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FUTURES WITH A FUTURE:
An Introduction to the Positive Futures Movement

It is a constant but essential struggle to maintain a positive outlook, to be, in a phrase, a constructive critic.  Only with that frame of mind can one continue to work for a better future.  Despite the regression of the past decade, the hope is based on confidence that our human capacity to build can and, in the end, will surmount our capacity to destroy and to indulge in short-sighted self-interest… This book is written with this underlying premise of hope—and with a sense of danger that lends urgency to the task.  
–From the preface to my grandfather Morris Miller’s Debt and the Environment
	
What time is it on the clock of the world?
--Grace Lee Boggs, The Next American Revolution

We are a future-creating species.
--Fred Polak
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ABSTRACT

Current societal narratives are rife with negative, dystopian, fearful images of the future. In this paper, I propose that there is a wave of thinkers, activists, individuals, and groups who comprise a movement that does not yet recognize itself as a movement: the positive futures movement. The positive futures movement acknowledges the full complexity and gravity of the multiple crises facing humanity in the future, yet rather than subscribe to conventional dystopia, the movement advocates action and engagement in creating a desirable future. From a wide array of backgrounds and perspectives, those within the movement generally share a common way to frame crises as well as a belief that action taken now can effect a more positive future for humanity and the planet. This text hope to illustrate the commonalities of the positive future movement so that it may gain power in identifying as such, both through its frame of crisis and an analysis of what positivity means to those within it.








The following is an excerpt from Charles Eisenstein’s The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible[footnoteRef:1]: [1:  Charles Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2013).] 
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Once upon a time a great tribe of people lived in a world far away from ours.  Whether far away in space, or in time, or even outside of time, we do not know.  They lived in a state of enchantment and joy that few of us today dare to believe could exist, except in those exceptional peak experiences when we glimpse the true potential of life and mind.

One day the elders of the tribe called a meeting.  They gathered around, and one of them spoke very solemnly.  "My friends," he said, "there is a world that needs our help.  It is called earth, and its fate hangs in the balance.  Its humans have reached a critical point in their collective birthing, and they will be stillborn without our help.  Who would like to volunteer for a mission to this time and place, and render service to humanity?"

"Tell us more about this mission," they asked.

“It is no small thing.  Our shaman will put you into a deep, deep trance, so complete that you will forget who you are.  You will live a human life, and in the beginning you will completely forget your origins.  You will forget even our language and your own true name.  You will be separated from the wonder and beauty of our world, and from the love that bathes us all.  You will miss it deeply, yet you will not know what it is you are missing.  You will only remember the love and beauty that we know to be normal as a longing in your heart.  Your memory will take the form of an intuitive knowledge, as you plunge into the painfully marred earth, that a more beautiful world is possible.

"As you grow up in that world, your knowledge will be under constant assault.  You will be told in a million ways that a world of destruction, violence, drudgery, anxiety, and degradation is normal.  You may go through a time when you are completely alone, with no allies to affirm your knowledge of a more beautiful world.  You may plunge into a depth of despair that we, in our world of light, cannot imagine.  But no matter what, a spark of knowledge will never leave you.  A memory of your true origin will be encoded in your DNA.  That spark will lie within you, inextinguishable, until one day it is awakened.

"You see, even though you will feel, for a time, utterly alone, you will not be alone.  We will send you assistance, help that you will experience as miraculous, experiences that you will describe as transcendent.  For a few moments or hours or days, you will reawaken to the beauty and the joy that is meant to be.  You will see it on Earth, for even though the planet and its people are deeply wounded, there is beauty there still, projected from past and future onto the present as a promise of what is possible and a reminder of what is real.

“After that glimpse, the flame may die down into an ember again as the routines of normal life there swallow you up.  But after each awakening, they will seem less normal, and the story of that world will seem less real.  The ember will grow brighter.  When enough embers do that, they will all burst into flame together and sustain each other.

“Because remember, you will not be there alone.  As you begin to awaken to your mission you will meet others of our tribe.  You will recognize them by your common purpose, values, and intuitions, and by the similarity of the paths you have walked.  As the condition of the planet earth reaches crisis proportions, your paths will cross more and more.  The time of loneliness, the time of thinking you might be crazy, will be over.

"You will find the people of your tribe all over the earth, and become aware of them through the long-distance communication technologies used on that planet.  But the real shift, the real quickening, will happen in face-to-face gatherings in special places on earth.  When many of you gather together you will launch a new stage on your journey, a journey which, I assure you, will end where it began.  Then, the mission that lay unconscious within you will flower into consciousness.  Your intuitive rebellion against the world presented you as normal will become an explicit quest to create a more beautiful one.

"In the time of loneliness, you will always be seeking to reassure yourself that you are not crazy.  You will do that by telling people all about what is wrong with the world, and you will feel a sense of betrayal when they don't listen to you.  You will be hungry for stories of wrongness, atrocity, and ecological destruction, all of which confirm the validity of your intuition that a more beautiful world exists.  But after you have fully received the help I will send you, and the quickening of your gatherings, you will no longer need to do that.  Because, you will Know.  Your energy will thereafter turn toward actively creating that more beautiful world."

A tribeswoman asked, "How do you know this will work? Are you sure your shamanic powers are great enough to send us on such a journey?"

The elder replied, "I know it will work because I have done it many times before.  Many have already been sent to earth, to live human lives, and to lay the groundwork for the mission you will undertake now.  I've been practicing! The only difference now is that many of you will venture there at once.  What is new in the time you will live in, is that you will gather in critical mass, and each awaken the other to your mission.”
 
A tribesman asked, "Is there a danger we will become lost in that world, and never wake up from the shamanic trance? Is there a danger that the despair, the cynicism, the pain of separation will be so great that it will extinguish the spark of hope, the spark of our true selves and origin, and that we will separated from our beloved ones forever?"

The elder replied, "That is impossible.  The more deeply you get lost, the more powerful the help I will send you.  You might experience it at the time as a collapse of your personal world, the loss of everything important to you.  Later you will recognize the gift within it.  We will never abandon you."

Another man asked, "Is it possible that our mission will fail, and that this planet, earth, will perish?"

The shaman replied, "I will answer your question with a paradox.  It is impossible that your mission will fail.  Yet, its success hangs on your own actions.  The fate of the world is in your hands.  The key to this paradox lies within you, in the feeling you carry that each of your actions, even your personal, secret struggles within, has cosmic significance.  You will know then, as you do now, that everything you do matters."

There were no more questions.  The volunteers gathered in a circle, and the shaman went to each one.  The last thing each was aware of was the shaman blowing smoke in his face.  They entered a deep trance and dreamed themselves into the world where we find ourselves today.
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I want to help people build stories of their futures.   And over the past three years, I have had the opportunity to do so as an observer, a participant, and eventually a facilitator at global futures studies workshops.   Leading Futures Studies practitioner Sohail Inayatullah defines the discipline of futures studies as the “systematic study of possible, probable, and preferable futures, and of the worldview and myths that underlie each future.”[footnoteRef:2]  Futures Studies, then, does not profess to be able to predict the future but instead aims to analyse, explore, and expand on people’s notions of the future and all that the idea of the future entails.  Rather than teaching people how to best control or plan for a certain future, futures studies seeks to open up the future as a field of thought and move thinking away from one “likely” future to plural alternative futures.   Often compared to planning, futures studies differs in that it is much more long-term (concerned with five to even 1000 years not just one to five); it aims to create and not predict the future; it is committed to exploring true alternative futures and scenarios not just deviations on a single future; it is less likely to be limited in its use to a sole institution or bureaucracy; and it examines reality on multiple levels (the unconscious, mythological, metaphorical, spiritual, etc.  rather than only an empirical, data-defined level).   It also endeavours to include a true diversity of stakeholders, places heavy emphasis on process, and is very action oriented.  As such, it is “as much an academic field as it is a social movement and a vehicle for organizational transformation”[footnoteRef:3].   [2:  Inayatullah, Questioning The Future: Methods and Tools for Organizational and Societal Transformation (Taipei: Tamkang University Press, 2007).]  [3:  Ibid.] 


I have explored different models of futures studies workshops, from the Futures Literacy Knowledge Laboratory pioneered by Riel Miller, the head of UNESCO’s Foresight department, to Sohail Inayatullah’s Six Pillars Approach.   The workshops are exercises in revolutionary design thinking, forums for educators, business leaders, politicians, scholars, and students to challenge their own assumptions about the future and collectively imagine out-of-the-box, innovative, alternative futures.   I have found that the way that people envision futures for themselves, for their organizations, for their communities, is ultimately an exercise in storytelling.   Stories are not only how humans make sense of their past but are also the way we make sense of our future.   By building narratives, people begin to imagine the future in a concrete way, and futures studies practitioners are working with artists, designers, economists, leaders, and politicians to help them create systematic narratives of the future that are complex, that account for innovation and emergence, that recognize the future as an arena for imagination and not just a continuation of existing trends, and that help build a better, more sustainable tomorrow.  

All this is to say that I have listened to people from five continents, dozens of countries, and countless walks of life tell stories of the future.   Their own futures, their countries’ futures, the world’s futures.   The visions of the future that I have listened to and helped people to create in futures studies workshops are, ultimately, inspiring, creative, hopeful.   But that’s only at the end of a workshop.  Joanna Macy writes in Active Hope of an exercise she performs often.   She asks people to complete the sentence: “When I consider the condition of our world, I think things are getting…”[footnoteRef:4]  Try it with any group of people, and you will likely find the same thing that I find when I first ask people to think about the future, the same thing Macy finds almost every time she repeats the exercise.   The emotional response when asked to contemplate the future of the world is predominantly one of fear.   It is pessimistic, cynical, and too often hopeless.  People are alarmed about the future of the planet and their place within it, and their panic is well founded.   Macy calls this anxiety and uncertainty about our future “a pivotal psychological reality of our time.”[footnoteRef:5] In a time of climate crisis, we face an uncertain future.   Yet, a latent future mindset that remains too depressing to address let alone productively act on leaves little hope that we will have the types of discussions and take the kind of action required for the futures we want.   In my interactions with people and their futures, it is this hope that I began to look for.   [4:  Joanna Macy, Active Hope (New World Library, 2012), 1.]  [5:  Ibid., 1–2.] 


In the spring of 2015, I took a course with the anthropologist Arturo Escobar.   The course explored “visions of the profound ecological and cultural transitions seen as needed in order to face the intertwined crises of climate, food, poverty, energy, and meaning.”[footnoteRef:6]  The course delved into the true gravity and complexity of these crises, and then considered responses from activists, thinkers, and communities around the world.   It was the most hopeful and inspiring examination of the future I had encountered, perhaps best summed up by the subtitle of Joanna Macy’s Active Hope, “How to Face the Mess We’re In Without Going Crazy.”[footnoteRef:7]  Positive visions of the future are out there, and they are important.   I began reading authors whose work served as a call to action of sorts for positive visions of the future, whether or not they were conscious of it, writers who were outlining from their own fields and experiences why we need to think consciously, actively, compellingly about the kind of future we want and how we can get there, writers whose works were in dialogue with each other.   These authors and their works have been enormously inspiring to me, and I thank them, but more important, they have created texts that I hope are inspiring others in some way to enact the positive futures they find on the page.  This paper is not only an examination of how these authors frame the planetary crises and ecological and cultural transitions that will occur as a result, but it is a proposal that these works represent something larger than a series of perspectives—these works are the call to action of a movement. [6:  Arturo Escobar, ANTH 540 Syllabus: Planetary Crises and Ecological and Cultural Transitions (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2015).]  [7:  Macy, Active Hope.] 
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In reading the authors whose works frame impending crises and positive responses to them, it became clear almost immediately that I was not reading the disparate voices of several authors’ future visions, but a collective movement of positive futures.  The works are deeply cross-referential, building on similar themes, ideas, hopes, and principles.  They speak to a deep awareness of future crises not in individual sectors but in entire paradigms, and yet they all advocate for an active response that will move us forward toward something better.  Common among almost all of them is the notion that the call to action they advocate requires a collective response, and it is in this collective that the works become a movement.  The scholars, activists, thinkers, leaders, and texts I have included in the scope of this paper are just a sample of this larger network, but they represent the spirit of “a movement that has yet to recognize itself is a movement:”[footnoteRef:8] what I am calling the positive futures movement.   I have chosen this name because it conveys the fundamental desire and outlook of all the disparate groups within it: the belief of a rupture with the business-as-usual approach to the future in favour of building a radically new, preferable future alternative. [8:  Paul Hawken, Planetary Crises and Ecological and Cultural Transitions (Penguin Books, 2008), 26.] 


Environmentalist Paul Hawken published his best seller Blessed Unrest in 2007.  Subtitled “How the Largest Movement in World Came into Being and Why No One Saw It Coming,” the book describes the emergence of a leaderless movement formed by community organizations and non-profit groups committed to diverse causes under the umbrella of the “environmental and social justice movement.”[footnoteRef:9] Despite its large scale, without a unified philosophy or ideology, the movement Hawken describes has largely gone unnoticed by the public, traditional media, and the political sphere.  Yet even in a fragmented and un-self-conscious state, Hawken believes this movement has the potential to shape a positive future for the planet.   [9:  Ibid., 56.] 


In Hawken’s introduction, he writes: “If you look at the science that describes what is happening on earth today and aren’t pessimistic, you don’t have the correct data.  If you meet the people in this unnamed movement and aren’t optimistic, you haven’t got a heart.  What I see are ordinary and some not-so-ordinary individuals willing to confront despair, power, and incalculable odds in an attempt to restore some semblance of grace, justice, and beauty to this world.”[footnoteRef:10] The movement I am describing shares many aspects, and many of the same individuals, as Hawken’s.  In fact, through his work, Hawken has proved himself one of its members.  Like the environmental and social justice movement, the positive futures movement distinguishes itself by approaching the despair, risks, challenges, and uncertainty that are certain in our future with action and hope (or as Joanna Macy would say, Active Hope).   [10:  Ibid., 4.] 


Poet and environmental activist Gary Snyder wrote of “the great underground, a current of humanity that dates back to the Paleolithic.  Its lineage can be traced back to healers, priestesses, philosophers, monks, rabbis, poets, and artists ‘who speak for the planet, for other species, for interdependence, a life that courses under and through and around empires.’”[footnoteRef:11] The movement of positive futures, or environmental or social justice, or any of the countless names this unnamed force of similar-minded change makers has been called, is not a new one.  Since the Paleolithic Age, waves of people and communities and organizations who may never have known one another have spoken out for interdependence and long-term thinking in their own ways.  They have found power in diversity and dispersion, creating alternative narratives for themselves and the world around them—regardless of how those narratives have been received. [11:  Ibid., 5.] 


There are other ways –and there have been other attempts—to define a loosely organized, more ambiguously-identified social movement of the type that Hawken (and I) are describing.  The anti-globalization movement, commonly referred to as the global justice movement, anti-corporate movement, anti-capitalist movement, anti-free-trade movement, or anti-imperialist movement, offers a model of the language used for loose organizational structures.  As an indefinable, leaderless, horizontal, and dispersed collection of individuals and groups working against the globalization of neoliberal corporate capitalism, activist Mitchell Goodman described it as a  “movement of movements, a phrase repopularized by Naomi Klein.”[footnoteRef:12] Deleuze and Guattari developed another useful framework for analyzing loosely organized movements, though they did not apply it directly to movements within their theory.  Assemblage theory is an approach to analyzing systems that is non-hierarchical, non-linear, non-unified, and horizontal, emphasizing fluidity and interchangeability within a coherent system of parts that appears to function as a whole.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Mitchell Goodman, The Movement Toward a New American (United Church Press, 1970), 220.]  [13:  Félix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze, A Thousand Plateaus (University of Minnesota Press, 1987).] 


Both movement of movements and assemblage are helpful in identifying the form of the positive futures movement, and add to the question of how best to delineate the movement.  The positive futures movement is indeed more nuanced and broad in its organization than traditional models of social movements would allow, making assemblage or movement of movements perhaps more accurate descriptions of form.  Hawken, however, makes the choice in Blessed Unrest to “stick with movement here because I believe all [the broader movement’s] components are beginning to converge,”[footnoteRef:14] and I will do the same.  In referring to the positive futures structure as a movement, I hope to give power to its cohesion and wholeness over its difference. [14:  Hawken, Planetary Crises and Ecological and Cultural Transitions, 12.] 


Political activist David Korten, co-founder of the Positive Futures Network, also wrote of a Movement with No Name, that same movement of movements Klein had referred to as the anti-globalization movement and which Korten also saw referred to as the Fair Trade Movement, the Pro-Democracy Movement, and the Living Democracy Movement.[footnoteRef:15] The diversity of titles reflects different emphases at different moments and in different locales, yet the movement remained recognizable under each guise to those who, like Klein and Korten, saw the movement as part of a larger pattern of resistance to the Western neoliberal capitalist patriarchal system.  Korten found that when individuals and organizations working within this movement (no matter how it was termed) recognized each other as a network, “it affirmed their sanity by assuring them that what they felt and thought had a firm basis in reality.  Furthermore, they said that once they understood the nature of the problem, they knew it was not inevitable—it resulted from human decisions that can be changed.  That knowledge gave them hope.”[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  David Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, Second Edition (United States of America: Kumarian Press, Inc., and Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2001), 5.]  [16:  Ibid., 7.] 


Korten believes in a movement’s shared public story, and the potential for that story to provide direction and momentum.  In his book Change the Story, Change the Future, he writes: “A compelling and broadly inclusive story of possibility is the key to building the movement’s visibility and coherence.”[footnoteRef:17] I understand the value of this shared story, especially if it can lend the positive futures movement visibility and coherence in our current paradigm that values the quantifiable and neatly-categorized.  But I think it is important to recognize that within the positive futures movement, this shared story is not a single story at the expense of others.  Quite the contrary, the story functions as a deeply inclusive, pluralistic framework in which many stories may exist.  It is the story of the movement that in many ways grew out of all of the various movements I have just written of.  It is a story that has grown to encompass anyone—whether they identified with those previously mentioned movements or not—who sees a time of crisis and believes that actions we engage in now can create a better future.  In the words of the Mexican revolutionary group the Zapatistas, it is a story of a “world in which many worlds fit.” I write this paper in an attempt to provide a shared story that allows for a plurality of stories, and that lends visibility, coherence, legitimacy, and, ultimately, a vision of possibility for a positive futures movement.   [17:  David Korten, Change the Story, Change the Future (Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2015), 132.] 
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There are so many diverse people, groups, organizations, communities, and perspectives with voices in the positive futures movement, that it would be impossible within the scope of this paper to provide a true exploration of the movement’s intricacies and character.  I chose to use texts to understand the movement because I felt that it was important for me to appreciate the language the positive futures movement uses to describe itself.  With a seemingly endless lists of authors and thinkers whose work could contribute to my knowledge of the movement, I ultimately sought works from those whose work I had, for the most part, been familiar with or had read referenced in another text.  After much reading, there were certain authors who I felt conveyed best the essence of the positive futures outlook in a way that would be accessible to those unfamiliar with its concepts.  I incorporated multiple texts by these authors in the hopes of gaining a more complex understanding of their arguments through reading them over time.  In my attempt to make my narrative accessible and because of my own bias, I gravitated toward works that were straight-forward but not highly academic and theoretical, toward works that did not tie their arguments strongly to spirituality, and toward writers whose style and tone I simply enjoyed. Were I to begin again or to do a major extension of this piece (which I hope to do eventually), I would surely look to more works outside the white male canon to represent the strong presence and leadership of women, indigenous peoples, and people of colour in the movement.

In This Changes Everything, Naomi Klein writes that her book is less about the mechanics of transition (how green energy might work, what new cities will look like, national policies to enact) and more about the radical changes in power and ideology that will occur on the social, cultural, and economic sides of transition.  She is concerned with “power, not just energy.”[footnoteRef:18] She notes how six years after editing an issue of Scientific American on climate change technologies, senior editor Gary Stix recognized that in his narrow showcase of green technologies he had neglected to see the need to showcase the political and social context beyond the status quo that would be necessary to allow for these technologies.  If we focus more on “the mechanics of solar power than the politics of human power,”[footnoteRef:19] we will overlook the broader, more important story.  There is a paper to be written about the mechanics of a positive future vision that details exactly how we might get there and what it might look like concretely.  This paper does not attempt that, partly because it is beyond my current scope and partly because, like Klein, I felt that before we look to the mechanics we must understand the people and the thinking.  The goal of my survey is, above all, to show that a movement exists and that it matters.  The mechanics will follow.   [18:  Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything (Simon and Schuster, 2014), 24.]  [19:  Ibid.] 
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By its very nature, the positive futures movement defies conventional generalities and typologies.  It has no unifying story or name but encompasses countless, and its members are not characterized by any specific race, age, place, socioeconomic background, profession, or political identity.  It is as likely to have devout liberal leaders, as it is to have conservative leaders proposing radical actions and solutions.[footnoteRef:20] Their have been countless attempts—especially by mainstream Western media—to identify those who makeup this movement.  Generally the result is a label that addresses only certain visible parts of the movement: “environmentalists, small farmers, mothers, special-interest groups, agitators, protesters, minorities, idealistic youth, the “Prius set,” peasants, indigenous people, greens, academics, activists, aging hippies, liberals, and children.”[footnoteRef:21] Some of these labels are obviously meant to marginalize and delegitimize those within the movement, but perhaps worse, all of them fail to account for the complexity and diversity (not to mention the widespread reach) that are the movement’s true defining characteristics.   [20:  Hawken, Planetary Crises and Ecological and Cultural Transitions, 18.]  [21:  Ibid., 19.] 


Author and self-described “degrowth activist” Charles Eisenstein’s book The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible is one of the clearest examples of a positive futures work.  In it, he echoes Hawken: “Do you want a glimpse of the future? You can find it in what has been rejected, cast into the waste pile, and flourished there, in the domain of the ‘alternative,’ the ‘holistic,’ and the ‘countercultural.’”[footnoteRef:22] This is a shared sentiment amongst many of the writers whom I would cast as positive futures thinkers; those who are actively challenging the status quo—those who comprise this movement—are automatically relegated to a lesser sphere.  This sphere is discounted because it considers emotional arguments as valid, or because it is seen as touchy-feely, or because it uses tactics that are not regarded as legitimate political actions.  It is a sphere that is unknown and, ergo, seen as threatening.  To discount such a sphere is certainly the easiest solution, especially when to acknowledge or act upon it could signify an end to the status quo.  But the solution may very well be in the ‘alternative,’ and the sphere that has for so long been seen as inferior or inconsequential is slowly gaining momentum.  Ideas once seen as radical or out-of-touch have entered into mainstream discussion, and the majority of us now exist with at least some consciousness of the thinking within the positive futures narrative.   [22:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 262.] 


While this movement may be nearly impossible to accurately and simply define, it is not hard to find.  Marginal and scattered as the movement might seem, assembling the individual efforts outlines a broad intercultural, interracial, intersectoral, inclusive social movement on a global scale defined by shared interests and motivations.[footnoteRef:23] A major theme is a break from and recognition of failure in the traditional societal narrative, a rejection of the liberal, capitalist, patriarchal, modern project.  This rejection is a response to countless crises—global climate change, growing economic inequity, poverty, ecological degradation, a loss of cultural meaning, population growth, peak oil, and more—and can manifest in equally numerous ways.  Together the efforts of the movement work toward an “as yet undelivered promise… to disentangle what appear to be [these] insoluble dilemmas.”[footnoteRef:24] Actively confronting the predominant search for a single, grand solution to these issues—and viewing this impulse as a symptom of the problem—the movement seeks a multi-faceted, pluralistic, whole-systems approach. [23:  Korten, Change the Story, Change the Future, 131.]  [24:  Hawken, Planetary Crises and Ecological and Cultural Transitions, 20.] 


One can look to countless “intellectual treatises of scholars from diverse academic disciplines, including history, sociology, ecology, economics, biology, physics, general systems theory, and ecological economies”[footnoteRef:25] for a theoretical foundation of the movement.  From these, Korten has distilled what he sees as the movement’s guiding principles for a positive societal future: environmental sustainability, economic justice, biological and cultural diversity, people’s sovereignty, intrinsic responsibility, and common heritage.”[footnoteRef:26] Paul Ray and Sherry Anderson have proposed the title Cultural Creatives to describe the 50 million individuals (and growing) they have identified with these similar principles.   [25:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 243.]  [26:  Ibid., 244–245.] 


Comprising less than 5 percent of the adult American population in the early 1960s, by 2001 over 26 percent could be considered Cultural Creatives, and the numbers and percentage of the total population have been increasing ever since.[footnoteRef:27] Through extensive survey data and analysis, Ray and Anderson divide societal perspectives into three distinct categories: the Modernists, the Traditionals, and the Cultural Creatives (not to be confused with liberals and conservatives in American politics).  Modernists, the largest cultural group in the United States, are defined by their acceptance of the commercialized urban-industrial model as the best way to live.  They champion material success, family values, corporate and political institutions, rationality, and corporate globalization.  Conversely, Traditionals reject materialism in favour of more conventional gender roles and values.  They emphasize volunteering, service, and community and are inclined toward religious conservatism and fundamentalism.  Since World War II, the percentage of the American population defined as Traditionals has declined, and numbers continue to fall.  More important than these two majority groups is the fastest growing of the three, the Cultural Creatives, perhaps most easily defined through a comparison with the other two.  Like the Modernists, Cultural Creatives are receptive to change, but they reject the Modernists’ materialistic hedonism and oppose consumer and corporate culture for its individualism and greed.  They share the concern for service and relationships of the Traditionals but reject their sexism, exclusion, intolerance, survivorism, and belief in the domination of human beings.[footnoteRef:28][footnoteRef:29]  [27:  Ibid., 320.]  [28:  Ibid.]  [29:  Paul Ray and Sherry Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, Harmony Books (New York: Random House, Inc., 2000), 17.] 


The Cultural Creatives—sixty percent of whom were women in 2001—are optimistic about the possibilities of inclusive, “life-affirming societies that work for all.”[footnoteRef:30] They are leaders in environmental and social activism who are deeply dissatisfied with both the left and right in modern politics (though especially with the narrowness of the Religious Right), widespread materialism of contemporary culture, and blatant race and class inequities.[footnoteRef:31] They are critical of virtually every large institution in current society, including government and corporations, and what they see as superficiality in media.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 320.]  [31:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 4.]  [32:  Ibid., 17.] 


Like many who have written about a movement of movements, Ray and Anderson write: “Because Cultural Creatives are not yet aware of themselves as a collective body, they do not recognize how powerful their voices could be.”[footnoteRef:33] American political theorist Mark Satin documented the existence of the positive future movement’s beginnings as early as 1978, saying: “it dawned on me that the ideas and energies from the various ‘fringe’ movements—feminist, ecological, spiritual, human potential, and the rest—were beginning to come together in a new way…in a way that was beginning to generate a coherent new politics.”[footnoteRef:34] It has been over thirty years since Satin’s recognition, and the movement of movements called by so many names, including now the positive futures movement, still does not recognize itself as such.  Possibly it is because of a lack of guiding cultural narratives to prepare us to see these separate threads as part of a coherent whole, but perhaps there is more to acknowledge in this antiquity.  Perhaps Satin’s insight implies that the positive futures movement and its components are not movements or even movements of movements, but are instead a coherent new politics we still have not found language for.  I have been challenged by this notion, seeking to describe the parameters of a dynamic, growing, pluralistic space.  The challenge is again apparent in attempting to name something that defies any existing categorizations.  Yet, only through description of some kind can the positive futures movement (as I will call it until I find better terms) be afforded the legitimacy and cohesion that language provides.  Until we exist within a paradigm that does not fetishize categorization, finding common language will remain important. [33:  Ibid., 5.]  [34:  Ibid., 206.] 


If one is to see the positive futures movement as a coherent narrative, or at least a coherent narrative that allows for and encourages a multiplicity of narratives, the first task is to examine how leading thinkers within the movement frame and identify the impending global crises.  This is achieved both by considering the commonalities among them that make them a movement as well as the distinct perspectives that give the movement its breadth.  The second task is to explore how these thinkers frame and identify the necessary responses to these crises, through the various degrees of positivity and optimism that define their collective identity and their unique solutions.

I took another class with Arturo Escobar, this one co-taught with activist and social movement theorist Michal Osterweil, on social change in times of crisis.  Professor Escobar’s explanation of what united the diverse readings throughout the semester articulates well some of the consistency that can be found within the positive futures movement.  He noted that each text was in some way a contemplative inquiry on what it means to live with an ontology of isolation, meaning the writers examined our current paradigm as one that tends toward dualism, detachment, and separation (or as I have termed it, “crisis”).  He added that further, the texts offer glimpses of what it would mean to live otherwise.  They offer intellectual understandings of how to move beyond crisis into a politics of non-dualism, interconnectedness, and relationality, and they recognize that to live otherwise requires not only theoretical solutions but an engagement in a practice.  And finally, he stated that the readings he had selected make the questions and practices we must grapple with personal.  They offer their own individual and collective tools that may help us build a path toward a new politics and a new future (here, he quoted Joanna Macy’s subtitle again: they bring us closer to learning “How to Face the Mess We’re In Without Going Crazy”).[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Arturo Escobar, “Health, Being, and Relationality” (Social Change in Times of Crisis, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, March 8, 2016).] 




[bookmark: _Toc448068257]CRISIS

Eckhart Tolle averred that “When faced with a radical crisis, when the old way of being in the world, of interacting with each other and with the realm of nature doesn’t work anymore, when survival is threatened by seemingly insurmountable problems, an individual life-form—or a species—will either die or become extinct or rise above the limitations of its condition through an evolutionary leap.”[footnoteRef:36] It is at just such a junction—and just such a radical crisis—that the members of the positive futures movement find themselves and the world.  Almost unequivocally, the call to a positive future is theoretically grounded in the idea of a crisis or a catastrophe that will only be avoided through a transition to a new way of thinking, doing, and being.  This crisis is framed in many interrelated ways, but virtually every call to action seems to begin with climate change. [36:  Eckhart Tolle, A New Earth (Penguin, 2008), 20.] 


[bookmark: _Toc448068258]CLIMATE

“Our ‘environment’, it might be said, is the Universe minus ourselves.”[footnoteRef:37]—E.F.  Schumacher, This I Believe [37:  E.F.  Schumacher, This I Believe, and Other Essays, Resurgence (Devon: Green Books Ltd, 2004), 205.] 


Bill McKibben on our current system in a time of climate change: “It will lead us, if not straight to hell, then straight to a place with a similar temperature.”[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Bill McKibben, End of Nature, Second (New York: Anchor Books, Random House, Inc., 1999), 146.] 


In 1995, Bill McKibben’s Hope, Human and Wild began, “For those concerned about the environment, this is a strange season of waiting, a hard time for hope.  A few months after the Clinton administration took office, I interviewed Vice President Al Gore, and he said something that stuck in my mind: ‘We are in an unusual predicament as a global civilization.  The maximum that is politically feasible, even the maximum that is politically imaginable right now, still falls short of the minimum that is scientifically and ecologically necessary.’ And that was in the optimistic early days of Clinton’s presidency.”[footnoteRef:39] Twenty years and a few presidencies later, those words still ring true.  It is a hard time for hope.  This past year, 2015, marked the hottest year on record.  The price of oil fell dramatically, a major step backward in cutting carbon emissions.  The Carteret Islanders of Papua New Guinea became the first of likely many entire communities to be displaced by climate change—the first official refugees of global warming[footnoteRef:40]--as their island home became submerged by rising sea levels.  The story barely made the news.    [39:  Bill McKibben, Hope, Human and Wild (United States of America: Little, Brown & Company, 1995), 1.]  [40:  “World’s First Climate Change Refugees to Be Rescued in 2009,” TreeHugger, accessed January 13, 2016, http://www.treehugger.com/corporate-responsibility/worlds-first-climate-change-refugees-to-be-rescued-in-2009.html.] 


And yet, 2015 saw the United States and China—the two leading global carbon emitters—announce a joint global warming statement committing to new goals.  Though its efficacy has not been proven, the fact of agreement itself demonstrated the major powers’ willingness to engage in multilateral climate diplomacy, a recognition of the urgency of climate change action, and hope for a transition to “green, low-carbon, climate-resilient economies.”[footnoteRef:41] In 2015, the Swiss long-range solar-powered aircraft Solar Impulse 2 began to circumnavigate the globe and the environmental movement showed its strength in efforts that led to the Obama administration’s rejection of the fourth phase of the Keystone XL Pipeline.  And in perhaps the biggest climate change news, the end of the year celebrated a landmark agreement at the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Paris.  The Paris Agreement signifies a global consensus on the need for a reduction of climate change.  It represents 196 countries and is legally binding if it is ratified by at least 55 countries (indicative of 55 percent of greenhouse emissions) in the coming years.  It agrees to set 2 degrees Celsius as the limit to an allowable increase in global warming and to an effort to limit the increase to 1.5 degrees, requiring zero anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions by the latter part of the 21st century.   Maybe not a radical enough response to climate change, or with enough enforcement power and accountability, the Paris Agreement nevertheless demonstrates the beginning of a global response to climate change.  Too late and not enough, many in the positive futures movement would argue, but regardless, it is at least an acknowledgment of the right direction. [41:  “U.S.-China Joint Presidential Statement on Climate Change,” Whitehouse.gov, accessed January 13, 2016, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/09/25/us-china-joint-presidential-statement-climate-change.] 


One of the pioneers of innovative green design and architecture, William McDonough once posed a problem to his students: “Let’s do a retroactive design assignment of the first industrial revolution.  Could you design a system for me that produces billions of pounds of finely hazardous toxic material and puts it in your soil, your air, and your water every year? Could you design a system… that measures your prosperity by how much natural capital you can dig up, cut down, bury, burn, and otherwise destroy?” Now, is this system ethical? McDonough continued with a second assignment, “Design a system that doesn’t produce any hazardous toxic material or put it in our soil, your air, and your water.  Measure prosperity by how much natural capital you can put into constant closed systems that are healthy and propitious […] wouldn’t you like to reimagine the world?”[footnoteRef:42] I’ve seen this experiment articulated best in architect, designer, inventor, and future-thinker Buckminster Fuller’s notion of ‘comprehensive anticipatory design science.’ The field defines itself through “the effective application of the principles of science to the conscious design of our total environment in order to help make the Earth’s finite resources meet the needs of all of humanity without disrupting the ecological processes of the planet” with the ultimate goal of making “the world work for 100% of humanity in the shortest possible time, through spontaneous cooperation without ecological offense or disadvantage of anyone.”[footnoteRef:43] While these questions and ideas may seem self-evident, they run counter to the systems we have constructed and enacted for hundreds of years. [42:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 163.]  [43:  Buckminster Fuller Institute, “Environmental Design Science Primer,” n.d.] 
Instruction Manual for the Earth

Instruction Manual for the Earth by David Brower (prominent environmentalist, founder of the John Muir Institute for Environmental Studies and first Executive Director of the Sierra Club):

1. The planet has been delivered in perfect working condition and cannot be exchanged for a new one.
2. Please don’t adjust the thermostat or the atmosphere—controls were preset at the factory.
3. The biosphere was thoroughly tested and developed during a 3-billion-year breaking-in period and is powered by a maintenance-free fusion reactor that will supply energy for another 5 billion years.
4. Air and water are in limited supply and are not replaceable; they will cycle and purify themselves automatically if there are not too many aboard.
5. There is only one life per passenger and it should be treated with dignity.  Instructions covering the birth, operation and maintenance, and disposal of each living entity have been thoughtfully provided, encoded in a computer language whose operation is fully automatic.  If these instructions are lost or damaged, the filling of reorders is subject to long delays.
6. If there are too many passengers and conditions get crowded, read the emergency load manual and be ever more diligent that no foreign or toxic substances are introduced into the air, food, and water.
(Paul Hawken, Natural Capitalism, Revised 10th Anniversary Edition (London: Earthscan Ltd, 2010), 313.)


A central belief among positive futures thinkers is this design problem; we have created a way of being in the world that is wholly unsustainable.  Climate change has been perhaps the clearest indication of a design breakdown that extends from the economy to spirituality to cultural meaning.  And though the true roots of the current unsustainability arguably date back much further, the emergence of the global North’s industrial capitalist system is an often-cited instigator.  In Natural Capitalism, Paul Hawken delineates four types of capital: 
· Human capital: labour, intelligence, culture, organization
· Financial capital: cash, investments, monetary instruments
· Manufactured capital: infrastructure, machines, tools, factories
· Natural capital: resources, living systems, ecosystem services
The breakdown occurs because our industrial system abuses the human and natural capital in service of financial and manufactured capital, transforming resources and living beings into products and services.[footnoteRef:44] Economist E.F.  Schumacher wrote of the abuse of natural capital in service of other forms as an inability to distinguish between permanent and ephemeral goods.  Our current life-style “puts primary emphasis on the consumption of ephemeral goods and services, requires an economic system with a high rate of metabolism and therefore creates innumerable problems of pollution, tends to ruin the environment, and inevitably runs up against severe resource bottlenecks.”[footnoteRef:45] In both cases, the clear argument is that natural resources, which are finite, are being used as if they are infinite to maintain an industrial system.  In the 1968 essay “The Economics of the Coming Spaceship Earth,” British economist, poet, systems scientist, and philosopher (among other diverse talents) Kenneth Boulding developed perhaps the most appropriate metaphor for this resource problem: “our problem results from acting like cowboys on a limitless open frontier when in truth we inhabit a living spaceship with a finely balanced life-support system.”[footnoteRef:46] Or as McDonough wrote with German chemist Michael Braungart of our life on Spaceship Earth: “If the first Industrial Revolution had a motto, we like to joke, it would be ‘If brute force doesn’t work, you’re not using enough of it.’”[footnoteRef:47] [44:  Paul Hawken, Natural Capitalism, Revised 10th Anniversary Edition (London: Earthscan Ltd, 2010), 4.]  [45:  Schumacher, This I Believe, and Other Essays, 171.]  [46:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 33.]  [47:  William McDonough and Michael Braungart, Cradle to Cradle (North Point Press, 2002), 30.] 


Because the oil crisis is necessarily tied into to a larger systemic problem, it is no longer simply a matter of running out of oil, but of running out of planet.[footnoteRef:48] Bill McKibben, prolific environmental author and journalist, poses the climate crises as two combined types of destruction.  The first type results from doing something wrong.  It is the reason for water and air pollution, for unsustainable energy sources.  But the second, perhaps more dangerous, type is often overlooked.  It is a result of “things operating more or less as they’re supposed to, just at too high a level.”[footnoteRef:49] It is this unsustainable status quo that makes the climate crisis not only an oil crisis but a systemic one—one that could cost us the planet.  If, as McKibben believes, the contrast between the pace of change in the physical world and the human response to that change “constitutes the key environmental fact of our time,”[footnoteRef:50] then global actions do not at all reflect the gravity and reality of the crisis.  This is one of the defining qualities of the positive futures movement: the individuals make serious, discouraging statements about the state of our world while simultaneously proposing that actions can and should be taken to effect a better outcome (see Positivity section).  The current climate crisis and lack of proportional human response led McKibben to publish End of Nature, a book in which he asserts that nature as we know it is ending because it is no longer an independent force.  Human actions are now implicated in “every cubic meter of air, in every increment on the thermometer.”[footnoteRef:51] It is the end of nature because we can we have lost the luxury of imagining ourselves as an independent species influenced by larger natural forces; we have become those forces.  “Hurricanes and thunderstorms and tornadoes become not acts of God but acts of man.”[footnoteRef:52] From this comes another pivotal belief of the positive futures movement: the interconnectedness of crises, actors, and responses, a convergence that has been referred to as ‘a crisis of civilization.’  [48:  Bill McKibben, Deep Economy (New York: Times Books, Henry Holt and Company, LLC, 2007), 18.]  [49:  Ibid., 22.]  [50:  McKibben, End of Nature, xvi.]  [51:  Ibid., xx.]  [52:  Ibid.] 


In Indian anti-globalization and environmental activist Vandana Shiva’s book Soil Not Oil, she details six ways in which the climate change and energy crisis is unique as an ecological as well as social challenge:
1. It threatens the very survival of the human species.
2. It is global beyond the scope of any other challenge with no place to escape its long-term effects.
3. Solutions to the crisis cannot be concentrated in specific sectors but must address a whole range of human activities that impact climate change.
4. It is a direct result of human actions upon land, and its consequences have the power to transform the land.
5. The people with the least responsibility for climate change will feel its effects worst.
6. Those people least responsible for climate change are the ones most vulnerable to its effects and least likely to benefit from the industrialized globalized economy.”[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Vandana Shiva, Soil Not Oil, First (South End Press, 2008), 3.] 

When Vandana Shiva speaks of the disparity between those most and least responsible for climate change, she is speaking of the drastic historical outpacing of greenhouse gas emissions by countries in the global North and the vulnerability to climate change effects of countries in the global South.  McDonough and Braungart, who would likely agree with Shiva, frame this disparity in a different way.  They see the design failure in the industrial system that has led to climate change as perpetrating ‘intergenerational remote tyranny,’ “our tyranny over future generations through the effects of our actions today.”[footnoteRef:54] The disparity is, ergo, not only between the wealthier countries in the global North who have produced the vast majority of the emissions that will more severely impact the global South, but the responsibility of current generations’ lifestyles in affecting the generations to come who will inherit the penalties. [54:  McDonough and Braungart, Cradle to Cradle, 43.] 


Those in the positive futures movement, by virtue of a call to action in the face of crisis, believe that human beings have some control over and responsibility to act upon the anthropogenic crisis they have created.  To the argument that human beings are predisposed by nature to be greedy, to consume more, to act in self-interest and short-term gain, McKibben poses an apt analogy.  Imagine you have hiked to the edge of a forest pond to admire the sunset.  If you look down into the bulrushes and see a pile of deer droppings, you might not think much of it, but you would be affected differently if you were to see a Coke can.  “And the reason, or at least one reason, is our intuitive understanding that the person who dropped the Coke can didn’t need to, any more than we need to go on raising the temperature of the planet.  We are different from the rest of the natural order, for the single reason that we possess the possibility of self-restraint, of choosing some other way.”[footnoteRef:55]  [55:  McKibben, End of Nature, xxi.] 
A campaign by David Brower, then executive director of the Sierra Club, calling for treatment of the Earth as a “conservation district in the universe.” It was ahead of its time, and he was later fired.  (James William Gibson, A Reenchanted World: The Quest for a New Kinship with Nature (Macmillan, 2009), 93.)[image: ]


If humanity can choose self-restraint and restrict growth, why do we continue business as usual? One answer is that the industrial system we have constructed is too large and complex to easily make even the most immediate and obvious changes.[footnoteRef:56] Positive futurists agree that a proportional response to climate change requires not just fewer luxuries or personal change but a paradigm shift in our entire way of life.  In response to monumental changes, the human impulse has been to adapt the earth rather than ourselves.  This time will likely be no different.  “Defiance is our reflex,” and we will make every effort to prolong the status quo, our dominion over nature, our accustomed lifestyles of convenience and industrial growth.[footnoteRef:57] The positive futures movement is challenging the narrative of defiance.  It is embracing the need for dramatic systemic change in every sector.  David Korten has dubbed this new thinking the Ecological Revolution, a collective human response as we reach the final limits of the Copernican Revolution’s materialistic vision in science and industry.  The Ecological Revolution is the ushering in of a new era devoted to a more holistic perspective of our material and spiritual sides.[footnoteRef:58] [56:  Ibid., 143.]  [57:  Ibid., 150.]  [58:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 24.] 


Names like the Ecological Revolution point to the difference in the positive futures movements response to these crises.  Unlike conventional future narratives—see science fiction, literature, political dystopias—positive futures thinkers see the crisis as a convergence of opportunities.  Vandana Shiva, for example, writes of it as the ultimate transition point into “living economies, living democracies, and living cultures.”[footnoteRef:59] Part of why it is so rare to find positive visions of the future is that it easy to imagine what we are fearful of but difficult to imagine new models and structures of being without any models.  The creation of living economies, living democracies, and living cultures, therefore, often evokes images of the past.  Writers express a need to reconnect “to the wisdom of our ancestors”[footnoteRef:60] and, often, to the wisdom of indigenous peoples.  There is often an immediate rejection of anything that appears like a regression, a reflexive dismissal of the past as romantic.  True, it is useless to romanticise the past in lieu of the more difficult process of envisioning radically new futures.  But in the Absence of the Sacred, activist and author Jerry Mander responded to these critiques, noting that he has come to see them “as merely an expression of discomfort.  It’s difficult for us to consider living our lives without the excess of commodities that, in today’s world, seem to give life its primary meaning.”[footnoteRef:61] There is much to be learned from people and times that did not and do not follow our current unsustainable paradigm, and this is where the discomfort with a return to the past lies.  Mander adds that what is truly romantic is to believe that “technological evolution will ever live up to its own advertising, or that technology itself can liberate us from the problems it has created.”[footnoteRef:62] Those in the positive futures movement recognize that it is the present that is cause for concern.  Charles Eisenstein recounts the question Lakota Aloysius Weasel Bear asked his grandfather: “‘Grandpa, the White Man is destroying everything, shouldn’t we try to stop him?’ His grandfather replied, ‘No, it isn’t necessary.  We will stand by.  He will outsmart himself.’”[footnoteRef:63] A positive future is less concerned then with going back than with going forward, and it will look to and learn from the most resilient peoples and communities to do so. [59:  Shiva, Soil Not Oil, 7.]  [60:  Thom Hartmann, The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight, Three Rivers Press (New York: Random House, Inc., 2004), 230.]  [61:  Jerry Mander, In the Absence of the Sacred (San Francisco, CA: Sierra Club Books, 1992), 382.]  [62:  Ibid., 384.]  [63:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 100.] 


In 2006, Transition Town Totnes was formed in Devon, England.  It represented the first of many transition town initiatives aimed at making communities resilient in a time of economic, energy, and climate crises.  In the Transition Companion: Making your community more resilient in uncertain times, Rob Hopkins writes of the philosophy behind an initiative actively committed to building positive future communities.
The move away from oil dependency, from high-carbon living, is no longer a move away from something but rather a push towards something.  A push towards clean air, sunshine, beauty, rediscovering each other; community and celebration.  This is a key shift in our perception.  The difference between change that feels like being torn away from something and change that feels like moving toward something is huge…It suggests that collective intentional transformation could lead us to a far better place than where we are today.  Who’s to say that the world we see today is the best we could ever do?[footnoteRef:64] [64:  Rob Hopkins, The Transition Companion: Making Your Community More Resilient in Uncertain Times (USA: Chelsea Green Printing, 2011), 39.] 

This shift in perception is the reason Vandana Shiva labels the transition beyond oil “not merely a technological transition [but] above all a political [one] in which we stop being passive and become active agents of transformation.”[footnoteRef:65] Active agents who do things like transition their communities into resilient hubs of local organizing and sustainable initiatives.  Active agents with the “vision, courage, and solidarity” to act “for the sake of life on Earth,”[footnoteRef:66] as Joanna Macy has said.  Active agents who recognize that current ‘solutions’ are, as Hartmann wrote, “at best a postponing of the inevitable, and at worst could lead to catastrophe” when they are rooted in the stories of humanity’s ultimate goal as the domination of the Earth, consumption as the highest positive value, and population growth as a necessary good.[footnoteRef:67] Active agents who understand the importance of Vandana Shiva’s reminder that ‘energy’ does not only refer to oil and coal mined from underground, shipped around the world, and used to fuel consumption but to the power we get from the sun, the water, the air, and the wind.[footnoteRef:68] [65:  Shiva, Soil Not Oil, 135.]  [66:  Macy, Active Hope, 27.]  [67:  Hartmann, The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight, 248.]  [68:  Shiva, Soil Not Oil, 134.] 
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An active approach to resilience, or ‘bouncebackability,”[footnoteRef:69] requires an approach to global warming outside the conventional narrative.  The positive futures approach is one that is wary of the tendency to make reducing greenhouse gas emissions the main environmental priority.  “This narrative lends itself too easily to centralized solutions and the mentality of maximizing (or minimizing) a number.  It subordinates all the small, local things we need to do to create a more beautiful world to a single cause for which all else must be sacrificed.”[footnoteRef:70] This more comprehensive, nuanced narrative is a defining feature of the positive futures movement.  The Transition Companion outlines a selection of future scenarios in a time of peak oil to better place movements like positive futures in a narrative context.  Futures scenarios serve not as predictions of the future by any means, but as choices for how we construct our visions of and decisions for the future.  It is common for future scenarios to be divided into three major categories: [69:  Hopkins, The Transition Companion: Making Your Community More Resilient in Uncertain Times, 44.]  [70:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 47.] 

· Adaptation: Scenarios that assume we can invent our way out of trouble.
· Evolution: Scenarios that need collective evolution, a change of attitude/heart, but which assume that society, more localised and more frugal with energy, will retain its coherence.
· Collapse: Scenarios that assume the outcome of peak oil, climate change and the end of economic growth will be fracturing and disintegration, sudden or gradual, of society as we know it.[footnoteRef:71]  [71:  Hopkins, The Transition Companion: Making Your Community More Resilient in Uncertain Times, 40.] 

In general, the positive futures movement falls within the ‘evolution’ category, believing that design can be a powerful tool for change, “cities can be redesigned, reimagined and recreated as zero-carbon, lean, green, highly efficient urban centres, and that resource constraints are sufficiently distant to allow the radical overhauling of our infrastructure.”[footnoteRef:72] Australian environmental designer David Holmgren’s scenarios provide yet more gradations: [72:  Ibid.] 

· Techno-explosion: The idea that unimaginable new energy sources are discovered which allow colonisation of new planets and the overcoming of environmental constraints.
· Green-tech stability: A seamless transition to a steady-state economy that is powered by renewable energy.
· Earth stewardship: The impact of depleting resources on the economy lessens economic activity and a powering down of society, with increased localisation.  
· Atlantis: Our complex, non-resilient economies cannot cope with fossil fuel depletion, economic contraction and climate change, and suffer rapid and chaotic collapse.[footnoteRef:73] [73:  Ibid., 41.] 

The Transition Town Initiative, and the positive future movement more broadly, designs for what Holmgren dubbed ‘energy descent’ within Earth Stewardship.  Positive futurists see the first two scenarios as unrealistic, especially within the time constraints of the climate crisis, and the last scenario as “avoidably pessimistic.”[footnoteRef:74] Earth Stewardship, if embarked upon quickly, is seen as the only viable course of action.  It calls for an intentional, designed transition to a powered down world, spreading through all sectors of our society but beginning, perhaps, with our economy. [74:  Ibid.] 


(See figure below, a map of “Scenarios for Life Beyond the Oil Peak” from the Transition Companion.[footnoteRef:75] The positive futures movement typically lies within the “evolution” quadrant.)  [75:  Ibid., 42–43.] 
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“What the climate needs to avoid collapse is a contraction in humanity’s use of resources; what our economic model demands to avoid collapse is unfettered expansion.  Only one of these sets of rules can be changed, and it’s not the laws of nature.” –Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything

Considering how critical the positive futures movement is of the economy (or perhaps more accurately, the modern capitalist neoliberal economy), it is important to remember that it did not begin that way.  In Sacred Economics, Charles Eisenstein writes: 
At its core, money is a beautiful concept.  Let me be very naïve for a moment so as to reveal this core, this spiritual (if not historical) essence of money.  I have something you need, and I wish to give it to you.  So I do, and you feel grateful and desire to give something to me in return.  But you don’t have anything I need right now.  So instead you give me a token of your gratitude—a useless, pretty thing like a wampum necklace or a piece of silver.  That token says, ‘ I have met the needs of other people and earned their gratitude.’ Later, when I receive a gift from someone else, I give them that token.  Gifts can circulate across vast social distances, and I can receive from people to whom I have nothing to give while still fulfilling my desire to act from the gratitude those gifts inspire within me.[footnoteRef:76]  [76:  Charles Eisenstein, Sacred Economics, Evolver Editions (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2011), 12.] 

As Eisenstein’s passage indicates, money as a concept does have the potential at least to be positive, just, beautiful, even sacred.  It is our modern understanding of economy that has removed money far from this, however, and imbued it with connotations and systems inextricably linked to the broad critiques of the positive futures movement.  Instead of the mutual care and commitment found in traditional pre-money economies, the relationships in a monetized economy are “defined primarily, even exclusively, by money at the expense of the mutual caring and commitment essential to individual happiness and healthy social function.”[footnoteRef:77] This difference has shifted the focus of our well-being and survival from real, tangible relations to communities and planet to money itself.  A commonality among many in the positive futures movement is the belief that to respond to crisis one must redefine ‘economy’—and consequently the role economy plays in our lives, systems, and relationships—in a radical way. [77:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 21.] 


Both Naomi Klein and David Korten have extensively critiqued the modern capitalist neoliberal economy.   Korten’s definition of capitalism in When Corporations Rule the World speaks to how far he believes our capitalist system is from Eisenstein’s sacred economy: “In its literal meaning capitalism means rule by capital, more specifically rule by the owners of capital for their exclusive private benefit—or simply rule by money.  There are more idealized definitions of capitalism, but I refer to the real capitalism—the kind we are living with.  This capitalism is grounded in an elitist ideology of individualism supported by an institutional system devoted to the concentration and abuse of wealth for the exclusive benefit of a private ruling oligarchy.  It is the capitalism that claims to champion democracy and markets even as it destroys them.  The capitalism that claims to bring universal prosperity even while denying it to all but its most favored servants.”[footnoteRef:78] In essence, capitalism has only a single goal: “to increase the financial assets of the world’s richest people.”[footnoteRef:79] All else—severe poverty, widespread environmental degradation, etc.—is a side effect.   [78:  Ibid., 20–21.]  [79:  Ibid., 27.] 


A deregulated capitalist economy is predicated upon treatment of the economy as a separate sphere that can function independently of social systems (à la Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’), when, in fact, the economy we have created defines the very structure of our social systems and is inextricably tied to virtually all global power relations (whether with people or planet).  If the modern economy considers the Earth as a collection of commodities, then the indigenous approach to the Earth is perhaps its antithesis.  For indigenous people, one relates to the Earth as “a self-organizing community of life that maintains the conditions essential to life and provides sustained flows of nutrients, water, and energy that all its members—including humans—require.”[footnoteRef:80] This worldview cannot coexist with an economic system that encourages a total disengagement from the Earth and the ‘communities of life’ upon it in the name of wealth for the sake of wealth.  By insisting that the economic system should respond to values, the positive futures movement hopes to demystify the myth of the modern economy so that it serves rather than defines the rest of our world.  Korten would call this new economy a real-economy or a life-serving economy, “in which money is a means, not an end.”[footnoteRef:81] One of the greatest difficulties in transitioning toward a life-serving economy is that the capitalist economy has rendered us nearly completely dependent upon it for a means of living, and to offer a credible alternative with clear parameters seems, to most, all but impossible.   [80:  Ibid., 15.]  [81:  Ibid., 19.] 


The positive futures movement offers this alternative through challenging three major assumptions of the modern economy: 
1. The economic system’s disregard for human and environmental aspects involved in consumption (and perpetuation of inequality and environmental degradation as a result);
2. The illusion of unlimited scale, universal applicability, and infinite desirability of our current system;
3. And whether maximizing production and consumption is truly something we want (or whether growth really is good).

What unites Korten, Klein, and others in the positive future movement is that future crises are seen largely as an opportunity to address these three points and re-instate the economy as something that is generative and beneficial rather than destructive.  Klein’s Shock Doctrine markets itself as a challenge to “the central and most cherished claim in the official story,”[footnoteRef:82] namely that deregulated capitalism can be equated with freedom and democracy.  Klein instead labels our modern form of capitalism “disaster capitalism.” Disaster capitalism sees catastrophic events—Hurricane Katrina, the 2004 tsunami—as chances to capitalize on the public sphere by treating tragedy as a market opportunity and using fear and disorder as catalysts for change.  Klein sees people’s reconstruction efforts as the antithesis of the disaster capitalism mindset, relying on spontaneity, resourcefulness, and creativity to build on the history, memory, and culture that remain after a shock.  They work to repair and to salvage and to reaffirm.  Disaster capitalism, in contrast, would seek only to irreversibly instate a new status quo, using disaster as a blank slate to erase all that came before it.[footnoteRef:83] Klein invokes Mike Battles, an ex-CIA operative who spoke of the chaos after the invasion of Iraq in which his private security firm made $100 million dollars, to speak to the ethos of disaster capitalism: “For us, the fear and disorder offered real promise.”[footnoteRef:84] The movements that Klein speaks of see disaster and crisis the way the positive futures movement does: not as opportunities for profit but as moments for resilience building.   [82:  Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (New York: Picador, 2007), 23.]  [83:  Ibid., 9.]  [84:  Ibid., 10.] 


Crises like climate change may very well follow the same trajectory as other shocks and disasters.  There is no shortage of examples in recent decades of how it is already being used to enrich an elite class and perpetuate capitalist economy; just look to the privatization of global forests in the name of carbon credits or the trading of “weather futures” as if climate disaster is a casino game.[footnoteRef:85] It is actions like these that led Klein to declare that deregulated capitalism is the single most important obstacle to necessary climate change action.  To lower emissions fundamentally conflicts with deregulated capitalism, and actions that would benefit the greatest majority by actually providing a chance at mitigating disaster threaten the elite minority that currently asserts almost absolute power over our media, politics, and certainly economy.  Klein writes that perhaps at another moment in history the consequences of our economic system might have been surmountable, yet “it is our collective misfortune that the scientific community  made its decisive diagnosis of the climate threat at the precise moment when those elites were enjoying more unfettered political, cultural, and intellectual power than at any point since the 1920s.”[footnoteRef:86] The crises we are facing require radical responses, but the stronger the capitalist economy, the more difficult it is to respond to crises in any meaningful way.    [85:  Klein, This Changes Everything, 8.]  [86:  Ibid., 18.] 


Klein sees economic reform as crucial and urgent, the only choice to “allow climate disruption to change everything about our world, or change pretty much everything about our economy to avoid that fate.”[footnoteRef:87] But, she writes, decades of collective denial have left us without incremental options for response; dramatic, whole-system reform is the only hope.  Spending more money on ‘green’ solutions or working to change policy may be helpful, but it is by no means sufficient.  What is needed is to think radically differently about the pervasiveness of market logic in our society, a logic that thrives on domination and cut-throat competition that has paralyzed serious climate change response for years.  The value we currently place on the monetized economy disincentivizes radical change at every level, making richer nations unwilling to risk their position in a global hierarchy founded upon money and making poorer countries resistant to solutions that do not allow them to pollute and degrade the environment the same way richer countries did on their way to the top.  What is needed in a new economic approach is to see “nature, other nations, and our own neighbors not as adversaries, but rather as partners in a grand project of mutual reinvention.”[footnoteRef:88] This is a project that cannot survive in the world of capitalism as we know it, and it is a project at the forefront of the positive futures movement. [87:  Ibid., 22.]  [88:  Ibid., 23.] 


According to Korten, crisis is already revealing cracks in the foundations of the capitalist economy.  Recent years have seen fewer and fewer individuals who believe in the security of their economic future; family units and communities no longer provide the security they once did; the environment is under increasing stress; there is a collective loss of confidence in major institutions, and there is a pervasive global suspicion that our institutions and systems may be failing.[footnoteRef:89] The disparity between the elite class’ exorbitant wealth and the 1.2 billion or more people living on less than $1 a day compounds this global consciousness of a institutional crisis that Korten calls a “threefold global crisis of deepening poverty, social disintegration, and environmental destruction.”[footnoteRef:90] Like Klein’s embrace of the people’s movements’ responses to disaster, Korten sees the solution to this three-fold crisis emerging from local action.  Like the oft-repeated “small is beautiful,” the positive futures movement shifts agency from institutions to people and community, believing that “With rare exception, the basic resources and capacity to meet these needs are already found in nearly every country.”[footnoteRef:91] Unlike the current paradigm that places control in the hands of bureaucracies of governments and corporations often quite distant from local needs, a life-giving economy is founded on the confidence that local people can almost always have the capacity and resources to respond to local needs and to create their own priorities. [89:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 44.]  [90:  Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism, 47.]  [91:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 47.] 


So to return to the three major assumptions challenged by the positive futures movement, the economic system’s disregard for human and environmental aspects involved in consumption is addressed through the proposal of a life-giving economy focused not on money but on “real wealth” for people and planet.  The illusion of unlimited scale, universal applicability, and infinite desirability of our current system is met with a critique of modern neoliberal deregulated capitalism and the conviction that a radical new economic alternative is necessary and urgent.  And whether maximizing production and consumption is truly something we want (or whether growth really is good), is countered by the offering of a new “good,” one based not on growth but on the opportunity for an economic system to contribute to a better way of being in the world.  

Naomi Klein writes of her own difficulty in accepting the realities of climate change and how this shifted once she realized it “could become a galvanizing force for humanity, leaving us all not just safer from extreme weather, but with societies that are safer and fairer in all kinds of other ways as well.”[footnoteRef:92] This perspective requires an understanding that the responses required to make ourselves safer from extreme weather or to move us away from fossil fuels will require massive overhauls of social systems and economic patterns.  These solutions could mean clean water and electricity created for and by the people who need them.  They could mean a re-examination of what we value once monetized wealth as we have defined it is no longer the backbone of our social system.  They could mean “a vision of the future that goes beyond just surviving or enduring climate change […] in which we collectively use the crisis to leap somewhere that seems, frankly, better than where we are right now.”[footnoteRef:93] [92:  Klein, This Changes Everything, 7.]  [93:  Ibid.] 


This new economic vision requires a reinvention and reimagining of individuals, communities, and our world in what feminist economic geographers Katherine Gibson and Julie Graham called the act of “reframing.” Under the pen name J.K.  Gibson-Graham, they wrote: “In this book we have invited you to suspend your disbelief long enough to act as if communities were possible and to begin experiencing the economy as a space of ethical decision making.”[footnoteRef:94] Let us suspend disbelief and imagine what an economy taken back for people and planet might look like. [94:  J.K.  Gibson-Graham, Take Back the Economy: An Ethical Guide for Transforming Our Communities (Univ of Minnesota Press, 2013), 190.] 


For Bill McKibben, a life-giving economy would regard happiness as a legitimate consideration.  He writes: “The idea that there is a state called happiness, and that we can dependably figure out what it feels like and how to measure it […] would allow economists to start thinking about life in far richer terms, allow them to stop asking “What did you buy?” and to start asking “Is your life good?”[footnoteRef:95] A life-giving economy gives happiness importance because it is concerned with values and the type of growth rather than growth for its own sake.  But growth is not always an evil.  Up until a certain point, “more really does equal better.”[footnoteRef:96] Up until around a $10,000 per capita income, money does consistently relate to happiness.  It is after that point that the correlation disappears.  Beyond happiness, up until this point, money can make a significant difference in the well-being of individuals, communities, and nations, and the criticism of growth should in no way minimize the role money can play in relieving the realities of poverty and inequality.  A life-giving economy recognizes the need for money up to a certain point but does not subscribe to the illusion that the trajectory continues beyond there.  An economy for a positive future sees that: [95:  McKibben, Deep Economy, 34.]  [96:  Ibid., 38.] 

 “A single-minded focus on increasing wealth has driven the planet’s ecological systems to the brink of failure, without making us happier.  How did we screw up? The answer’s pretty obvious: we kept doing something past the point where it worked.  Since happiness had increased with income in the past, we assumed it would do so in the future.  We make these kinds of mistakes regularly: two beers made me feel good, so ten beers will make me feel five times better.”[footnoteRef:97] [97:  Ibid., 42.] 

McKibben’s argument points to the criticism that scale and growth alone do not produce happiness.  One response to this is that perhaps “happiness” is not what we should be considering at all, especially since the word has become so linked to the politics of consumption and the capitalist ethos.

In South America, social movements are working toward their own models of living economies, founded not upon happiness but upon buen vivir, loosely translated as “well living” or “good living,” although Eduardo Gudynas, a leading buen vivir scholar, doesn’t believe either translation does the movement justice.  To equate buen vivir with how we have traditionally defined wellbeing or welfare evokes an individual pursuit, while buen vivir strongly emphasizes that an individual only exists within their given social situation and environmental context.[footnoteRef:98] Buen vivir emerged from countless indigenous belief systems across South America, from the Bolivian Aymara to the Ecuadorian Quichua and Chilean and Argentinian Mapuche, and also drew its influence from political philosophy, namely feminist theory, environmentalism, and Western capitalist critiques.   [98:  Oliver Balch, “Buen Vivir: The Social Philosophy Inspiring Movements in South America,” The Guardian, February 4, 2013, sec.  Guardian Sustainable Business, http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/buen-vivir-philosophy-south-america-eduardo-gudynas.] 


Two defining characteristics of buen vivir are harmony—between humans and between humans and nature—and an awareness of the collective.  While capitalism encourages hyper-individualism and ergo champions individual rights, “the right to own, to sell, to keep, to have,”[footnoteRef:99] the South American paradigm “subjugates the rights of the individual to those of peoples, communities and nature.”[footnoteRef:100] The concept of natural capital and giving monetary value to ecosystem services, for example, do not fit within the buen vivir paradigm in which human beings are stewards rather than owners of the earth and its resources.   Gudynas equates buen vivir to collaborative consumption and the sharing economy, ideas that have become more popular globally in recent years, and notes buen vivir’s rejection of the mercantilisation of people too, notably of workers and in the education system.   [99:  Ibid.]  [100:  Ibid.] 

Perhaps the most radically different approach to economy of buen vivir is a matter of scale; buen vivir is emphatic about the need for us to consume less and to include, not externalize, environmental and social costs in the value of products.  To structure an economy with the ethos of buen vivir brings Gudynas back to “small is beautiful.” Small-scale production is “more likely to reflect and enhance local culture, to include local people and to protect the local environment.  Importantly, it also has a higher probability of serving local needs too.”[footnoteRef:101] A comprehensive, scaled-down economy that responds to local needs with local variations yet still interacts with larger networks is key not only to buen vivir but to the positive futures movement as a whole. [101:  Ibid.] 


David Korten writes: 
“A globalized economic system delinked from place has an inherent bias in favour of the large, the global, the competitive, the resource-extractive, the short-term, and the wants of those with money.  Our challenge is to create a locally rooted planetary system biased toward the small, the local, the cooperative, the resource-conserving, the long-term, and the needs of everyone.”[footnoteRef:102]  [102:  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 242.] 

For decades, global power dynamics and colonial histories have encouraged poorer countries to catch up to the consumption levels and economic ethos of wealthier nations.  Yet if Western capitalist consumption levels and production practices are unsustainable, then for the global South to match our economic trends would be wholly disastrous.  By relinking the economy to place, power and responsibility that are currently concentrated in hegemonic countries and classes become distributed throughout the economic system.  In the process, the previously externalized environmental and social costs of consumption can no longer be easily transferred from, say, the global North to the global South, or from wealthy agribusiness corporations to the backyards of rural communities.  

Notions of “small is beautiful,” when applied to a global economy, are often criticized as romantic.  Part of the difficulty is that a lifestyle of ‘less’ is often imagined as a lifestyle that is worse or regressive, and the tendency is to cling to the present approach in fear of this imaginary.  Bill McKibben challenges, “So instead of less, let’s imagine Europe;” in other words, let’s find places that prove that a better life does not necessitate increased consumption.  [footnoteRef:103] The statistics are striking.  In addition to rich culture and cities admired the world over, Europeans have managed to do a dramatically better job of ensuring that those within their borders have enough.  In Finland, the poverty rate is 5 percent, 6.6 percent in Sweden, 7.5 percent in Germany, you get the idea.  Crime is lower, life expectancy is longer, Europeans give about half of all global humanitarian aid, and people are healthier than in the United States.[footnoteRef:104] All of this is to say that Europeans have managed to achieve these feats while consuming significantly less than we do in the United States.  The average European home is now half the size of an American one, cars are much smaller and driven much shorter distances, public transportation is considerably more prevalent and more highly regarded.  Their sense of community is heightened too.[footnoteRef:105] While Europe does, of course, participate as a key player in the global economy positive futures thinkers would like to transform, they also model the idea that less consumption can be a lifestyle choice made on individual, community-wide, and national levels, while maintaining equal or higher standards of living.   [103:  McKibben, Deep Economy, 221.]  [104:  Ibid., 222.]  [105:  Ibid.] 


In his other work, McKibben has travelled extensively to places that, like Europe, model ways to live with less.  As he puts it, “Not for places where nature was necessarily healthy or particularly important, but for places that managed to produce decent human lives with less money, less energy, less wood.  Less stuff.  For places where people, in their wants and needs, were smaller.”[footnoteRef:106] He emphasizes one of the core messages of the positive futures movement: “A community that made environmental sense would not have all the things that we have today.  Its stores would have far fewer items, and far more of them would be locally made… It would be poorer.  In certain ways it might be richer too, of course.”[footnoteRef:107] The positive futures movement is fueled by the belief that our future can be abundant, but not abundant in the sense that we have become accustomed to thinking of it.  We will have to exchange cars for buses, a new sense of community instead of exalted suburban independence, trade our responsive and expensive healthcare system for one that is preventative, learn to share rather than accumulate individually, and use creativity instead of money to solve problems.  We will have to reduce or completely alter the expectations we have taken for granted.[footnoteRef:108] And we will need collective action to get there. [106:  McKibben, Hope, Human and Wild, 52.]  [107:  Ibid., 204.]  [108:  Ibid., 54.] 



[bookmark: _Toc448068260]COMMUNITY

The success of a transition to a positive future through times of crisis is an inherently unknowable proposition.  The Transition Companion  notes that in a movement that is of sorts “a social experiment on a massive scale,”[footnoteRef:109] all that is certain is: [109:  Hopkins, The Transition Companion: Making Your Community More Resilient in Uncertain Times, 17.] 

If we wait for the governments, it’ll be too little, too late.
If we act as individuals, it’ll be too little.
If we act as communities, it might just be enough, just in time.[footnoteRef:110] [110:  Ibid.] 

The centrality of collectivity is found in positive futures narratives from buen vivir to transition towns.  The crisis of sociality is founded upon the idea that capitalist society has so championed the individual that we have lost all interconnectedness with each other and the world around us.  Charles Eisenstein maintains:  “We don’t need to know the person who grows, ships, and processes our food, makes our clothing, builds our house, creates our music, makes or fixes our car […] We are dependent on the role, but only incidentally on the person fulfilling that role… In our house-boxes, we are self-sufficient.  Or rather, we are self-sufficient in relation to the people we know but dependent as never before on total strangers living thousands of miles away.”[footnoteRef:111] That we are dependent on distant links with strangers yet utterly independent of the people we actually interact with is a sign of our cultural detachment.  It is what Arturo Escobar problematized as the need for a new politics of relationality in an ontology of separation.  And separation is not only lonely, as McKibben points out, but it will prove insecure and foolish in the future that is already beginning to emerge.[footnoteRef:112]  [111:  Eisenstein, Sacred Economics.]  [112:  McKibben, Deep Economy, 231.] 


Currently, we excel at acting individually, but it is the community aspect we should be so naturally good at.  Studies have shown that all primates not only live in groups, but are upset when separated[footnoteRef:113].  And yet in a “novel condition for primates”, an estimated three-quarters of Americans, if not more, confess that they do not know the people living next door to them.[footnoteRef:114] Some theorists within the positive futures movement see our natural condition as one of radical interconnectedness.  Biologist Kriti Sharma contends that the most intuitive and popular approach to interdependence, and an important one, is to make the shift from viewing things in isolation to viewing them in interaction.  Radical interconnectedness requires a shift beyond that, to considering things as “mutually constituted.”[footnoteRef:115] Interdependence is not, therefore, an interaction between isolated entities, but entities exist only by virtue of their dependence upon other entities.  Biologist Brian Goodwin describes the uniquely human phenomenon of separation between nature and culture.  Within the modern paradigm we have distanced ourselves from our own interaction in the complex web of relations Sharma would call interdependence, constructing frameworks for ourselves that reinforce a dualist perception of reality and existence.[footnoteRef:116] Like Sharma, Goodwin’s text emphasizes the co-creation of being, between humans and nature especially, that he calls a “stream of collective emergence.”[footnoteRef:117] Goodwin invites us to reimagine our own place within this, one that requires and embraces the inherent interconnectedness of being. [113:  Ibid., 109.]  [114:  Ibid., 117.]  [115:  Kriti Sharma, Interdependence: Biology and Beyond (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), 2.]  [116:  Brian Goodwin, Nature’s Due: Healing Our Fragmented Culture (Floris Books, 2007).]  [117:  Ibid.] 


Radical interconnectedness provides one framework for envisioning what community might mean in a new politics, but positive futures thinkers propose many ways to reintegrate community into social relations.  Buen vivir is a prime example of an entire way of being established on interconnectedness, but a shift toward greater interconnectedness can begin on a scale as small as a neighbourhood in Portland, Oregon.  McKibben tells a story of residents of a neighbourhood who discovered that they, like most Americans, did not really know the people who lived closest to them.  They decided to reclaim a local intersection as a public square, painted it, put in cobblestone crossings, even added a tea station, and soon there were benches in corners, butterfly gardens planted at the edges of people’s yards, and community message boards.  Before long, the idea had spread to other Portland neighbourhoods, and the city passed an ordinance that allowed any group of residents to do the same (modelling the power of the local in affecting larger politics).  Yes, efficiency may have been compromised, but what was gained was a non-partisan benefit for all residents involved.  It was neighbourliness.[footnoteRef:118] A benefit that could not be quantified by the social and economic system we have developed but one that all other primates have recognized as essential. [118:  McKibben, Deep Economy, 121–122.] 


Positive futures thinkers are reclaiming the idea of community as an essential good and a necessary player in vibrant, sustainable social systems.  Worldwatch Institute warned of climate change: “Unless all act together, there is little reason to act separately.”[footnoteRef:119] Personal actions are meaningful in their own right, as a demonstration of commitment to change or as a tool of persuasion for others.  But to build a new paradigm requires a consciousness that does not stop at the limits of the Western individual, for it is when most people can be persuaded to change that there will be any true success in enacting a positive future, as individuals, as nations, and ultimately as a community of nations.[footnoteRef:120] There are no personal solutions, but the collective solutions needed will only emerge if we begin with the personal.[footnoteRef:121] [119:  McKibben, End of Nature, 145.]  [120:  Ibid.]  [121:  Ibid., 204.] 

 
Looking at the broad spectrum of cohousing communities and transition towns found across the United States today, defying the predominant American narrative of independence, it seems that the American transition to a more collective, communal future response has begun.  Most Americans remain preoccupied with radical possessive individualism, the need to own, to self-contain, to see oneself in competition with and comparison with others.  Ecovillages, cohousing, residential land trusts, communes with shared income, spiritual communities, student co-ops, kibbutzim, and ashrams, among others, challenge this worldview and intentionally create collaborative spaces of interdependence.  These spaces are followed by new local currencies, community gardens, cooperatively-owned business, and a sharing economy that point to an entire new spirit of relation that subverts the trends that led us toward crisis.  The question is, will they be enough and soon enough? 

[bookmark: _Toc448068261]MEANING

“How is one to live a moral and compassionate existence when one is fully aware of the blood, the horror inherent in life, when one finds darkness not only in one’s culture but within oneself?...  There are simply no answers to some of the great pressing questions.  You continue to live them out, making your life a worthy expression of leaning into the light.” –Barry Lopez, Arctic Dreams

The fundamental hope and positivity of the positive futures movement reveals itself in the rhetoric and outlook of thinkers’ calls to action.  Take the title of Charles Eisenstein’s novel: The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know is Possible.  Behind its optimism is a rhetoric that is not traditionally academic, that speaks of crisis without the language of fear, that points to a phenomenon of the movement itself.  As many within the movement would self-describe, the movement is a ‘spiritual’ one.
 “Perhaps profound change only happens through collapse.  Certainly that is true for many on a personal level.  You may know, intellectually, that your lifestyle isn’t sustainable and you have to change your ways… But how often does anyone change without a wake-up call, or more often, a series of wake-up calls? After all, our habits are embedded in a way of being that includes all aspects of life.  Hence the saying, ‘You cannot change one thing without changing everything.’ On the collective level the same is true… In that sense, we can say that the ecological crisis—like all our crises—is a spiritual crisis.  By that I mean it goes all the way to the bottom, encompassing all aspects of our humanity.”[footnoteRef:122] [122:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 2.] 

The kind of change positive futures thinkers talk about permeates all aspects of life and all sectors of society.  Because of this, calls to action are commonly accompanied by discussion of a collapse of the old way of being and an emergence of a new spirituality, defined not necessarily in any traditional religious sense, but as a new sense of consciousness that involves deeply personal and collective perspective shifts.  

Many positive futures thinkers, like Bill McKibben or Arturo Escobar, equate the spiritual crisis to a crisis of meaning.  McKibben says, “From a certain vantage point, meaning has been in decline for a very long time, almost since the start of civilization.  Our hunter-gatherer ancestors inhabited a very different world from ours, a meaning-saturated world where every plant and animal was an actor the way people are actors, where even rocks and mountains and canyons and rivers could speak.  We look at that same world and see either silent landscape or pile of resources; either it has gone mute, or our hearing is nowhere near as sharp.”[footnoteRef:123] The arguments for a new economy and new sense of community are closely linked to this idea, that we have become increasingly disconnected from people and systems that sustain us.  This disconnection is, in turn, indicative of a greater distancing from the essential nature that makes us human, our relationship to our world and to other human beings.  The crisis of spirituality is a search for meaning in an ontology that now separates us from each other and our world.  Or as McKibben says of our economy, “The great danger, in other words, of the world that we have built is that it leaves us vulnerable to meaninglessness—a world where consumption is all that happens, because there’s nothing else left that means anything.”[footnoteRef:124] The movement for a new spirituality is a rejection of our current ethos in favour of one that is intentional, significant, and meaningful.   [123:  Bill McKibben, Enough (New York: Henry Holt and Company, LLC, 2003), 44.]  [124:  Ibid., 46.] 


Thinkers within the positive futures movement come by their definitions of spirituality from different directions.  Korten and others approach a reinvention of meaning in human systems with a return to the indigenous ways of knowing and being.  He writes, “Many indigenous people use the term sacred to refer to what is most important, most essential to the well-being of the community and its members, and therefore most worthy of special respect and care.”[footnoteRef:125] It is this almost holy respect for relationships and interconnection that make indigenous people some of the most exalted examples of those living a lifestyle that could support a positive future.  The Transition Companion speaks of a spiritual evolution by quoting Gary Snyder, the so-called ‘poet laureate of Deep Ecology’ who wrote of the deep roots of the positive futures movement as the “deep underground.” Snyder says, “It is best to think of this as a revolution, not of guns, but of consciousness, which will be won by seizing the key myths, archetypes, eschatologies and ecstasies so that life won’t seem worth living unless one is on the transforming energy’s side.”[footnoteRef:126] Whether the spiritual revolution is a resurgence of the sacred or a transforming energy, a transformation of consciousness speaks more generally of the need for a new narrative for the future, a story that can act as a call to action and a blueprint for change. [125:  Korten, Change the Story, Change the Future, 22.]  [126:  Hopkins, The Transition Companion: Making Your Community More Resilient in Uncertain Times, 27.] 


[bookmark: _Toc448068262]STORY

“Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive.”—Barry Lopez[footnoteRef:127] [127:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 42.] 


“Our future depends on finding a story that gives us a powerful reason to live.”—Thomas Berry, Dream of the Earth[footnoteRef:128] [128:  Ibid., 3.] 


Futurist Alvin Toffler wrote, “During the next thirty or forty years we must anticipate not a single wave of change, but a series of terrible heaves and shudders.  The parts of the new society, rather than being carefully fitted, one to the other, will be strikingly incongruous filled with missing linkages and glaring contradictions.  There is no ‘whole pattern’ for us to adopt.”[footnoteRef:129] There will be no single moment, decision, or issue to easily define our future, and accordingly there is no single model to help structure our approach to it.  The need for a new narrative of our future—the positive future movement’s very work—represents the need for a template for collective imagining in a time of certainty.  A new story cannot give us any more certainty about the future, but it can make easier the task of monumental transformation the positive futures movement believes will be necessary.  In this spirit, I write of story as a general framework for a collective group’s action and vision.  I write not of the need for one story that denies all other stories but of the need for a story that allows for a multiplicity of stories.  And a guiding narrative is important because as David Korten titled one of his books: Change the Story, Change the Future, “When we get our story wrong, we get our future wrong.”[footnoteRef:130]  [129:  Alvin Toffler, Future Shock, Bantam Edition (New York: Random House, 1970), 372.]  [130:  Korten, Change the Story, Change the Future.] 


Korten states that a new story of the future must accomplish four tasks:
1. It must give life meaning and purpose.  [Or as Earth scholar Thomas Berry writes, “our future depends on finding a story that gives us a powerful reason to live.”[footnoteRef:131]] [131:  Ibid., 3.] 

2. It must give us enough reason to believe the necessary changes are possible despite powerful opposition.
3. It must address the claim that we are by nature individualistic, greedy, and competitive.  
4. Finally, it must point the way to a viable human future.[footnoteRef:132]  [132:  Ibid., 4.] 

Korten’s emphasis on narrative is common to the positive futures movement, though his third point is less universal within the movement’s multiple stories.  Like the idea of spirituality, the story of a positive future has a transformational power in that it can make those changes which our society is generally averse to seem compelling.  The right story has the power to generate action and to organize the way people live their lives.  Korten goes so far as to say that “A society’s ability to organize as a secure and prosperous community depends on the authenticity (validity) of its story.”[footnoteRef:133] Rather, a society’s future is ultimately determined by whether they have found an agreed upon vision of the future.  In many cases, a coherent society depends on a shared framing story to define its priorities, its values, its questions, and the options it considers for its solutions.  Ambiguity within such a loosely defined movement make it difficult to speak to the applicability of such statements.  I am choosing to define a shared story as a framework or structure for organizing other stories because I believe that the spirit of the positive futures movement is one of multiplicity.  There are certainly many thinkers within the movement, Korten included perhaps, who fail to acknowledge that to speak of the importance of story without acknowledging multiplicity in some ways reinforces the colonial capitalist ethos in which one story fits all.  With these points in consideration, it is still evident that stories are powerful tools in organizing and creating futures.   [133:  Ibid., 22.] 


Scott Page, professor of complex systems at the University of Michigan and an external faculty member at the Santa Fe Institute, offers an interesting example: where people keep their ketchup.  Generally speaking, African Americans from the American South and British people will keep their ketchup in a kitchen cabinet.  Anyone who is not a part of one of these groups likely keeps their ketchup in the refrigerator.  This seems like an insignificant difference, but it matters when someone runs out of ketchup.  If you keep your ketchup in the fridge, then when you run out of ketchup you might use mustard or mayonnaise instead, because you associate those items with ketchup by proximity.  But if, alternatively, you keep your ketchup in a cabinet and you run out of ketchup, you might use malt vinegar.[footnoteRef:134] In other words, the stories and associations that frame our experience determine the very options we consider when we approach problems.  Our current paradigm denies the urgency and scale of the crises the positive futures movement believes it is essential to address.  Because this collective story shapes our every interpretation of the events, institutions, and political debates around us, “no matter how discredited an established story may be, we cling to it in our public discourse until it is replaced by a more compelling story.”[footnoteRef:135] As this public story and the powerful institutions that support it—media, institutional politics, market capitalism—become less credible, there is increasing opportunity to replace it with institutions and narratives that are more closely aligned with what the positive futures movement sees as necessary and desirable.  And if we have “a moment of opportunity unprecedented in the human experience to reinvent our story, our institutions, and our future with conscious collective intention,”[footnoteRef:136] the positive futures movement hopes to begin to voice that new story.  It is voicing it already in the things people call ecological, alternative, green, holistic, but these are only threads of the new story.  Until there is a cohesive mythos that joins these emerging threads as a pattern, a story that allows for these threads to exist not as “alternative” viewpoints but as legitimate, viable stories, we will exist in a time Eisenstein calls ‘the space between stories.’[footnoteRef:137]  [134:  Alex Goldman and Vogt, Raising the Bar, Reply All, accessed January 25, 2016, https://gimletmedia.com/episode/52-raising-the-bar/.]  [135:  Korten, Change the Story, Change the Future, 34.]  [136:  Ibid., 56.]  [137:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 14.] 


There is a technique within futures studies workshops developed by Sohail Inayatullah called Causal Layered Analysis.  The technique works through the idea of a shared future story, requiring groups to create a coherent new future narrative that synchronizes changes through four levels:
1. The Litany or Headlines—the day-to-day future, often the most superficial and conventional level (and commonly associated with quantitative trends that are exaggerated into a politics of fear in standard futures thinking)
2. Causes—social, cultural, economic, political, and historical considerations that may effect the litany
3. Structure—the discourse that supports and legitimizes societal structures
4. Myth and Metaphor—the meanings, symbols, and deep unconscious story of the future[footnoteRef:138] [138:  Sohail Inayatullah, “Causal Layered Analysis: Poststructuralism as Method,” Futures 30, no.  8 (October 1998): 815–29, doi:10.1016/S0016-3287(98)00086-X.] 

In a Western context, the fourth level is often the most surprising for workshop participants.  The stories that ground the way our society functions, the way we interpret the world around us, the way we live out our lives are often entirely overlooked.  But as Inayatullah will note in his workshops, if you can’t develop a compelling myth or metaphor for any given future scenario, you might as well give up.  As Anderson and Ray write in The Cultural Creatives, “In order to stop being in a story, you need another story, another framework; otherwise, the old story still holds you in its grip.  And maybe, as the student says, most people don’t long for another story until they find out that it exists.  A vision of the future that is true at the soul level of a culture can inspire the creation of a new way of life.”[footnoteRef:139] Unless there is meaning on the level of consciousness, of spirituality, and of soul, a call to action for the future falls apart.  The positive futures movement approaches people as active agents of transition to a new story—for themselves, for their communities, and for the planet—and their works serve as guides between the old and new narratives from the day to day futures to the deep unconscious contexts that underpin them.  “Like the crisis, the transition we face goes all the way to the bottom.  Internally, it is nothing less than a transformation in the experience of being alive.  Externally, it is nothing less than a transformation of humanity’s role on planet Earth.”[footnoteRef:140]  [139:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 254.]  [140:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 6.] 


To achieve transformation on such a scale, part of what is needed, then, is to build spaces and moments where new stories can be developed.  Spaces like futures studies workshops or transition towns that insist on collective imagining in their very identity.  In another positive futures nod to the indigenous, Ray and Anderson write that telling a tale untold, or creating a narrative for the new and uncertain, means “building the equivalent of new tribal fires.”[footnoteRef:141] But their question is a good one: How do we tell a tale untold? [141:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 304.] 





SPACE:
For many, talk of the future automatically jumps to space.  The sheer number of future-set movies that offer visions of the future where the earth collapses and we are forced to move to outposts on another planet offer an easy explanation for mental leap.  But for many within the positive futures movement, the idea of space is seen in many ways an easy out.  Jerry Mander couches it historically: “The familiar assumption that everything before industrialism was pain, poverty, slavery, and victimization by nature… makes it seem as if capitalism and industrialization were altruistically motivated; do-gooder activities.  This makes moving into space seem like a continuation of these do-gooder impulses, when actually space development is an attempt to flee the mess created here on Earth by these same corporate drives.”  (146) Discourse about space offers an escape route that allows the drivers pushing us toward crisis to continue their trajectory.  

In that sense, Mander says, space travel is not a new phenomenon but only “the final stage of a departure process that actually began long ago.  Our society really ‘left home’ when we placed boundaries between ourselves and the earth, when we moved en masse inside artificial, reconstructed, ‘mediated’ worlds.” A focus on space not only shifts attention from the problems at hand, but it is a perpetuation of the same mindset that created these problems.  We can look to David Brower’s “Earth National Park” ad as another example.  Its aim was to call attention to the danger that “as the technologically advanced countries prepare to launch themselves into space, where presumably they would behave as they do here, we Earthlings should recognize that we have only one home.” If the colonizing, disconnecting impulse of our current lifestyle is our reason for space travel, it will not be any more of a sustainable solution than our current one.

McDonough and Braungart write of colonizing other planets as partly stemming from our curious, exploratory human nature.  “The idea of taming a new frontier has a compelling, even romantic, pull, like that of the moon itself.  But the idea also provides a rationalization for destruction, an expression of our hope that we’ll find a way to save ourselves if we trash our planet… we humans evolved on the Earth, and we are meant to be here… So while we recognize the great scientific value of space exploration and the exciting potential of new discovery there, and while we applaud technological innovations that enable humans to ‘boldly go where no man has gone before,’ we caution: Let’s not make a big mess here and go somewhere less hospitable even if we figure out how.  Let’s use our ingenuity to stay here; to become, once again, native to this planet.” The positive futures movement believes, above all else, that the future we should be concerned about is the future of humanity on planet Earth.

Mander, In the Absence of the Sacred, 146, 148, 159.
McDonough and Braungart, Cradle to Cradle, 86.



[bookmark: _Toc448068263]FUTURE

There is a sense among positive futures thinkers that we are at a unique juncture in human history and, accordingly, we must think about our future in a new, more considered, complex, and conscious way.  There is a tension, however, between the idea that we need a new narrative of our future and the worry that a design for the future cannot accurately plan for its uncertainty.  E.  F.  Schumacher uses the analogy of a map: “There is an awful temptation to […] present a picture of the future which through its very precision and verisimilitude carries conviction.”[footnoteRef:142] If someone follows an imaginary map, no matter how precise, believing it to be true, then they are likely worse off than if they had no map at all.  They will stop asking for directions, be less likely to examine every detail along their way, and not use their faculties to the fullest while searching for the best path.[footnoteRef:143] The difference, Schumacher states, comes down to the distinction between forecasts or predictions about the future and “feasibility studies” or “exploratory calculations” (what other positive futures thinkers might call future scenarios).  The danger in following a future map that we believe is predictive comes when we become so comfortable with the details shown on the map that we stop looking for what is not shown on the map.  The positive futures movement makes no claim that they are predicting the future or asserting any claims about it, or that it would necessarily be desirable to attempt to predict it.  Rather, what is important and useful is to “explore the long-term effect of certain assumed tendencies.”[footnoteRef:144] If we are, as Schumacher writes, still “masters of our individual and collective destiny, for good or ill,”[footnoteRef:145] considering an array of radically different future scenarios can help us map out where we might be going and, more important, where we want to go.  If building collective narratives about the future means we can begin to enact them, then the first step to a preferred future is future dialogue. [142:  E.F.  Schumacher, Small Is Beautiful, Perennial Library Edition (London: Blond & Briggs Ltd., 1989), 248.]  [143:  Ibid.]  [144:  Ibid., 251.]  [145:  Ibid., 259.] 


On our approach to the future, McKibben writes:
“We flatter ourselves that we think of the future.  Politicians are always talking about our children, our grandchildren, and as individuals, we do think about them, but not in the same way that we think about ourselves.  ‘Future generations do not vote; they have no political or financial power; they cannot challenge our decisions,’ said a perceptive introduction to the United Nations report on Our Common Future.  Future generations depend on us, but not vice versa.  ‘We act as we do because we can get away with it.’”[footnoteRef:146] [146:  McKibben, End of Nature, 200.] 

This inability to give future generations and future years the weight that we give our present is one of the major challenges to future thinking.  And while the future has always been a collection of changing possibilities, what makes this moment in history unique is that we have speeded up this constant change to the point where it is different not in quantity but in the kind of change itself.[footnoteRef:147]  It is different in its magnitude and its pervasiveness, a whole systems breakdown that requires a civilizational response and is therefore an opportunity for a civilizational reframing.  Because our default approach to the future is a defiant one, we do not recognize the historical moment at hand, treating the future as an extrapolation of present trends rather than an arena to be actively defined.[footnoteRef:148] To reevaluate our approach to the future in a way that makes future thought just as valuable as the present, if not perhaps more so, it is useful to consider one of my favourite sentences from the Our Common Future report (also called the Bruntland Report named for the Bruntland Commission or World Commission on Environment and Development).  The Report asks that we look not for a Common Future, but to the Future as a Commons, a shared resource in which everyone has an equal stake.  This idea requires the kind of paradigm shift that positive futures thinkers advocate, a necessary reconnecting with each other and our world to ensure a valuable future.  And it requires an immediate engagement with future action on a massive scale.   [147:  Ibid., 133.]  [148:  Ibid., 189.] 


Since there is no way to prove anything about even a relatively short-term future, there is a tendency and a temptation to “dismiss even the most threatening problems with the suggestion that something will turn up.”[footnoteRef:149] Take climate change, for example.  It is certainly easier and more comforting to dismiss the idea of severe and global climate crisis by imagining we might suddenly discover deep reserves of coal, oil, natural gas, and we might dream up a technological solution.  We can shift the problem away from crisis and approach the future as a crutch.  Its unpredictability means we abdicate all responsibility and agency.  Moreover, there is often something even slightly reassuring about scenarios of climate crisis, like melting ice caps for example.  Having such concrete images of future change allows people to begin imagining a life in that world, and they often choose the illusion of assurance an image gives them over the more difficult task of creating a new image for themselves.[footnoteRef:150] It is what Thom Hartmann calls the “Something-Will-Save-Us” solutions.[footnoteRef:151] The positive futures movement seeks to counter this brand of optimism or positivity in favour of a collective, agentive response to crisis.  A response that believes there is no one thing—religion, economy, government, person, technology—we can do or find or create that will “save” us, per se, but there is much productive work that we can begin doing now.   [149:  Schumacher, Small Is Beautiful, 29.]  [150:  McKibben, End of Nature, 134.]  [151:  Hartmann, The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight, 345.] 


Futurist Barbara Marx Hubbard coined the term “conscious evolution” to refer to this future approach.  Marx Hubbard defines the phrase as the “evolution of evolution,” the transformation of evolution from an unconscious to a conscious choice.  Conscious evolution claims that modernity presents us with a new phenomenon: humanity now has the ability to choose the trajectory of their own species, reclaiming the powers previously attributed to gods through advancements in medicine, psychology, science, sociology, spirituality, and technology.  It emphasizes humanity’s role in a cocreated, conscious future in which we recognize that we are not simply actors on a planet, but that the planet is integral and active in shaping our joint future.  “Our conscious evolution is an invitation to ourselves, to open to that positive future, to see ourselves as one planet, and to learn to use our powers wisely and ethically for the enhancement of all life on Earth.”[footnoteRef:152] Marx Hubbard developed the idea through an understanding of the 3 C’s: [152:  Barbara Marx Hubbard, “Conscious Evolution Defined,” Foundation for Conscious Evolution, accessed January 27, 2016, http://barbaramarxhubbard.com/conscious-evolution-defined/.] 

· Cosmogenesis: “This is the recent discovery that the universe has been and is now evolving.  As Brian Swimme puts it, “time is experienced as an evolutionary sequence of irreversible transformations,” rather than as ever-renewing cycles.”
· Crises: the complex, layered set of crises, especially environmental, which I have represented some of here.  Marx Hubbard writes, “We are participating in a global system that is far from equilibrium, conditions that are known to favor a macroshift.  This kind of dramatic repatterning can be a sudden shift toward devolution and chaos, or it can be an evolution toward a higher more complex order.  At this moment in evolution the outcome depends on our choices, and time is running out.  We must change, or suffer dire consequences.  Our crises are acting as evolutionary drivers pressuring us to innovate and transform.”
· Capacities: “The advent of radical evolutionary technologies such as biotechnology, nanotechnology, quantum computing, space exploration, etc., offer us the possibility of profound change in the physical world.  At the same time that we are facing the possible destruction of our life support systems, we can also see that the tools are there to transform ourselves, our bodies and our world.  We can and are actually moving beyond the creature human condition toward a new species, a universal humanity, capable of coevolving with nature.”[footnoteRef:153] [153:  Ibid.] 

An evolving pattern of history, combined with complex new crises and new human capacities can, Marx Hubbard states, allow us to intentionally recreate ourselves anew for perhaps the first time in human history.[footnoteRef:154] I reject Marx Hubbard’s idea of capacities in the sense that technology will save us, as I think it only provides an alternate area in which focus our energies instead of addressing the problems themselves.  I do not subscribe to the theory that human beings have, through technology, now assumed the power of gods, but our capacities have expanded to have more influence—and more ethical responsibility—on the world that we are co-creating.  Sharma and Goodwin’s radical interconnectedness may perhaps move Marx Hubbard’s theory away from a something-will-save-us ethos to one that gives weight to the integration of human beings in their own existence.  Humanity is capable of coevolving with nature not because we are “moving beyond the creature human condition” but because humanity and nature are both implicated in a complex relationship (from which humans have long seen themselves distinct).     [154:  Hartmann, The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight, 358.] 


If we cannot abide by something-will-save-us philosophies, the alternative will require patience and innovative approaches to how we solve problems.  McKibben says, it will not be “an abrupt break with the present, but a patient rebalancing of the scales.  The project will not be fast, cheap, or easy.  Fast, cheap, and easy is what we have at the moment.”[footnoteRef:155] Ray and Anderson claim that we are unlikely to be as foolish and unlucky as the most dire future scenarios predict nor as lucky and sensible as the most idealist scenarios.  Instead we are likely to be somewhere between, Muddling Our Way to Transformation.  They see a future as “a world of cultural conflict and uneven change.” Yet, I have identified them as positive futurists because in the face of this, Ray and Anderson say: [155:  McKibben, Deep Economy, 120.] 

“It says we all fall down, but then we get back up again.  It says we learn from the past, but not as quickly as we might wish.  Most of all, it says that our creative minority is now large enough that we’ve got a chance to respond well to the challenges of our time—if, instead of stumbling about with business as usual, then blaming one another and/or denying the dangers, we can meet the future consciously.”[footnoteRef:156]  [156:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 240.] 

It is a future of crisis with conscious, active optimism.


[bookmark: _Toc448068264]POSITIVITY

"It’s far too late and things are far too desperate for pessimism"—Barbara Marx Hubbard

I spoke to a social theorist and political philosopher I greatly admire when I was developing the idea for this paper.  His remark has stuck with me: “I’ve been accused of optimism, but I at least recognize that it’s an insult.” Optimism is often seen as misguided, naïve, oversimplified, delusional, especially in regards to our future.  These critiques have been levelled at almost every thinker in the positive futures movement, precisely because the brand of optimism practiced by the movement is so difficult to define.  

When Paul Hawken wrote Blessed Unrest, that early attempt to chronicle and outline this movement of movements, he began by speaking about optimism.  Though he didn’t define his movement as such, a central tenet of Hawken’s movement was its response to global crisis as a “story without apologies of what is going right on this planet, narratives of imagination and conviction, not defeatist accounts about the limits.  Wrong is an addictive, repetitive story; Right is where the movement is.”[footnoteRef:157] No matter from which direction positive futures thinkers arrive at crisis, they are unified as a movement by this ideology that crisis must be faced with talk of hope and possible adaptations and solutions, rather than succumbing to it and its despair.  These thinkers are not optimistic because of a lack of realism, but it is because of their realism that they are so emphatic about their visions.[footnoteRef:158] If this is the defining quality of the positive futures movement, then the challenge is to identify it when the words “hope”, “optimism”, “positivity”, etc.  are not accurate or contextual enough.  The positive futurists themselves identify the positive landscape in different ways.  Hawken writes that his book “is inadvertently optimistic, an odd thing in these bleak times.  I didn’t intend it; optimism discovered me.”[footnoteRef:159] This sentiment seems echoed throughout the works I have read; when met with so many resilient individuals, communities, and organizations working toward positive futures, the writers seem to feel optimism has been thrust upon them.   [157:  Hawken, Planetary Crises and Ecological and Cultural Transitions, 4.]  [158:  Mander, In the Absence of the Sacred.]  [159:  Hawken, Planetary Crises and Ecological and Cultural Transitions, 8.] 


Much of the belief in positive visions of the future stems from the opposing idea that negative images are destructive for a culture, inspiring helplessness, hopelessness, and a failure to take action toward a preferred future.  Positive images, then, are important for their generative creative power.  In the words of Ray and Anderson, images of the future can create self-fulfilling prophecies.  Negative images accordingly engender collective pessimism that “results in ‘endgame’ behaviors… [which bring] about the very collapse they fear… Transfixed by an image of our own future decline, we could actually bring it about.  A positive vision of the future, according to writer and philosopher David Spangler, ‘challenges the culture to dare, to be open to change, and to accept a spirit of creativity that could alter its very structure.’”[footnoteRef:160] A positive image of the future is viewed not simply as a glass-half-full perspective—especially since positive futurists are well aware of all the cracks in the glass—but as a powerful and necessary tool for manifesting the types of futures we want and need. [160:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 341.] 


In 1955 Dutch futurist Fred Polak, credited with making alternative futures a key part of the field, wrote “We are a future-creating species.”[footnoteRef:161] We are a future creating species.  This idea is essential to the field of futures studies because it invokes human agency in the creation of the future.  “It is not “something that happens to us but something that we participate in creating.  If we do this consciously, we can create a world that works.”[footnoteRef:162] Participatory futures are a hallmark of futures studies curricula.  While, of course, there are many activists who don’t subscribe to any brand of positivity toward the future, the composition of the positive futures movement is largely one of activists.  If part of the cornerstone of a positive futures philosophy is the belief that we can still do something to respond to crisis and actively create the type of future we want, then it follows that activism is at the core of the movement.  Within this activism, it often becomes less a matter of overt politics but of the act itself, the willingness to collectively and morally imagine a better way forward and begin to enact it.  It is a belief in the potential of the future as a space for collaborative participation, and the belief that this participation can produce a desirable end.   [161:  Ibid.]  [162:  Ibid.] 


There is great power in creative visions.  Those of the positive futures movement are defined by:
1. Willingness to act: an active, not passive, approach to the future.
2. Emphasis on design: the belief that we can construct (design for) a new culture.
3. Belief in the power of collective imagination: The notion that a positive future will necessarily be cooperative and collective.

· The creative vision is often a responsive one, emerging out of pressures and breakdown.  A creative vision of the future views an increasingly unsustainable lifestyle without despair (the word often chosen to characterize the opposing perspective), seeing even a drastically lower “economic metabolism” and rate of growth as we have come to define it as positives.  Crisis is not inherently valued as positive or negative, but serves as an opportunity to build out in either direction and to create a life that is ultimately, in fact, more satisfactory than any in history.  Environmentalist and essayist Noel Perrin observed that we tend to consider ‘progress’ as “something semi-divine, an inexorable force outside human control.  And of course, it isn’t.  It is something we can guide and direct and even stop.”[footnoteRef:163] Crisis and progress share this quality; they are only as useful to us as we make them, and ultimately we have the power to give them their value.   [163:  McKibben, Enough, 173.] 


Imagining a positive future is quite difficult, because there have been few good, scalable models in recent history and also because we are so firmly entrenched in our current way of life.  It’s worth returning to the idea that there is a brand of optimism that runs counter to the needed collective imagining.  It is that something-will-save-us phenomenon that often accompanies a binary approach to the optimism/pessimism debate.  If we do not want to succumb to despair about the future, then we must put blind faith in technology or science or political systems or religion.  There is little room in this paradigm for active, participatory positivity.  Schumacher says that “taking pride in their own optimism that ‘science will find a way out’ […] could be right only, I suggest, if there is a conscious and fundamental change in the direction of scientific effort.”[footnoteRef:164] In other words, something-will-save-us only works if we begin by saving ourselves, paving the way for solutions to our multiple crises.  In a book that revolves around the concept of hope, McKibben expresses his own doubts: “I try to imagine a future vastly different from the present, one where people consume much less and restrain themselves much more.  Where ‘public’ is no longer a curse word, and ‘growth’ increasingly is.  Despite the examples that fill these pages, the chances of such a world seem small just now: we are heading in the opposite direction, and fast.”[footnoteRef:165] The trend lines seem to confirm this in everything from animal extinctions to carbon emissions, and dramatic, sufficient change is almost entirely absent from every sector.[footnoteRef:166] Pessimism and despair about our future are thus pervasive because we have, so far, shown almost no ability to meet the world halfway.  We have demonstrated almost total unwillingness to retreat to any degree or to imagine an alternative course to our continuous growth and expansion.  And our leadership and governance is so tied to the causes of crisis that any retreat or alternative approach seems if not impossible, at least dangerously slow and incomplete.  But despair is not the modus operandi of the positive futures movement.  It is, in many ways, a movement that wants above all else to prove to ourselves that our current way of life is not a biological imperative; it seeks to show by its conviction, its numbers, and its compassion that people can, do, and will find alternative ways to organize and live their lives.   [164:  Schumacher, Small Is Beautiful, 30.]  [165:  McKibben, Hope, Human and Wild, 1.]  [166:  Ibid., 225.] 


The argument that we are biologically programmed to grow and expand is one McKibben sees as false.  The argument does not offer humanity any active role in its future because its premise is that we have no choice and will inevitably, biologically, by our very nature push ahead.  Yet even if this were true, it is, at least intellectually, a cop-out the moment that we begin to consider the argument.  For it we have thought about whether we have a choice, we have the moral obligation to begin making one.[footnoteRef:167] Put another way, even if we may not know how to respond to the loss that is intrinsic to civilizational crisis, we can respond to the guilt we will feel in knowing we are in some measure responsible.[footnoteRef:168] We can respond by answering the call to action of the positive futures movement.  The easy, default course of action is to follow a defiant future and get swept along in the powerful momentum and inertia of our established culture.  We have confirmed time and again that “If we can think of a plausible, or even implausible, reason to discount environmental warnings, we will.”[footnoteRef:169] And nothing will compel us to choose the bolder, positive, creative, uncertain course of action except the belief and the knowledge that without decisive action we will have no futures to choose from.[footnoteRef:170]  [167:  McKibben, End of Nature, 193.]  [168:  Ibid., xxv.]  [169:  Ibid., 197.]  [170:  Ibid., 193, 195.] 


Proof of a new way forward is not simple, universal, or certain.  As recently as fifty years ago, if you asked people about the future you would find most agreed on a general outline.  Since then, we seem to have lost this collective vision.[footnoteRef:171] Even those who still believe in a positive future are under no illusions that there will be a simple, miracle solution.  These are, after all, solutions with what McKibben dubs ‘side effects.’ Positive futures are far from utopias, as we have understood the word, but they do reject the overwhelming narrative seen in almost every science fiction film of the past fifty years that our only imaginable future is a dystopian one.  In fact, as we have defined utopia, “we have been living in a utopia all our lives, a place as sumptuously appointed and as divorced from physical labor as any in history.  What I have been seeking instead are models of some post-utopia, places that resemble neither our pleasant daydream of a society nor the various nightmares so obvious in the world around us.  Some places that make hope real.”[footnoteRef:172] If dystopias give us no future map we can act on and utopias are real only for some of us in the unsustainable, egregiously inequitable world we have constructed, then this middle way post-utopia is what the positive futures movement advocates.  A vision of a post-utopia and a new account of who we might be in it is also the only way to replace the dystopian narrative of science fiction literature that is perhaps more important than commonly recognized because it is virtually the only source of future images presented to the public.  This literature “which once offered a glimpse into a future filled with spaceships and jet cars, now offers a glimpse into … hell.  Those people committed to imagining the future have taken all the possibilities raised by the new technologies and, thinking them through, have dreamed up a galaxy of dystopias, each more unpleasant than the one before.”[footnoteRef:173] These dystopias speak to the observation I made in the introduction: we have become a society that can easily access fearful images of the future but finds it nearly impossible to construct futures we would want to live in. [171:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 10.]  [172:  McKibben, Hope, Human and Wild, 55.]  [173:  McKibben, Enough, 105.] 


Yet to act toward a positive future requires that one confront and harness the negative—the despair, pessimism, and cynicism felt by so many (and by positive futures thinkers themselves).  For these many, it is the fear of the future that will propel them to act toward something better.  But what is important to remember is that the future is not only something scary and fearful.  It can also be something we desire.[footnoteRef:174] Bill McKibben notes in Hope, Human and Wild, that writing The End of Nature, a text on the disappearance of nature as we know it because of the harmful influence of humanity, depressed him.  Moreover, it should depress us to “live on a planet that becomes less complex and wild with each passing day, and it should depress us even more that we are the cause of that change.”[footnoteRef:175] But fear is no longer sufficient grounds to make the changes necessary to reverse the damage we have done, damage that is deeply rooted in the most fundamental systems of our society.  We should be frustrated and perhaps even depressed about our current trajectory, but we should meet it with “a vision of recovery, of renewal, or resurgence”[footnoteRef:176] equal to our fear.   [174:  McKibben, Deep Economy, 231.]  [175:  McKibben, Hope, Human and Wild, 11.]  [176:  Ibid.] 


Like hope and fear, two similarly opposing concepts within the positive futures movement are cynicism and naïveté.  In the More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, a book itself easily criticized by cynics as naïve, Eisenstein writes of the relationship between the two.  He remarks that our society often mistakes cynicism for realism and gives it credence.  Yet it is cynicism and not naïveté that is truly impractical, for “the naïve person attempts what the cynic says is impossible, and sometimes succeeds.”[footnoteRef:177] This is the power of the positive futures movement as well as its major criticism: romantic, idealized, or naïve as it might be characterized, it sets out to act upon a future that more “realistic” visions might not even attempt.  Perhaps this is why Buckminster Fuller is quoted: “Dare to be Naïve.” Eisenstein echoes Fuller and puts this tension beautifully: [177:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 25.] 

“In this book, I am calling for a kind of naiveté, which ironically enough is one of the main criticisms of my work.  Maybe I should embrace that epithet, and call for even more of it.  To be naïve is to trust in the goodness of others when there is scant evidence of it, or to trust something might happen when you don’t know how it could.  Of course, naiveté is a curse when it obfuscates practical actions, but I’m talking about a situation where the practical is insufficient.  That is where the planet is right now… Paradoxically, the path to achieve the impossible consists of many practical steps, each of them possible.  Many pragmatic steps, each of which we know how to do, add up to something we did not… So I’m not suggesting we forgo the practical and the doable.  It is that the practical is not enough unless put in service to the impractical”[footnoteRef:178] [178:  Ibid., 71.] 

Ultimately, both cynicism and naïveté can act as self-fulfilling prophecies.  For another example of this, let’s turn to Thom Hartmann’s roller coaster analogy.  Emma and Danielle are preparing for a roller coaster ride.  Emma tells herself it is going to be so much fun, the twists and drops will be exhilarating, the high speeds and wind in her hair will be invigorating, and the event is one to savour.  Danielle, on the other hand, is scared to ride the roller coaster.  She tells herself that the ride is dangerous and remembers all the stories she’s heard of people dying when cars derailed or they got too stressed.  So what happens when Emma and Danielle ride the very same roller coaster? Emma’s brain will produce endorphins and other neurochemicals that signal to her that she’s having fun, while Danielle’s brain will produce adrenaline, cortisol, and stress/flight hormones that will signal to her that she’s under stress.  The approach to the ride determines the reality of the ride itself.[footnoteRef:179] When it comes to realities that determine our future, it is “doom and gloom” that is paralyzing, while naïve hope is inspiring.[footnoteRef:180] Naïveté, when oriented toward a productive end, is something to aspire to, not to criticize.  If billions were to act upon a story of naïve hope, the world would change. [179:  Hartmann, The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight, 250.]  [180:  Eisenstein, The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, 26.] 


And so we associate hope with naïveté and despair with cynicism, and the positive futures movement sees the merits in both.  Again, Eisenstein says it best:
“Hope has a bad name these days among certain teachers.  On the one hand, it seems to suggest wishful thinking that distracts us from a sober assessment of reality and fosters unrealistic expectations… However it is expressed, the emotional energy underneath hope is ‘It’s all going to be okay.’ In a way that is true—not because our worst fears won’t come to pass, but because we become reconciled to them after they do… Likewise, scientists already have come up with a solution to climate change, many solutions.  They are right in front of our faces: conservation, permaculture, renewable energy, simple living, bicycles, zero-waste manufacturing, and so on.  But only when climate change hits us in earnest are we likely to implement these solutions on a significant scale.  Hope shows us a destination, but a vast territory, the territory of despair, lies between it and us.”[footnoteRef:181] [181:  Ibid., 58.] 

The value of naïveté is that it can drive change through sheer vision—not because millions of hopeful people will truly affect change (although, of course, they can and will), but because a hopeful vision itself orients our choices and actions in a significant way.[footnoteRef:182] The belief itself does not somehow create the action and reach the goal, but it does produce the possibility.  To use Eisenstein’s metaphor, without a belief that one can ride a unicycle, one would not devote the weeks necessary to practice and learn.  The belief itself doesn’t achieve the goal, but without it, there would be no hope whatsoever of doing so.  Blind hope and naïveté are not sufficient, however, without a healthy amount of cynicism and despair that allow us to take stock of what we are facing.  Rather than obscuring or ignoring the despair so present in our culture, positive futurists like Eisenstein encourage us to ‘traverse the territory of despair’ in recognition that real hope can only come from taking its measure.  True optimism “is not ignorant of the magnitude of the crisis nor unaware of the forces that stand in the path of healing… It isn’t that I have shied away from the bleak truth because I can’t take it.  Optimism lies on the other side of it, and hope is its herald.”[footnoteRef:183] Only by finding a way to use hope and naïveté with despair and cynicism can any movement find a ‘realistic’ way to move forward and speak to a large enough group of people to make a true difference.   [182:  Ibid., 59.]  [183:  Ibid., 55.] 


But what does this look like? Let’s turn to another great question posed by Joanna Macy, “How can we even begin to tackle the mess we’re in if we consider it too depressing to think about?”[footnoteRef:184] Here is where Macy develops her own concept of what it means to be a positive futurist.  The word ‘hope,’ she writes, has two distinct meanings.  The first implies ‘hopefulness,’ in which we see our preferred outcome as a likely occurrence and therefore may remain passive.  If change requires this type of hope, then we will not take action in any endeavour where we might fail.  The second type of hope is one grounded in desire and knowledge of what one hopes for.  Macy calls this Active Hope because “it is what we do with this hope that really makes the difference.  Passive hope is about waiting for external agencies to bring about what we desire.  Active Hope is about becoming active participants in bringing about what we hope for.”[footnoteRef:185] Active Hope does not require optimism but vision, and so it does not fail in times where we feel hopeless.  “The guiding impetus is intention; we choose what we aim to bring about, act for, or express.  Rather than weighing our chances and proceeding only when we feel hopeful, we focus on our intention and let it be our guide.”[footnoteRef:186] This illuminates why the “positive” part of the positive futures movement is distinct from optimism as we normally define it; it is the intentions and not the belief in a likelihood that inform it. [184:  Macy, Active Hope, 1–2.]  [185:  Ibid., 3.]  [186:  Ibid.] 


McDonough and Braungart posit that this positive perspective (and by this I mean the whole complex composite of creative, agentive hope that recognizes the value of crisis and despair and is willing to act because of it) can begin at the level of the design question.  When we approach crisis now, it is often situated within the frame of the zero, with zero carbon emissions or zero waste or a zero ecological footprint as the ultimate goal.  But a goal of zero assumes that humanity is inherently bad and the only solution is to reduce the inevitable destruction we will cause.  Instead, McDonough and Braungart write of an alternative perspective: “to be less bad is to accept things as they are, to believe that poorly designed, dishonourable, destructive systems are the best humans can do.  This is the ultimate failure of the “be less bad” approach: a failure of the imagination.  From our perspective, this is a depressing vision of our species’ role in the world.  What about an entirely different model? What would it mean to be 100 percent good?”[footnoteRef:187] If we design for a future predicated upon a scenario we want to see rather than mitigating scenarios we don’t, the creative possibilities for our future begin to automatically look more hopeful. [187:  McDonough and Braungart, Cradle to Cradle, 67.] 


Another design exercise can be found in the work of Quaker sociologist and peace researcher Elise Boulding, whose visioning exercise I have used in several futures studies workshops.  Renditions of the exercise can be applied to countless future scenarios—say, for imagining what a future without weapons might look like—but usually begin by asking participants to close their eyes and envision the answers to a guided set of questions about a particular future.  Picture yourself stepping over a hedge and into this future…what do you see? What do you smell? Are there sounds? Who else is there? What does the environment look like? Is it hot? Cold? The exercise allows participants to build incredibly vivid and concrete images of the future that they can share to collectively build a more comprehensive vision of what that future might look like.  Once the participants have spent time together developing a collective vision of a preferred future, backcasting—an alternative to forecasting—begins.  If participants can picture the preferred future, they are asked to remember how they arrived there.  In a world thirty or fifty or a hundred years from now, what would they see looking back.  How did the future world get created? How can they reconstruct a history year by year for the past thirty, fifty, one hundred years, tracing back to the present moment from the perspective of a possible future? And finally, what is the role of the participants in this history? How have they helped to build their preferred future?[footnoteRef:188] And here is the true strength of the design exercise: “Research has shown that when people approach a problem by imagining that it has already been solved and then look back from this imagined future, they are more creative and detailed in describing potential solutions.”[footnoteRef:189] Constructing a future story that is closer to what we actually desire for ourselves and the planet enables us to better respond to and imagine solutions for crises at hand. [188:  Macy, Active Hope, 169–171.]  [189:  Ibid., 172.] 


The ‘imaginary hindsight’ approach employed in Boulding’s work was also used by Rob Hopkins when founding the Transition Town movement.[footnoteRef:190] The work of transition is prefigurative, calling on people to begin acting out today the type of future that one would want to live in.  Transition Towns are, in that way, manifestations of the roles people would play in imagined histories toward possible futures.  And Hopkins argues that there is no reason not to act out these roles beginning today, regardless of how likely they might be or what crisis might truly look like.  This idea corresponds to what author and blogger Sharon Astyk calls ‘the Theory of Anyway.’ Transition, and the positive futures movement more broadly, promotes things like “living more simply, using less, reconnecting to our local economy and to more seasonal foods.” But these are all things that, even if climate change were resolved, would be beneficial to us ‘Anyway.’[footnoteRef:191] The same refrain is seen on a more national level (that is less counter to our current paradigm) in Ray and Anderson’s Cultural Creatives, where they affirm that with “a positive image of the future, we’ll invest in our children’s education and upbringing, build schools, roads, ports, bridges, and sewer, water, gas, electric, and communication lines, and establish new businesses and institutions.  Even if we turn out to be quite mistaken on the details of what we imagine, the result will still be quite positive.”[footnoteRef:192] In its simplest form, the positive futures movement is a collection of people who believe that no matter what the state of crisis looks like or when and why it will occur, these actions are the right things to do and the only way to get to a future we want.  And ultimately, if positive futures thinkers did not believe that to describe the reality of a problem encourages not withdrawal, but activism, they would not have produced the extensive calls to action of which I have included just a small fraction.[footnoteRef:193] In the words of innovative advertiser Howard Gossage, “It may be that everything we do will be futile, but we will do everything anyway.”[footnoteRef:194] [190:  Hopkins, The Transition Companion: Making Your Community More Resilient in Uncertain Times, 172.]  [191:  Ibid., 35.]  [192:  Ray and Anderson, The Cultural Creatives, 341.]  [193:  Mander, In the Absence of the Sacred, 393.]  [194:  Ibid.] 


[bookmark: _Toc448068265]SUCCESS

“If people got to see the trees, if they were told about the potent seeds of change that are taking root around the world, would they feel more encouraged? Would they be more politically engaged? Would they think differently about their career choices? Would they be less fearful? Would they imagine a brighter future for their children?”[footnoteRef:195]—David Bornstein, How to Change the World [195:  David Bornstein, How to Change the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 290.] 


The crisis of civilization the positive futures movement responds to is often news to people.  Wouldn’t we have heard of a crisis this large? Wouldn’t the mainstream media be discussing it? Wouldn’t it be on politicians’ agendas?  

How does a movement that does not yet recognize itself as a movement define its success? If its membership is truly growing at such rapid speed, why hasn’t it managed to shift public discourse to a positive future image? Why do almost all blockbuster movies produced in this century show us a future that leaves little room for hope? What has it accomplished? What does it mean for our future?

In 1991, my grandfather, the economist Morris Miller, wrote of the barriers to change and doing the right thing:
1. Inertia with its related sources and attributes: ignorance, skepticism, fatalism, alienation and such;
2. The aversion to risk taking exacerbated by the exceptional degree of uncertainty about environmental processes and their implications, and about the associated costs and benefits;
3. The resistance to change by those having a vested interest in the status quo and unwilling to countenance anything more than slight but not sufficient modifications thereof, and fearful of the costs in financial and other terms.[footnoteRef:196] [196:  Morris Miller, Debt and the Environment (Switzerland: United Nations Publications, 1991), 95.] 

These points certainly still hold true for the positive futures movement.  Inertia is a problem for all of the reasons people are skeptical of optimism, especially in an uncertain future of which the only public images have been largely negative.  The aversion to risk taking is embedded in the social, economic, and political system we have created that emphasizes short-term certain profit above all else and refuses to recognize that the greater risk is to continue with our current trajectory.  And both of these first two points are compounded by the vested interests of the status quo, a point worth exploring further.  

There are many reasons why much of the success of the positive futures movement has been largely invisible.  Macy maintains that the reason “you haven’t read about this epic transition in major newspapers or seen it reported in other mainstream media” is because the focus of these outlets are on “sudden, discrete events they can point their cameras at.”[footnoteRef:197] The type of major cultural shift the positive futures movement is concerned with occurs on a different level, one that requires an evaluation of the bigger picture over time to see profound change.  But Macy’s statement also points back to Miller’s third point; the mainstream media are embedded in a system of power in which they are rewarded for short-term discourse that fits their narrative.  It is against the interests of those in power to give the positive futures movement the validity it might merit.   [197:  Macy, Active Hope, 27.] 


Woody Tasch, founder of the Slow Money Institute, asks the same question of success: “With all these developments and the growing momentum of such ‘blessed unrest,’ and with the crucible of environmental and economic crises ratcheting up the immediacy of these concerns every day, why hasn’t the epiphany fully epiphanized?”[footnoteRef:198] His answer is “The Other Hundred Million”; for every hundred million activists and individuals from all sectors promoting a positive future vision, there are the same number “stubbornly and intently affixed to their computer screens, maximizing the growth of financial portfolios and the speed of capital, promoting a culture of moneytheism and short-term thinking, maximizing circulation, minimizing percolation, diverting irrigation from the seeds of sustainability.”[footnoteRef:199] The Other Hundred Million represent the vested interests who benefit from maintaining a system that does not truly examine the future—and what we want from it—at all.  Bill McKibben describes it in a way that makes it seem obvious: “There are no fifty simple ways to save the planet; there are only a few difficult ways to learn to live within [the planet’s] bounds.  And they are most difficult for those of us so long accustomed to living outside its bounds.”[footnoteRef:200] Difficult, yes, but not impossible.  Schumacher labels the Other Hundred Million as participating in a ‘refusal of consciousness’ perpetuated by the liberal, capitalist, patriarchal, modern project establishment.  Yet he sees reason for optimism that we can overcome this refusal as the coming pressures overpower society’s defences.[footnoteRef:201] Survival itself will depend upon whether we are able to overcome the ‘refusal of consciousness’ and acknowledge the end of an unsustainable era. [198:  Woody Tasch, Slow Money (Vermont: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2008), xxii.]  [199:  Ibid.]  [200:  McKibben, Hope, Human and Wild, 54.]  [201:  Schumacher, This I Believe, and Other Essays, 24.] 


The refusal of consciousness is, in some degree, perpetuated by all who participate in and benefit from our current systems, including ourselves.  Even Bill McKibben, a thinker who has written numerous books on climate crisis says he fully understands future defiance for the sake of prosperity and false securities.  “In the end… I have no great desire to limit my way of life.  If I thought we could put off the decision, foist it on our grandchildren, I’d be willing…But this could be the epoch when … we make not only the necessary technological adjustments to preserve the world from overheating but also the necessary mental adjustments to ensure that we’ll never again put our good ahead of everything else’s.  This is the path I choose, for it offers at least a shred of hope for a living, eternal, meaningful world.”[footnoteRef:202] Possibly the most challenging aspect of the positive futures movement is that in many ways it is a movement against ourselves.  It is a movement against the ways we have been taught to feel secure, the places we have learned to find value, the lifestyles we have expected to lead.  And yet, a refusal of consciousness denies us all of these things anyway if it collapses around us in the years to come. [202:  McKibben, End of Nature, 213.] 


There are many ways that we can better prepare our society to overcome this refusal of consciousness to embrace, anticipate, and manage comprehensive change.  In 1970, famed futurist Alvin Toffler wrote Future Shock.  The book’s premise is that our society is designed to be fearful of and resistant to change, and we need to reorient ourselves toward change through radical, comprehensive structural reform.  Since the future is perhaps the greatest frontier for change, Toffler’s central concept of ‘future shock’ proves particularly useful.  Future shock assumes that on an essential level, most people view the future as a blank, and consequently do not assign probabilities to what could occur even when certain large structural changes can be more or less forecasted.[footnoteRef:203] If our environment is one in which individuals are overwhelmed by change, Toffler’s challenge is to create social strategies—not just personal tactics—integrated into the fabric of our society that make change enriching and enlivening.  He calls these strategies ‘future shock absorbers.”[footnoteRef:204] Inherent in Miller’s points about barriers to change is the need for these absorbers because our society is not wired to see change as a positive, natural occurrence.  We do live in a world of constant, natural change—perhaps more constant than static—but we have designed a system that is blind to much of it. [203:  Toffler, Future Shock, 379.]  [204:  Ibid., 383.] 


Toffler writes, “Today we tend to categorize individuals not according to the changes they happen to be undergoing at the moment, but according to their status or position between changes.”[footnoteRef:205] We think of ‘American homeowners’ as a category but do not think of the hundreds of thousands of ‘Americans moving to a new residence’ as a group.  Similarly, we don’t think of ‘people looking for a new job,’ ‘people reexamining their religion,’ or ‘people getting divorced’ as groups and so they do not receive the benefits associated with group status like support systems, identity, networks.  If we were to shift public dialogue away from what people “are” to what they are “becoming,” and see transition rather than stasis as a norm, we open up a host of opportunities to better adapt to our future.  Psychologist Dr.  Herbert Gerjuoy of the Human Resources Research Organization refers to this as “situational grouping.” Toffler remarks that “like most good ideas, it sounds obvious once it is described.”[footnoteRef:206] Despite its simplicity, temporary organizations of “situational groups” have not been exploited systematically to allow people who may be sharing common life transitions and adaptive experiences to better cope.  Dr.  Gerjuoy notes that “If we bring them together… we strengthen them… They see their problems more objectively.  They trade useful ideas and insights.  Most important, they suggest future alternatives for one another.”[footnoteRef:207] I see this as an interesting and important framework not only for our society as we prepare and anticipate change, but for the positive futures movement itself.  There is strength in situational grouping, and there is an expansion of creative potential.  By naming the positive futures movement as such, I hope to enable the voices of it to speak of our future in dialogue with one another and with our cultural narrative. [205:  Ibid., 384.]  [206:  Ibid.]  [207:  Ibid.] 


[bookmark: _Toc448068266]CONCLUSION


I hope that this paper provides has provided at least an introduction to the important work those within the positive futures movement are engaging in.  It is difficult to lay out the framework for such an amorphous and fluid movement, rife with contradiction and difference.  Perhaps even more difficult is to distinguish it from all of the various movements that have contributed to it and may operate within it or engage with it in some way.  The positive futures movement may voice the call to action of the global justice/anti-globalization movement, the environmental movement, the anti-capitalist movement, the fair trade movement, but membership of these movements is not sufficient to qualify for the positive futures movement.  Ultimately, the positive futures movement is a way to identify those individuals and groups championing counter-hegemonic ways of being in a time of crisis because of a profound belief that there actions we can take now that will help us enact a better, more positive future.  It is the wave of people and communities who are energized by crisis as a generative moment for the type of world we want to live in.
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I offer a certainly non-exhaustive list of resources that in addition to my bibliography can provide some further readings and resources for individuals, groups, and concepts involved in the positive futures movement.  These can hopefully at least serve as a jumping off point for further exploration.
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TEXTS 
Brafman, Ori The Starfish and the Spider: The Unstoppable Power of Leaderless Organizations
 “Communities Directory: A Comprehensive Guide to Intentional Communities and Cooperative Living”
Dreyfus, Hubert, All Things Shining: Reading the Western Classics to Find Meaning in a Secular Age 
Elgin, Duane Awakening Earth
Sachs, Jeffrey The End of Poverty 
Senge, Petter, and Otto Scharmer, 
Joseph Jaworsky, Presence - Human Purpose and the Field of the Future
Starhawk, Empowerment Manual : A Guide for Collaborative Groups
Zolli, Andrew Why Things Bounce Back 

INSTITUTES/ORGANIZATIONS
350.org
Alliance for a New Humanity 
The c3: Center for Conscious Creativity 
Center for Contemplative Mind in Society 
EnlightenNext 
Global Ecovillage Network
Fellowship for Intentional Community 
International Forum on Globalization
Kosmos - An Integrated Approach to Global Awakening  
New American Dream 
Social Edge - By Social Entrepreneurs, For Social Entrepreneurs 
The Yes Men
 
EDUCATION
Alia Institute 
California Institute of Integral Studies
Center for Contemplative Mind in Society 
Garrison Institute 
Mind & Life Institute
Naropa University 
Presencing Institute  
Shambhala Institute   
  
MEDIA
Alternative International Journal 
Evolutionary Guidance Media 
In Context - A Quarterly of Humane Sustainable Culture 
The Optimist
Solutions Journalism Network
Yes! Magazine 

ECONOMIES
BALLE - The Business Alliance for Local Living Economies 
Global Exchange 
Living Economies Forum
New Resource Bank
Social Venture Network
The Vital Edge
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Techno-explosion (Holmgren) EnfOI'FEd . demand slope essentially as a ‘mirror image® of the
Techmology solves every problem we are curently Localisation creative energy ascent that occurred between the onset
presmied with, keadfing o & work] of holidays oa Last One Standing of the indusisial revolition and the present day”.
the moon, unlimited nuclear cold fusion, etc. ) )
Building Lifeboats Enforced Localisation (FEASTA)
Last One Standing (Heinberg) Assumes oil peak in 2007 leading to a drastic economic
. ™ f downturn. The economy contracts and then collapses, resulting
Describes 3 scenario where military force is used to . . . . . .
cure remaini . Dick ibal Tradi in a.ve.ry localised future: whn:h over time becomes |nfre?snrjgly
SECUFe FemaHITg wor.ld hydrocarb?n resgwe's Tribal Trading sophisticated, but only within much-reduced energy limitations.
Cheney’s “war that will never end in our lifetimes”. \

Atlantis (Holmgren) /

e Tribal Trading (Foresight)
This scenario describes a sudden and catastrophic societal collapse.

Building Lifeboats (Heinberg)
A world that has been through a ‘sharp and Building Lifeboats “begins with the assumption that
savage energy shock’. A global recession has industrial civilisation cannot be salvaged in anything like
left millions unemployed, and for most people, its present form” and is a process of building community
Barbarisation Worlds (Gallopin) ‘the world has shrunk to their own community’.
Like Holmgren's *Atlantis’ scenario, this scenario projects a deterioration in

solidarity, creating a localised infrastructure and preserving
Transport is typically by horse and bicycle. and enhancing the essentials of life.
dilsation, as problems cverwhelm the copleng capacity of both markets and policies.





