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Title 

Natural Resources, Permaculture Networks, and the Permaculturalist 

Abstract 

The field of permaculture is new in title, old in practice, sparse in peer-reviewed scientific research and 

broad in definition. This article addresses two perspectives that are essential to understanding both the 

breadth of permaculture and the importance of natural resources to permaculture. The first perspective 

examines the gestalt of permaculture as an integrated organized whole, as well as the subcategories of 

Socio-Cultural Permaculture (SCPC) and Physical-Biological Permaculture (PBPC). These subcategories 

focus on the cultural and the natural science aspects of permaculture.  

The second perspective examines the basic framework of PBPC, which is built upon natural resources, 

the connections between these natural resources, and the permaculture network created by these 

connections. This clarifies whole permaculture and its subcategories, recognizes why natural resource 

networks are essential to the theory of PBPC, and clarifies how this information is essential to 

permaculturalists.  

The Origins of Permaculture  

Humans have been using aspects of permaculture to influence their environment for thousands of years. 

Elements of agriculture, ecology, and design have been used from the first applications of cultivation to 

the modern environmental movement. The concept of permaculture has evolved to include a wide 

variety of similar fields of study, societal concepts, and practical application techniques. This evolution 

has resulted in an interdisciplinary and broad definition of permaculture.  

The actual term permaculture was originally  coined by Australian graduate student David Holmgren and 

his professor, Bill Mollison, in the 1970s to describe a framework for sustainable agricultural systems 

based on proper management of a multi-crop of perennial trees, shrubs, herbs, fungi, and root systems 

(Mollison 2011:Preface). Mollison had been a wildlife biologist for many years and witnessed the 

damage that humans could cause to natural systems. He also observed how natural ecosystems worked 

and what kept them in balance.  These observations over the years supported his ideas on permaculture 

design. Mollison and Holmgren published their ideas in Permaculture One. This book and Mollison’s 

subsequent publication, Introduction to Permaculture, focused on permaculture as an integrated design 

system modelled on nature. Permaculture recognized that nature had already addressed all problems 

that could possibly be encountered in gardens, farming systems, and landscapes and any design could 

be sustainable, recyclable, and energy-efficient. 

Techniques now commonly associated with permaculture were being used and studied long before 

permaculture was actually identified by Mollison and Holmgren. These techniques and concepts include 

Cyril George Hopkins’ studies on permanent agriculture and soil fertility (Hopkins 1910), Franklin Hiram 

King’s studies of permanent agriculture in Asia (King 1911), and Joseph Russell Smith’s experiments with 

mixed systems of fruit/nut trees and crops (Smith 1929). Additional information from sources such as 

Masanobu Fukuoka’s agricultural philosophy of natural farming (Fukuoka 1978), Joseph ‘Sepp’ Holzer’s 
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work with ecological farming techniques like passive solar, microclimates, and Hügelkultur (Holzer 

2011), and many others helped to contribute to a more unified concept.  

 
Figure 1: Contributions to Permaculture – The value of sustainable agriculture techniques and ethical land management was 
being explored prior to Mollison and Holmgren, and helped contribute to the eventual concept of permaculture.  

“Permaculture” is derived from fusion of the words permanent, agriculture, and culture, and Mollison 

and Holmgren chose this fusion to describe their “integrated, evolving system of perennial or self-

perpetuating plant and animal species useful to man” (Mollison and Holmgren 1978:1). Holmgren and 

Mollison not only designated the field as “permaculture”, they also established the three core ethical 

tenets of permaculture (Mollison 2011:3) and the 12 permaculture design principles (Holmgren 2002). 

These are regarded as fundamental elements of permaculture. Mollison and Holmgren’s establishment 

of the tenets, design principles, and the term “permaculture” was critical to the concept’s development. 

Mollison’s three ethical tenets are: (1) care of the earth, (2) care of the people, and (3) return of surplus. 

A secondary basic life ethic, “which recognizes the intrinsic worth of every living thing,” supported his 

belief that a sense of ethics was essential to the concept of permaculture. “Ethics are moral beliefs and 

actions in relation to survival on our planet … we see that the permaculture ethic pervades all aspects of 

environmental, community, economic and social systems” (Mollison 2011:3).  
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Figure 2: Mollison's Three Ethical Tenets and Basic Life Ethic – Ethical tenets guide the permaculturalist when applying or 
otherwise navigating permaculture design principles. For example, extracting fuels like oil or natural gas could align with 
permaculture principle (2) catch and store energy or (3) obtain a yield, but current fuel extraction methods would make it 
very unlikely to pass the first ethical tenet, care of the earth, and would likely guide the permaculturalist in another 
direction.  

Mollison’s tenets guide the use of Holmgren’s 12 design principles, a list of creative-thinking tools 

developed for redesigning “our environment and our behavior in a world of less energy and resources” 

(Telford 2008). Holmgren created the 12 design principles to vary based on each particular place and 

situation while still embracing the mindset of whole-system thinking. The end goal was aiding 

sustainability through “personal, economic, social and political reorganization” (Telford 2008). 

Holmgren’s 12 Permaculture Design Principles are: 

1. Observe and interact – By taking time to engage with nature we can design solutions that suit 

our particular situation. 

2. Catch and store energy – By developing systems that collect resources at peak abundance, we 

can use them in times of need. 

3. Obtain a yield – Ensure that you are getting truly useful rewards as part of the work that you are 

doing. 

4. Apply self-regulation and accept feedback – We need to discourage inappropriate activity to 

ensure that systems can continue to function well.  

5. Use and value renewable resources and services – Make the best use of nature's abundance to 

reduce our consumptive behavior and dependence on non-renewable resources. 

6. Produce no waste – By valuing and making use of all the resources that are available to us, 

nothing goes to waste. 

7. Design from patterns to details – By stepping back, we can observe patterns in nature and 

society. These can form the backbone of our designs, with the details filled in as we go. 
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8. Integrate rather than segregate – By putting the right things in the right place, relationships 

develop between those things and they work together to support each other. 

9. Use small and slow solutions – Small and slow systems are easier to maintain than big ones, 

making better use of local resources and producing more sustainable outcomes. 

10. Use and value diversity – Diversity reduces vulnerability to a variety of threats and takes 

advantage of the unique nature of the environment in which it resides. 

11. Use edges and value the marginal – The interface between things is where the most interesting 

events take place. These are often the most valuable, diverse and productive elements in the 

system. 

12. Creatively use and respond to change – We can have a positive impact on inevitable change by 

carefully observing, and then intervening at the right time. 

These design principles have greatly influenced the evolution of permaculture, and several are 

particularly significant to how permaculture is approached and what makes a permaculturalist. The 

principles of (1) observation and interaction, (4) applying self-regulation and accepting feedback, and (7) 

designing from patterns to details will prove to be key influences in basic human/permaculture 

interaction. The influence of principle (8) integrate rather than segregate will be seen in the networks 

that sustain PBPC and how the permaculturalist is created. These principles, along with the three ethical 

tenets, guide the permaculturalist when cultivating ecosystems. 

The Current State of Permaculture  

Permaculture since Holmgren and Mollison has generally been used in applications such as small-scale 

farming, sustainable community movements, and areas of increasing ecological awareness.  However, 

mainstream agriculture, government, and academia have not fully embraced the concept. A byproduct 

of this grassroots evolution is that permaculture has come to have varied meanings to varied groups, 

making the term increasingly difficult to define. Some groups use the term in a more practical technique 

application, while other groups apply it more as a community-based movement. Some groups even 

apply permaculture on a more philosophical or spiritual level.  

A recent survey of 698 permaculturalists (Ferguson 2012) sought clarification of the definition of 

permaculture.  Each person surveyed was presented with five distinct approaches to or theories of 

permaculture and was asked to respond to a variety of statements beginning with “Permaculture is a…” 

Those surveyed could choose from answers that described permaculture as: (1) a framework for 

designing and planning; (2) a philosophy or worldview; (3) a social movement; (4) a set of farming or 

gardening practices; or (5) a profession. The respondents’ selections indicated that the aspect most 

commonly associated with permaculture was “a framework for designing and planning” (99.4%).  This 

was closely followed by “a philosophy or worldview” (95.9%) and “a social movement” (91.6%). “A set of 

farming or gardening practices” (84%) and “a profession” (71.4%) were agreed with less, but all of the 

terms were associated with permaculture more often than not. This indicates that very distinct ideas are 

often used to describe the same thing and that this term connotes a broad concept with multiple 

applications. 
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The result of this broad, all-encompassing definition has led to numerous authorities in the field of 

permaculture repeatedly attempting to more precisely define permaculture. “Permaculture is a design 

system for creating sustainable human environments” (Mollison 2011:1). Permaculture is “a low-impact 

method which uses perennial cultivation methods to produce food crops in harmony with nature” 

(Rhodes 2012:395). “Permaculture is a global grassroots development philosophy and sustainability 

movement that encompasses a set of ethical principles and design guidelines and techniques for 

creating sustainable, permanent culture and agriculture” (Veteto and Lockyer 2008:49). Permaculture is 

also described as a “language of design” (Bane 2012:21), a “radical rural practice of counter-culture 

farming” (Halfacree 2006:313), and “a cultural awakening” (Morgan 2012:126).  

Holmgren’s concerns that permaculture would become a ‘theory of everything’ (Permaculture Research 

Institute 2008) would seem to have been realized, and these multiple definitions support his concern.  

This broad definition has led some people to conclude the best way to define permaculture is by 

reducing what it has come to encompass.  “The most accurate and least muddled way to think of 

permaculture is as a design approach, and that we are often misdirected by the fact that it fits into a 

larger philosophy and movement which it supports. But it is not that philosophy or movement. It is a 

design approach for realizing a new paradigm” (Hemenway 2012).  The purpose of this reductionism is 

to reveal the true essence of permaculture by showing what permaculture is, and emphasizing what it is 

not. Excluding other aspects through reductionism is tempting because it shrinks the growing concept of 

permaculture to something that can be more easily processed. The idea is that permaculture can be 

better understood by removing all characteristics, traits, and aspects that permaculture is not. However, 

reductionism supporters fail to realize that once permaculture is reduced, its integral nature has been 

changed. The remaining post-reduction concept may have been permaculture once when it was part of 

the whole, but by reducing permaculture to encompass only a few of its aspects it becomes something 

different, something less than the whole. “The processes that occur in nature are complex, both in 

themselves and because they involve holistic interactions between many different components… clearly, 

applying the conventional reductionist approach, as we are familiar with in the physical sciences, to 

comprehend such an inordinately complex system, is likely to be of limited benefit” (Rhodes, 2012).  

Permaculture has been fragmented, oversimplified, and reduced, but permaculture cannot be truly 

understood under this approach. These attempts to simplify permaculture actually make the concept 

more difficult to understand. It is like tearing chapters out of a dense book - the few chapters left will be 

easier to focus on, but the reader will never fully understand what the book is about without those 

other chapters.   A landscape designer might describe permaculture as practical application of 

permaculture design techniques. A community developer may describe permaculture as an opportunity 

to create sustainable ecovillages built around a permaculture-centric social construct. An organic farmer 

may describe permaculture as a collection of pesticide/herbicide-free low-impact farming techniques. 

They are very different ideas of what permaculture comprises, but they are still part of the whole.  

Permaculture Subcategories 

Permaculture comprises aspects from both the social sciences and natural sciences, two branches that 

are typically quite distinct from each other.  Aldo Leopold, expert on 20th century wildlife management, 
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wrote extensively on environmental ethics and identified the disconnect between social and natural 

groupings: 

 “One of the anomalies of modern ecology is the creation of two groups, each of which seems 

barely aware of the existence of the other. The one studies the human community, almost as if 

it were a separate entity, and calls its findings sociology, economics and history. The other 

studies the plant and animal community and comfortably relegates the hodge-podge of politics 

to the liberal arts. The inevitable fusion of these two lines of thought will, perhaps, constitute 

the outstanding advance of this century.” Aldo Leopold, 1935 (Meine and Knight 1999) 

Leopold’s insight emphasizes the need for ‘fusing’ these two lines of thought. Permaculture is unique in 

that it does just this, encompassing both social sciences of the human community, and natural sciences 

of the plant and animal community.  These two fields are both very integral to the theory of whole 

permaculture and attest to its unifying nature, and to understand it better without changing its integral 

nature it cannot be reduced or fragmented, but subcategorization can be used instead.  

Subcategorization takes aspects in a category like permaculture and simply places them in a more 

specific subcategory, unlike reductionism which separates 

aspects from permaculture and eliminates them.  This 

allows focus to be individually applied to either SCPC or 

PBPC while still falling under the umbrella of whole 

permaculture.  This approach and its effects can be easily 

seen in another broad field, anthropology, which has 

traditionally been subcategorized into biological (physical) 

anthropology, cultural (socio-cultural) anthropology, 

linguistic anthropology, and sometimes archeology.  

Applying subcategorization to interdisciplinary topics like 

anthropology and permaculture is a good way to examine 

parts while preserving the integrity of the whole.  

Socio-Cultural Permaculture 

SCPC is concerned with humans, human affairs, and human networks. Holmgren and Mollison 

recognized early on that they needed to adjust their permaculture label to encompass not just 

sustainable agricultural systems, but also aspects of the “whole human system” (Mollison 2011:Preface), 

meaning legal/financial strategies, business, and other aspects of social science. SCPC is composed of 

social and cultural human factors as they pertain to permaculture, including legal and financial 

strategies, business structures, land access strategies, community development and design, as well as 

aspects of ethics, philosophy, political science, and religion. Examples of these social aspects can be seen 

in studies of communication and permaculture rhetoric (Stevens 2009), field research on the Earthaven 

ecovillage community (Veteto and Lockyer 2008), and application of permaculture concepts to 

sustainable business management (Akhtar, Lodhi, and Khan 2014). SCPC incorporates aspects of the 

“whole human system” (Mollison) and focuses on how we choose to behave as a culture and society 

Figure 3: Subcategorization – Subcategorizing 
permaculture allows closer examination of parts 
while preserving the whole 
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concerning the natural resource aspects found in PBPC. It is the study of how human beings interact 

with each other concerning permaculture.  

Physical-Biological Permaculture 

PBPC focuses on natural sciences and natural resource networks, and incorporates aspects of the whole 

natural system.  PBPC includes sustainable food production, energy management, animal husbandry, 

and other aspects of natural science. It is composed of elements more traditionally associated with 

Holmgren and Mollison’s earlier descriptions of permaculture as a sustainable agriculture system, where 

natural resources are the building blocks used to craft and/or influence the ecosystem. PBPC deals with 

physical and biological natural factors of permaculture, including multicrop systems, energy and water 

catchment strategies, supportive infrastructures, rotational planting and grazing strategies, as well as 

aspects of wildlife management, ecological design, and natural resources. Examples of these natural 

science aspects include studies on the value of naturalized and invasive plant species to the 

permaculturalist (Holmgren 2011), applying permaculture principles to sustainable cost-effective 

stormwater practices (Ormond et al. 2010), and suggesting permaculture as a possible solution to the 

impacts of climate change on dwindling Appalachian apple diversity (Veteto and Carlson 2014:379).  

PBPC includes how humans use the natural resources around them to interact with the natural world.  It 

is not just the natural resources that are vital to the concept of PBPC, but also the ecological 

permaculture networks created by these natural resources and the connections between them. The 

connections between natural resources and the networks they create enable these natural resources to 

sustain not only themselves but also other natural resources within the network, and the manner in 

which one approaches these connections and networks is what determines the presence of 

permaculture.  

 

Natural Resources and Permaculture Networks  

Permaculture networks should be closed-loop systems where each natural resource is supported and 

regulated by the other resources in the network. The connections between these natural resources help 

sustain one or multiple natural resources in the network. These resources regulate, draw what is needed 

from one resource, and provide what is needed for another, comprising the basic supportive framework 

for PBPC. These observable patterns within the natural system are the guide for the permaculturalist’s 

decision-making processes (Michael and Meacham 2001). They also guide the permaculturalist’s choice 

to complete and/or sever network connections as well as manage the natural resource networks around 

them. 

The PBPC connections and networks do not have to be beneficial to all the natural resource elements 

involved for the result to be considered permaculture. For example, a permaculturalist might consider 

an ecosystem with a pond and an orchard. The orchard is its own natural resource network and the 

pond is its own natural resource network. The permaculturalist notes that the orchard network needs 

more water and would greatly benefit from irrigation. The permaculturalist also notes that the pond 

network has water and could satisfy the need for water in the orchard network, but the pond network 

would also be reduced in size and as a result may be unable to sustain its current levels of plant and 

animal life. Acknowledging these network relationships guides the permaculturalist in making the 



8 – Natural Resources, Permaculture, and the Permaculturalist 

 

informed decision to irrigate. The orchard network and pond network combine to create the orchard-

pond network by irrigating the orchard with water from the pond. This network is beneficial for the 

orchard, but detrimental for the pond. The natural resource connections and networks of the 

environment have been taken into consideration and the permaculturalist has applied the information 

from observing the pond network and orchard network so it can be considered PBPC, even though it is 

not mutually beneficial to all natural resources involved. Permaculture is not about doing the best for 

every natural resource all the time; it is about weighing the balance of integrated elements, assessing 

tradeoffs, and choosing how humans will integrate their influence into the natural resource networks of 

the environment. 

PBPC depends on the sustainability of this comprehensive natural system -- the more connections there 

are, the more sustainable the network is. Holmgren’s 8th Permaculture Design Principle -- “integrate 

rather than segregate”-- attests to the importance of this concept by emphasizing how a natural 

resource is stronger and more sustainable when it has developed connections to other natural resources 

and thus, has been integrated into the PBPC network. The connections can be compact and simple or 

expansive and intricate, but a strong PBPC network is sustained by fostering its current connections and 

promoting new ones. A healthy PBPC network will attempt to make a connection to an isolated natural 

resource and integrate it into the rest of the network.  

It is reminiscent of plenism, Aristotle’s theory that ‘’nature abhors a vacuum” or hates emptiness and 

seeks to fill it (Hardie and Gaye 2008). Nature fills ‘emptiness’ by connecting it to the rest of the natural 

resource network.  An example is a lush, well-manicured yard of grass where weeds are always trying to 

sprout up. Nature is using weeds to fill the void. A neatly trimmed front yard might not seem like a void 

at first, but to nature it is an isolated part of the system that needs to be reconnected. Weeds will grow 

if a connection is made between the yard and the rest of the natural resource network. They will shade 

the ground, prevent water evaporation, and protect delicate shallow roots from the heat of the sun. 

They will flower, feeding pollinators. They will produce fruit and seeds for birds and insects, which will 

fertilize the soil. This process continues making connections to the yard until it is reintegrated as a fully 

functioning and contributing part of the network. 

Integration of natural resources is critical to PBPC.  Failure to consider how natural resources can or 

should be integrated into the rest of the permaculture network means each element is only being 

managed in isolation. Permaculture designers must take into account how any change or adjustment 

will impact the natural resource networks within the environment when permaculture design is applied. 

A keyhole garden placed in the middle of a big empty yard with no consideration for how it is connected 

to the rest of the network will not only look out of place, it will also have been created in isolation. The 

keyhole garden is integrated by considering its connections to other natural resources like sunlight, or 

soil quality, or placement within the rest of the environment. This aligns with Mollison’s philosophy of 

“working with, rather than against nature; of protracted and thoughtful observation rather than 

protracted and thoughtless labor; and of looking at plants and animals in all their functions, rather than 

treating elements as a single-product system” (Mollison 1991). 

Permaculture Sites in North Carolina 
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Three permaculture sites in North Carolina were assessed in spring of 2015. Each site visit involved 

interviewing each permaculturalist concerning their specific history, motivations and methodology, 

monitoring the permaculture site’s network strength, and documenting areas of weakness that could 

potentially be improved through modification. I then used the resulting data to create a scoring rubric 

that could be used to evaluate each site and permaculturalist, and highlight potential areas of 

improvement. The analysis also emphasizes how PBPC functions and how connections and networks 

guide the permaculturalists.  

Permaculture site No. 1 is located in the inner Coastal Plain, where rich sandy soil creates some of the 

best farmland in NC. The permaculture networks on this site incorporate a wide variety of cultivated 

trees, shrubs, and vines that provide for humans as well as a variety of wildlife. Catalpa, fig, jujube, 

mulberry, pear, persimmon, pawpaw, blueberry, huckleberry, American Bittersweet, Carolina jessamine, 

grapes, kiwi, and Mexican Firecracker provide for human food and medicine as well as supporting an 

assortment of birds, deer, frogs, squirrels, worms and insects. The permaculturalist uses organic 

methods and has avoided pesticides, so there are a variety of insects in the network to pollinate, control 

pests, and in some cases provide very specific network connections; for example, the orchard’s Catalpa 

trees are the only food source for the catalpa sphinx worm, the best natural source of catfish bait. The 

worms feed on catalpa foliage, and their dung provides excellent fertilizer for the trees. The 

permaculturalist observed that the orchard saplings needed more water than NC summers provided so 

decided to use a slow-drip bucket irrigation method. This solved the irrigation problem, but created 

another by providing breeding habitats for mosquitos. The permaculturalist reassessed the network and 

noticed another connection; the bucket irrigation and large mosquito population had begun to attract 

frogs, which ate mosquitos. The permaculturalist decided to leave the bucket irrigation in place, which 

provided habitats for the frogs, which controlled the mosquito population. The site remained pesticide-

free, the orchard continues to be irrigated, and the permaculturalist was able to accomplish this by 

using information drawn from the PBPC network. 

Permaculture site No. 2 is located in the piedmont, a plateau between the coastal plain and the Blue 

Ridge Mountains. The permaculture networks on this urban site incorporate a variety of herbs, 

vegetables, shrubs, trees, and small animals. Comfrey, parsley, rosemary, sage, tansy, thyme, pole 

beans, pumpkins, spinach, tomatoes, blueberries, goumi berries, serviceberries, wineberries, apples, 

bananas, figs, hazelnuts, pawpaws, peaches, pecans, persimmons, plums, chickens and bees help to 

form a compact multifunctional guild. The permaculturalist uses high-density cultivation techniques like 

keyhole beds, espalier, and polyculture so each natural resource and permaculture technique promotes 

very efficient use of limited space.  

The permaculturalist observed that the chickens were getting overheated from the NC sun, so decided 

to plant grape vines over the coop to provide shade and fruit. This solved the overheating problem, but 

created another by attracting Japanese beetles that fed on the grape vines. The permaculturalist had 

assessed the network and noted another connection; peach trees were planted in the coop because of 

Peach Tree borers. The borers overwintered under the tree, and when they emerged in the spring to 

attack the tree the chickens would eat them.  The permaculturalist had decided to plant the vines over 
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the coop not only to shade the chickens, but also to shake the grape vines in the morning when feeding 

the chickens. This caused the beetles to fall into the coop where the chickens ate them. The chickens 

provided pest control, and the grape vines and peach trees provided fruit. The chickens already provided 

weed control, eggs, and nitrogen enriched coop straw. The coop straw went to the compost, which 

enriched the gardens, which produced vegetables and fruits, and the scraps went back to the chickens, 

creating a closed loop chicken PBPC network. The permaculturalist was able to solve the Japanese 

beetle problem by making a new connection to the chicken PBPC network. 

Permaculture site No. 3 is located in the mountains, in a cove surrounded by temperate forest and rocky 

upland ridges. The permaculture networks on this site incorporate a forest of native trees, medicinal 

plants, wildfoods, and perennial vegetables. Hemlock, white oak, red oak, hickory, tulip poplar, prickly 

ash, ginseng, black cohosh, Solomon’s seal, wild yam, and 500 species of Chinese herbs are studied and 

consumed on a local and global scale. The permaculturalist uses micro-habitats to influence the sloping 

forest environment, so there is a diverse mix of exotic species thriving beside native species. The 

permaculturalist observed that the environmental conditions on site were not good for one of the 

Chinese herbs, wasabi. This temperamental species required very specific conditions: a shaded forest 

canopy and humid atmosphere were already present, but the site lacked steady moderate temperatures 

and moist well-drained soil. They noted this and decided to make connections to other available natural 

resources on site and create a wasabi micro-habitat. A bed of rich fertile soil was prepared under the 

forest canopy and spring water from the mountain top was piped down and fed into the bed. The spring 

kept the soil constantly moist and the slope of the mountain kept the soil well-drained. The water also 

made another connection; it regulated the temperature of the soil and kept the wasabi from wilting in 

the NC heat. The permaculturalist was able to use original PBPC networks to supplement new ones, and 

by connecting the spring to the wasabi bed they was able create a whole new sustainable micro-habitat. 

These three North Carolina permaculture sites provide an opportunity to evaluate permaculture 

examples with a simple scoring rubric based on Holmgren’s design principles. Scoring a permaculture 

network is a two-step process. First, the site is evaluated to see if the potential exists for any 

permaculture design principles to be applied. A score of 1 implies weak potential for successfully 

applying the principle to the site, a score of 2 implies a moderate potential for successfully applying the 

principle, and a score of 3 implies a strong potential for successfully applying the principle. For example, 

if the site has sun exposure it could have the potential for catching and storing solar energy and thus, 

can be graded on design principle #2. If the site scores a 0 it implies that the potential does not exist, as 

in a consistently overcast climate or home oriented in such a way that there could be no possible 

successful solar energy catchment. After the site is scored, the permaculturalist is evaluated on if they 

are taking full advantage of the permaculture networks potential or if there are areas of potential 

improvement. Two separate scores of up to 36 points are received and the final scores are calculated by 

dividing the actual score by the total potential score. 
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Figure 4: Permaculture Evaluation – All three sites are very strong examples of permaculture and received high scores. Site 1 
scored slightly less because the permaculturalist also uses the site for arboreal research and is not focused exclusively on 
permaculture. This slightly reduced score implies that there are areas of the site 1 permaculture network that could be 
utilized more efficiently if the permaculturalist so chooses. The permaculturalists on sites 2 and 3 are more focused on 
maximum permaculture potential and are already operating at high levels of permaculture network efficiency. 

 

The Human Influence and Integration into Permaculture 

Permaculture without a permaculturalist is simply the natural world and its functions, thus the 

permaculturalist is a necessary integrated human element of a permaculture network. The human 

element of the permaculture network, or the permaculturalist, is realized through the design and 

cultivation of ecosystems. A PBPC network is built on integrated natural resources and the connections 

between them, and the human is integrated into the network by acknowledging it, observing it, and 

using the resulting information to guide their modifications to the PBPC network.  An isolated element 

will have made at least one network connection if a true permaculturalist has acknowledged the 

resource and network. Each element in the system, including humans, must be connected to at least 

one other element.  

 

Holmgren’s 12 design principles offer a variety of ways human integration can occur, from (1) 

observation and interaction to (4) applying self-regulation and accepting feedback, to (7) designing from 

patterns to details. Brad McManus uses integral permaculture frameworks to highlight how “people are 

part of nature, fully interconnected and interdependent,” and that under this approach “self awareness, 
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personal choice and personal responsibility are 

fundamentally important.” McManus’s concept aligns 

with the theory of the integrated human, as well as the 

significance of acknowledging the natural resource 

networks and using that knowledge to guide decision 

making (2010:169).  

 

This view is highly anthropocentric, since it asserts that 

permaculture only exists through the human perspective. 

But permaculture does not exist without humans, 

because it is the method that human beings use to make 

informed decisions concerning how they integrate 

themselves into the natural resource networks around 

them. The true permaculturalist is, however, an 

integrated part of a natural resource network of plants, animals, and all other components of the 

natural world, participating with the PBPC network – and this is an anti-anthropocentric view.  Anyone 

else will view themselves as an isolated element unconcerned with the connections and resources of the 

network.  

Permaculture is not either SCPC or PBPC - human or nature - it is both. The nature of permaculture 

would change if SCPC or PBPC were excluded, and it would change if the human was excluded. 

Permaculture has a distinct human perspective, and in PBPC it can be seen in how we integrate 

ourselves into the rest of the natural resource network. 

Conclusion 

Whole permaculture is a very broad subject. The field can be understood better by placing aspects of 

permaculture into two subcategories – Social-Cultural Permaculture and Physical-Biological 

Permaculture. Social-Cultural Permaculture is concerned with how humans interact with each other 

concerning permaculture, and Physical-Biological Permaculture is concerned with how humans use 

natural resources to influence the permaculture networks around them. Permaculture is about not only 

the natural resources, but the connections between the resources and the rest of the environment. 

Traditional permaculture techniques like organic gardening, high-density design, and micro-habitats can 

be applied by anyone, but they can only be considered permaculture if they are applied by a 

permaculturalist. A gardener will plant a garden, but a permaculturalist will plant a garden based on 

their acknowledgement of the natural resource network surrounding the garden. A permaculturalist 

must evaluate the natural resources, networks, and connections between them and use this information 

to guide their actions and thus, integrate themself into the natural resource networks of their 

environment.  The essence of permaculture is not acting and living independent of the natural world - 

but becoming a sustaining and sustainable part of it. Understanding how the human is integrated into 

the natural resource network and understanding the benefits of Social-Cultural Permaculture, Physical-

Biological Permaculture, and whole permaculture to humanity and nature will allow permaculturalists to 

Figure 5: The permaculturalist is an integral part of 
the permaculture network. 
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affect both of these realms in such a way that might offset the effects of those living as isolated 

elements.  
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