of Mexico that keeps Scandinavia and England relatively warm. 

 We won’t list them all.  But writer Julia Whitty has suggested a 13th tipping point -  
one that is positive.  That point is when there is a sufficient critical mass of people to 
shift policy so that we willingly do everything it takes to deal with global warming 
and create an ecologically sustainable society in the process. 

Getting used to the idea of committing to rapid change  
 
Because these and other and real-world processes that are going on now, and will 
rapidly get worse, leaders and the rest of us need to commit ourselves to rapid change.  
The prospect of really rapid change, with economic disruption, is frightening to many 
people.  Therefore we need to help people get used to the idea, teach methods of 
calming our own anxiety to the extent that that is possible, and institute high-level 
think tanks -  including government departments of planning -  to work out how to 
support people through the transition.  Such planning in itself would be a shift 
towards the healthy partnership society we envision.   
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It appears that there are two immediate things to be done in addition to reducing 

greenhouse emissions. 
 
Australian scientist Walter Jehne asserts that cloud cover associated with forests is a 
crucial component of the earth's cooling system, because the clouds reflect sunlight 
back into space.  So massive reforestation is crucial.   
 
It is equally important to rapidly withdraw massive amounts of CO2 from the 
atmosphere.  It is not enough to reduce CO2 emission; we have reached the 
beginning of tipping points at the present level of atmospheric CO2.  The planet is 
cooking now; we need to cool it. 
 
The fastest way to rapidly take CO2 out of the atmosphere is to increase the carbon 
content of soils.  Growing grasses convert atmospheric CO2 into carbon forms that 
can be stored in the soil.  Soil microbes and fungi convert the carbon into humus, 
which is stable for hundreds of years.  
 
Most soil experts have focused on preventing soil loss.  However, there are several 
groups of Australian farmers who are expert on building soil fertility.  Healthy soil 
can store as much as 200 tonnes of carbon per acre.  A rough estimate done by soil 
expert Alan Yeomans suggest that advanced methods of building soil fertility, if 
applied on depleted soils around the world, could quite rapidly withdraw enough CO2 
from the atmosphere to bring us back from the brink of uncontrollable global 
warming.  
 
Going on a war-like footing to deal with global warming 
 
The current policy of most governments is to establish regulatory limits and a system 
of carbon credit trading, and leave the rest to the markets.  Will the response be fast 
enough?  Our need at this time is not just to limit greenhouse emissions, but to pull 
CO2 out of the atmosphere on a large scale.  If we are in a global emergency whose 
effects will be devastating, we should go on a war footing to deal with global 
warming 
 
We may suggest, therefore, that farmers around the world should be paid to build up 
soil fertility in order to withdraw atmospheric CO2, and simultaneously huge biochar 
facilities should be installed to create and bury charcoal.  Governments should spend 
the money directly, in the same way that they create shipyards and armaments in 
wartime. 

 
Beyond this, governments should accept the necessity and vision of a whole system 
transition to sustainability that involves every aspect of life, including economics. 
 
In democratic societies governments will not do this without the support of voters. 
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Which brings us to the need for a national learning movement.  Hence this 
Orientation. 
 
We have come full circle 
 
The future is up to us 
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10  Whole system change  
 
A hopeful future cannot be created just by reducing carbon emissions, or by giving 
new mothers support for bringing out more of their nurturing side with children, or 
through any other specific solution.  There are no silver bullets, as they say.  Specific 
solutions, however relevant (and they are relevant), do not and will not add up to a 
viable society as long as the predominant intent of our society overall is economic 
increase based on the production and consumption of products from polluting 
industries. 
 
Therefore the fundamental intent of Australia must change, and from this an 
interrelated set of practical changes will follow.  We call this a whole system change. 
 
Our appropriate intent is to achieve sustainable wellbeing.  Economic increase no 
longer serves as a viable organising principle for our global civilisation. 
 
We have been doing a version of ‘systems thinking’.  Systems thinking is seeing 
patterns of connection in the way things operate.  It stands in contrast to ‘silo 
thinking’, where things are studied in isolation.  Until the advent of ecology as a 
disciplined our schools mostly taught silo thinking. 
 
As we have seen, economics, industrial production, advertising, and our personal 
psychology operate systemically in ways that reinforce each other and accelerate 
environmental deterioration.  This system is driven by the imperative of economic 
growth, and that operates as a dominator system. 
 
It is not just isolated parts, but the operation of this whole system that drives 
environmental deterioration and social distress.  If this is the case, the operation of our 
whole system must change if things are to come good for future generations.  Again, I 
call this ‘whole system change’. 
 
Difficulties in understanding the concept of whole system change 
 
Sometimes people find it hard to get their heads around the concept of ‘whole system 
change’.  It may be difficult to grasp mentally at first.  The idea of whole system 
change involves a different way of thinking than many of us are used to.  It is a 
distinctly different use of our nervous system when we shift from thinking in terms of 
isolated local elements to thinking in terms of broad patterns of connection.   
 
This new use of the nervous system is unfamiliar at first.  So when we first hear 
someone talk about ‘whole system change’ we may draw a blank, because our minds 
are not prepared to understand the sorts of things they are saying.  We hear the words 
well enough, but the meaning they are meant to convey is different than we are used 
to, and we have to exercise our brains in new ways to get it. 
 
I suspect there are also levels of emotional resistance to getting the concept of whole 
system change.  One is simply fear of its implications.  It is as though the mind 
quickly assesses, "If we need to change the way our whole system operates, perhaps 
my business will be untenable.  Perhaps I will lose my job.  I feel threatened." 
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There may be a deeper reason why some people jump away from the concept of the 
whole system change to a healthy and viable society.  Paradoxically, the reason is that 
it represents our heart's longing.  We may fear opening to the prospect of large-scale 
healthy change because we fear being emotionally devastated if our hope is 
disappointed.  Better cynicism, we might think, than to take the emotional risk. 
 
Whatever the reason, I have seen smart people's minds literally jump away rather than 
entertain the prospect of a healthy whole system change to a viable society based on 
partnership values. 
 
If we notice our own minds tending to divert away at the prospect of committing to 
contributing to catalysing a healthy whole system change, perhaps the thing to do is to 
ask ourselves, "What am I afraid of?  What is going on in me that induces this 
reaction?" 
 
When we move out of silo thinking hopeful solutions become possible 
 
Some economists assert that we cannot meet our projected energy needs through 
renewable energy, and therefore we must invest in more coal-fired power plants.  The 
problem they solving is: how can we meet our  projected needs for energy?  And they 
look for a single simple solution. 
 
But our perception changes when we consider the whole system, and work creatively 
with a positive intent.  In this example, if the problem is refrained as how can we meet 
our needs without increasing greenhouse emissions, a set of positive options open up.  
They include improving industrial efficiency, designing houses that need minimal air-
conditioning or heating, converting to organic agriculture, choosing to live more 
materially modest lifestyles and bringing online a variety of proven renewable energy 
sources.  Once our intent is clear – reducing emissions -  we see that a set of small 
changes achieved in combination can solve the problem.  These changes, however, 
are based on a different way of thinking, and they add up, within their sphere, to a 
whole system change. 
 
Amory Lovins’ Winning the Oil Endgame is a tour de force of the power of this kind 
of whole system multi-factor thinking.   
 
Pleasure is radical 
 
Emotions drive behaviour.  Conquerors and repressive authorities everywhere 
intentionally try to keep people repressed and intimidated.  It's a form of crowd 
control.  Frightened people are thought to be less likely to rebel, and often this is 
largely true even though there are always courageous or mad people who resist 
oppression despite shock and awe tactics.   
 
Authentic pleasure -  feeling genuinely good in ourselves and in our relationships -  
takes us beyond the need for compulsive consumption, and enables us to see what's 
going on more clearly.  With a secure sense of self we are less controllable. 
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So when we think of whole system change, let's give some thought to how to make 
life more pleasurable in our relationships, in our families, in schools and at work Let 
us aspire to the vibrantly alive culture that is possible for us! 
 
A viable society will not leave a bad aftertaste for future generations.  It will not leave 
radioactive waste, huge reservoirs of CO2 in the ground, depleted soils, virtually 
indestructible plastics in the ocean -  or a legacy of damaged minds through child 
abuse, authoritarian education, industrial toxins and nutritionally poor or even toxic 
food. 
 
It will have renewable energy, fair income distribution, local self-reliance, population 
control, and lots of resources invested in pleasurable human development. 
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While there is a rising tide of good-willed initiatives our local initiatives are being 
overwhelmed by the ecological consequences of our national and international 
commitment to economic increase.  Our proper intent now is for our whole system to 
become an ecologically sustainable and socially healthy society that is pleasurable to 
live in.  If enough people in Australia adopt this aspiration, it will be much easier to 
carry out local initiatives. 
 
Who is going to make this happen?  Is anybody responsible for it?  Caring for the 
wellbeing of our whole society and of future generations is not part of anybody's job 
description.  But it can be a choice. 
 
So I suggest that each of us does well to connect with the deep part of us that cares, 
and from that place choose to take personal responsibility for the wellbeing of our 
whole society.  This choice shifts us from focusing just on 'doing our bit' to 
considering the operation of our whole society.  We reflect on the operation of the 
whole system, not just individual components, and we seek ways to influence the 
operation of the whole system.  'Our bit' is still important, but we pay attention to the 
larger context as well.  Indeed, our bit may subtly change as we see freshly how it fits 
in with the larger goal of creating a viable society. 
 
Once we understand the need for positive whole system change, many things can be 
done in the context of the flow of our everyday lives.  We can take account of the 
need to evolve a viable society in our business decisions.  We can begin to reorganise 
our classrooms to operate on partnership values -  and insist that this becomes policy 
in our schools.  We can invest in our own personal development to become more 
emotionally centred, resilient and creative. 
 
As individuals we cannot change our whole system by ourselves, what we are dealing 
with is our collective intent.  So I suggest that an important expression of our sense of 
responsibility and commitment is influencing other people to think through what is 
involved in creating a viable society.   
 
So among other initiatives you may take, we invite you to consider giving 
presentations like this one to people you know. Improved thinking is a key 
determinant of healthy social change. 
 
 
 
 
. 
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The goal of creating a viable society needs to become top-of-mind across Australia if 
we are to enthusiastically mobilise our resources to transition to a viable society.  As 
one means of making a transition to a viable society top-of-mind we invite individuals 
and organisations to adopt this commitment statement: 
 

We are committed to contributing to the evolution of an ecologically 
sustainable, socially healthy society that is pleasurable to live in. 

 
The commitment statement does two things.  It crystallises our intention.  And when 
it is displayed publicly it is an indication to people at large of the healthy direction we 
should all be moving in. 
 
The idea is for organisations to put such a commitment statement on a plaque on their 
wall and on their Web sites and net letters.  At first it will not mean a lot.  But the 
commitment statement will gain power when it begins to appear in many different 
places. 
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My invitation to you is to consider becoming a Transition Leader.   
 
Transition Leaders are people who  
 

· Recognize that we need to change the operation of our whole system in order 
to become viable 

· Think through for themselves how to do that, and  
· Initiate some action within their sphere of influence (no matter how small) to 

contribute to the shift. 
 
Having gone through this Orienting to Creating a Viable Future, you are  in a 
position to form your own deal about what is needed to create a viable society, and 
how you wish to contribute to that if you are so inclined. 
 
Clearly there can be many possible points of intervention.  Our own personal 
development, improved childrearing, and changing schools and businesses to operate 
on partnership principles are all important points of intervention. 
 
It may be, however, that one of the most important points of intervention is to support 
many more people in the going through the same sort of thinking things through 
process that is implicit in this manual.  The most influential point of change in any 
human system is in people's thinking (including their knowledge, feelings, and ways 
of going about things).  For the healthy changes that we want to occur, many people 
must actively desire them.  We must become leaders, and support other people who 
are leaders. 
 
So I encourage you to identify yourself as a Transition Leader -  one who chooses to 
be responsible for the future -  and to reach out to other people you know to engage of 
them in their own learning. 
 
Yours for a world that works! 
 
Andrew Gaines 
 
I am committed to contributing to our transition to an ecologically sustainable and 
socially healthy society that is pleasurable to live in.  This involves a whole system 
change to a society that operates on good-willed partnership values. 
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