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book! 
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Nature teaches us that nothing disappears when it dies; it merely 
becomes something new. Karen Litfin’s lucid and heartfelt book reveals 
the new life emerging in the cracks of failing systems. Through her eyes, 
we meet people everywhere who are building high-joy, low-impact com-
munities. Litfin is the perfect guide: intellectually rigorous, spiritually 
awake, and deeply caring. If you want to create a richer, gentler life for 
yourself and your community, read this book!
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The world is in for a major transition, a huge downshift, ready or not. 
For those inclined to roll up their sleeves and get ready, ecovillages 
can offer insight and hope. As Litfin shows in this compelling book, 
they exemplify an “affirmative politics,” a politics at once ecological, 
economic, community-oriented, and spiritual. Ecovillages aren’t for 
everyone but, in these uncertain times, their lessons may be. 

Thomas Princen, author of The Logic of Sufficiency, Professor, 
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Karen Litfin has not only written a book of great importance to all 
of us at this pivotal moment in history, she has also done it in a way 
that is lively, moving, informative, and compelling. This first-rate book 
deserves to reach the widest possible audience; we must pay attention 
to the issues Litfin addresses if we are going to thrive as a species on this 
fragile planet.

Nina Wise, performance artist and author of A Big New Free 
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Karen Litfin understands that today we need inspiration as much as 
information to forge the vibrant communities that will carry us into an 
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precipice.
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Ecovillages at a Glance

Community Country Approximate
Population
(2012)

Landscape Founding
Date

Primary
Worldview

Auroville India 2,000 Rural 1968 Spiritually
focused

Colufifa Senegal,
the  
Gambia

350 
traditional
villages

Rural 1964 Interreligious

Crystal 
Waters

Australia 200+ Rural 1984 Secular

Damanhur

Earthaven

Italy 1,000 Rural 1975 Spiritual

USA 55 Rural 1995 Spiritually 
eclectic

EcoVillage
at Ithaca

USA 160 Suburban 1991 Secular

Findhorn UK 600 Rural 1962 Spiritually
focused

Konohana Japan 80 Rural 1994 Spiritually
focused

Los Angeles
Ecovillage

USA 45 Urban 1994 Secular

Sarvodaya Sri 
Lanka

15,000
traditional
villages 

Rural 1957 Interreligious

Sieben 
Linden

Germany 140 Rural 1997 Spiritually
eclectic

Svanholm Denmark 140 Rural 1979 Secular

UfaFabrik Germany 35 onsite Urban 1979 Secular

ZEGG Germany 80 Suburban 1991 Spiritually
eclectic
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living a nEw story

For years, I’ve had the perfect job: a tenured professorship in a field I 
love at a major research university. The perks include a stable income 
with good benefits, a downhill bicycle ride to my office each morning, 
and a podium from which to encourage thousands of bright young 
people to ponder the most momentous issues of our time. Soon after 
the beginning of the new century, my once- obscure field of global 
environmental politics began climbing to the top of the public agenda. 
Suddenly students were hungry to learn what I was teaching – maybe 
not all of them but enough to make my work exciting. At last I could 
lecture about climate change, the mass extinction of species, and 
resource depletion without sounding like Chicken Little. I’ve been 
giving these lectures for two decades now, and the big picture hasn’t 
changed much in that time. What has changed is that a lot more 
people are beginning to see that perhaps the sky (along with the rest 
of the biosphere) might well be falling, or at least changing in some 
palpable ways. Ways we can see, hear, and feel – warmer winters, 
fiercer storms, holes in the ozone layer. Nature has been giving us a 
wake- up call for quite some time now, and people are finally begin-
ning to wake up. For one who thinks about this stuff nonstop, this is 
very good news.

As a professor, my job is to acquire and communicate a lot 
of knowledge. On these issues, though, I’m fascinated by what I don’t 
know – indeed, what it seems nobody today can know. We don’t 
know, for instance, how many species there are or which of them 
are critical to our survival; we only know that because of human 
behavior other species are disappearing a thousand times faster than 
before the industrial era. We don’t know what it will be like to live 
on Planet Earth when it’s 3–10°F warmer; we only know that the 
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scientific consensus is that’s where we’re headed. We don’t know 
when oil production will peak or whether it already has; we only 
know that we’re utterly dependent on the stuff and we’ve already 
picked the low- hanging fruit. I find this combination of knowledge 
and ignorance utterly compelling. We can’t be completely certain, but 
the evidence points to a profoundly disturbing conclusion: our way 
of life is driving us into the perfect storm. For the young adults in my 
classes, this comes as a rude awakening.

Over the years, I’ve learned to temper all this gloom and doom with 
a healthy dose of humor. I start each lecture with a political cartoon. 
Soon after I’ve pointed out what nobody knows about what’s 
coming toward us as a species, I usually show one of my favorites: 
“Goldilocks Goes Global.”

A dark sense of humor may help in the moment, but relief is tem-
porary. One upshot of my perfect job is that I was making thousands 

Figure 1.1. Humor helps to lighten the mood in my classes

Source: TOLES © 1996 The Washington Post. Reprinted with permission of UNIVERSAL 
UCLICK. All rights reserved.



living a new story

3

of students fearful, angry, depressed, and guilt- ridden. Having steeped 
myself in the available information, I also inflicted these states upon 
myself. Until, finally, I said “stop!”

If in the face of the end of civilization as we know it, the best I can 
do is cite statistics and a few woefully ineffective treaties, what kind 
of teacher am I? I want to empower my students, not paralyze them, 
which means that I have to be empowered. Passion grounded in fact 
is what ignites personal power and transforms responsibility from a 
moral burden to a genuine ability to respond.

The response, as with the issue, is inevitably multifaceted and must 
come from a variety of sources. All told, the bottom line is that we 
need to find viable ways of living with one another and our home 
planet, changing some systems from within and restructuring others 
entirely. Some responses – corporate social responsibility, government 
subsidies for renewable energy, municipal recycling programs – offer 
tangible ways to work within the system. Personally, I’m inspired 
by responses that reinvent life from the ground up, and of these I’m 
most intrigued by the ecovillage. This is a gathering of individuals 
into a cohesive unit large enough to be self- contained – that’s why it’s 
a village – and dedicated to living by ecologically sound precepts. I 
find ecovillages compelling because they weave together the various 
strands of sustainability into integrated wholes at the level of everyday 
life and because they’ve sprung up spontaneously all over the world.

This is, of course, a book on ecovillages, but, before focusing on 
the subject at hand, I want to present a bit more of the big picture, the 
framework within which ecovillages have emerged, so that it’s clear 
what “reinventing life” truly means.

A new story

For some time now, I’ve been looking for a way to make sense of 
this unfolding environmental mega- crisis. It’s one thing to see and 
feel that we’re in a pickle. It’s another to put our recognition into an 
intellectual framework. How did we, who view ourselves as the pin-
nacle of evolution, become the most destructive force on the planet? If 
every culture lives out its core story, what cultural stories have engen-
dered humanity’s current morass? And since our survival as a species 
requires harmonizing ourselves with our home planet, what new 
stories might foster our capacity for doing that? For decades, I hunted 
for answers to these questions in disciplines ranging from economics 
to philosophy, from geology to theology.
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In a nutshell, I concluded that homo sapiens is a splendid oddity 
in the natural world: the species with the capacity of separating itself 
from the whole – at least in our own minds. The very term “environ-
ment” assumes that separation. One of our culture’s most compelling 
stories has been our conquest of nature through technology. We’ve 
told ourselves that our comforts and conveniences would protect us 
from the vagaries of nature – and to a great extent they have. But now 
the tattered ozone layer and collapsing ice shelves are evoking a new 
story: we are not separate. If we take this story to heart and follow its 
radical implications, it offers some very good news – for the biosphere 
and for ourselves.

Humanity has become a force of nature, a geophysical force oper-
ating on a planetary scale. We didn’t get here overnight. The story of 
separation, which crops up in one way or another across many cul-
tures, has deep roots; only recently did it produce epic consequences. 
With the scientific and industrial revolutions, knowledge engendered 
power in new ways. Starting with seventeenth- century Europe, Earth 
was carved up into a patchwork of sovereign states. The economic 
and psychological counterpart of the sovereign state was the rational 
self- interested individual who, alongside nations and firms, found 
himself (sic) in fierce competition for resources, power, and wealth. 
The collisions and conglomerations of these “particles” were like 
Newtonian particles in a mechanical universe. Nature was reduced 
to territory and property, a vast storehouse of resources for human 
consumption, and an unlimited repository for our waste.

Three centuries ago, when most Europeans never reached their 
thirtieth birthday, that story made sense. With only a billion people 
on Earth and a vast frontier in the New World, nature seemed 
unshakably robust and inexhaustibly abundant. Today, with 6.8 
billion people inhabiting an increasingly vulnerable planet, that same 
story is, to put it mildly, evolutionarily maladaptive. The impulse 
toward self- protection has mutated into a fearsome capacity for self- 
destruction, particularly in the wealthy countries. Yet, as the story of 
separation and conquest reaches the end of its tether, the unfolding 
crisis carries within itself the seeds of a new story.

If “independence” was the by- word of the old story, “interdepend-
ence” is the by- word of the new. If the old metaphors were drawn 
from Newtonian physics, the new metaphors are rooted in ecology, 
where symbiosis is the rule. Whatever its political utility in the past, 
independence was always a biological fiction; current trends are 
driving that point home. The so- called individual is inextricably reliant 
on a vast web of external ecosystems and internal microbial networks.
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At the level of international politics, sovereignty is being eroded 
by global networks of communications, finance, crime, terrorism, 
disease transmission, ecology, and transnational activism. Europe, the 
birthplace of the sovereign state and the epicenter of two world wars, 
is now home to a particularly intriguing post- sovereign entity, the 
European Union. The 2008 economic meltdown highlights the same 
lesson that the even thornier issues of climate change and peak oil 
challenge us to learn: we now live in an era of planetary interdepend-
ence (for an explanation of peak oil, see Box 3.5).

No longer relegated to a collection of objects to be consumed, 
nature (albeit a profoundly altered nature) emerges as teacher and 
we her students. When we grasp the meaning of “nonrenewable,” we 
learn to favor bicycles over cars. When we learn that living systems, 
being cyclical, generate no waste, we see that there is no “away” in 
which to throw our garbage and pollution. And we discover the value 
of compost. As our knowledge grows, so too does our sense of home-
coming to our place on Earth.

When we come home, we do so in a specifically human way. Like 
other animals, we are eating, drinking, breathing creatures. And we 
are equipped, perhaps uniquely so, to come into conscious harmony 
with the rest of creation. In doing so, we find our individuality not 
in our ability to acquire, but in our capacity to inquire – and then 
to express ourselves as unique parts of the whole. Like cells in the 
larger body of the living Earth, we become that aspect of Gaia that 
is growing into awareness of herself. From this large perspective, 
“sustainability” is just a dry word for our new story’s central plotline: 
coming home to our place within the larger community of life that 
sustains us. The upshot of this story is that there are no environmental 
problems. There is only the age- old human problem, now writ large: 
how, then, shall we live? Benjamin Franklin’s purported words to his 
compatriots at the signing of the US Declaration of Independence 
now have a global ring: “We must hang together, gentlemen . . . else, 
we shall most assuredly hang separately.”

The challenge of “hanging together”

So how do we “hang together?” How do we forge enduring symbiotic 
relationships that acknowledge our interconnectedness? How do we 
live with one another? It’s not easy, as many of us have found, to live in 
groups. We face challenges even in pairs, as I saw in my brief attempt 
at cohabitation with my daughter’s father. To forge a stable matrix of 
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relationships among individualistic modern people, within tribal-  or 
village- size groups . . . Group living of any kind requires a commit-
ment to something higher than the fixtures and plumbing of life.

I had my first experience of conscious group living in my early 
twenties in California when a friend and I started the Orange County 
Peace Conversion Project – right in the belly of the beast, as we liked 
to put it. Those were the years when political leaders talked seriously 
about winning an all- out nuclear war. So we set out to inspire people, 
especially workers in the local military industries, to consider how 
the money and expertise being poured into war preparations might 
be used to enhance life. Within three years, we had five thousand sup-
porters. We were against nuclear weapons, but our focus was mostly 
on what we were for: a life in harmony with one another and with the 
Earth. We didn’t know it at the time, but we were muddling our way 
toward a politics of “yes,” despite being surrounded by so much that 
seemed negative. Living by example was an essential ingredient in our 
homespun recipe. When a generous woman donated her house to our 
project, several of us, all in our twenties, moved in and lived hand to 
mouth. We grew our vegetables, ate low on the food chain, bicycled 
whenever possible, converted our driveway into a neighborhood recy-
cling center, and made our decisions by consensus. That was 1979, 
long before the term ecovillage was coined.

Like many adventures in community living, our idealistic experi-
ment dissolved for mundane reasons: couples broke up, people left, 
and eventually our generous donor wanted her house back.

Over time, life’s disappointments and a certain dry pragmatism 
buried my ideals under a heap of obligations and responsibilities. 
After those quixotic years in Orange County, I entered a fourteen- 
year period of intellectual intensity on my way to academic freedom, 
first as a PhD student and then as a single mother and a professor 
on the tenure track. During those years, I learned to hone my mind, 
weave complex webs of thought, dress them up in suitable jargon, 
and get them published. I wrote about what mattered most to me, 
the human face of global ecology, but always in the stilted academic 
language that remains impenetrable to ordinary people. I was in a 
protracted rite of passage. Some day, I imagined, I would make a dif-
ference. Some day.

When I first came to the University of Washington in 1991, I con-
sidered group living once again. Alone in a new city, I didn’t want to 
raise Maya, my daughter, in isolation. Besides, I knew we could live 
more sustainably in community than in a single- family home. The 
most promising possibility was Songaia, a new group that owned 
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11 acres in a semirural area north of Seattle. I attended meetings for 
several months as we developed a site plan and got to know each 
other. Every meeting ended with boisterous songs and a shared meal.

In the end, as much as I cherished the prospect of raising Maya in 
such a wholesome environment, I was deterred by yet another of the 
classic issues associated with group living: location. I was daunted by 
the commute. For me, the ecological and social benefits of community 
life were not worth long hours on the freeway. So I bought a house 
near the university and, bowing before the academic dictum “publish 
or perish,” I put my nose to the grindstone.

As I’ve said, it was the perfect job, but something was missing, 
something big. I cared about my subject, thought about it constantly, 
saw it as vital – and yet I was not living as if it were true. My lectures, 
painstakingly researched, all pointed to one extremely inconvenient 
truth: our everyday actions are unraveling our home planet’s life- 
support systems. And our actions included my actions. For me, this 
was even more inconvenient. No matter how inspiring my lectures 
might be for others, what did it matter if I didn’t change my own life! 
Sure, I bicycled to work, ate organic, recycled, and shopped at thrift 
stores. Without any huge effort and even including my international 
flights, I was able to reduce my ecological footprint to just over half 
the American average. Still, if everybody on the planet lived as I did, 
we would need two and a half Earths. Who was I to talk about coming 
into conscious harmony with the living Earth? There was a yawning 
gap between my lofty notions of planetary sustainability and my own 
economic consumption. At the end of the day, as I bicycled homeward 
up the long hill, I felt like a fraud. But what more could I do?

Enter Wonder Woman

Then one evening, a ruddy- faced woman came knocking on my front 
door. With her close- cropped hair, at first glance I took her for a man. 
“Is this where the meditation group meets?” she asked. It was. As she 
took her seat in our weekly meditation circle, I was curious about this 
new arrival: she seemed different.

At the next meeting of the meditation group, Laura confirmed that 
she was, indeed, different. My toilet stopped flushing, and, while the 
rest of us sat in the living room bemoaning the high price of plumbers, 
Laura asked for my toolbox and did the repair. In time, I found out 
that she could fix just about anything. She could build, plumb, and 
wire a house. She could grow anything rooted in the earth. Whereas 
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I, and virtually everybody I knew, used money to navigate through 
the material aspects of life, Laura relied upon her skills, her personal 
relationships, and her ability to barter.

Inspired in her youth by St Francis, Laura had decided to live 
simply. Her inner life and a handful of deep friendships came first for 
her. She lived on her earnings, less than US$6,000 a year. By the time 
she knocked on my door, she had been living with outer simplicity 
and inner wealth for twenty- five years. I could see that, with all my 
degrees, I had a lot to learn from this high- school dropout – who is, 
by the way, at least as well read as my overeducated friends and I.

Laura was master of the spontaneous project. In the time she lived 
in my vicinity, my home and garden got a substantial upgrade. When 
I complained about the ugly shrub blocking my living room window, 
she was back in a flash with her chainsaw and shovels. After one 
look at my chaotic garage, so many years of detritus from a middle- 
class life, Laura masterminded the dreaded clean up. A conversation 
about the evils of concrete led to half my driveway being transformed 
into a terraced strawberry bed. With every project, I navigated new 
equipment (a hammer, a chisel, a drill, a handsaw, an electric saw) 
and learned new skills (how to dig without hurting my back, how 
to make yogurt, how to build soil, how to compost my own shit). 
Laura’s guiding question seemed to be: How can we maximize our 
effectiveness and minimize our harm to the Earth? And how can we 
do it having the most fun?

One huge consequence of Laura’s material simplicity is her spa-
cious approach to time. People say time is money, but perhaps it’s 
more accurate to say time is wealth. Although Laura had virtually 
no money, she seemed to have all the time in the world, while I had 
money but so little time. If a conversation was important to her, 
Laura would give an entire day to it. If she felt like making art with 
rocks, she would give an entire day to that. If I needed help around 
the house, Laura was right there. I, on the other hand, was constantly 
rushing from one appointment to the next. I could buy time from 
other people – the plumber, the massage therapist, my daughter’s 
music teachers – but I had no time myself, while Laura couldn’t buy 
other people’s time but her time was her own. When I told her how 
I often felt squeezed by the lack of time, she teased me. “Litfin,” she 
said, “you’re the victim of your own choices!”

I started to make different choices. I bought a pedal- activated elec-
tric bicycle, made it my primary mode of transportation, and within 
three years put more than four thousand miles on it. Growing food 
takes more time than buying it, but it’s a lot more fun. So I took a 


