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208 REINVENTING THE WORLD

Hope can be found in occurrences that would have seemed entirely un-

expected only a few years ago. I find hope in the return of the gray wolf

to Noxth America and the humpback whale to the coastal seas. I find

hope in the sudden drop in the population-growth rate of Bangladesh,

where women are helping each other get access to birth control and

small loans to start miniature businesses. Tremendous inspiration can

be found in the stories of small, experimental “eco-villages” springing

up in various parts of the World, and in the stories of larger political en-

tities such as Curitiba in Brazil, Kerala in India, and the nation of the

Netherlands. And I see enormous hope in the movement toward a new

industrial revolution, fueled by intelligent redesign of the materials and
power sources that drive our economy.

But strangely, I also find hope in the fact that humanity has al-

ready changed the planer’s atmospheric balance and performed other

', amazing acts of ecological destruction. If we can do that, then we can

do anything. Let me explain.

It is sometimes pointed out that young people in criminal gangs
have exceptional organizational and entrepreneurial skills. If you can
turn that innate talent and organizational expetience in a constructive
direction, you get remarkable results. I believe the same to be true for
humanity as a whole. If in 2 mere few centuries, with far fewer people,
using very primitive technology, we have managed to create a huge,
sprawling mess of a World, displacing much of Nature in the process,

then we can certainly create a bountiful and more sustainable World.
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If we can expand like a cancerous Growth across the face of the planet,
then we can surely transform ourselves through a benign ‘process of
Development.

There is nothing inherently impossible about learning to live
within critical physical limits, preserving Nature’s beauty, and steering
ourselves in the direction of our best dreams. Our demonstrated power

to create havoc on such a massive scale has established an irrefutable
truth: We have the power to create on a global scale.
This counterintuitive source of hope is supported by other real-

mation on a olahal scale is NASsi-
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hing. Burl want to do all this in a way that isn't preachy, or self-righteous,

or worst of all, ineffectually earnest.
Afier all, earnest self-righteousness may have gotten me into sustain-
abilsty work, but whats kept me going is the polar opposite: fun. Play. Plea-
sure. Satisfaction. Its more eros r/'mn‘ superego. And on top of tha, you can
edrn 4 darn good living making sustainability real these days, if you know

what you're doing. :

And of course, theres the question of future generations. People have
sex, they make babies, and thosé babies grow up to inberit the Earth. What
kind. of World will we leave for them? What changes to the World will they

make? Once, ar a Balaton Group meeting, I passed around a tape recovder
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ble, becau“se we've ”alrcady accomplished that, through the process
known as “Growth,” we know that massive improvements in the qual-
ity of Development are possible, because human beings have created
thousands of small examples, all over the planet. Now we must redirect
Development in the direction of that superior ideal known as sustain-
ability. Making such a collective choice would be an act of cohscious—
ness signalling that the World, as we knew it, had indeed come to an
end, and a new World was beginning. The new World would be not
merely “the age of consciousness” (remember the origin of the word
“world,” as explained in chapter 1), but the age of collective conscious-
ness, the era of humanity’s coming to maturity as planetary steward and

catetaker of evolution.

AT A

Plainfield, New I Tampshire
June 1999
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I've been up all night, going over the editor’s marks on the final manusc ripi
Lapie Lok Coavidlse. s basit - -
of this book. Candles are keeping me company. Dawn is just an Mour away
‘ I'm visiting Foundation Farm, the home of Dana Meadows and
rienas, an assortment of gardeners, musicians, and intellectnal acvobats.
s time next year all these Cassandras will be living across the river in
‘ermont, in a new eco-village-and-institute complex called Cobb Hill. For
e move marks a shift away from the ‘Foundation” era (the farm

/’v o 217y o s ;.
she is leaving was named, after Iaac Asimov’s famous 19505-era science fic-

son ooy, which e - s
tion trilogy, which involves scientists accurately predicting a civilizational
g .
collapse, and then retreating to prepare for its aftermath) to the “Sustain-
X oot : :
ability Institute” era, a new virtual home for systems modellers who want to

make real systems change happen.

I'm watching the moths Slitting about near the candles, and thinking
about the people who will someday be reading this book. What should I say
to them, in these closing pages? I need to say something compelling: I warnt

to tell them ro get involved in reinvernting the World, arnd to recruecs other
people to ger involved as well. I warnt to make them feel bork alarmred anad

inspired. I want to encourace them to take risks, find pariners, trv rew

Accelerate to. Survive 2

Tbc most decisive answer to all such “can or cannot” questions
was voiced by one of the great architects of the industrial World. a
3

man whose determination and inventiveness helped to create many of
the mind-boggling problems we are now confronting, ?torﬁ global
climate change to suburban sprawl. The automobile manufactures
Henry Ford said, “Whether you believe you can or you can't, you are
right.” .

I believe that we can. And I get my sense of hope from believing

that you, too, think we can.
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There is nothing inherently impossible about learning to live
within critical physical limits, preserving Nature’s beauty, and steering
ourselves in the direction of our best dreams. Our demonstrated power

to create havoc on such a massive scale has established an irrefutable
truth: We have the power to create on a global scale.

This counterintuitive source of hope is supported by other real-
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make real systems change happen. ‘

Im watching the moths flitting about near the candles, and thinking
about the people who will someday be reading this book. What shouldl. ay
1o them, in these closing pages? I need o say somerhing compelling. I want
to tell them 1o get involved in reinventing the World, and 2o recrus other
people to get involved as well, I want to make them feel both alarmed and
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e ; was voiced :
all, carnest selferighteonusness may have gotten me into sustain- by onec of

abzlity work, but whats kept me going is the polar opposite: fun. Play. Plea-
sure. Satisfaction. Its more eros than superego. And on top of that, you can
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man whose determination and inventiveness helped to
the mind-boggling problems we are now conftontlng,r

from.
o ? i climate change t burb: : ¢ [
earn a darn good living making sustainability real these days, if you know Henry Ford sg:; d c:‘,;‘vlh:;::‘ zi‘zwll_ The automobile ma.n,ufac
wbatyou’re doing-' i rlght 4 ] iy clicve you can or Yyou cant, ye¢
And of course, t/J;re} the question of future generations. Peb_ple have I believe that we can. And T get my sense of hope from be
sex, they make babies, and thosé babies grow up to inherit the Earth. What that you, too, think we can. |
kind.of World will we leave for them? What changes to the World will they

make? Once, at a Balaton Group meeting, I passed around a tape recorder
and declared that we were recording a message to our colleagues one hun-
dred years in the future. “We're sorry,” said a Russian. “We did our best,”
said an American. But my favorite message came from an gptimistic Aus-
trian: “What's the beer like in your time?”

I'd like to think of our descendants floating around the Anti-Grav
bar, drinking locally produced organic ales, enjoying the company of a ge
netically enhanced sentient dodo bird, watching 3-D holographic teleplays
of the early twenty-first century and saying, “Wow, I never realized just how
close we came to wiping out civilization as we knew it.”

And the dodo bird—whose name, of course, will be Cassandra, and

- NS

whose species will have been revived and uplifted to human levels of intel-
ligence to make up fortwo centuries of extinction—will give a little snort
and say, “You'd better believe it.”

AV A

There can be no ques'tion about whether we should or should not trans
form our society in the direction of sustainability. The question of how
we envision it and how we make the transformation to that vision has
thousands of different answers, already taking shape around us, all the

time. The real uncertainty is whether or not we can summon the collec-
tive will, irnaginatior;, and intelligence to aim resolutely qu sustainabil-
ity and whether we can do it before the gathering wave of catastrophe
SWeeps over us.
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REINVENTIN.G THE WORLD

ity. The definition of sustainability is neither vague nor abstract; it is
very specific, and is tied to measutable criteria describing how resources
are used and distributed. Some of what currently gets called “sustain-
able devélopment” is no such thing, but that does not mean the concept
should be dismissed, any more than the concept of democracy should
be dismissed when it is misappropriated by a dictatorship. Sustainabil-
ity, like democracy, is an ideal towafd which we strive, a journey more
than a destination.

Embracing sustainability in today’s World requires nothing short
of a zransformation in virtually every sector of social and economic life,
from technology to town planning. Transformation consists of a 7apid
diffusion of inngvations, new ideas that can effectively and speedily re
place the status quo with better approaches. Innovations depend for
their success on people: the Innovators who create them, the Change

Agents who promote them, and the Transformers who set an example
for the rest of the culture by adopting them.

Conclusion #1: The World needs an enormous number of new
Innovators, Change Agents, and Transformers, all dedicated to turning
Development in the direction of sustainability. People like you.

Meanwhile, 2 growing number of people in the World, of all
ages and levels of experience, realize that our situation is profoundly
dangerous. Some have studied the reports on global trends; some sim-
ply feel the danger at an intuitive level. Many are caught in Cassan-
dra’s Dilemma, experiencing foreknowledge of a catastrophic future,
together with a feeling of powerlessness to prevent the worst from
happening. ;

The emotionis caused by Cassandra’s Dilemma can be frightening
or even overpowering, and most of us hide these feelings within our-
selves. Letting them out, through creative expression, spiritual and reli-
glous practice, or honest conversation with loved ones, can be
tremendously liberating. When we learn that we will not be destroyed
by our feelings of fear, anger, and sadness; when we sée that wé are not

alone in those feelings; and when we find we can cve.n-laugh at the pre-
posterousness of our situation, we discover a surprising new sénse of

zoz REINVENTING THE WORLD

L et Darpyl in 1083, when we were both struggling songwriters in

Neww York. He bad o  furniture-moving business, callin g himself “The Prime
Mover” We workes Logether for about six months, haulin g sofz beds up and
down narrow staircases in Mankatian, It was one of my favorite jobs.

Darsyl is bardly the same person now, He went from lvine with his

Accelerate 5o St ot

201

Conclusion #2: There arc potentially millions of people who are
ready, with support and encouragement, to become Innovators,
—~ ~ [‘ . g »

Change Agents, dnd Transformers for sustainability, in every walk of

ife. People like us.
Moteover, a boundless number of innovations already exist that
promote sustainability in technology, business, government, econom-

cs, design, planning, civil society; and personal lifestyle. Many more are

being developed. We already know a great deal about how to increase

fficiency, reduce pollution, feed the hungry, control sprawl, reduce

population growth, transform the energy system. If the solutions are
ot yet perfect, they are nevertheless vast improvements over current
Not only can we avoid disaster; we can reinvent the World, and

beautiful than the one we humans are currently con-

ngage with our full energy and passion in the creation of
nnovations, and the diffusion of existing ones, and

| fashion, using every motivational strategy at

even the computer models suggest we could avoid the
fovershoot and collapse, stabilize our population and economy,
nd poverty. Utopia, or at least a beginner’s version of it, is not an
y3 it is the only destination worthy of our striving.
Conclusion #3: Transformation is necessary. And possible. And

ve can make it 4'1.¢7v[>mf
AT A

Seattle, Washin gton
October 1995

I'm having dinner with my old [friend Darryl Cherney z long-time Earth
Firstl activist in Northern California. Her on the rozd, Lrying fo raise
money for a non-violent action to save z particulzrly old and beazurifil
stand of redwpods. 7 give birt a Lrtle miorcy bt ak biv: to ket Y Aoz

tiorn arionyrrous.
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ter m‘ole'cul«? aligns itself with another. The lake's surface goes from super-
cooled-liquid to frozen-crystal-solid in whas seems like an instant, making

a very loud “crack!”
“Thats the kind of process I dream of starting,” be tells me.
f'np fﬂl?n” AR S s e ¥, i
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roving bu : elf “The Prime
voree gerher for abowt six months, hanling sofz beds up and
7arrow staircases in Manhastan. It was one of my favorite jobs.
Darryl is bardly the same person now. He went from living with his
mother in Manhattan, at age thirty, to sitting in trees and trying to orga-
nize loggers with his partner, Judi Bari. Their lives were literally shattered
in 1992, when a pipe bomb exploded in their car, crippling Judi, infuring
Darryl, and getting them both arrested, Believe it or not, the police blamed
them for bombing themselves, despite the fact that they had made strong
public commirments to nonviolence, and that they had both been receiving
death threats for months.
The charges were later dropped, and Darryl and Judi were completely
exonerated. However, ﬁrtber investigations were also dropped. The actual

bombers were never brought to justice. The whole story still smells bad,

Darryl has always had the edginess of a New Yorker, and there's noth-
ing like an attack on your life o heighten your natural anxiety. His body
never seems to stop vibrating, and bis eyes tend to dart around the room.
But neither he nor Judi have been scared off; though they iend to be careful
and watchful now, less strident in their rhetoric. [Judi bas since died, of
cancer.] _

And Darryl, though desperate to save the redwoods, remains commit-
ted to nonviolent ﬁrozfe:t, in the spirit of Gandhi. Like many activists 1
know, he dreams of catalyzing social transformation with  single, culmi-
nating creative act. “My fantasy,” he tells me, “is to design the perfect ban-
ner, which would be bung ot the exact right place, at the perfect moment,
5-0 that when people saw it, it started a cascade of events, leading to th)e:
preservation of the California redwoods and ultimately,mvi.ng the worla.f'.

Its d noble fknta.sy——ﬂot absolutely impossible, I guess, if )'/ou mb{crzée
10 the idea (popularized from Chaos Theory) that a 'éutterﬂy in Brazil can
cause an accelerating cascade of ripple effects that ultzm.ate{y staria t)y)/m_r:m
in the Picific. Darryl tells me how a mountain lake, if the e :tzll,
can be chilled to freezing temperatures without actually freezing. Then, if

amazingly fast chiin reaction begins, asone wa-

you toss 4 pebble into it an

tion anonymous.
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Seattle, Washington -
October 1995 ;

I'n having dinner with my old friend Darryl Cherney, @ WM
First! activist in Northern California. Hei on the road, rying # neise
money for a non-violent action to save & pmwb{r old and beaussfil

of redwpods. I give him a lizsle moncy bt ask him to kecp my dona-

stand

a very loud “crack!”
“Thats the kind of process I dream of starting,” he tells me.
ve taken a different path, working with companies and communi-
ties and government agencies, trying to introduce them to visionary ideas
supported by practical innovations, selling evolution instead of revolution.
But I salute Darryl’s radical devotion to the forest, and his dream. We raise
our beer bottles to the imaginary perfect banner, clink them, and drink
toast,

AYA

The first step in breaking out of Cassandra’s Dilemma is to bring it inito
the open. As business strategists Gary Hamel and C. K. Prahalad noted
in the Hzrvard Business Review, “a threat that everyone perceives but no
one talks about creates more anxiety than a thieat that has been clearly
identified and made the focal point for the problem-solving efforts of
the entire company.” Replace the word “company” with “World” and
you have an accurate description of the global situation as well.

Humans have a responsibility for fixing the problems caused by
Growth, but that responsibility need not be taken up as a somber bur-
den. The direness of our predicament gives us enormous latitude fo try
out new responses. The extremity of the emergency invites us to take
pleasure in the search for solutions—not to lose sight of suffering, or of
the seriousness of the problems we face, but to revel in the creative op-
portunity. If the World were working perfectly; those of us with restless
souls might be tempted to mess it up a little bit; but since it’s in a- terri-
ble mess, the biggest, most enjoyable challenge is to try to fix it. But we
have to work fast—very fast indeed.

Sometimes I get the image of industrial civilization as an enor-
mous airplane, flying blindly through cloudbanks toward the side of a
mountain. On board, all is relatively calm and pleasant—with the ex-
ception of the disturbance created by a few passengers, who have stud-
jed this country, recognized the terrain through a break in the clouds,
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and comprehended the imminent danger. Ir has taken them some timfe
to get the Captain's attention, longer still to convince him of their sert-
ousness and credibility: The Captain considers climbing to a higher al-
titude, but suddenly it is too late to act with calm deliberation, as a wall
of mountains appears.

At a moment like that, it does no good for an airplane to slow
down. The only solution is to increase the power, and pull up, as hard
as possible.

* As industrial societies, we face such 2 moment. Danger looms, di-
rectly ahead. We cannot turn around. We cannot slow down. We nust
accelerate to power oursélves over this gigantic obstacle, with every
ounce of economic strength and cultural creativity available to us. This
is not a tirne for pulling back, but a time for pulling ourselves #p.

Achieving sustainability does not mean slowing down our econ-

omy. It means ;peedi;zg‘ 3t up, and directing its energy roward the re-
desipn and redevelopment of the systems that are the cause of our
dilemma. Global sustainability cannot be achieved merely by asking
people to drive less, buy less, or live more simply, though these are
helpful, admirable, and often satisfying acts of personal dedication.
More to the point, we must replace the entire planet’s automotive fleet,
or at least the engines'in all of our vehicles, with a transportation sys-
tem that does not release carbon dioxide, We must redesign all of our
products to be completely reusable, recyclable, nontoxic, and com-
postable. Almost everything we do, build, and make needs to be re-
designed, rebuilt, re-engineered, retrofitted, or simply retired and
recycled. The imperatives of sustainability suggest that hutnanity is
facing nota slowrdown in economic activity;, bur a spectacular increase
and acceleration.

Paradoxically, by reinventing the World so that it ho longer runs

on Growth, we can increase that strange phenomenon we call “eco-

nomic growth,” now measured by the flow of money: Sustainability is

Fundamentally a matter of decoupling money from material consump-
o that the valize within the econpomy can steadily increase, even as

astically reduced. As cach new innovation
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All types of transformation are driven by innovation diffusion,
happening at extremely rapid speeds. When the innovation involves
nothing but ideas, the process can look like the lake in the story, which

suddenly freezes: people may have held comparable ideas in the backs

of their minds for years, but the decision to #dopt them (such as the idea

Accelerate to Survive

ments for today’s wasteful products and inefficient services, we will be
using up and trashing much less stuff, but growing much richer. This is
the long-term objective of Development without Growth: an econom-
ically prosperous World that is also much more equitable, creative, and
lovely to behold.

As visions go, this is big. Yet it’s within our reach. The transfor-
mation of social and economic systems is old hat to humanity; over the
course of history, we have transformed our societies and economie:
numberless times. Even the global scale and compressed timeline is no
without precedent. During World War II, for example, the World
most powerful nations on three different continents reorganized thei
economies on very short notice and pointed them in a radically nex
and transformative direction. Innovation occurred throughout societ
at a breakneck pace, in every sphere of life. Rockets were invented, tk
atom was split, women went from being homemakers to airplar
builders, all in the space of about five years. Then, in the post-War p
tiod, the Marshall Plan redirected huge amounts of capital into a r
construction effort in both Europe and Japan. We £now how to do ve
rapid economic transformation.

We dlso know how to do extremely rapid social and politic
transformation, as the fall of the Berlin Walil and its aftermath, and t
transition from apartheid to democracy in South Africa should ney
cease to remind us. In the global economy, technological transform
tion happens as fast as innovation, markets, and capital flows allow-
and that speed limit gets higher all the time. Meanwhile person

transformation, as many of us know from experience, can be stunnir
in its suddenness. :

When human systems are organized around the purpose of accel
crated systemic transformation—complete with increased investments
in research and innovation development, well-designed networks of
communication and dissemination for the new ideas, and clear chan-
nels for feedback to bring corrective signals baclk to the leaders and in-

novators—then systemic transformation can quickly occur. Ar full
throttle, it may take us a genération to achieve a reasonable level of sus-

tainability_but it won’t necessarily take that Ione.

Accelerate to Survive
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Batu Caves, Malaysia
February 1982
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transformation, as many of us know from experience, can be stunning
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in its suddenness.
When human systems are organized around the purpose of accel-
erated systemic transformation—complete with increased investments
in research and innovation development, well-designed networks of
communication and dissemination for the new ideas, and clear chan-
nels for feedback to bring corrective signals back to the leaders and in-

novators—then systemic transformation can quickly occur. Ar full
throttle, it may take us a genération to achieve a reasonable level of sus-
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humanity's throug ets drastically :edu‘cd. As new inpovation
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m rapid s P "When 'the innovation involves
’ g s, the process can look like the lake in the story, which
sudzicnly freezes: people may have held comparable ideas in the backs
of their minds for years, but the decision to adapt them (such as the idea
that the Berlin Wall should no longer stand) can seize thousands of peo-
ple virtually overnight, prompted by seemingly small disturbance.
Even the replacement of a fundamental element of infrastructure
need not take decades to accomplish. Consider a transition to solar en-
ergy from fossil fuels. As Earth Day founder Denis Hayes has pointed
out, we could accomplish a near-complete realignment to reliance upon
solar technologies in only four years, using methods learned from the
development of the first computer chips in the 1960s. The U.S. govern-
ment, acting through NASA and the Department of Defense, ordered
mass quantities of chips, spurring extremely rapid innovation and 2

y oile

swift drop in prices. That intensive act of government purchasing made

~Eahr

possible the sudden arrival of the computer era, years or decades ahead
of when the market might have produced a transformation on its own.
Hayes calculates that by spending $8 billion over the next four years on
solar cells—requiring contractors to meet a gradual but accelerated de-
cline in pricing—the government could cause a similar revolution in
that market, bringing the price for solar electricity down to levels that
could outcompete current sources. Once accomplished, notes Hayes,
“the change is permanent,” and “after a few years no additional govern-
ment subsidy is required.”

Hundreds of similar strategies are available to us, but we have to
recruit the Change ‘Agents and Transformers to champion a steady
stream of new innovations to take us down the pathway of sustainabil-
ity. We do not need to know where that path ultimately leads, but we
need to be willing to take the first steps. Likewise, we do not need all
the ariswers; we need only be willing to keep asking the right questions,
and listening for the feedback, no matter how strange and puzzling that
feedback may at first sound. And the best feedback always raises more
questions.

Batu Caves, Malaysia
February 1982

Iim living in Malaysia, working as a therapist for heroin addicts, b’rough
here by an unusual post-graduate fellowship called the Luce Scholars Py
gram. The center where Iim working is, organizationally, z real mess; I’
evolved into a kind of consultant and trainer 1o senipr management, whic
s wetrd, since I'im twenty-one years old. But it turns out Iim much better
a consultant than I am as.a therapist. Managers are easier to deal with tha
Junkies,

Life-in the center is stressful, so I get out as often as I can. This tim
In pursuing my interest in Asian religions; a [riend has invited me o ta
along and observe a day in the life of a Sasgurn, basically the top guy in th
Western hemisphere for his branch of Hinduism. The Satguru is leading ¢
weeks-long pilgrimage to the sacred temples in Malaysia and Sri Lanka

For some reason, I get seated next to the Satguru at lunch. It turns ous
hes an American, a Jformer dancer with the Joffrey Ballet in New York, who
took off to Spi Lanka in his early twenties and spent three years in a cave,
medstating, ' Hes got hair down to his waist, orange robes, extraordinarily
clear eyes, and the absolute devotion and respect of temple-goers here in
Malaysia. It like eating lunch with the Archbishop of Canterbury.

This, I realize, is my big opportunity. Iim on t0p of a mountain, ata
temple, Stting next to a genuine guru, [ know Jfrom my acad?mzk Studies
that Hinduism recognizes the validity of all other religions: So how, I ask
him, can we get people to see thar they're all worshipping the same God?
How can we get them to come together as one people? I'm Sl of ‘yed';ning
idealism, wishing the world’s people could all come together, make peace,
heal the planes, stop killing each other. The question takes me about ten
minutes to ask.

When I'm finally done, the Satguru nods thoughtfully. He sips on a

straw, sucking juice Jfrom a fresh coconut. Then he clucks and says, “Gee,
thats a tough one.”
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