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Chapter 3 — Are You Saying Humans Are Bad for the Planet? 
 
Taking stock of what has been said so far, it could easily begin to feel like I am describing how 
destructive and harmful humans are to our home planet and thus I believe we are something 
like a disease or plague that is inflicting pain on the Earth’s biosphere. This is an area where 
great care is needed to practice ethical discernment about what the science of evolution has to 
tell us regarding the way things work. 
 
As sophisticated as the story is up to this point, I have still brushed in broad strokes and left out 
a great many important details. One of which is the vitally important observation that cultural 
diversity in human societies throughout the history of our species must be reflected on 
carefully as we assess the nature of humanity in ethical terms. The growth of empires and 
civilizations during the Holocene is a process that competed with and in subtle ways 
internalized aspects of many indigenous cultures that were assimilated, displaced, or destroyed 
along the way. 
 
I have painted the contours of ecological collapse due to human culture. Let me now paint a 
contour of ecological integration and resilience due to human culture. Students of 
permaculture, landscape restoration, conservation biology, and all related domains of 
management where humans co-create as part of a larger ecological web will know that it is 
possible to have a net positive effect on living systems at both small and large scales. Perhaps 
the most dramatic example of this is the Amazon Rainforest of South America. 
 
Cultural anthropology is filled with detailed ethnographic case studies of indigenous peoples 
living in this vast jungle of branching waterways and mountain contours. The Amazon is known 
to be the home for millions of species and hundreds of human cultural groups. Diversity is the 
lesson; uniformity an illusion. One of the paradoxical insights about the Amazon is that as a 
riparian flood plain in its completing section—where water runs miles wide over flat terrain and 
eventually pours into the Atlantic Ocean—should be a place of poor soil quality due to the 
hydrological processes involved. 
 
And yet there is terra preta, the most productive and healthiest type of soil on Earth. This black 
soil runs deep along the shores and inland jungle areas of the Amazon. It enables an incredible 
richness of life to thrive in the mixed ecosystems of jungle and river. By geologic accounts 
alone, it shouldn’t be there. But it is. Terra preta is a human innovation—grown through 
cultural adaptations for how to compost biomass and improve the productivity of soils in a 
region that has had human occupants for at least ten thousand years. 
 
Zoom out to the landscape scale, as one might do by flying over parts of the Amazon with 
surveillance aircraft equipped with remote sensing equipment, and you will learn that the 
canopy structure of the forests reveal the touch of human hands. The composition, layered 
structure, and productive qualities of the Amazon rainforests reveal that the species of plants 



thriving there have been selected and enhanced for human use over the span of several 
thousand years to increase the number of people capable of living and thriving there. 
 
Said another way, the Amazon is a food forest. It is what permaculture designers might call a 
climax ecosystem that maximizes human yields by working with the living systems of the land in 
a harmonious way. There are more species of plants with beneficial uses for humans than 
would have been the case if humans had not dispersed the seeds, selectively pruned the forest 
canopy, and shaped it for human subsistence. 
 
Humans can be good for a forest. 
 
Herein lies the paradox. Cultural evolution can lead to seemingly magical functional harmonies 
between humans and their environments. The Amazon is in subtle ways a built environment 
just as profoundly as New York, yet is built on very different metaphors, ethical relationships, 
and functional objectives. Humans have such diverse cultural capacities that we can nurture life 
on scales as large as the biggest river system on Earth while we are also capable of destabilizing 
our home planet’s biosphere in such a way that it could bring about our own extinction. 
 
Are we bad for the planet? It depends on what kinds of cultural systems spread out across all 
the diversity of human creativity. We have a statistical problem before us. The small number of 
cultures built on assumptions about human separation from (and domination over) the natural 
world have managed to unleash exponential and cumulative cultural powers that destroy 
ecosystems at all scales. Yet there are also a large number of small-scale societies that have had 
more mixed relational successes with their surroundings. Not all indigenous cultures are 
sustainable. But all human cultures that have been demonstrated to be sustainable so far are 
indigenous. 
 
Stop and let that sink in. I am not presenting the illusory tale of the noble savage here. It is not 
the case that some idealistic stereotype of peaceful humans living in a Garden of Eden has ever 
existed. Violence and conflict, environmental destruction, harms of many kinds have been part 
of the human drama in both small and large-scale societies. And yet there have emerged on 
occasion a confluence of cultural adaptations to specific places capable of achieving stability 
and sustainable existence for multi-thousand year stretches of time. 
 
I am telling the story in this way because I want to increase our capacity for ethical 
discernment. Many ideological judgements exist about what makes a society work and how 
“good” or “bad” it is with respect to often unconsciously accepted beliefs about the values and 
ethical norms involved. When we begin to explore the design of regenerative cultures, this kind 
of ethical baggage is going to get in our way. So let us begin to practice dealing with it now. 
 
While it is the case historically that no empires or civilizations have ever demonstrated a 
capacity for sustainability—all of them have gone through boom-bust cycles of growth and 
expansion followed by eventual collapse—it is also the case that most human cultures have 
gone away with the passage of time. This is analogous to the biological observation that more 



than 99% of all species in Earth’s 3.8 billion year history of life have gone extinct. A similar 
assessment could be made to show that human cultures emerge and disappear with changing 
environmental contexts in such a way that nearly all of them are extinct today. 
 
We cannot simply say indigenous = good as a design criteria. The way most of us have been 
taught to construct categories is to treat them as lists of criteria comprising the necessary-and-
sufficient conditions to be part of that category. This is how a large part of Western philosophy 
has been built up in the last two thousand years. One of the most revolutionary aspects of 
Charles Darwin’s work was to target this notion of universal (and permanent) categories as 
fundamentally incorrect when it pertains to the concept of species in biology. Prior to his 
articulation of descent-with-modification it was common to say “a lion is always a lion” because 
it meets specific criteria for being included in the category of lions. 
 
What we need to realize is that there is a vital difference between (a) philosophical categories 
of good and bad as they relate to the functioning of societies; and (b) the dynamic interactions 
of effective functionality between human cultures and their environments. This is most 
confusing when talking about what is adaptive in a given situation. Something is adaptive if it 
increases the biological success of an organism in its environment—or rather this is what it 
means in traditional biological discourse. For cultures to be adaptive, it gets even more 
confusing (the history of biology is filled with contentious debates about this concept because it 
is so tricky to deal with in both practical and theoretical terms). Cultures can be adaptive to 
their ecological contexts. But as we explored in the first chapter, cultures change their 
ecological contexts and emerge as social niches that are part of these contexts. 
 
A specific cultural feature might be adaptive to the culture itself on shorter timeframes while 
being maladaptive with larger ecological systems on longer timeframes. For example, I might 
create a business that is well suited to thrive in a consumer market economy in the short-term 
while increasing the rate of depletion for vital resources needed for the consumer market 
economy to exist in the long term. We will explore nuances like this in more depth later. For 
now, I merely want to express that good and bad is not the same thing as adaptive and 
maladaptive. 
 
Ethical discernment is hard, but it is essential that we get it right so our design interventions at 
least have a chance of working. 
 
With that in mind, let us close this chapter by stating that I do not see humans as inherently 
good or bad. What I do see is that we can study which cultures have co-evolved with their 
environments to create resilience and sustainability and which cultures have not. This 
distinction is much more important for the future survival of humanity as we strive to 
regenerate the Earth. 
 
 
 



Chapter 4 —Let’s Talk About Regenerative Design 
 
 
We are now at a point where we can begin in earnest the conversation about how to design for 
regeneration of the Earth. Let me summarize the main points so far: 
 

1. The root cause of planetary collapse is a cultural evolutionary process of niche 
formation that enables human social complexity to grow exponentially while biosphere 
complexity declines at a matching pace. 

2. We are in planetary collapse and can prioritize four planetary boundaries already 
crossed—biosphere integrity, land-system change, geochemical cycles of nitrogen and 
phosphorous, and climate change—to get back within the safe operating range for 
humanity. 

3. Ethical discernment is vital for design interventions to work and special attention should 
focus on which aspects of cultural systems are related to functional adaptive fitness to 
specific environments as we begin our design efforts. 

 
This is already a lot to take in. Readers are not expected to fully grasp how cultural evolution 
works at this point in the process. Nor are you expected to know enough about interdependent 
patterns within the dynamic Earth system to apply design thinking that alters the course of 
cultural evolution. We will build up these capacities as we continue through later chapters—
and, in full honestly, in our embodied efforts to enact regenerative designs in the world 
throughout the rest of our lives—so don’t worry if you are still a little confused. 
 
I am trying to sequence these chapters so that we can walk together on a path that has never 
been taken before by any other human being. This means I must admit as the author that I am 
describing a design pathway that I also have never enacted. Our predicament is so dire, and 
time is so short, that none of us can wait for someone to field-test the process and show us 
how to do the work. Instead we have to make the path by walking it as the author Antonio 
Machado has said. 
 
Let us begin a conversation about regenerative design. 
 
Regeneration is what all living systems do as they create the conditions conducive to life (as 
biomimicry expert Janine Benyus says). I will give a concrete example and then explain in 
general terms. Every skin cell in your body dies within thirty days. When you look at another 
person—no matter how youthful, sexy, or vibrantly alive they appear—all of the skin that you 
see is dead cells. This is because the fatty subcutaneous tissues below the skin surface are 
continuously producing new cells that push upward and become layered into a substrate that is 
comprised solely of dead skin cells on the outer surface. 
 
Skin is a membrane that regulates temperature, transports water and other nutrients, and is 
fundamentally involved in your survival every moment of every day. Yet it is continuously 



regenerating itself on a thirty day cycle. You take in energy and nutrients through the food you 
eat and water you drink to enable this process to continue for the entirety of your life—from 
the moment you are born to the moment you die. 
 
Chilean philosophers and scientists, Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, gave this 
process a name. They articulated with rigor and precision what the pattern is like that defines 
being alive. The latin word they use is autopoiesis—the same root words for “self” and “the 
ability to express” as used in the related word poetry. This is the dynamic pattern of creating 
the conditions to express one’s self again. In every moment. As a living process. Until it ceases 
when we die. This is what regeneration is all about. 
 
Relatively simple organisms exhibit this pattern. A single-celled creature like the paramecium 
will seek food, avoid toxins, and engage in behaviors that perpetuate its aliveness from 
moment to moment. The same is true for an ant colony with a million inhabitants. It self-
organizes its search activities to maintain a continuous input of material nutrients by laying 
down chemical pathways for member ants to find, harvest, process, and dispose of wastes from 
its core metabolic processes. 
 
You might notice that regeneration is a dynamic pattern that achieves sustained livelihood on 
an ongoing basis. Sustainability is, in this sense, a by-product of regenerative processes. If 
humanity is to continue existing as part of the Earth, it is because we live out our expressions in 
a manner that creates the conditions for our aliveness in every moment as this existence 
persists. The environmental discourse has gone through fads of labeling—called 
environmentalism in the early days, then sustainability later on. The focus on regeneration is 
not a new label. It is a scientifically rigorous concept for how to achieve sustainability in our 
environmental practices. 
 
When we talk about regenerative design, it is the intentional use of knowledge and tools to 
create solutions by making use of regeneration that is inherent to all living systems. Thus 
regenerative design is collaborative and co-creative. It is a dance with life. A theatrical 
performance enacted by living beings. A way to create the conditions conducive to life at all 
appropriate scales. 
 
Regeneration for the Earth is about scaling up all of our local efforts in a sufficiently integrated 
way that we restore and maintain some shared sensibility about what it means to have 
planetary health. We cannot engage in regenerative design for the entire planet without 
coming to agreements about root causes of our present predicament, shared intentions for the 
future evolution of the Earth, and shared understandings about how local efforts scale up (and 
global efforts scale down) across all of the systems involved in our collective design efforts. 
 
I felt motivated to write this book because I have read hundreds of other books about 
sustainability to see if I could discern a viable pathway for regenerative design. Every time I 
read one of these books, I felt like something was missing. Yes there were deep insights about 



the systems involved. Knowledge was evident for all of the essential parts. But there wasn’t a 
concrete pathway we could all walk together that explained how to actually do it. 
 
So now we must learn how to apply regenerative design—together with all that is known about 
cultural evolution and earth systems—to find this pathway.   
 
Others have described what regenerative design is much better than me and I would like to 
defer to them now. You can read books like Designing Regenerative Cultures by Daniel Christian 
Wahl; Regenerative Development and Design by Pamela Mang, Ben Haggard, and the Regenesis 
Group; Regenerative Design for Sustainable Development by John Lyle; Introduction to 
Permaculture by Bill Mollison; and an ever-increasing number of other titles that are now 
available. 
 
My intention in writing this book is not to repeat the steps taken by these authors. They have 
done fantastic work and it all needs to be integrated. What I hope to achieve is the articulation 
of the design pathway we all need to walk together. I will focus on the concept of scale-linking 
that was first described in detail in Sim Van Der Ryn and Stuart Cowan’s foundational work 
Ecological Design. How do we take all that is known about regeneration in living systems and 
weave the threads of nested systems to restore the health of local landscapes and rebalance 
the destabilized patterns of planetary systems at the same time? 
 
Regenerative design can be done to bring a river back to life. It can restore the health and 
vitality of an individual person and their family. It can transform grief and trauma into vital 
pathways of healing restoration to people, communities, and ecosystems. Our task in the next 
few decades is to direct regenerative design toward the restoration of planetary health. 
 
But how do we do that? 
 
Planetary health is necessarily a hubristic phrase. Let us start with that. What we actually mean 
is planetary health that is conducive to human life in a manner that supports complex social 
systems for our species. We need to acknowledge this bias if we are to proceed. Those of us 
regenerating the Earth will either do so because we want humans to stick around or because 
we want some other species to stick around.  As I write this book, my family is considering 
whether we will devote our lives to a specific biome—the tropical dry forest—as an ecosystem 
worthy of continuing its existence as part of the Earth. This is a design choice and we haven’t 
committed ourselves yet. I share our unresolved thought process because it shows how difficult 
it might be for a critical mass of people to agree about what is worth regenerating in the next 
50-100 years. 
 
Negotiating the goals of regenerative design will not be easy.  Yet it will ultimately determine 
what we mean by regenerative design as those of us who feel the call to service come to 
organize our lives around what we hope to achieve. In this way, we can discover sources of 
empowerment and meaning that are in profound ways a part of regenerative design. We feel 



alive when we are regenerative, so naturally we feel most alive when engaging in regenerative 
designs. 
 
We will explore more about what regenerative design is as we continue. Let us know begin to 
unpack what a viable design pathway for restoring planetary health might look like. 
 


