
A BRIEF HISTORY OF
PERMACULTURE

People should think things out fresh and not just
accept conventional terms and the conventional way of
doing things.

~ Buckminster Fuller

In 1974, young people around the world were asking
questions about the way we lived. Hippies, back-to-the-land
movements, and communes cropped up all over the world. In
Australia, a young David Holmgren was in his final year at the
University of Tasmania, and he happened to meet Bill
Mollison, a lecturer with a similar interest in ecology and
human systems. Inspired by discussions with Bill and
experiences in the garden and field sites around Tasmania,
David wrote a treatise on how he thought the world should
work. It contained the seeds of a groundbreaking design
system that managed to combine ecology, human
communities, and agriculture into one cohesive whole. The
manuscript became part of his graduate thesis, but even
more importantly, Bill encouraged David to publish his ideas.
The thesis became the book Permaculture One, which was
released in 1978. The book Tree Crops: A Permanent
Agriculture by Russell Smith (1924) inspired the word
Mollison and Holmgren coined, permaculture, but it came to
mean much more than just permanent agriculture.

Bill Mollison became highly involved in permaculture when
the book grew very popular. He eloquently described their
philosophy: “[Permaculture] is the harmonious integration of
the landscape, people and appropriate technologies,



providing food, shelter, energy and other material and non-
material needs in a sustainable way.”

“Permaculture is a philosophy of working with,
rather than against nature; of protracted and thoughtful
observation rather than protracted and thoughtless
action; of looking at systems in all their functions rather
than asking only one yield of them … ”

—Bill Mollison

Today definitions of permaculture differ. It has been
described as a way of life. A culture. A philosophy. At its very
core, permaculture is a way of designing all human systems
so that they integrate harmoniously with ecology. It grew to
include community systems, cultural ideologies, business, art,
… every facet of human life. What had originally started out
as permanent agriculture ended up meaning permanent
culture because the idea encompassed much more than just
agriculture.


