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Abstract 

This thesis is set in the context of our world confronting significant socio-ecological 

crises. Given the anthropogenic causes of these crises, we are at a critical point in 

determining the state of the planet for future generations (Climate Council 2014; 

Hamilton 2013; Westley et al. 2011). Of the many conceptual frameworks which 

refer to this time as one of potential transition and transformation, I situate this 

thesis within ‘the Great Turning’, as articulated by Joanna Macy (2007). The Great 

Turning provides a comprehensive and theoretically-based framework for 

conceptualising a shift from an industrial growth society, dependent on accelerating 

consumption of resources, to a life-sustaining society. It is comprised of three 

interrelated and mutually reinforcing dimensions which Macy (2007) describes as: i) 

holding actions (activism); ii) creation of alternative structures; and iii) a shift in 

consciousness. The focus of my research is the Transition movement which, in 

response to the multiple crises we face, is designed to build resilience and reduce 

carbon emissions in local communities. Since 2006, when Transition Town Totnes, 

England was launched as the first official Transition Initiative, Transition has spread 

rapidly to over 1120 Initiatives in 42 countries, with 88 Initiatives in Australia 

(Transition Network 2013). Informed by the principles of relocalisation, Transition 

Initiatives address key aspects of a community such as food, housing, energy, 

transport, waste, economics and health. Other features include an emphasis on 

positive visioning, inclusion and openness, sharing and networking, Inner and 

Outer Transition, re-skilling, self-organisation, and decision-making at the 

appropriate level (Hopkins 2011).  

My over-arching research question considers the ways in which Transition is a force 

in the Great Turning. In particular, I consider the extent to which Transition is 

replicating existing paradigms and structures or challenging and re-imagining 

them; whether Transition is engaged in transformation or whether it is ultimately 

reformist as it sets up a potentially radical alternative to the dominant paradigm.  

These questions frame the fieldwork which is located in Australia, and includes a 

focus on Inner Transition. I conducted 30 interviews with active Transition 

participants, and representatives from 32 Transition Initiatives completed a 

qualitative survey. The semi-structured interview questions and open-ended survey 

questions were designed to elicit the participants’ reflections on their lived 

experiences of Transition. My analysis, using feminist methodologies, is thematic 

and emergent.  

My original contribution to knowledge is through analysing Transition using 

feminist and complexity theoretical frameworks (for example Wells 2013; Sturgeon 

2009; Morin 2008; Shiva 2005; Plumwood 2002) and my subsequent findings. These 

conceptual lenses offer critical, divergent, and complementary means for analysing 

Transition as a force in the Great Turning. Transition has been designed using a 

whole systems approach which is congruent with many principles of complexity. 

From this perspective, its networked design enhances its ability to become an 
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effective force for change, particularly in catalysing emergence and innovation. 

However, one of the main constraints that Australian Transition Initiatives face, 

which is common to third sector organisations, is maintaining aspirations 

commensurate with their capacities as volunteers who lead busy lives. This is often 

addressed through relationship building between participants, community groups, 

local government, local businesses and the broader community. The co-evolution 

that can occur through these relationships greatly enhances the effectiveness of local 

Transition Initiatives. Also, it was evident in the research data, that many Transition 

participants in Australia are experienced in community development and/or 

permaculture. More explicit utilisation of these knowledge bases could provide a 

greater coherence for Transition in Australia, particularly in terms of effecting 

change and adapting Transition to the Australian context.  

Transition confronts many complex issues as it creates visions and possibilities for 

local, low carbon futures. The inclusion of Inner Transition is a differentiating 

feature of the movement; however, in both the research data and the Transition 

literature, Inner Transition is largely marginalised relative to the emphasis placed 

on Outer Transition or action. I suggest that Inner Transition is an under-utilised 

opportunity for Transition to interrogate existing paradigms and challenge 

reductionist, dualistic thinking. Eco/feminist lenses particularly illuminated issues 

related to power, process, gender and the inter-relationship between the local and 

the global. Interviewees generally did not identify their participation in Transition 

as political and few participants explicitly discussed issues of power, either within 

their Initiatives or in their engagement with the community. Where such concerns 

are unproblematised, this raises questions about the extent and depth of change 

sought by Transition. I found that, if it is to be a force in the Great Turning, explicit 

attention to process and the relational elements of Transition could be accorded far 

greater importance.  

Complexity and eco/feminist approaches assert the need to adopt an ecological 

worldview predicated on interdependence and mutuality instead of the current 

reductive dominant worldview. For Transition to be a sustained force in the Great 

Turning, it would need to consider the implications of embracing an ecological 

worldview at all levels of scale.  In considering the extent to which Transition is a 

force in the Great Turning, it can be seen that it is contributing significantly to the 

second dimension of creating alternative structures. The emphasis on the first 

dimension of holding actions is less of a focus for the Transition network, and more 

likely to be stronger in some local Initiatives dependent on participants’ leanings 

and their contexts. I suggest that if the approaches taken by Transition in both these 

dimensions are not underpinned by the third dimension, a shift in consciousness, 

then its potency within the framework of the Great Turning is diminished. Where 

Transition remains alert to the need for ongoing critical analysis of whether its 

principles and values are reflected in practice, its impact as a force for 

transformational change will be strengthened.  
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Wild Geese 

 

You do not have to be good  

You do not have to walk on your knees  

For a hundred miles through the desert repenting 

You only have to let the soft animal of your body love  

what it loves. 

Tell me about despair, yours  

And I will tell you mine 

Meanwhile the world goes on  

Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 

Are moving across the landscapes 

Over the prairies and the deep trees 

The mountains and the rivers 

Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clear blue air 

are heading home again. 

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely 

The world offers itself to your imagination 

Calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting 

Over and over announcing your place in the family of things. 

(Mary Oliver 1992:110) 
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Beloved great, great, great, great great granddaughter,  

You live so strongly in my heart. You are the seventh generation who we should always 

consider when making decisions as the Native American Iroquois nation so wisely do.1 I like 

to picture you living a healthy, fulfilling life; enjoying the abundance of a life-sustaining 

planet.  But on some days when I think about the earth you may inherit, I feel a tightening 

across my chest and a cold dread chills my body. As I let myself feel this deep pain I invite 

images of the many beautiful places I have experienced on this earth, and the many 

passionate and committed people who are devoting their energies to a liveable future. One of 

our visionaries Brian Swimme says ‘Four billion years ago, planet Earth was molten rock; 

now it sings opera’2. What stunning imagery! And how will our universe story have 

unfolded in your time I wonder. What will the earth be singing? 

We are confronting many crises at this time, and there are many conflicting visions of the 

future and of the journeys that can be taken to get there. As so many things fall apart around 

us; as ecosystems collapse, as people experience the ravages of war, as extreme weather events 

pummel communities, as our world unravels; at the same time millions of ordinary people 

inspired by activists, writers, artists, scientists, musicians, their spiritual beliefs or their 

deep connection with the earth are working for change of a scale that may enable us to turn 

towards the life-enhancing future that I long to be yours. We are propelled by 

understandings that challenge the stories we have been told that the earth is a collection of 

objects3, and that the economy is the measure of life. We realise that we are in actuality a 

communion of subjects living a relational reality4. Seeing our world as a web of connectivity 

activates our responsibility for all life, and enlivens and emboldens us. 

There are so many stories to tell about this time which we call the Great Turning; of how we 

behave as crisis points loom and converge, of how people are so courageous, so innovative, so 

wise as they participate in the transition to the life-sustaining world we hope you will 

inherit. I wonder if some of these stories are kept alive and retold through the generations. 

Perhaps you know some of them.  

With much love, your great, great, great, great, great grandmother Clare  

 

  

                                                      
1 The Seventh Generation is chosen because it is that generation which is beyond our direct 

contact (Clarkson et al.1992) 
2 (Swimme and Berry 1994) 
3 Thomas Berry wrote ‘the world is a communion of subjects, not a collection of objects’ 

(1999:16) 
4 (Spretnak 2011) 
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This thesis is set in the context of our world confronting significant socio/ecological 

crises (Hansen et al. 2013; Brundtland et al. 2012; Espinosa and Walker 2011). 

Although climate change, widespread degradation of the environment and loss of 

biodiversity, as well as concerns about food, water and fuel security are increasingly 

on the public agenda, the global situation continues to worsen. Given the 

anthropogenic causes of these crises, we are at a critical point in determining the 

state of the planet for future generations (Hamilton 2013; Steffen and Hughes 2013; 

Crutzen and Schwägerl 2011). It is argued that the scale of change needed to address 

these crises is that of a paradigm shift (Macy and Johnstone 2012; Spretnak 2011; 

Reason and Bradbury 2008; Shiva 2008). Of the many ways to conceptualise such a 

shift, I have chosen to locate my research within the framework of the Great 

Turning (Macy and Johnstone 2012; Macy 2007; Macy and Young Brown 1998). The 

Great Turning provides a conceptual and experiential understanding that while 

many aspects of life are unravelling, there is also a shift towards a life-sustaining 

society.  The Great Turning can be understood through three mutually inter-related 

dimensions: i) holding actions (activism); ii) analysis of causes and creation of 

alternative structures; and iii) a shift in consciousness.  The Transition movement, 

which has garnered the enthusiasm of thousands of citizens, is a component of this 

shift.  Based on principles of building resilience in local communities, Transition 

provides a grassroots, systemic approach for moving to a low carbon future. 

Transition originated in the United Kingdom in 2006 and has since spread to over 43 

countries, with 88 Transition Initiatives in Australia (Transition Network 2013).  

There are many perspectives that could be taken in researching the Transition 

Movement. In this thesis, which is set in the Australian context, I explore the ways 

in which Transition is a force in the Great Turning. In particular, I consider whether, 

in practice, Transition is replicating existing paradigms and structures or 

challenging and re-imagining them; whether Transition is engaged in 

transformation or whether it is ultimately reformist as it sets up a potentially radical 

alternative to the dominant paradigm.  This introductory chapter sets the context for 

the thesis and I begin with a narrative about myself and how I came to research this 

topic. I then provide a brief overview of the socio-ecological crises confronting our 

world which leads into a discussion about the nature of change required to avert 

catastrophic climate change and bequeath an inhabitable Earth to future 

generations. Within this context I introduce the Great Turning and discuss it in 

some detail. I then provide a brief description of the Transition movement, which is 

elaborated on in Chapter 2. I briefly discuss the feminist and complexity theoretical 

lenses which offer critical, divergent and complementary means for analysing the 

extent to which Transition is a force in the Great Turning.  This is followed by a 

discussion about the research questions and the feminist methodologies which 

inform the research and data interpretation. I give a brief overview of the fieldwork 

which comprised interviews and a qualitative survey.  
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A personal snapshot 

In becoming a doctoral candidate, I knew that in order to sustain and give meaning 

to the processs, I needed to research something I cared passionately about. As 

perhaps many others have, I wanted my PhD to contribute to saving the world; to 

produce knowledge not just for the sake of it, but which would be useful and could 

make a difference to the crises we face. I wanted the PhD to be connected to the 

work that ordinary people are doing to confront these crises.  

I am one such ordinary person. I am a mother, daughter, sister, aunt, niece, 

granddaughter, friend, companion, fellow traveller, neighbour, lecturer, colleague, 

community activist and student. I love being with my young adult children, visiting 

my family in Canberra, being in the bush, with friends, in the garden, in my 

community, dancing on my deck, travelling, reading, writing, walking, swimming, 

and dreaming. I am deeply concerned about the future and I am inspired by 

people’s passion for justice and sustaining life on our earth. I am loving, fearful, 

energetic, courageous, curious, overwhelmed, passionate, insecure, messy, 

committed, blocked, opening, and many other shades of human experience.  

This is a snapshot of bits and pieces from my life that may provide some sort of 

sense of who I am, and some of the influences on my becoming.  I am a woman of 

Anglo-heritage, born in 1961 in Canberra, where I grew up playing and later 

roaming in the bush of Mt Ainslie. I cherish the colours and clear, fresh days of 

autumn and perhaps this is how I have ended up living predominantly in places 

with four distinct seasons. After working and travelling for a few years, I moved 

from Canberra to the rural town of Armidale where I went to University, gaining a 

Bachelor of Arts, with a major in Peace Studies. During this time, I was very 

involved with the local Peace group, a highlight of which was a trip to Canberra 

where thousands of woman spiral danced around Parliament house. I attended a 

protest camp against the US base of Pine Gap in the Northern Territory, and also a 

number of environmental blockades including the Daintree Rainforest, Queensland 

and Nightcap Rainforest, New South Wales. In Armidale, I initiated a ‘Friends of the 

Earth’ group which was very active for a number of years focussing on both local 

and global issues. John Seed, environmentalist, deep ecologist and founder of the 

Rainforest Information Centre was a regular guest speaker, workshop facilitator and 

inspiration to activists in our community. When I finished my degree he invited me 

to manage the Rainforest Information Centre, a role that I cherished, and where I 

felt I was on a path that combined passion and work.   

However, becoming pregnant with my first son Zeb turned my path back towards 

Armidale for various reasons, where I attained a Diploma of Education. My second 

son Kyan was born two years later in the hills north-west of Sydney, and then after 

various meanderings we ended up buying a little turquoise house in Lawson, in the 

Blue Mountains, where my daughter Naomi was born. When my children were 

young I was fortunate to be able to immerse myself in motherhood while working 

casually and being involved in local community activism. For example, I was part of 
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a community group that initiated recycling in our municipality; another that 

stopped a large development on a sensitive ecosystem adjacent to a national park; 

and I was an active member of the local climate action group. I was shattered when 

my relationship with my children’s father ended, and my children began the cycle 

of a week-on, week-off life between their parents. It took me some time to 

emotionally adjust to this situation, but eventually I returned to University part-

time and moved into teaching adult literacy and numeracy in the TAFE system.  

When my children were young I used to watch my neighbour going to work at the 

University down the mountain and, although she explained her work to me, I never 

really understood quite what she did. Several years later I found myself doing 

casual work in academic literacy at the University and eventually gaining a full-time 

position as an academic literacy lecturer at the University in the same role, and 

office, as my neighbour. Now my friends don’t really understand what I do when I 

go off to work.  While at the university I have been involved with a number of 

sustainability initiatives and incorporated sustainability into my teaching wherever 

possible. Given that a high percentage of the cohort of students are first in their 

family to attend University, I felt that my role had a social justice element to it, 

although I was constantly surprised to find myself standing in lectures theatres 

showing engineering students how to write reports, or early childhood students 

how to approach writing an essay. I came into my element when I was given 

responsibility for a peer mentoring program which I evolved into an award winning 

Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS) program. I loved working so closely with the 

students who facilitated dynamic and collaborative study sessions which served 

thousands of students. Letting go seems to be one of the recurring lessons in my life 

and when PASS was moved to a professional staff area I returned to Academic 

Literacy so that I could retain my academic status.  

So, my PhD topic is not related to my career path to date. Rather the threads of 

activism that have woven through my life stimulated my choice of topic. At the time 

of enrolling in the PhD, I had recently become reacquainted with Joanna Macy’s 

body of work (2007, 2000, 1991, 1983; Macy and Young Brown 1998) and felt 

invigorated by her concept of this era as the Great Turning; when we may be 

moving from an ecologically and socially destructive industrial growth society to a 

life-sustaining society. The Great Turning provides a framework for understanding 

the complex and disparate responses to the many social and ecological crises 

confronting the world. I initially proposed that my research, using my local 

community as the site of analysis, would explore whether these responses were 

reflective of Macy’s analysis and if so, in what ways and with what implications.   

During the first year of my part-time candidature (2008) I became involved with the 

Transition movement (Hopkins 2008) when our climate action group decided it 

seemed like an exciting and effective approach to change in our local community.  

The more I learnt about Transition the more I pondered how I might integrate it into 

my PhD research. An opportunity to learn more deeply about Transition arose 

when two of the people from the founding Transition town in Totnes, England 
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announced an international Transition training tour which included Australia. I 

registered both for the weekend training and for the five day ‘Train the Trainer’ 

course.  

During the weekend training I was taken by the disparate nature of the attendees. 

There were not many ‘old hippies’ as I had expected. The gender ratio was quite 

balanced and people, although predominantly middle class, came from a range of 

backgrounds. I was impressed by the interactive nature of the training which drew 

on the wisdom of the group, and provided many opportunities to discuss and hear 

other people’s experiences and insights. During the trainings, I had two particular 

experiences which consolidated my desire to focus my PhD research on Transition 

and, in particular, the Heart and Soul of Transition5.  

One of the strongest memories I have of the Transition training is the presence of 

one of the participants, who only a few days beforehand had experienced the 

bushfire inferno in Victoria that killed some of his friends and neighbours, wrought 

devastation on his community and destroyed his home. We had been distressed by 

the news of the fires during the previous weekend’s training, and the two Victorian 

attendees were monitoring the fires particularly closely. They had been talking 

about the drought in their state and how concerned they were about water 

shortages in the future. The participant arrived at the ‘Train the Trainer’ training 

carrying with him a visceral reminder of the fires, because no matter how much he 

showered or washed his clothes he could not remove the smell of the bushfire. It 

permeated the workshop space and moved through the building with him. On 

reflection, I can see he must have been in shock, and suffering discombobulation 

from being separated from his family and community so immediately after the 

tragedy. He had expressed that it seemed right to attend the training because he felt 

it would help in regenerating his community. His presence was a constant reminder 

of the perils of climate change and added a poignancy and sense of urgency to the 

work of Transition.  

The second significant experience at the Transition training was when we 

participated in a series of experiential processes developed by Joanna Macy. I had 

attended a ten-day intensive with her the previous year and been struck by the 

power of many of these processes. These processes, and some other sessions such as 

the psychology of change, were offered under the banner of the Heart and Soul of 

Transition at the Transition training. I was impressed that such an approach was 

incorporated, and it seemed that Transition was stepping into territory that other 

environmental groups tended to ignore or omit. These processes provide an 

opportunity to normalise talking about our feelings and responses to the crises our 

                                                      
5 The Transition Network now tends to use the term Inner Transition rather than Heart and 

Soul as a result of Transition Totnes rephrasing the concept. However, I noticed Heart and 

Soul was the name of some workshops held in the UK in 2013, so it would seem the terms 

are still interchangeable to some extent. 
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world faces and through this to realise our interconnectedness with all of life. I 

remember having a flash of insight that the Heart and Soul dimension of Transition 

could add richness to researching the Transition movement, as well as providing a 

link to Macy’s work. Consequently, when I submitted my final research proposal I 

had re-shaped my research to look at the ways in which Transition is a force in the 

Great Turning. After my initial impulse for the thesis, I have realised that it will not 

change the world, but the process of researching and writing the thesis has changed 

me and I hope has resulted in some useful contributions to Transition and scholarly 

research in general.  

Ecological crisis 

As already noted in the introduction, this thesis is situated at a time when the world 

is facing multiple intersecting ecological crises. Although the world seemed mired 

in such crises when I began my PhD in 2008, the scale and rapidity of threats and 

disasters seem to have increased exponentially. A substantial portion of the 

scientific literature concerned with crises such as climate change, biodiversity loss 

and ecological destruction tends to focus on causes and effects. At the same time, a 

significant body of scientific literature that deems we have enough knowledge to 

comprehend how critical the situation is, calls for urgent responses to these issues 

and suggests that we are at a crucial point in determining the state of the planet for 

future generations and other species (Climate Council 2014; IPCC 2014; Hamilton 

2013; Hansen et al. 2013; IPCC 2013; Steffan and Hughes 2013; Anderson and Bows 

2012; Brundtland et al. 2012). In 2006, the Transition movement which is based on 

the need to respond to the detrimental impacts of climate change, peak oil and 

economic crises was an emerging phenomenon. At the time, climate change was 

increasingly on the public radar, in part aided by Al Gore’s highly successful film 

‘An Inconvenient Truth’ (Guggenheim 2006). In 2007, climate change was described 

as the ‘greatest challenge facing humanity’ (UNEP 2007:20), and the 4th 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) based on data and observations 

compiled and analysed by an expert team of over 1300 scientists, opened with the 

phrase that ‘warming of the climate system is unequivocal’ (2007:2). Since then the 

language of the IPCC has developed from ‘very high confidence’ that humans are 

principally responsible for causing the planet to warm (IPCC 2007), to ‘being 

beyond reasonable doubt’ (IPCC 2014). The Climate Council claim that we are in the 

midst of ‘the critical decade’ for reducing emissions because the risks of future 

climate change to our economy, society, and the environment are extremely serious 

and grow rapidly with each degree of future temperature rise (2014:6). 

In 2008, there were already multiple indicators of the destructive impact of 

anthropogenic climate change on global ecosystems (Rosenzweig et al. 2008; 

McKibben 2007). Warning that the safe levels of greenhouse gases had already been 

exceeded, Hansen et al. claimed that significant change needed to be achieved to 

avert catastrophic climate change (2008:7). At that time, the concentration of carbon 

in the atmosphere at 385 parts-per-million (ppm) was already above the 

recommended CO2 outer limits of 350 ppm (Palese and McKibben 2009; Hansen et 
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al. 2008). In 2013, the CO2 concentration peaked at 400ppm for the first time, and 

Hansen et al. described the planetary crisis as imminent with urgent change being 

the only way to protect future generations and ‘other life on earth’ from dangerous 

climate change (2013:19). Yet, despite the body of climate science, taking meaningful 

measures in response to climate change remains contested in the political and public 

domain (Hamilton 2013; Barr and Devine-Wright 2012). For example, the percentage 

of Australians who were worried about climate change reportedly dropped from 

73% in 2008 to 57% in 2012 (Evans and Reimondos 2013), and in 2014 the 

conservative Australian government abolished the carbon tax implemented by the 

previous government (Arup and Hannam 2014). In an article on ‘bright-siding 

climate advocacy’6 Spratt argues that ‘we have achieved a collective cognitive 

dissonance where the real challenge we face is excluded from discourse’ (2012:4).  

20/10/12. I am sitting at my desk, watching the light dim as dark clouds fill the sky. A flash 

of lightning sends me running to the power board to unplug the modem from the potential 

disaster of losing my day’s work, or worse.  This will keep me more focussed on my writing 

as I’ve been dipping into the internet all day to track the effects of Hurricane Sandy or the 

Frankenstorm as the media has been calling it. The ‘mammoth and merciless storm’ (NY 

Times 29.10.12) has brought climate change, at the last minute, into the discourse of the US 

presidential election. Ironically, I’ve been looking at what I wrote about climate change in 

2009 and capitalised ‘update’ next to it. Now I can include data about this terrifying storm 

that is battering the US and which will surely be another nail in the coffin for the climate 

sceptics. But perhaps not. In some ways their voices have more currency than they did when 

I began my research in 2008. People keep talking about the weather and how it is changing – 

an unseasonably hot summer, cold winter, wet spring ... but few will utter the words climate 

change. And, as Susan Murphy points out, these words provide a gloss on the reality of the 

more ominous global warming or more aptly, climate chaos. Paradoxically, at a recent talk 

she gave, it was incredibly refreshing to hear her say emphatically and unapologetically that 

we are in crisis.  

8/11/13. I continue to bear witness. Super typhoon Haiyan: the world’s most powerful 

typhoon is approaching the Phillipines – with less media coverage than Hurricane Sandy! 

12/11/13. The Filipino representative at the UN Climate Change talks in Warsaw, the 

country's climate change commissioner Nadarev Saño, began a 5 day fast in solidarity with 

his countrymen and women. Urging that action be taken he said ‘I speak for my delegation, 

but I speak for the countless people who will no longer be able to speak for themselves after 

perishing from the storm. I speak also for those who have been orphaned by the storm. I speak 

for the people now racing against time to save survivors and alleviate the suffering of the 

                                                      
6 Bright-siding is the ‘belief that although you can’t control the outer events of your life, you 

can control your outlook with relentless positive thinking and a sunny disposition, and by 

refusing even to consider negative outcomes’ (Spratt 2012:4). 
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people affected. We can take drastic action now to ensure that we prevent a future where 

super typhoons become a way of life’.7 

9/12/2013. In the Philippines, incomprehensible devastation in the latest tolls from Haiyan: 

4 million people displaced, more than 5700 people dead and 1700 people missing. The 

Climate Change talks in Warsaw fail to produce a global commitment to urgent action on 

climate change.  

Climate change is not the only force exerting pressure on the Earth’s systems. A 

range of measurements from a substantial body of research indicate the 

deteriorating state of the planet (see for example Steffen and Hughes 2013; Flannery 

2012; Westley et al.  2011).  The United Nations Environment Program’s publication, 

‘The Global Outlook 5’, stresses the moral, social and economic imperatives of 

dealing with climate change, environmental degradation, loss of biodiversity and 

the potential for conflict growing out of competition for scarce resources such as 

water (2012:xvi). ‘The Living Planet Report’ (World Wildlife Fund 2012) describes 

increasing destruction of habitat and loss of species. Humans have exerted such 

significant change on the Earth’s ecosystems that the Earth is now experiencing its 

sixth great mass extinction event due to the scale of marine and terrestrial species 

loss (Wagler 2012; Steffen, Crutzen and McNeil 2007). Although many of the 

impacts are experienced regionally, it is recognised that in ‘our highly connected 

system [that] massive social or environmental failure in one region threatens the 

entire system’ (Constanza et al. 2007:522). Similarly, the ‘Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment’ confirms the interconnectedness of ‘human well-being, poverty 

reduction and the state of the global environment’ (Adams and Jeanrenaud 2008:10). 

With continuing trends it is predicted that the situation will worsen, putting such 

strain on ecosystems that their ability to support human life cannot be guaranteed 

(Hamilton 2013; Flannery 2012, 2008; Wackernagel et al. 2008).  

Other major issues confronting the world include the decline in oil supply which 

will have far reaching impacts on our oil dependent society (Newman, Beatley and 

Boyer 2009) and food and water security (Erikson 2008) due to global environmental 

change. The term peak oil refers to the decrease in the number of new oil fields 

being discovered as, in tandem, the amount of oil being acquired from existing 

fields declines (Heinberg 2010). It is increasingly apparent that the era of cheap oil is 

not interminable and that oil is so deeply embedded in our economies that 

fundamental change will be required to function without it (Newman, Beatley and 

Boyer 2009). In 2013, peak oil is being expressed through highly controversial, 

carbon producing extraction methods (Hansen et al. 2013) such as coal seam gas 

mining in Australia, shale gas mining in the USA and mining of the Alberta tar 

sands in Canada. Additionally, although chronic food shortages have been 

experienced by parts of the world, and in some sectors of western society for 

                                                      
7 http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-11-12/philippines-official-makes-emotional-plea-on-

climate-change/5085778 
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decades, the spectre of global food shortages and erratic supply has become a 

foreseeable reality (Wheeler and Braun 2013; Ingram, Eriksen and Liverman 2010; 

Shiva 2008), and the breadth of global water crises is a source of potential regional 

and global conflict (Medina 2010). Meanwhile, the economy predominates as the 

measure of well-being and the ramifications of multiple global economic crises 

continue to be experienced disproportionately by the poor (Stewart 2012).  

Although governments around the world are responding in a multiplicity of ways 

to such issues, particularly at a Local Government level (Bulkeley 2014; Williams, 

Wilmshurst and Clift 2011; Newman et al. 2009), grassroot initiatives have emerged 

around the world in response to concerns that the action being taken is not 

sufficient. There are a multitude of citizen-led responses to the planet’s socio-

ecological crises, and new movements continue to arise and flourish (Bomberg 2012; 

Hopkins 2011; Chew 2008; Hawken 2007; Chesters and Welsh 2006). This uprising 

in community-led action is framed as ‘Blessed Unrest’ by Paul Hawken (2007). In 

2007, he estimated that there were at least two million organisations around the 

world working for ecological sustainability, social justice and indigenous and tribal 

people’s rights. He describes this ‘global humanitarian movement’ as ‘dispersed, 

inchoate and fiercely independent’ (2007:3), focussed on solutions, problem solving 

and social change. He calls it a movement because although the groups’ specific 

missions and aims are diverse they do not contradict each other. These 

organisations which are working towards catalysing systemic societal change, range 

across the anti-globalisation movements such as the World Social Forum and the 

Occupy movement to relocalisation movements, and particular organisations such 

as Transition (Hopkins 2011, 2008). 

A new era 

From an environmental science perspective, the depth of impact that humans are 

now having on planetary systems is to such a great extent that a new geological 

epoch has been recognised (Hamilton 2013; Wells 2013). The Anthropocene refers to 

the human dominated, geological epoch which is supplementing the Holocene, the 

warm period of the past one to twelve millennia (Crutzen and Schwägerl 2011). The 

Anthropocene is seen to have been catalysed in the period post World War II, which 

is referred to as ‘the Great Acceleration’, when the ‘human enterprise accelerated’ 

and population growth soared, as did resource consumption and consequently 

pressure on the planet (Steffen et al. 2007:617). The promulgators of this concept 

suggest that humanity has now entered an era in which it has become a primary 

geological force (Steffen et al. 2011). From another perspective, a new Ecozoic era is 

foreshadowed by Mathematical cosmologist Brian Swimme and cultural historian 

Thomas Berry (1999) who co-wrote ‘The Universe Story’ which brought together 

scientific and cultural insights to locate earth’s history as part of the unfolding of the 

cosmos. They suggest that a new era is emerging as we move from the current 

Cenozoic era (past 65 million years) to the emerging Ecozoic era catalysed by 

humanity’s recognition that we are participants in Earth’s community in an 

emergent and interconnected universe. Neither concept is mutually exclusive; it 
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could be argued that the Ecozoic era is arising at the right moment for guiding 

humanity’s heightened role in the Anthropocene.  

Commentary varies on the types of responses required by humans as active agents 

in the Anthropocene to reduce the risks of dangerous climate change. The three 

examples below indicate some of the responses. Hansen et al. (2013) frame the issue 

in terms of inter-generational justice and pose the rights of young people and other 

life to inherit a habitable planet as a ‘matter of morality’ (2013:20). They propose a 

rapid transition away from fossil fuel emissions facilitated by government and 

market interventions such as a price on carbon. In an article written by a diverse 

group of authors representing a number of disciplines, Westley et al. contend that a 

complex systems perspective that ‘recognizes the dynamic links between the social, 

ecological, and technological subsystems’ is necessary (2011:765). As well as shifts in 

values and beliefs, they argue that ‘human creativity and social, as much as 

technical, innovation’ are critical to a sustainable future (2011:763). Another 

perspective is offered by climate scientists concerned about the future of the planet 

who highlight the incompatibility of the current neoliberal, economic growth driven 

paradigm with addressing climate change meaningfully. In an article titled ‘A New 

Paradigm for Climate Change’, Anderson and Bows (2012) argue that economic 

growth is incompatible with international commitments to stay within a 2 degree 

rise in temperatures. They suggest that the primacy of economic growth is the 

‘elephant in the room’ and argue it raises ‘profound issues about the structures, 

values and framing of contemporary society’ (2012:240). Further to this, Anderson 

contends that the 2 degree carbon budget ‘demands revolutionary change to the 

political and economic hegemony’ (2013:1).  

In concert with the multiple analyses of the causes of the current crises, and the 

nature of possible solutions, there is an increasing call for a shift away from the 

current paradigm (Eisler 2013; Ife 2013; Spretnak 2011). For some, this shift is 

tantamount to a sustainability revolution dependent on changing values, actions 

and worldviews (Meadows, Meadows and Randers 2004; Edwards 2005). Similarly, 

Espinosa and Walker suggest that to be able to deal with the ‘exploding complexity 

of our social and ecological interactions at the local, regional and world levels, that 

nothing less than a paradigm shift will do’ (2011:237). A worldview can be 

understood as  ‘the inescapable overarching frameworks of meaning and meaning-

making that substantially inform how humans interpret, enact and co-create reality 

... and thus contain values and environmental attitudes’ (Hedlund-de Witt 2012:75). 

When a worldview predominates in a society, or as a global phenomenon it 

becomes the dominant paradigm. This determines the way that knowledge is 

legitimated and which values and ideas are accepted (Ife 2013). Although a 

paradigm shift may occur over a period of time as ‘practitioners of the new 

paradigm’ improve it, explore its possibilities, and show what it would be like to 

belong to the community guided by it (Kuhn 1962:158), it is distinguished by being 

transformative. Transformation relates to changing the way that we think and 

therefore perceive the world whereas change at the scale of reform, may be more 

concerned with changing the way that things are done (Ackoff 2004). Reason and 
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Bradbury’s description of the need to shift to a participatory worldview 

encapsulates this:  

Many writers and commentators are suggesting that the modernist 

worldview or paradigm of Western civilization is reaching the end of 

its useful life. It is suggested that there is a fundamental shift occurring 

in our understanding of the universe and our place in it, that new 

patterns of thought and belief are emerging that will transform our 

experience, our thinking and our action … if we fail to make a 

transition to new ways of thinking our civilization will decline and 

decay … the challenge of changing our worldview is central to our 

times (2006:4).  

A participatory worldview is aligned with a relational reality (Spretnak 2011), and 

complexity theories (Wells 2013; Morin 2008) that recognise that humans are 

interdependent, interrelated beings within a complex, dynamic and emergent 

universe. From this perspective, although different terminology may be used, there 

is a shared premise that the divisive, neo-liberal capitalist project, and a mechanistic 

view of the world, have been largely responsible for the crises confronting the 

world, and therefore a worldview that perceives the interconnectedness of life is 

necessary for meaningful, transformative change (Spretnak 2011; Morin 2008; 

Reason 1998). The need for such a transformational shift in thinking is expressed in 

Einstein’s maxim: ‘the significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same 

level of thinking we were at when we created them’ (Calaprice 2005:292). Relational 

thinking which Spretnak claims is ‘surging into the mainstream’ in a multitude of 

ways (2011:18), conceives of the approaches to the crises the world is facing in their 

multiple interconnections. Consequently, for example, climate is not separated from 

economics and social justice, or peak oil is not separated from food and water 

shortages. Shiva frames this as a paradigm shift to a ‘people and planet centred 

paradigm from a reductionist to a holistic worldview based on interconnections; 

from a mechanistic, industrialised paradigm to an ecological one’ (2008:43). She 

describes this as Earth Democracy (2008, 2005) which recognises the atmosphere as 

an ecological commons and is predicated on the rights of all people ‘to the resources 

of the earth for their sustenance’ (Shiva 2008:46). Furthermore she argues that the 

triple crises of climate change, peak oil and the food and agrarian crisis are creating 

‘an imperative for change, to make a transition to an age beyond oil’ (2008:133). She 

argues that if ‘the transition is driven by the same paradigm and powers that 

created our current climate crisis it will only perpetuate the problems of ecological 

non-sustainability and social and economic injustice’ (2008:133).  

The Great Turning 

The Great Turning also provides a way of understanding the multi-faceted 

responses to the current socio/ecological crises which can be conceptualised as a 

paradigm shift. Macy’s articulation of the Great Turning is informed by a breadth of 

experience and disciplinary knowledge. She is variously described as a general 
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systems theory and Buddhist scholar (Korten 2006), an eco/feminist (Warren 2000), 

an influential thinker, activist, eco-philosopher and an experiential educator who 

has developed a theoretical framework for personal and social change (Bradbury 

2003). The concept of the Great Turning can be understood as both ‘compass and a 

lens’ (Macy 2007:141) in that it shows the direction that society may be travelling in, 

and provides a way of seeing the range of responses and activities that people are 

engaging in to shift to a life-sustaining society. The Great Turning can also be 

understood as the ‘third revolution of the human story’ following the agricultural 

and industrial revolutions, and Macy suggests that it is a privilege to be alive at this 

time and be able to participate in it (2005:5). However, she acknowledges that the 

Great Turning may not be sufficient to stem the crises confronting humanity and 

that ‘it comes with no guarantees’ (Macy 2006:2). 

The Great Turning can also be situated as one of the three stories of our time which 

narrate the different ways that people understand our planet’s current reality (Macy 

and Johnstone 2012). The potency of stories to give meaning to our experiences and 

to shape our futures is recognised as a phenomenon across all cultures (Rust 2008). 

Korten claims that the outcome of the challenges we face ‘will depend in large 

measure on the prevailing stories that shape our understanding of the traumatic 

time at hand’ (2006:20). He suggests that ‘perhaps the most difficult and yet 

essential aspect of this work is to change our stories’ (2006:21).  The first story, or 

perception that may be held of this era is described as Business as Usual. In terms of 

looking to the future, Macy and Johnstone quip that it is ‘more of the same please’ 

(2012:15). This story suggests that continuing or increasing the current mode of 

consumption and resource use can be maintained interminably. This approach is 

maintained in the media which has a significant impact on the framing of news 

events. The second story, the Great Unravelling, is named for a term popularised by 

David Korten (2006). It is the cost to the world of Business as Usual which has been 

destabilised by the crises we face (Hamilton 2013). It leads to a future replete with 

the scenarios of collapse that have become more common in both ‘respectable 

popular and academic literature’ (Quilley 2013:77). This is the story of the impact of 

the neo-liberal capitalist worldview predicated on an untenable belief in infinite 

growth and an endless supply of resources (Macy 2007).  

The Great Turning is a third story which Macy and Johnstone (2012) describe as 

being able to penetrate to the truth of Business as Usual, and unwilling to allow an 

untrammeled Great Unravelling to occur. Macy claims this ‘planet time is epochal’, 

a period when there can be a transition from ‘an industrial growth society, 

dependent on accelerating consumption of resources to a sustainable or life-

sustaining society’ (2007:140). The transition is conceptualised as the Great Turning 

and is evident in the myriad ways people are working to create a sustainable society 

and the potential shift from a ‘self-destroying political economy’ to one that is in 

‘harmony for the earth and enduring for the future’ (Macy 2007:141). This is 

occurring, Macy suggests, with increasing collective recognition of our ‘essential 

non-separateness from the world’ (2007:140). She explains that the phrase the Great 

Turning originated from her imagining future generations reflecting on this period 
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of Earth’s history and seeing it as a time of significant change; as a turning point, 

and they might describe it as the Great Turning (Macy 2007).  

The three dimensions of the Great Turning 

The Great Turning can be conceptualised through three interrelated simultaneous 

and mutually reinforcing dimensions which are: i) holding actions; ii) analysis of 

structural causes and creation of alternative (Gaian) structures; and iii) a shift in 

consciousness (Macy 2007).  

 

Figure 1. The Three Dimensions of the Great Turning 

(The Work that Reconnects Network 2012) 

The first dimension of the Great Turning is referred to as ‘holding actions/activist 

work’ which aim to slow down and hold back the deleterious impacts of the 

industrial growth society (Macy 2007). Through this dimension the story of Business 

as Usual is challenged and attempts are made to address the damage caused in the 

Great Unravelling. Through direct action, campaigns, boycotts, and political, legal 

and regulatory approaches, people engaged in this dimension seek to ‘save some 

lives … some species, ecosystems, and preserve some of the gene pool’ (Macy 

2007:144). Examples of participants in this dimension of the Great Turning include 

the burgeoning online activist movements such as Avaaz and GetUp, the Anti-

Globalisation movement, the World Social Forum, global climate activist 

organisations such as 350.org, as well as local climate action groups. In Australia, an 

extraordinary coalition of farmers, environmentalists, clergy and ordinary citizens 

are protesting against the coal seam gas industry and the development of new coal 

mines across Australia (Lock the Gate 2014). Social justice is also a significant 
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feature of this dimension, with support provided to the vulnerable, and 

governments challenged for their inhumane policies. For instance, The Refugee 

Council of Australia (2014) provides advocacy and support for refugees and asylum 

seekers mostly through the work of thousands of citizens. Another example is 

Ozharvest (2014) which is a charity that collects excess food that would otherwise be 

discarded, and distributes it to many charities who provide it through different 

programs to people in need. Awareness-raising and gathering and collating 

evidence of the environmental social and health impacts of the industrial growth 

society are also an important component of this dimension ‘carried out by scientists, 

campaigners, whistle-blowers and journalists’ (Macy and Johnstone 2012:28). 

As important and extensive as holding actions are, Macy argues they are not 

enough to bring about deep-rooted societal change and must therefore be linked 

with the second dimension of the Great Turning, which has variously been referred 

to as ‘analysis of structural causes and the creation of alternative institutions’ (Macy 

and Young Brown 1998:19),8 ‘structural change’ (Macy 2007:144); Gaian Structures 

(Work that Reconnects Network 2012) and life-sustaining systems and practices 

(Macy and Johnstone 2012). The thrust of these descriptors are the same; this 

dimension involves analysing the Industrial Growth society and creatively 

redesigning ‘the structures and systems that make up our society’ (Macy and 

Johnstone 2012:29). Macy claims that ‘to free ourselves and our planet from the 

damage being inflicted by the Industrial Growth Society, we must understand its 

dynamics’ (2007:144). Rather than posing a particular analysis, she asks questions 

such as what ‘tacit agreements’ enable the increasing divide between rich and poor, 

or the acquiescence to an economy that is ultimately destroying the capacity for the 

earth to sustain humanity, and many species and ecosystems (Macy 2007:145).  As 

Sturgeon argues, an approach to change that does not consider the need for 

‘structural, economic or social change does not get at the root of our problems’ 

(2009:8). Similarly, Macy (2007) suggests that understanding how the current 

paradigm works can provide insights into how to both replace it and create 

alternatives. Therefore, this dimension also refers to the creation of new structures 

and systems that facilitate equitable access to resources such as food, energy, 

education, transport, housing, money and health. The burgeoning sharing economy, 

the rise of eco-villages and urban co-housing initiatives, research into and 

production of renewable technologies and local renewable energy co-operatives, 

new banking systems and local currencies, are examples of this dimension. The 

significant interest in sustainable food production, local food and farmers markets, 

community-supported agriculture, community gardens and city farms are also 

visible manifestations of this dimension (Ingram et al. 2010; Starr 2010). Shiva points 

out that ‘new ways of thinking and acting, of being and doing, are evolving from 

the creative alternatives being employed in small communities, on farms and in 

cities’ (2008:144).   

                                                      
8In some sources Joanna Macy refers to this as ‘the emergence and creation of Gaian 

structures’ (2007). Gaian structures refer to an ecological approach to developing 

organisation, governance, institutions etc. 
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The three dimensions are all mutually interconnected, and therefore, Macy explains, 

‘structural alternatives cannot take root and survive without deeply ingrained 

values to sustain them’ (2012:1). Consequently, the third dimension referred to as a 

‘shift in consciousness’ is necessary to create new ways of living that are sustainable 

and harmonious. Macy (2012:1) suggests that this is a paradigmatic shift which is 

occurring as both a ‘cognitive revolution and spiritual awakening’ to the 

interrelatedness of life on the planet. She describes it as a response to 

‘breakthroughs in scientific thought, as reductionism and materialism give way to 

evidence of a living universe’ (Macy 2012:2). There is a convergence in the 

understanding of inherent interconnectedness of life between the sciences and 

indigenous and ancient traditions, as well as the spiritual, ecological and women’s 

movements (Macy and Johnstone 2012). From a living systems perspective, Macy 

(2007) proposes that the self-reflexive awareness possessed by humans engenders 

the possibility of a holonic shift in consciousness from individual self-interest to 

collective self-interest whereby humanity recognises their essential non-

separateness from the world. It is this capacity for a change in understanding that is 

essential to the shift in consciousness that could enable and propel a new paradigm. 

The recognition of interrelatedness is finding expression in diverse areas such as 

complexity (Chia 2011) and systems theories (Kagan 2010), in education, health, 

economics and design (Spretnak 2011) and management and organisation studies 

(Johannessen and Kuhn 2012). A shift to a relational understanding of the world is 

paradigmatic when it extends beyond ‘a causal relationship between complex 

issues’ to ‘envisaging radically different ways of understanding and talking about 

such issues’ (Espinosa, Harnden and Walker 2008:637).  

The three dimensions illuminate the diversity of involvement in the Great Turning, 

and the possibilities inherent in determining not to support Business as Usual or the 

Great Unravelling as the stories of our time. With its emphasis on positive visioning, 

and creating resilient, low carbon communities, Transition can be conceived of as 

engaging in the Great Turning.  

The Transition movement 

The change in direction represented by the Transition movement is as profound as 

any intentional change experienced by a civilisation (Fleming, in Hopkins 

2011:26).  

Transition is increasingly recognised as an important strand in civil society action 

on climate change and human induced ecological destruction (Barr and Devine-

Wright 2012; Westley et al. 2011; Barry and Quilley 2008). The Transition model 

emerged from a Permaculture9 course led by Rob Hopkins in Kinsale, Ireland in 

2005 that designed a community wide energy descent plan for a low carbon future 

                                                      
9 There does not seem to be agreement about the capitalisation of Permaculture. For the 

purposes of consistency it is capitalised throughout this thesis.  
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given the anticipated impacts of climate change and peak oil. Informed by the 

principles of relocalisation, the plan incorporated the key aspects of a community 

such as food, housing, education, energy, transport, waste, economics and health. 

Louise Rooney and Catherine Dunne coined the term Transition Town to describe 

the concept of Kinsale ‘making the transition from fossil fuel dependency to a state 

of energy independence’ (Rooney 2006:1). Hopkins took the terminology and 

framework of Transition with him when he moved to Totnes in the United 

Kingdom. He worked with interested others, including Naresh Giangrande, Ben 

Brangwyn and Peter Lipman who are described as the co-founders of Transition, to 

develop and implement the Transition model in Totnes (Transition Network 2013). 

A guiding rationale of the model is that peak oil, climate change and the precarious 

economic situation cause the greatest potential disruptions to human society and 

therefore require a pre-emptive response. The premise is that by acting now to 

create a future we choose, rather than having one imposed in total crisis mode, that 

‘a Transition approach’ might ‘better meet our psychological needs, as well as our 

physical needs’ (Hopkins 2011:9). Heinberg observes that people at Transition 

events ‘are champing at the bit to do something constructive in their communities 

about peak oil and climate change’ and he ‘quickly formed the opinion that the 

Transition virus was the most exciting thing happening in the UK’ (in Hopkins 

2008:ix).   

Since 2006, when Transition Town Totnes was launched as the first official 

Transition Initiative, the model has ‘spread virally ‘to over 43 countries (Hopkins 

2011). It was quickly embraced by the English-speaking world and has since been 

taken up in a wide range of countries, including Brazil, India, Portugal, Argentina, 

South Africa, Thailand and many European countries (Transition Network 2013).  

By 2013, almost 500 Initiatives were registered as official and over 650 were 

registered as ‘mullers’, the step before official status (Transition Network 2013). 

Transition is organisationally designed as a network of self-organising local 

Initiatives supported by regional, national and international hubs that act as a nexus 

for communication, information dissemination and training (Transition Network 

2013). Although they are part of a wider network, each of the Transition Initiatives 

functions autonomously and is organised according to the needs of their local 

context. The particular local conditions and contexts and the experiences of each 

Initiative inform the evolution of the Network. Storey describes Transition as 

‘locally based, but globally networked’ (2011:3). Accordingly, the face of Transition 

is unique, to some extent, in each community.  

It is important to make a few points about nomenclature. Throughout the thesis I 

will use a number of slightly different terms to refer to different aspects of what is 

broadly known as ‘Transition’. The Transition model refers to the design and 

concepts of Transition most commonly written about by Hopkins (2008, 2011) who 

has authored ‘The Transition Handbook’ (2008),  ‘The Transition Companion’ (2011) 

and ‘The Power of Just Doing Stuff (2013), and writes a regular blog called 

‘Transition Culture’ (Transition Network 2013). The term Transition Towns was 

used to describe the early Transition groups, however Hopkins explains that 
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‘although a nice alliteration, the term Transition Towns is redundant as there are 

now Transition cities, villages, universities, hamlets, districts, neighbourhoods’ 

(2011:72). Individual Transition groups are now more commonly referred to as 

Initiatives and the Transition network seems to be the preferred term for ‘the broad 

international community of individuals and groups basing their work on the 

Transition model’ (Transition Network 2013). The hub of the Transition network, 

which is based in Totnes, employs three full-time and nine part-time staff, has a 

significant online presence and provides an open source, resource sharing forum 

(Transition Network 2013). Due to both the dynamic nature of the Transition model 

and the rapid pace of environmental and societal change, the Transition network 

continues to evolve both in the central organising hub as well as in each Transition 

Initiative. Determining the best terminology to use is complex, as Transition 

encapsulates many different elements. Throughout the thesis, when I am referring 

to the movement as a whole, and the ideas that emanate from the Transition 

Network, and specifically Hopkins, I will use the term Transition or Transition 

movement. I will capitalise Transition Network to describe the hub in Totnes, as 

distinct from the network of Initiatives around the world. I will also capitalise the 

Heart and Soul of Transition and Inner Transition as a way of clearly identifying 

these concepts.  

Transition is located in the context of the imminent effects of climate change, 

dwindling supplies of cheap energy and economic challenges and is underpinned 

by a number of ‘recognitions’: 

  

 Climate change and peak oil require urgent action. 

 Life with less energy is inevitable. It is better to plan for it than be taken by 

surprise. 

 Industrial society has lost the resilience to be able to cope with energy shocks. 

 We have to act together now. 

 Infinite growth within a finite system (such as planet Earth) is impossible. 

 We demonstrated great ingenuity and intelligence as we raced up the energy 

curve over the last 150 years. There’s no reason why we can’t use those qualities 

and more as we negotiate our way from the depths back to the sun and air.  

 If we plan and act early enough and use our creativity and cooperation to 

unleash the genius within our local communities, we can build a future far 

more fulfilling and enriching, more connected to and more gentle on the earth, 

than the life we have today’ (Hopkins 2011:3). 

These ‘recognitions’ convey the notion that change is inevitable and that 

communities can strengthen their resilience and well-being by responding with 

preparedness in the present rather than reacting later. Hopkins explains that 

Transition is designed so that it provides a model that people can follow, but also 

adapt to their situations (2011:78). The global reach of Transition has been facilitated 

by online communications, as has its constant evolution. Giangrande describes 

Transition as a ‘real-time, real-life social experiment ... made possible by the sheer 

number of Initiatives and modern communications’. He suggests that ‘ten years ago, 
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Transition would have been far less possible’ (2011:285). As well as Permaculture, 

the Transition model draws on a wide range of sources and theories that include 

systems thinking, resilience theories, eco-psychology and the stages of change 

model, relocalisation and organisational design (Hopkins 2008, 2011). These inform 

the principles of Transition which are described as:  

 Positive visioning 

 Help people access good information and trust them to make good decisions 

 Inclusion and openness 

 Enable sharing and networking 

 Build resilience 

 Inner and outer Transition 

 Subsidiarity: self-organisation and decision-making at the appropriate level 

(Hopkins 2011:78).  

As noted above, a recurring theme in the literature about changing to a more 

sustainable way of living seems to be that ‘a shift in consciousness’ is required. This 

shift is recognised as an important element of Transition and is currently expressed 

in the Transition Network literature as the need for both ‘inner and outer Transition’ 

(Transition Network 2013). This is premised on the notion that ‘the challenges we 

face are not just caused by a mistake in our technologies but as a direct result of our 

worldview and belief system‘(Hopkins and Lipman 2009:8).  Hilary Prentice, one of 

the initiators of the Heart and Soul of Transition, now more commonly referred to as 

Inner Transition, suggests that ‘the change from an unsustainable to sustainable 

human presence on this planet arguably involves a big shift in human 

consciousness’ (in Hopkins 2010a). Sophy Banks (2013) describes Inner Transition as 

being ‘the psychological, spiritual and consciousness aspects of Transition’. 

Inclusion of this dimension in Transition is seen to be one of the features that 

differentiate it from other movements for change (Barr and Devine-Wright 2012). 

Inner Transition is discussed in greater depth in the following chapter.  

Transformation 

‘The Transition Companion’ offers two definitions of the term ‘transition’. These are 

‘1. Passage from one form, state, style or place to another. 2. A period of 

transformation’ (Hopkins 2011:10). The concept of the transformative potential of 

Transition became a key theme throughout my research. It is implicit in the research 

question: In what ways is Transition a force in the Great Turning?  

I initially felt some discomfort about using the word ‘force’ for its possible 

connotations of coercion or violence. However I have settled on this word because it 

also means ‘a person or thing regarded as exerting influence, to accelerate the 

process, artificially hasten the development or maturity of’ (Pearsall and Trumble 

1996:541). It suggests some directed intentional energy towards an outcome, 

without the outcome needing to be specified. The decision was consolidated when I 

read Vandana Shiva’s (2008) description of force in her book ‘Earth Democracy’. In a 
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section titled ‘Shakti: the creative energy of a self-organising universe’, Shiva draws 

on the Hindu concept of Shakti to discuss the different conceptions of energy that 

could inform a transformation or paradigm shift. In the passage below, force can be 

understood as a creative energy that enables transformative change. Shiva writes:  

Energy is Shakti – the primordial power of creation, the self-organising, self- 

generative, self-renewing creative force of the universe in feminine form. 

Shakti comes from the root ‘sak’ meaning ‘the capacity to do’, ‘to have power’. 

Shakti is power. Shakti is force ... when we think of energy as Shakti, we 

embed ourselves in Gaia’s laws. We unleash our own inner and outer energies 

for the radical transition needed to avert climate disaster (2008:137). 

 

Figure 2. Shakti 

(Ravensong 2011) 

I was reassured when reading these words because as well as affirming the concept 

of force as appropriate for the thesis, they are uncannily resonant with the whole 

research project. 

My second research question is: are Australian Transition Initiatives replicating 

existing paradigms and structures or challenging and re-imagining them? This has 

to do with whether Transition is able to maintain integrity with its stated principles 

as it grapples with the complexities and resistances of the dominant paradigm. I am 

interested in whether the Transition movement is engaged in transformation or 

whether it is ultimately reformist.10  If it is to be transformative then it could also be 

questioned as to whether it is counter-hegemonic. By this I refer to the Gramscian 

                                                      
10 Transformation is used here to refer to the fundamental change of a system, whereas 

reform is more focused on fixing the existing system.  
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concept of hegemony whereby ‘the ideological control of culture fosters willing 

consent to the status quo’ (Langman 2012:144) so that ‘a ruling group comes to 

dominate by establishing the cultural common sense;  those values and beliefs that 

go without saying’ (Hennessy 1993:76). Neo-liberal capitalism is dependent on such 

widespread societal legitimation (Sydee and Beder 2001). Dominant ideologies are 

reproduced politically and culturally (Hennessy 1993), and resistance in the form of 

dissent or critique is perceived as counter-hegemonic (Langman 2012). Hennessy 

suggests the dominant ideology ‘never dominates without contradiction’ and 

because ‘it cannot exhaust all social experience it potentially contains space for 

alternative discourses’ (1993:76). I am interested to what extent Transition is a 

‘potentially subversive force’ in the ‘slips and cracks of the coherence’ of the 

dominant ideology (Hennessy 1993:76), and therefore a transformative force in the 

Great Turning.   

My concern is not to analyse an inventory of activities that are undertaken by 

Transition Initiatives, but rather to consider how Transition is contributing to the 

Great Turning and the challenges implicit in this. For this purpose I frame my 

analysis through a transdisciplinary approach drawing on feminist and complexity 

theories. These are critical theories with commonalities in relation to epistemological 

concerns. Both reject a dualistic, hierarchically defined universe and emphasise 

instead the importance of the local, the situated, the dynamic interplay of all 

elements and the embeddedness of the social in the ecological. They share in 

common the explicit recognition of the researcher throughout the research process 

and the implications of this perspective in terms of subjectivities. I am informed by 

eco/feminist theorists (Sturgeon 2009; Shiva 2008, 2005; Plumwood 2002; Warren 

2000) whose analyses are sympathetic to the Transition approach, with its emphasis 

on the participatory, the local and interdependence. These feminist approaches 

provide scope for considering the extent to which Transition meaningfully 

interrogates issues of gender and power, and the inter-relationships between the 

local and the global. Eco/feminist analyses are important in realising approaches to 

sustainability that ‘involve commitments to groundedness, relationship and identity 

awareness and involvement in social change as a basis for theory’ (Perkins 

2007:239). As I discuss in Chapter 3, eco/feminism is contested and charges of 

essentialism prompted some writers to use different terminologies such as 

ecological feminism and feminist environmentalism (Gaard 2011). I prefer to use the 

term eco/feminism, and have chosen to write this with a slash as an 

acknowledgement that its roots are in feminism (see Moore 2007:127).   

A complexity approach suggests that the forces that have historically and continue 

to resist a shift to a life-sustaining society are enmeshed in the ‘simplicity paradigm’ 

that is typified by disjunction, reductionism and abstraction (Morin 2008). In 

contrast, complexity thinking provokes a shift to an understanding of the 

interconnectedness of all things (Morin 1992:381). The Transition movement has 

been designed using a whole systems approach which is congruent with complexity 

theory approaches (Wells 2013; Morin 2008; Kuhn 2009; Capra 2007; Mitleton-Kelly 

2003). I suggest that looking through both feminist and complexity lenses facilitates 
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appreciating and critiquing Transition on all scales of functioning; in the material 

realm of the Transition Network and Transition Initiatives and also in the 

ideological realm of how Transition sustains its principles.  These lenses enable a 

rich analysis so that the contexts, the multiple influences and perspectives, the 

behaviours and the possibilities of Transition can be considered. 

I locate my research in the critical methodological paradigm, the focus of which is 

empowerment and change, and therefore ‘critiquing and transforming existing 

social relations’ (Brown and Strega 2005:9). Within this paradigm my concern as a 

researcher includes knowledge generation ‘about the process of change and 

innovation’ as well as deeper insight into the ‘phenomenon being researched’ 

(Higgs and Titchen 2007:13). Being positioned in a feminist methodology reminds 

the reader of the situatedness of my account; that it is only a ‘partial and particular 

account’ but that has its ‘own power to produce new ways of seeing’ (Gannon and 

Davies 2007:72).  

Fractal fragments  

The fieldwork that sought to address the research questions was based on 

interviews with people who were involved in the core groups of their Transition 

Initiatives, as well as qualitative surveys. I conducted 30 interviews with active 

Transition participants, and representatives from 32 Transition Initiatives completed 

a qualitative survey. The semi-structured interview questions were designed to 

elicit the participants’ reflections on their lived experiences of Transition. The 

survey questions were similarly concerned with the experiences and reflections of 

the respondents. In this research I am concerned more with how Transition 

participants experience their involvement in Transition Initiatives, than with an 

analysis of the types of projects they develop. I analysed the data using thematic 

analysis which generated three major themes. These form the basis of Chapters 6, 7 

and 8.  

I have borrowed the concept of fractal fragments from Kuhn (2009) as the 

methodological description of my personal writing which is included throughout 

the thesis as letters that precede each chapter, and vignettes of my experiences 

interwoven throughout the chapters. A fractal describes ‘phenomena that show 

similarities across different scales of focus’ so that ‘examination at one scale of focus 

yields information about the structure and related characteristics of both other 

fractals and the whole’ (Kuhn 2009:14). A fractal fragment therefore relates to 

experiences that, while unique in themselves, can also be indicative of others’ 

experiences. What this means, of course, is that each piece of data; each interview 

and each survey is also a fractal fragment. Each represents the experiences of a 

particular person as they perceive it in the moment of the interview or survey 

participation. All data is at essence, a fragment, but to consider it as a ‘fractal 

fragment’ introduces a complexity understanding of the connection between the 

whole and the parts. However, rather than applying the terminology of fractal 

fragments to all of the research methods, for the purpose of clarity of differentiation 
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I have retained the standard terminology of interview and survey for these data sets 

and applied the concept of fractal fragments to my personal writing only.  

Conclusion 

From the viewpoint of this thesis, the world is in such a precarious situation that, as 

Macy and Johnstone state, ‘we can no longer take it for granted even that our 

civilization will survive or that conditions on our planet will remain hospitable for 

complex forms of life’ (2012:1). However, although there are many indicators to 

support the description of this time as one of socio/ecological crisis, at the same time 

significant change towards more sustainable ways of living are occurring. Given the 

immensity of the problems, the scale of change required is described as that of a 

paradigm shift. I have selected the Great Turning as the descriptor of such a shift as 

resonant with my research into the Transition movement. Although many people 

and movements are propelling the three interrelated dimension of the Great 

Turning, there are no assurances about the outcomes (Macy 2007). Nevertheless, 

participants in social change movements such as Transition pour their energies into 

working for a more sustainable and just world. As an active participant in 

Transition, I am in a privileged situation of being able to explore how Transition is 

manifesting in the Australian context, and how Inner Transition is integrated into 

Transition.   

The following chapter provides a more detailed discussion about the Transition 

movement. I approach this from two perspectives; looking at Transition as it is 

conveyed in the Transition Network publications and online materials, and 

considering some of the analyses of Transition by the growing body of research 

literature. I discuss Transition at the scale of the network, whereas the fieldwork is 

concerned with the experiences of people in different Transition Initiatives in the 

Australian context. Chapters 3 and 4 discuss the conceptual lenses used to inform 

the research. In Chapter 3, I introduce feminist theories, and focus on eco/feminism 

as an appropriate lens for this research. I also discuss the feminist methodologies 

that underlie the entire research process. Complexity theories are epistemologically 

complementary with feminist approaches, and in Chapter 4, I discuss elements of 

complexity that offer insights into Transition. Chapter 5 outlines the fieldwork that 

was undertaken to address the research questions, and I discuss the process of 

interpreting the data using thematic analysis. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 focus on the data 

interpretation. They are titled thematically and each covers a number of sub-themes. 

The thesis is concluded in Chapter 9.   
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Chapter 2: Transition: a social 

experiment 
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What is this faithful process of spirit and seed that touches empty ground and 

makes it rich again? Its greater workings I cannot claim to understand … I only 

know that in its care, what has seemed dead is dead no longer, what has seemed 

lost, is no longer lost, that which some have claimed impossible, is made clearly 

possible, and what ground is fallow is only resting – resting and waiting for the 

blessed seed to arrive on the wind with all Godspeed. And it will. 

(Clarissa Pinkola Estés 1996:75) 
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Dear Naomi,  

I’m sitting at my desk surrounded by papers, books and general chaos as you might well 

imagine. The mist has cleared and it’s a beautiful mild day. I’ve just popped out to the 

garden and picked some raspberries and blueberries; such satisfying and simple pleasures.  

I don’t know that our garden could ever fully sustain us, and we are lucky to have the 

community gardens just down the road. Each time I walk through them I notice different 

aspects of the Permaculture design and come back here to apply it; such as comfrey and 

lupins under the fruit trees. This is referred to as guilds, when three or four different plants, 

with different qualities, all work together to create an optimum environment. It’s an 

interesting concept to apply to people, and although the gardening aspects of Permaculture 

are so useful, it’s the capacity for Permaculture to be used for designing buildings, 

neighbourhoods and communities that excites me most. And really that is what Transition is 

all about.  

But how does our small band of volunteers do that? I like the idea of our working like the 

plant guilds. When I think about what we’ve achieved in our Transition Initiative over the 

past few years I can see that we’ve drawn on our different strengths, and building 

relationships and running events with other sustainability related groups have been really 

important, and our film nights and re-skilling workshops have been useful for the people that 

attended. But as for creating resilience in our community, or moving towards relocalisation, 

I’m not sure what impact we’ve had. I hope that what we’ve done has rippled out and had 

effects that we may not even be aware of.  

I’ve become obsessed with checking the news online. Partly, I think I’m looking for extreme 

weather events or warnings as a way of watching over you, but also as vindication that 

climate change is now! For the past month I’ve been pretty depressed as I’ve engaged so 

much with information around climate change. I’ve felt overwhelmed and deeply sad for 

what it means for so many people, and creatures, and places. I’ve felt a deep gloom. Joanna 

Macy is so good to read at such times. I found an interview with her titled ‘It Looks Bleak. 

Big Deal, It Looks Bleak!’,11 and I can just picture her saying that with her contagious 

confidence and sparkling eyes. She says in the interview: ‘In all great adventures there comes 

a time when the little band of heroes feels totally outnumbered and bleak, like Frodo in Lord 

of the Rings or Pilgrim in Pilgrim’s Progress. You learn to say “it looks bleak. big deal, it 

looks bleak”. Our little minds think it must be over, but the very fact that we are seeing it is 

enlivening. And we know we can’t possibly see the whole thing, because we are just one part 

of a vast interdependent whole – one cell in a larger body. So we don’t take our own 

perceptions as the ultimate’. She goes on to say ‘How lucky we are to be alive now - that we 

can measure up in this way’.   

                                                      
11  (Macy 2011) 
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So my darling daughter, you haven’t inherited a situation I wished for you, and at 19 you 

are an adult now. I wish I could protect you from these troubling times, but more than that, I 

wish you the courage of the Shambhala warrior from the story Joanna tells, whose weapons 

are insight and compassion. When you return, will you see any particular difference in our 

community? Is that measure as valid as any? But don’t worry, I’ll ponder these thoughts in 

my thesis and when I see you I promise my mind will be on listening to all your stories.  

Love Mum 
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It has been quite a journey to be immersed in Transition for six years, both as a 

participant and researcher. Initially I was very passionate about Transition and, I 

noticed, defensive when I read even friendly critiques of the movement. As I 

matured as a researcher, and spent more time involved in our local Transition 

Initiative I began to comprehend how the different elements of Transition cohered. 

This was partly informed by attending Permaculture courses and realising how 

much Permaculture influenced the design of Transition. I also learnt more about 

other sources that inform Transition such as systems thinking, resilience theories, 

eco-psychology, relocalisation and organisational design (Hopkins 2011, 2008).  

Over time, I became able to engage with the growing body of literature about 

Transition from a less defensive place, so that eventually I could consider joining the 

community of authors who write about Transition as critical friends. These included 

‘sympathetic critiques’ by academics who have had varying degrees of personal 

involvement with the movement and drawn on observation and experience to 

inform their analysis (for example Quilley 2013; Mason and Whitehead 2012; North 

and Scott-Cato 2012; Stevenson 2011; Scott-Cato and Hillier 2010; Haxeltine and 

Seyfang 2009). Others, such as Connors, profess a ‘genuine curiosity about and 

interest in the Transition Town movement’s potential’ (2010:570).  

In the previous chapter, I set the context for the thesis, discussing the socio-

ecological challenges confronting the planet, some of which are the catalyst for 

Transition. I outlined the Great Turning which provides a conceptual framework for 

analysing the potential shift to a life-sustaining society.  I also briefly introduced 

Transition, followed by an overview of the research I undertook to look at the ways 

in which Transition is a force in the Great Turning. In this chapter I discuss 

Transition in detail, both from the perspective of the publications and online 

material emanating from the Transition Network hub, including books authored by 

Rob Hopkins (2013, 2011, 2008), as well as the growing body of academic literature 

that discusses and critiques Transition. I give considerable attention to Inner 

Transition which is a particular concern of this research. It is important to situate 

this chapter early in the thesis, so that the ensuing theoretical chapters and 

fieldwork are contextualised. In the first section of this chapter, analysis of 

Transition is interwoven with description of the movement. Following this, I 

consider Permaculture, resilience and localisation as key concepts that have 

informed the development of Transition. Given the inclusion of Inner Transition as 

a unique aspect of Transition and its relevance to the third dimension of the Great 

Turning, I discuss this in some depth. I then consider Transition as a vehicle for 

social change in the context of issues that are raised in the academic literature. These 

include the apolitical nature of Transition, inclusion, how it is positioned as a social 

movement and its compatibility with the principles of community development.  

In transition 

The complexity of Transition provides scope for a range of discourses about the 

movement. Mason and Whitehead conceive of Transition as a ‘convergence space’ 

for a ‘number of pre-existing concerns and practices’ which they suggest makes it 
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possible to ‘appreciate how the movement is characterised by myriad perspectives, 

worldviews, and contradictions’ (2012:497). This chapter cannot attempt to capture 

all of these, so I have concentrated on the aspects of Transition that I perceive to be 

most relevant to the focus of this thesis. Transition is not only informed by a 

multiplicity of knowledge bases and practices, but it is also multi-dimensional in the 

elements and relationships that form it. The Transition movement is comprised of 

individual participants, Transition Initiatives, the regional and/or national hubs, the 

Transition network internationally and based in Totnes as well as the inherent 

relationships, processes and functions that mediate these elements. Transition is 

continually evolving and adaptive, both in the movement as a whole and in each of 

the Initiatives, and therefore by the time this thesis is completed, it is likely that 

some of the aspects of Transition discussed in it may have changed. It could be said 

that Transition exists in a constant state of transition.  

From its inception, the process of developing the original Transition Initiative in 

Totnes, UK was documented and promulgated by Hopkins and others so that an 

adaptable blueprint was available for other communities (Chamberlin 2009; Goude 

2009; Hopkins 2008). This was, in part, enabled by acquiring funding when the 

Transition Network attained status as a UK-based charity (Transition Network 

2013). The Network’s purpose is described as being ‘to inspire, encourage, connect, 

support and train communities as they self-organise around the Transition model, 

creating Initiatives that rebuild resilience and reduce CO2 emissions’ (Transition 

Network 2013). The Transition Network, which is run out of Totnes, has a 

significant online presence including databases of Initiatives, resources for 

Transition, newsletters, blogs and social media. Two films about Transition have 

been produced and widely disseminated (Goude 2012, 2009) and a series of books 

including three authored by Hopkins have been published. In 2007, Sophy Banks 

and Naresh Giangrande from Transition Totnes developed Transition training, 

which they have offered in many countries including Australia, South America, 

parts of Asia, the US, Canada, the UK and Europe (Hopkins 2011:22). They took a 

capacity-building approach and included train the trainer workshops in order to 

develop a worldwide network of Transition trainers. Training is now two-tiered 

with introductory training offered through Transition Launch, and training for 

ongoing groups offered by Transition Thrive. Both trainings are offered face-to-face 

and online.   

The original ‘Transition Handbook’ (Hopkins 2008) provided a roadmap for people 

interested in starting Transition Initiatives. This was followed in 2011, by the ‘The 

Transition Companion: Making your Community more Resilient in Uncertain 

Times’ (Hopkins 2011). Hopkins explains that the original ‘Transition Handbook’ 

was more speculative whereas ‘The Transition Companion’ draws from ‘a five-year 

worldwide experiment’ of people putting the Transition idea into practice (Hopkins 

2011:13). There are notable differences between the two books because they reflect 

the evolution of the movement. The ‘Transition Handbook’ and early Transition 

training provided a framework of 12 steps that could guide a community towards 

an energy descent plan. The steps were based on the experience of Transition Totnes 
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and were provided in response to requests from communities who were enthused 

by the idea of Transition but unsure of how to approach it (Hopkins 2008). A 

number of critiques of Transition are based on this book, including claims that 

having linear steps to follow is out of alignment with Transition principles (Connors 

2010). In ‘The Transition Companion’ the original ‘12 steps of Transition’ have been 

replaced by ‘a more holistic, more appropriate model’ (2011:14). The book is based 

on five stages: ‘Starting Out, Deepening, Connecting, Building and Daring to 

Dream’ which are comprised of cross-referenced ingredients and tools. 

Although he is the primary author, Hopkins points out that ‘The Transition 

Companion’ was written in a collaborative spirit with draft ideas made available for 

feedback on his blog and the Transition Network site, and that Initiatives were 

invited to contribute their experiences to the book (2011:15). In the introduction, 

Hopkins uses the analogy of a journey, with the book as a companion. He writes ‘it 

doesn’t tell you which way to go, or what your journey will look like … it provides 

a rough sense of the different types of terrain ... but the journey itself and where you 

end up – that’s up to you’ (2011:14).  One theme that has remained constant in both 

books is the formation of working groups which focus on different domains of the 

community such as health, housing, energy, education, food, the arts, waste, Heart 

and Soul and transport. Often such groups develop projects as a subset of their 

Transition Initiative which may entail forming partnerships with other 

organisations in the community. In practice, many Transition Initiatives have found 

that it can take a long time to set up the working groups, or that these domains are 

being addressed by other groups in the community. Initiatives may also choose to 

focus on more immediate projects rather than following the working groups’ model. 

This is exemplified in Hopkins’ (2013) most recent book ‘The Power of Just Doing 

Stuff’, which outlines a wide range of projects undertaken by Transition Initiatives 

including local currencies, local renewable energy schemes and a range of social 

enterprises.  

Most Transition Initiatives are formed by local people in their communities who are 

predominantly volunteers. Initiatives operate at various scales such as 

municipalities, towns, suburbs and villages. Some countries such as the UK and the 

USA have national hubs which are funded largely through charitable and 

philanthropic grants. In contrast, Australia does not have a national hub, although 

there are some regional hubs, and Transition Initiatives rely on volunteer labour 

and fundraising events. There is little prescription or formality within Transition 

although there is a process for registering officially as a Transition Initiative with the 

Transition Network whereby groups are requested to complete a set of criteria. 

While they are determining their readiness, potential Initiatives are encouraged to 

register as ‘mulling’12 on the Transition Network site. The reasons cited for requiring 

an official registration process are two-pronged (Transition Network 2013a). One 

aspect relates to the requirements of the Transition Network’s trustees and funders, 

                                                      
12 Mulling, in this context, means thinking it over before registering as an official Initiative 
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and to enable funding bids. The other reason is cited as ensuring that groups are 

fully cognisant of the processes involved in Transition, and have done sufficient 

groundwork in their community. It states on the website ‘we've seen at least one 

community stall because they didn't have the right mindset or a suitable group of 

people, and didn't really understand what they were letting themselves in for’ 

(Transition Network 2013a). Smith suggests that the registration process ‘might 

stifle the creativity the movement seeks to embody’ (2011:101), however following 

registration there are no checks in place to monitor the activities or progress of 

Transition Initiatives.  

The criteria for registering for official Transition status include having an 

understanding of peak oil and climate change, having at least four core members, 

and agreeing to a range of commitments such as networking within the community 

and with other Transition Initiatives, working on a local scale and practicing 

inclusivity. Other criteria include a commitment to ask for help, a suggestion that at 

least one core member has a Permaculture Design Certificate and that a current 

website is maintained. It is emphasised that these ‘living’ criteria are in place to 

support Transition Initiatives in being successful and that they are based on what 

has and has not worked to date for other Initiatives (Transition Network 2013a). 

Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009:10) assert that the process of registering is a type of 

‘expectation management’ to ensure the Transition brand’s image. Although they 

commend such ‘brand management’, Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009) perceive 

potential concerns between the Transition Network hub and the Transition 

Initiatives in that a hierarchical relationship is created through this registration and 

approval process. However, it may be recognised in the future that the registration 

process is slightly anachronistic as, unlike many aspects of Transition, it has not 

changed for the past five years. Essentially, after completing the registration process 

Transition Initiatives self-organise, adapting the principles of Transition to their 

local context based on the skills, availability, capacity and enthusiasm of 

participants and their broader community. Although self-reflection and evaluation 

are encouraged practices, there are no practices for following up on work carried 

out in the name of Transition, nor have I read about any groups being asked to 

relinquish their official status.  

There is an exceptionally wide range of Transition activities and projects, and a table 

of those mentioned by the research participants can be seen in Chapter 6.  One 

example is Transition Streets which is a successful program in the UK and has been 

adapted to the Australian context by Transition Newcastle, New South Wales 

(Stuart 2012). This entails a group of people from the same street or neighbourhood 

meeting regularly with a practical workbook and collectively learning, and reducing 

their household’s carbon footprints (Transition Streets 2012). As well as addressing 

energy consumption, Transition Streets is designed to build local connections and 

promote broader community education and engagement. In his reflections on the 

early stages of this program in Newcastle, Stuart (2012) comments that it has both 

potential and challenges. The potential includes strengthening relationships with 

local government and the accessibility of the program for members of the 
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community. However, lack of personnel and resources has limited the scope of the 

program, and they would like to be able to attract a greater diversity of people The 

workbook will be made available to other Australian Transition Initiatives, who will 

benefit from almost 2000 hours volunteer labour involved in establishing the 

program (Transition Newcastle 2013). Transition Newcastle received a Highly 

Commended Award in the Environmental Education category of the Keep Australia 

Beautiful NSW Sustainable Cities Award for this program.  

Inner Transition 

The inclusion of Inner Transition is seen to be one of the features that distinguishes 

Transition from other environmental movements (Barr and Devine-Wright 2012; 

Haxeltine and Seyfang 2009). Inner Transition, which was initially referred to as the 

‘Heart and Soul of Transition’ is grounded in Transition’s whole-systems approach 

which recognises that inner and external worlds cannot be separated. From this 

perspective ‘people shape their physical world in response to what they value and 

believe, and their values and beliefs are in turn shaped by the world’ (Hopkins 

2008:73).  In the early stages of Transition in Totnes, Hilary Prentice, a therapist and 

eco-psychologist, suggested the relevance of a ‘psychology of change’ group which 

became the ‘Heart and Soul’ of Transition and the first theme group to form in 

Transition.  Sophy Banks, who participated in this early group, has become the 

Transition Network’s most visible and active proponent of Inner Transition.  She 

integrated Inner Transition into Transition training and into each of the Transition 

films. The ‘strands’ which have been drawn on to provide the tools and insights to 

help facilitate Inner Transition are the fields of psychology, psychotherapy and eco-

psychology in the West, writings about the transformation of consciousness, often 

drawn from the East, and Earth-centred wisdom from tribal or indigenous human 

cultures (Prentice in Hopkins 2011:141). Many of these are similar to the elements in 

the shift in consciousness dimension of the Great Turning (Macy 2012).  

Despite its inclusion as an important feature of Transition, there are still few 

resources and scant literature on Inner Transition. There was not initially a guide of 

any sort for Inner Transition, although one is now in development (Banks 2013), and 

Inner Transition is still developing a presence on the Transition Network website. 

People are mostly exposed to Inner Transition through Transition training, 

segments in the Transition films and some of the Transition literature. The following 

text is used to describe Inner Transition on the Transition Network site (2013b): 

If we are to transition to fundamentally different physical systems for living 

we will need a fundamentally different way of understanding the world. 

Changing our worldview from separate to interconnected, from scarcity 

thinking to enough for all, from competitive to collaborative, all form part of 

the Inner Transition landscape. As individuals, we may experience a wide 

range of emotions as we imagine and work to build the future we want – or 

fear a future much worse. For many, the scale of the problems is simply 

overwhelming, and distraction or denial feels safer. Inner Transition is 

http://kabnsw.org.au/our-programs/sustainable-cities/
http://kabnsw.org.au/our-programs/sustainable-cities/
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designed to help support us face a world that is changing faster than most 

can imagine or absorb. 

The Transition Network conducted a survey on Inner Transition which indicated 

that it has been interpreted and enacted in many different ways. The following list 

shows the diversity of themes that were elicited from the survey data as the purpose 

of Inner Transition groups:  

 Personal resilience and well-being 

 Connection to nature 

 Community connections and cohesion 

 Psychology and personal growth 

 Spirituality, spiritual practice and faith groups 

 Healthy groups, meetings and event design. 

(Transition Network 2013). 

It can be seen that Inner Transition covers considerable territory and is far more 

than personal psychology, or all things ‘woo woo’ (Starhawk 2011) or touchy feely 

processes (Banks and Vanaki 2013) as it is sometimes reduced to. It includes the 

processes within meetings and relationships with the community. Hopkins (2006) 

argues that to imagine Transition work is only external denies the distress that 

people may feel over the next 10 to 20 years. He acknowledges the nervousness 

many people feel about doing inner work at Transition training for example, but 

describes others who are ‘blown away by it’. He then goes on to say that it is a 

matter of appropriateness when inner work is utilised. His personal perspective is 

that the Permaculture ethics of ‘care for the earth’ is much easier to follow, than the 

‘intense work’ of acquiring the inner skills that are also necessary for Transition 

(Hopkins 2006). This comment exemplifies the type of assumptions, such as Inner 

Transition being more difficult than engaging in practical projects, that typify 

discussions around Inner Transition. It sets up the type of binary that Stevenson 

(2011:72) suggests Transition aims to heal through the inclusion of the Heart and 

Soul of Transition.  

In a section in ‘The Transition Companion’ called ‘Creating a space for Inner 

Transition’, Prentice wonders ‘whether bringing together and integrating the inner 

and outer dimensions of the change’ might make Transition ‘markedly more 

effective’ (Hopkins 2011:140). She says that people from both perspectives of 

whether change begins on the outside or the inside have worked together in 

Transition. She suggests that in coming together, they will be ‘working to heal 

divisions and splits that may well be at the root of the mess we are in’ (2011:140). 

She also touches on the more fraught terrain of Inner Transition and spirituality 

where some people seek to distance themselves from any connection to spirituality, 

while others embrace it as part of the rich diversity of Transition. Prentice explains 

that where any terminology related to spirituality is used, the reactions seem to 

reflect ‘one of the challenges of bringing “inner work” to the Transition table: that 

there are hotly contested views and strong feelings around spirituality in particular’ 
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(in Hopkins 2011:141). She ascribes this to the ‘hurt that has been caused in the 

name of religions’ and that this makes people wary.  She points out that on the other 

hand ‘the qualities that this transition calls forth; a move from materialism to values 

such as community, care, love and creativity ... are the stuff that spirituality was 

meant to be about in the first place’. She concludes that it is important that people 

do not ‘push their spiritual barrow’, but also that ‘this whole area of human 

experience is not unwelcome in Transition’ (Prentice in Hopkins 2011:141).  

Ways of knowing  

Concepts related to Inner Transition were interrogated in a discussion about ‘ways 

of knowing’ between seven people described as key figures in the Transition 

Network (Hopkins 2010a)13. The discussion was convened in 2010 in response to 

concerns about Hopkins’ intention in the upcoming ‘Transition Companion’ to 

privilege critical thinking as the way of knowing. Six of the participants wrote 

reflections about the discussion which were compiled and uploaded to the 

Transition Culture site (Hopkins 2010a). This is an important text as it seems to be 

one of the few sites where the criticality of Inner Transition to Transition as a whole 

is explored conceptually, and from several viewpoints in a public forum. The 

preface to the reflections explains that the participants set out to explore the 

following four questions: i) what is the role of inner work in Transition? ii) what is 

the role of spirituality in Transition? iii) what is implicit or explicit for each of these? 

iv) what (relative) emphasis should we give to the various ways of knowing? 

I have summarised below some of the participant’s comments that are particularly 

relevant to this discussion. In his reflection, Hopkins differentiates between ‘ways of 

knowing’ and ‘ways of responding’. He suggests that critical thinking should be the 

‘primary method’ when ‘evaluating new approaches, new information, new 

understandings’. He contends that such an approach has value because it is 

evidence-based and continually challenges assumptions. Hopkins compares critical 

thinking with ‘ways of responding’ which he sees more as the domain of Inner 

Transition and informed largely by psychology (2010a:5). He describes the ‘edge’ 

where the ‘two ways meet’ to be ‘vitally important to explore’ and part of the 

distinctiveness of Transition. He concludes that they ‘can sit alongside each other’, 

although the tenor of his response suggests a leaning towards critical thinking as the 

way of knowing due to the validity of its more scientific, ‘testable’ approach. Peter 

Lipman expresses agreement with Hopkins’ distinction between ways of knowing 

and responding, but also discusses the need for emotional literacy to help mediate 

cultural hierarchies and oppressions. He stresses the importance of not forcing 

different ‘ways of knowing’ but encouraging openness towards them (in Hopkins 

2010a:14). Ben Brangwyn emphasises the need for ‘safety, resilience and literacy’ in 

the emotional realm and suggests that while this is an area where Transition is 

working, it could still deepen considerably. He states that ‘knowing isn’t the 

                                                      
13 Sophy Banks, Ben Brangwyn, Naresh Giangrande, Rob Hopkins, Peter Lipman, Hilary 

Prentice and Fiona Ward (did not write a summary) 
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challenge – there’s myriad data out there to back up the Transition approach at 

individual and community levels’. Rather he explains, that the challenge for him is 

‘making a meaningful connection that makes a person feel safe enough to push 

aside unhelpful personal myths and explore new ones’(in Hopkins 2010:13). 

Similarly to Hopkins, he was grateful to have such a rich and deep discussion about 

a topic that can be divisive. Naresh Giangrande affirms many of Brangwyn’s 

comments and adds the importance of embracing multiple and complex ways of 

knowing that foster expansive approaches.  

In their reflections, Sophy Banks and Hilary Prentice elucidate different aspects of 

Inner Transition and its relation to Transition as a whole. Banks comments that she 

‘found it interesting that it’s possible for this group of people at the centre of 

Transition to be proposing emphasising the importance of critical thinking above 

other ways of knowing when the success of Transition itself is largely due to 

extraordinary intuition’ (in Hopkins 2010a:5). She suggests that there are multiple 

ways of knowing such as ‘emotional, ethical, sensory, intuition, as well as rational’ 

and these may vary according to different contexts. In terms of critical thinking she 

suggests that the key to ‘good critical thinking’ is ‘intelligence and wisdom’. As 

such, she argues that inner and outer are ‘valuable, necessary and different’. They 

are interconnected, and Banks proposes it is important to understand both realms, 

because ‘how they interrelate gives the deepest understanding of ourselves, our 

times, and the greatest possibility of working effectively’ (in Hopkins 2010a:7).  

Taking an approach that rejects privileging a particular way of knowing, Hilary 

Prentice refers to the origins of the current world crises as deriving from the 

separation between science and religion, and the humanities which developed ‘a 

divided rather than holistic consciousness’. She suggests that if Transition were to 

be aligned with either side of the split, that this would ‘perpetuate rather than heal 

the problem’ and she proposes that Transition ‘is already much richer for the 

inclusion of the emotional, intuitive and spiritual’ (in Hopkins 2010:8). Prentice 

expresses some discomfort with Hopkins’ notion of critical thinking as a way of 

knowing and Inner Transition being more concerned with ways of responding. She 

further suggests that diagnosing the problem requires ‘delving into the inner 

reasons for this problem as well as the outer manifestations of it. In finding 

solutions, we need to look to both science and the measurable and rational, and to 

addressing these inner dimensions’ (in Hopkins 2010:9). She acknowledges that 

some people find Inner Transition confronting and possibly off-putting, but argues 

that ‘we will also lose people, and weaken what we do, if there are whole areas of 

human life and mystery that we dare not touch, that we cut ourselves off from’. 

Prentice concludes with the suggestion that as well as ‘ways of knowing’ that ‘not 

knowing’ is also important, and she relates this to embracing difference and the 

paradox of the compatibility of opposites (in Hopkins 2010a:12).   

As the discussion above indicates, Inner Transition is a complex arena within 

Transition, and has many different interpretations and approaches. Although it is 

described as a principle of Transition (Hopkins 2011), rather than underpinning the 
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Transition approach, it seems to be mostly ascribed the status of a working group or 

the responsibility of certain people in Transition Initiatives. In this way, as I discuss 

further in this thesis, it is set up in binary opposition to outer Transition.   

Permaculture roots 

The following section considers Permaculture, resilience and relocalisation which 

have contributed significantly to the design of Transition. As noted in the previous 

chapter, Transition emerged from a Permaculture course and its design principles 

are evident in many aspects of the Transition model. Permaculture was developed 

by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren in Tasmania, Australia in the early 1970s in 

response to widespread ecological collapse and their perception of the need for 

‘permanent agriculture’ and ‘permanent culture’ (Mollison and Slay 1994). Using 

their knowledge about ‘integrated systems’, Mollison and Holmgren created a 

synthesis of ‘natural ecosystems, traditional small-scale mixed agriculture, low 

impact technology and social justice into an interconnected dynamic system of 

design principles for creating self-sustaining human settlements’ (Smith 2011:x). As 

its potential was recognised, Permaculture became widely popular and through 

courses, workshops and literature has extended to over 160 countries around the 

world (Smith and Dawborn 2012). For a long time, Permaculture was associated 

with the more physical elements of design, particularly food and landscape related, 

but the social aspects of Permaculture are being incorporated into the Permaculture 

literature and training, as well as in separate workshops (Clayfield 2014; 

Macnamara 2012; Starhawk 2011).   

Citing Permaculture design as a tool for Transition, Hopkins acknowledges the 

‘many overlaps between Transition and Permaculture’ (2011:99) and suggests there 

are definite benefits in having at least one person well versed in Permaculture in a 

Transition Initiative. He sees Transition as having learnt from both the strengths 

and failings of Permaculture and explains that: 

Permaculture is a set of principles and insights which hold a vital role in 

the future of a post-peak society, and Transition is a vehicle designed for 

deepening their embedding and take up at the scale needed to influence 

the direction of humanity at this point’ (Hopkins 2009:2).   

The first official Australian Transition Initiative was the Sunshine Coast Energy 

Action Centre, Queensland, set up by two Permaculturalists, Janet Millington and 

Sonya Wallace. In 2007, Rob Hopkins became aware of their work running ‘Time for 

an oil change’ courses and initiating regional sustainability planning and he 

suggested they might like to join the Transition movement (Hopkins 2008). 

Millington (2010) suggests that Permaculture groups ‘see Transition as their 

community action across many domains’ and that it is ‘the ethics and principles of 

Permaculture that allow Transition to succeed with its balance between the Head, 

the Heart and the Hands’. 
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Although I knew that it would enhance my understanding of Transition, I had not 

realised until I had completed a Permaculture Design Certificate (PDC) just how 

close the link is between Permaculture and the Transition movement. A PDC is a 72 

hour course that provides an overview of Permaculture using adult learning 

principles and the attainment of the certificate is based on attendance, participation, 

and developing and presenting separate individual and group site designs. I guess 

like many people I thought that essentially I would be able to design a beautiful and 

productive garden and more sustainable home as a result of the course. I did 

acquire some knowledge about this; however, during the PDC I also recognised 

time and again how the principles of Permaculture permeate the design of 

Transition.   

We were a very disparate group of 21 who assembled for our seven week PDC 

course. On the first night, some members of the group encountered the severity of 

the global crises for the first time, while it was at the forefront of the consciousness 

of others. As we went around introducing ourselves I was struck by the diversity of 

our experiences and backgrounds. The comment that struck me most during the 

introductions, which I’d heard before and was often repeated throughout the 

course, is that ‘there is no such place as away’. When we say we will throw 

something away, it is seemingly to a magical abyss where it disappears forever. The 

word waste has become sanitised and something that others deal with. 

Permaculture challenges this lack of personal responsibility and encapsulates it in 

three simple maxims known as the Permaculture ethics: i) care for people, ii) care 

for the earth and iii) redistribute surplus to one’s needs (fair share).  

Permaculture is also guided by a series of principles which I shall refer to 

throughout the thesis 14(see Figure 3). Holmgren (2012) describes the principles as 

‘thinking tools, that when used together, allow us to creatively re-design our 

environment and our behaviour in a world of less energy and resources’. As we 

moved through the course I came to see that the principles had broad application to 

Transition and how understanding them would assist in taking a holistic approach 

to Transition work. It also helped me to understand the tensions that arose early in 

our group where there was a clash of understanding between people who had a 

Permaculture background and those of us who did not. The systems thinking that 

underlies Permaculture, which is expressed through the principles, can be a lens for 

understanding how change can be facilitated in a community. Comprehending this 

provided a logic to the process of Transition that, as I noted at the beginning of the 

chapter, could be otherwise missed. An understanding of Permaculture is not 

essential to participation in Transition, but a grasp of the rationale behind its design 

can certainly enhance the experience.  

                                                      
14 There are a number of versions of the Permaculture Principles. David Holmgren’s (2012) 

are well known and widely used in Australia.  
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Figure 3. Permaculture Principles 

(Holmgren 2012) 

 

In a text on future scenarios, Holmgren (2009) proposes four possible scenarios 

which he describes as techno-explosion, techno-stability, collapse, or energy 

descent. He argues that the most tenable of these is energy descent and that 

Permaculture provides a framework for adapting to this scenario. Due to the 

perceived connotations of deprivation that accompany this concept, Holmgren 

emphasises ‘there is a desperate need to recast energy descent as a positive process’ 

(2011:29). Transition originally rose to this challenge with one of the 12 steps being 

to devise an energy descent plan (EDP) as a comprehensive pathway to a low 

energy future (Hopkins 2008). Part of the core rhetoric of Transition is that the types 

of changes it proposes are actually life enhancing rather than deprivational; for 

example, ‘the Transition Network supports community-led responses  to climate 

change and shrinking supplies of cheap energy, building resilience and happiness’ 

(Transition Network 2013).  

Resilience 

Building resilience is one of the key concepts promoted by Transition, as evidenced 

in the title of ‘The Transition Companion: making your community more resilient in 
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uncertain times’ (Hopkins 2011). Although originating in ecology, the concept of 

resilience has been extended to societal resilience within a social/ecological 

framework (Graugaard 2012; Folke 2006), and as a means for understanding the 

ability of individuals and communities to respond to challenging situations 

(McDaniels et al.  2008). Definitions of resilience in the social domain vary according 

to context and the ‘different developmental stages of community life’ (Wilding 

2011:4). Adger (2000) defines social resilience as ‘the ability of communities to 

withstand external shocks to their social infrastructure’ (2000:361), and claims that 

the resilience of a social system is necessarily related to the resilience of its 

ecological system. Resilience is often understood as the capacity to return to a 

former state following disruption, but this has been expanded to ‘the capacity for 

renewal, re-organisation and development’ which Folke claims is critical to the 

‘sustainability discourse’ (2006:253). Consequently, building resilience into a 

community is seen to be a way of not only withstanding external shocks but also 

maintaining people’s livelihoods and improving their living conditions while living 

within the planet’s ecological means (Dodman, Ayers and Huq 2009; Jackson 2009). 

The Transition conceptualisation of resilience mirrors the proposition that resilience 

can extend beyond the notion of enduring major stresses and returning to the status 

quo (Hopkins 2011). Consequently, Hopkins describes the Transition approach to 

resilience as more transformational as it ‘offers a huge potential to rethink 

assumptions and build new systems’ (2010:448) and provides the possibility for ‘an 

economic and social renaissance, a new culture of enterprise and re-skilling’ leading 

to ‘a healthier and happier community while reducing its vulnerability to risk and 

uncertainty’ (2011:45). The Transition literature does not delve into resilience 

indicators, although Hopkins outlines three factors which he claims determine a 

community’s resilience. He suggests there needs to be some decision making 

capacity requiring ‘increased local democracy and engagement’, the ability for 

communities to learn and adapt, and intentional resilience design and planning 

(2012:45). This notion that building resilience is actually value-adding to a 

community is seen to be one of the features of Transition that has contributed to its 

popularity (Barr and Devine-Wright 2012; Haxeltine and Seyfang 2009). However, 

Barr and Devine-Wright caution that Transition needs to be wary that building 

resilience does not become ‘a middle-class niche pursuit for the ecologically 

minded’ (2012:531). They contend that if Transition is to embrace a transformational 

model of resilience it needs to ensure that it enables a ‘diverse geography of 

resilience within and between communities’ (Barr and Devine-Wright 2012:531). In 

contrast, Ganesh and Zoller (2014) commend Transition’s ‘cosmopolitan definition 

of resilience’ which they see ‘focuses not only on local adaptation but systemic 

renewal’ (p.241). They suggest that the way Transition conceptualises collective 

resilience challenges both individualist and economic growth discourses.  
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In the Transition context, resilience is largely premised on relocalisation15 and 

Transition is currently one of the more prominent relocalisation movements in the 

world (Bailey, Hopkins and Wilson 2010). Hopkins argues that localisation is ‘not so 

much a choice, but an inevitable change in direction for humanity’ (2010:445) and 

the focus on localisation in Transition is seen to be one of its unifying concepts 

(Mason and Whitehead 2012). There has been a long history of localisation 

movements (North 2010; Douthwaite 2004), but the current movement tends to 

perceive localisation as an essential aspect of confronting global problems such as 

peak oil, climate change and financial meltdown (Heinberg 2010; Shuman 2010). 

From this perspective, globalisation has relegated other internationalist agendas 

such as ‘social justice, human rights, environmental protection to a secondary 

position’ (Ife and Tesoriero 2006:187), and in so doing, created a site for localisation 

to re-emerge (McLennan 2012; Rees 2010; Curtis 2003). Localisation does not mean 

an end to global trade, or isolationist protectionism in each community; rather it is 

about production occurring at the most appropriate level (Scott-Cato in North 2010). 

In this context, the ‘new’ social movement of localisation is ‘developing radical new 

conceptions of livelihood and economy’ and thus opportunities for building ‘more 

ecologically sustainable, more local and more convivial economies’ (North 

2010:586). Hopkins uses similar terminology suggesting that as cheap energy 

becomes a thing of the past, relocalisation offers a ‘tremendous opportunity to 

rethink and reinvent local economies’ largely through ‘meeting needs that can be 

met locally’ (Hopkins 2010:445).  

Throughout ‘The Transition Companion’, Hopkins (2011) emphasises that 

Transition cannot and should not do everything itself in supporting a community 

towards relocalisation. This need for broader efforts is noted by Westley et al. who 

point out ‘while undoubtedly innovative’, Transition itself is not sufficient to ‘bring 

about the type of transformation needed urgently to avoid pushing the earth system 

beyond planetary boundaries’ (2011:769). Rather Transition is positioning itself to 

help ‘change the trajectory’ (Macnamara 2012:202) of business as usual through 

catalysing, inspiring and enabling at a local level (Hopkins: 2011:134). Accordingly, 

each local community explores increasing its resilience in ways that are responsive 

to its particular local conditions and contexts. Hopkins (2011) emphasises that he 

does not claim that localisation will provide all the solutions to the world’s 

problems, but it is an important element in the range of responses needed. 

However, Haxeltine and Seyfang contend that Transition seems to equate ‘resilience 

with the re-localisation of systems of production and consumption .... without an 

adequate conceptual and operational framework for resilience’ (2009:15) and that 

focussing on localisation to the exclusion of other resilience indicators can make 

communities more vulnerable to unexpected shocks. Furthermore, they suggest that 

through more rigorous analyses of how resilience might be strengthened in their 

communities, and addressing the problematic of measuring and evaluating 

                                                      
15 Relocalisation and localisation seem to be used interchangeably as terms. The movement is 

called the ‘relocalisation’ movement, but discussions of localisation refer to this.  
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resilience, Transition Initiatives are more likely to be prepared for external stresses 

(Haxeltine and Seyfang 2009).  

The focus on Transition economies and Transition enterprises as core to resilient 

communities has increased considerably in the past four years. A relatively recent 

approach, the Transition REconomy project, provides frameworks and tools for 

helping ‘build the capacity of Transition initiatives to grow a new kind of local 

economy’ (REconomy Project 2013). Burton et al. (2011) suggest that Transition 

demonstrates how communities can draw on the principles of resilient ecosystems 

as a basis for developing resilient economies. This is seen in the rise of local sharing 

economies, and community owned assets such as local energy companies, and 

economic blueprints for Transition that show the potential for ‘livelihoods to be 

made through community resilience enterprises’ (Miller and Hopkins 2013:20). For 

instance, community-based currencies have been developed by at least five UK 

Transition Initiatives as a way of building resilience in local economies (Graugaard 

2012; Ryan-Collins 2011). Graugaard explains that these currencies ‘facilitate energy 

descent by localising the provision of essential goods and services’, although further 

evaluation of their scalability and impact on resilience is necessary (2012:248). The 

contested and ideological nature of privileging local economies (Ife 2013; Trainer 

2009) is not discussed in any depth in the Transition literature at this point, and how 

Transition navigates this crucial dimension of building community resilience will be 

illuminating.  

Organisational resilience 

As well as being premised on building resilience in local communities, the 

Transition Network itself is designed according to principles of resilience. The 

network structure is a feature of many of the recent transnational social movements 

because of its effectiveness (Moghadam 2013). The descriptor of network refers to 

the ‘web-like’ organisational structure of Transition (Stevenson 2011) composed of a 

high number of ‘continually evolving’ relations between ‘network agents’ (Espinosa 

and Walker 2011:278). Espinosa and Walker (2011) commend the adaptive structure 

that Transition has developed, which means that as an organisation it is resilient to 

change. They suggest that Transition has shown itself to be an excellent example of 

an organisation finding ‘innovative ways to deal with the complexity of current 

socio-ecological challenges’ (2011:268). Transition is organised as a distributed 

network with collaboration, cross fertilisation and subsidiarity as the guiding 

principles. The concept of subsidiarity refers to devolution to the most appropriate 

scale, so that for example Initiatives are responsible for making decisions about their 

approaches and activities in their local communities (Hopkins 2008). The metaphor 

of mycorrhizal spread has been taken up by Transition to describe the mutuality 

inherent in the network (Hopkins 2011). Mycorrhizal networks are complex 

underground networks that connect mycorrhizal fungi. They are usually in 

mutually beneficial association with plant roots and their ‘intricate, multiway 

connections have led some people to refer to the underground roots-and-mycelia 

network as the "wood wide web"’ (Lepp 2013).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mycorrhizal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fungi
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An organisational networked structure facilitates alternative modes of governance 

and participation. It is suggested that the ‘bottom-up process’ of governance 

adopted by Transition ‘is far more likely to result in real change that is rooted in 

local knowledge, creativity and passion’ and gives Transition its ‘enduring 

resonance and relevance’ (Fearnley-Whittingstall in Hopkins 2011:12). However, 

there are critiques that Transition is not a fully democratic networked structure. 

Connors expresses concern that the Transition has an ‘inherently hierarchical 

structure’ that is ‘more akin to a top down capacity building initiative … than a 

community-based participatory initiative’ (2010:240). He ascribes this to a number of 

factors including the ‘sense of Hopkins as leader, the prescriptive nature of the 

movement’s Primer and the designation of the make-up of the steering group’ 

(2010:40). He suggests that structures such as deliberative democracy which involve 

processes of collective decision-making would enhance the effectiveness and 

credibility of Transition. Stevenson (2011) echoes this concern arguing that 

democratic principles are necessary to Transition and he cites formal membership, 

and voting rights and transparent procedures as critical. Similarly Smith argues that 

it may be that the movement will ‘need to relax its centrally-set grand narrative(s) to 

allow for a truly bottom-up, creative, collective and relocalised renaissance’ 

(2011:103). Although the Transition rhetoric is very much about a bottom-up process 

with community driven change at the ethos, there is evidently some concern that 

this is not replicated in the Transition Network.  

The relationship between the Transition network and Hopkins is not altogether 

clear. Although Ben Brangwyn is described as a cofounder of the Transition 

Network, and Naresh Giangrande as co-founder of Transition Totnes and Transition 

training (Transition Network 2013), Rob Hopkins, also described as the co-founder, 

is very much the public face of Transition. He has been the author of the three main 

books about Transition (2013; 2011; 2008) written the first PhD on Transition, 

appears as the voice of Transition in the Transition films, writes a regular blog on 

Transition and speaks on behalf of Transition at many events, nationally and 

internationally. This suggests that the way Transition is presented to the world is 

very much from Hopkins’ perspective although he explains that his books are 

written collaboratively with other Transition participants. Scott-Cato and Hillier 

point out that many groups become ‘associated with a single, iconic leader‘and in 

this case it is Hopkins who they maintain has been the prime motivator and 

developer of the ideas and especially the Transition ‘brand’ (2010:875). Connors 

argues similarly that Hopkins is ‘perceived to be the pinnacle of knowledge and 

wisdom’ (2010:240). There is little explicit discussion about leadership in the 

Transition literature, or Hopkins’ specific role, or why he is the constant face of 

Transition. Connors suggests that leadership capacity needs to be built as a process 

not a position (2010), which would align with Transition’s network approach. This 

raises the question of succession planning and what would happen if Hopkins were 

to leave the network and whether he does indeed represent a critical focal point of 

the movement.  
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Transition and social change 

Given that Transition is very much about catalysing change in local communities, 

there is surprisingly little analysis in the Transition literature about how social 

change occurs. This may be partly because of the premise that significant social 

change, due to peak oil and climate change, is inevitable (Hopkins 2008), and that 

therefore the main aspects of change are people’s responses to crises. As well as the 

sense of inevitability, Transition frames the call for change in the form of positive 

visioning of the future rather than ‘scaring people into action with apocalyptic 

images’ (Stevenson 2011:73). For instance, Hopkins asks ‘do we make change 

happen by striving to shock or depress everyone into action, or by creating a 

thrilling fascinating process that people can put their shoulders to if they wish?’ 

(2011:36). The nature of the Transition approach, and the systems thinking that 

informs it, creates an expectation for a theory of change that connects the personal, 

transpersonal and societal.  

The two main models of change referred to in Transition training are the Reactive 

Change Curve and the Stages of Change model. These are psychological models of 

change that are more focused on theorising about change at an individual than a 

societal level. This could be critiqued as an old paradigm way of conceptualising 

change. The Reactive Change Curve, which is based on Elisabeth Kubler Ross’ 

work, tracks the states a person moves through when assimilating information that 

can be distressing. The Stages of Change model, which is drawn on in the addiction 

field, recognises that providing information is not in itself an effective way of 

stimulating change. The model is used in Transition training16 as a way of 

discussing the most appropriate approaches for reaching people at different stages 

in the cycle. The stages are described as pre-contemplation, contemplation, 

preparation, action and maintenance. For example: film nights might attract people 

who are in the pre-contemplation stage; facilitated community discussions might be 

suitable for those in the contemplation stage and preparation stages; re-skilling 

workshops could be appropriate for the action stage; and celebration of 

achievements might nurture people who are in the maintenance stage.  

Visioning is a tool that has been used substantially in organisational practice 

(O'Connell, Hickerson and Pillutla 2011), and in community engagement as a way 

to ‘infuse hope and support palpable action’ (Sarkissian, Hurford and Wenman 

2010:40). However it has been utilised less by environmental groups and Meadows 

(1994) suggested that the failure to project a vision of an enticing sustainable future 

was a significant flaw in the environmental movement. Therefore, employing 

visioning of a localised low carbon future as a core component of Transition practice 

is possibly one of the movement’s signature features (Hopkins 2008:96), particularly 

given that lack of positive visions of the future is seen to be one of the problems 

                                                      
16 All training materials are made available to Transition trainers on basecamp and dropbox. 

As a Transition trainer I have access to these.  
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confronting the world. For example in a study into how the future is projected in 

film, Hurley found ‘dominant images of the future today are bleak futures of 

entropy, violence, and despair or naive projections of Western scientific/high-tech 

optimism’ (2008:346). Starhawk, an eco/feminist and Permaculture teacher who has 

worked with Transition USA on collaboration and empowerment, has embarked on 

a project to have her novel ‘The Fifth Sacred Thing’ produced as a film. During an 

interview she explains ’I so strongly believe that the world needs a positive vision of 

the future right now … How can we create it if we can’t envision it?’ (Pitzl-Waters 

2013). This lack of positive visions is interrogated in Transition training, where a 

session during the first day is allocated to ‘visioning a healthy world’. This session 

includes a presentation, small group discussion and a guided meditation where 

participants are invited to imagine a post-Transition world. The scene for visioning 

is set with a quote by John F. Kennedy: ‘The problems of the world cannot possibly 

be solved by sceptics or cynics whose horizons are limited by the obvious realities. 

We need people who can dream of things that never were.’ The presentation then 

describes Transition as a community initiative with three components: 

 A vision 

 Plans or pathways that create the transition from where we are now to our 

vision  

 A set of principles that guide and inform the pathways and plans 

The rest of the presentation looks at potential future scenarios, how the future is 

conveyed in the arts in particular, and a range of examples of sustainability based 

projects from around the world under the caption: ‘A positive vision creates its own 

call to action’. 

The strength of the Transition approach is seen by North and Scott-Cato to be ‘more 

in the generation of visions, ideas and techniques for living in a Utopian post-oil 

community’ than in carrying responsibility for a whole of community change 

(2012:99). However, there is substantial commentary around Transition’s decision to 

focus on developing a positive vision of the future and neglecting to engage in 

analysis of the causes of the perceived problems, which could lead to a replication of 

exploitation and inequities in a localised future (Quilley 2013; Barr and Devine-

Wright 2012). Transition has been critiqued for lacking analysis of causes of the 

global crises (Stevenson 2011, Chatterton and Cutler 2008), ‘being determinedly 

apolitical’ (Haxeltine and Seyfang 2009:7) and neglecting analysis of power relations 

(Scott-Cato and Hillier 2010) thus limiting its effectiveness. Connors describes 

Transition’s ‘hopeful naiveté of politics and power’ (2010:5), while Barry and 

Quilley analyse Transition as ‘an odd kind of social movement’ that is ‘resolutely 

non-confrontational’ and they suggest that rather than engaging in a political 

response to climate change it has taken a ‘pragmatic turn’ (2008:21). An early 

critique of Transition being avowedly apolitical was made by Chatterton and Cutler 

(2008) writing for the Trapese Collective, who argued that in order for Transition to 

be effective it needs to engage more with the broader political and economic causes 

and global impacts of the crisis and that it is limited in its scope by its de-

politicisation. While Transition promotes ‘the idea that communities can create 
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different systems’, Chatterton and Cutler contend this is only possible if the 

‘malignant forces and entrenched power that people have been struggling against 

for hundreds of years are recognised, challenged and Transition becomes a political 

force for change’ (2008:34).  

Hopkins (2008a) published a response to Chatterton and Cutler on his blog. He 

emphasises that they conceded not having read ‘The Transition Handbook’ or 

talking to staff at the Transition Network. Hopkins (2008a) goes on to acknowledge 

that Transition is a complementary but different approach to the activist protest 

movement and argues that: 

They are both far stronger for standing on their own ground and by each 

doing what it does best.  Transition is something that sits alongside and 

complements the more oppositional protest culture, but is distinctly different 

from it. It is a different tool. It is designed in such a way as to come in under 

the radar (Hopkins 2008a).   

Hopkins contends that although Transition is criticised for not stating more clearly 

what it opposes, that this is actually one of its greatest strengths, and to do 

otherwise would diminish the respect Transition receives. He argues that 

Transition’s main concerns are to reduce carbon emissions and build resilience in 

communities and that Transition can engage in politics through ‘increasingly 

creating a culture where currently unelectable policies can be electable’ (2008:53). He 

adds that he has been inspired and motivated by Vandana Shiva’s assertion that 

‘these systems function because we give them our support, but if we withdraw our 

support, these systems will not be able to run’ (Hopkins 2008a). 

There is a sense among some commentators that the idealism of a positive future 

tends to overshadow the complexity of the proposed transition (Stevenson 2011; 

Barry and Quilley 2008). Haxeltine and Seyfang suggest this may be based on an 

assumption that ‘the existing regime will wither away’ and leave an ‘agency 

vacuum, into which Transition Initiatives can move, offering a more positive future 

scenario than the societal collapse or authoritarian green state that might otherwise 

emerge’ (2009:7). For Stevenson, the failure to develop a ‘critical politics of the state’ 

is a ‘key intellectual weakness’ of Transition. He suggests that in the process of a 

shift from a neo-liberal economy, there may be significant challenge in ‘upholding 

the values of social justice, human rights and democracy’ (2011:78). The concerns 

that change of such a magnitude as a rapid or forced move from a carbon-based 

society may not be unproblematic are also raised by other writers who caution this 

could be politically troublesome and highly divisive (Barr and Devine-Wright 

2012:530), violent (Quilley 2011:266), or result in ‘a descent into tribal balkanisation’ 

(North and Scott-Cato 2012:106).  

Positioning the politics of Transition as potentiality at the community scale seems to 

decrease a focus on opposition. For instance, rather than conceiving of Transition as 

oppositional, North and Longhurst suggest that it embodies ‘a collective, 
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progressive politics of responsibilities for climate change and resource crises that is 

hopeful, optimistic and generative of possibilities’ (2013:1424). The progressive 

nature of these responsibilities includes a collective approach to action that enables 

people to act at their local scale. Another way of perceiving the politics of Transition 

is at the micro-political scale for transformation where problems are solved more 

through community scale processes rather than at a macro-political level (Scott-Cato 

and Hillier 2010). In the right conditions, by instigating change at a local level then 

‘destabilisation’ of ‘dominant socio-economic codes can occur’ (Scott-Cato and 

Hillier 2010:880). Similarly, Mason and Whitehead (2012:512) suggest that Transition 

can contribute to change through ‘utilising the sub-political zones of everyday 

urban resistance’. The concept of sub-politics is also drawn on by Stevenson who 

suggests Transition can activate ordinary citizens by ‘seeking to politicise areas that 

are usually seen as outside the concerns of mainstream politics’ (2011:67).  

The question of political positionality can be a source of tension in Transition 

Initiatives. Mason and Whitehead describe how a commitment to ‘openness and 

engagement has combined with a commitment to practical solutions to produce a 

stifling apolitical ethos’ within the Initiative they are associated with (2012:509).  

They explain that this has resulted in divisions within their group and members 

leaving. Stuart contextualises Transition Newcastle’s (Australia) decision not to 

engage politically through Moyer’s framework of the four roles of social activism:  

the rebel, the reformer, the change agent and the citizen (2012:44).  He explains that 

Transition Newcastle decided to focus on the roles of the change agent and the 

citizen, with the awareness that other groups in their city are fulfilling the role of 

rebel.  He suggests that their public awareness campaigns fulfilled the role of the 

change agent which is concerned with building ‘large scale public support for 

creating a new political and social consensus leading to a paradigm shift’ (2012:44). 

Stuart claims the role of the citizen suits people who would not otherwise engage in 

social change activities and the Transition Streets challenge is suitable for such 

people. However, he points out that inclusion is a challenge for Transition, and that 

in setting up Transition Streets they only had the resource capacity to attract 

motivated individuals and consequently the program comprised a predominantly 

white middle class demographic (Stuart 2012).   

Inclusion 

The discourse of inclusion permeates the Transition literature (for example 

Transition Network 2013; Hopkins 2011, 2008) and is part of the rationale for 

Transition’s apolitical position. One of the ingredients of Transition is ‘inclusion and 

diversity’ with the byline that ‘ensuring Initiatives reflect the greatest range of 

voices and experiences is not easy, but is vital to their success’ (Hopkins 2011:94).  

Inclusion is understood as critical to social change, and Hopkins maintains that 

inclusion and diversity need to ‘be embedded at the centre of Transition as a 

defining feature from the start’ (2011:94). Hopkins (2008a) defends Transition’s 

claims for inclusivity in his response to Chatterton and Cutler: 
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Transition is determinedly inclusive and non-blaming, arguing that a 

successful transition through peak oil and climate change will by necessity 

be about a bringing together of individuals and organisations, rather than a 

continued fracturing and antagonising. It seeks common ground rather than 

difference and realises that people who run businesses and people who 

make decisions are all similarly bewildered and forced to rethink many basic 

assumptions by these new and challenging times we are beginning to enter. I 

make no apologies for the Transition approach being designed to appeal as 

much to the Rotary Club and the Women’s Institute as to the authors of this 

report.  

Despite its rhetoric about inclusion, Transition has a predominantly white middle 

class membership in Western countries, and the consequent alienation this may 

cause has been highlighted in the literature (Merritt and Stubbs 2012; Stuart 2012; 

Stevenson 2011; Cohen 2010). Furthermore, Cohen (2010) cites the demographics of 

Transition Initiative survey respondents in 2010, contrasting the higher rates of 

education and income among Transition participants with the general population.  

In the survey, 76% of respondents cited inclusion as a key concern for Transition 

and Cohen (2010) suggests that the creation of a Transition Diversity Coordinator 

position reflects this concern17. Additionally, a booklet was developed (Pickering 

2011) titled ‘7 Ingredients for a just, fair and inclusive Transition’. This discusses the 

following ingredients in some depth: Listening, Meeting Everyday Needs, 

Deepening Inclusion, Building Bridges, Celebration, Exploring Rank and Privilege 

and Embedding Diversity.   

However, the complexities of inclusion and diversity are not sufficiently 

problematised through the development of a booklet. Connors and McDonald 

(2011) suggest that Transition’s broadly participative agenda does not address the 

implications of the discourses of inclusion. They question for example, how 

Transition would accommodate people with divergent viewpoints from the 

Transition principles. They further suggest that confronting governance issues 

linked to inclusion are complicated by claims that decision-making is devolved to 

Initiatives, whereas they critique Transition as actually having a ‘top-down 

management structure’ (Connors and McDonald 2011:568). The processes through 

which inclusion will occur are not clear, and meanwhile, Stevenson argues, while 

‘poorer and more vulnerable groups’ often have ‘thicker attachments to locality’, 

their concerns do not necessarily inform the movement (2011:77). He advises that 

Transition needs to consider issues of environmental justice as well as developing ‘a 

more critical vocabulary in respect of the different class and social locations of 

citizens to avoid being reduced to a form of middle-class lifestyle politics, unable to 

cross borders and engage with other experiences and class histories’ (2011:77). On 

the other hand, Scott-Cato and Hillier (2010) are more optimistic about the potential 

                                                      
17 The funding for this position with the Transition Network ran from March 2010 to 

September 2011.  
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for Transition to be inclusive, proposing that people marginalised by capitalism will 

have a ‘central part’ in Transition. They foresee that ‘the socially excluded will be 

included not within the existing structure but within a new culture they will build 

in the margins of the present ... in the space for a new becoming that the crisis of 

climate change offers them’ (Scott-Cato and Hillier 2010:882). 

Transition as a social movement 

In the light of the critiques about its political engagement, it is pertinent to consider 

where Transition might sit within the range of civil society responses to ecological 

and social crises. Civil society is understood here to refer to the ‘formal or semi-

formal structures that people establish voluntarily, on their own initiative’, as a 

bottom-up rather than top-down approach (Ife 2013:22). In the research literature, 

Transition is commonly referred to as a movement (Connors and McDonald 2011; 

Quilley 2011; Stevenson 2011; Haxeltine and Seyfang 2009), and a range of different 

discourses about Transition as a social movement have begun to develop. Transition 

seems to fit with the definition of a social movement as ‘conscious, concrete and 

sustained efforts by ordinary people to change some aspect of their society by using 

extra-institutional means’ (Goodwin and Jasper 2009:3), however there is also 

generally an oppositional element to movements (Wieviorka 2005), with protest 

‘against something, either explicitly ... or implicitly’ as a feature (Goodwin and 

Jasper 2009:3). Some of the more significant movements of the 21st century are the 

new social movements which seek to ‘change the direction and future of society’ 

and ‘challenge, resist and seek to replace hegemonic, legitimating identities’ 

(Langman 2012:150). The Global Justice movements (Staggenborg 2008) and 

Alternative Globalisation movement (Moghadam 2013; Chesters and Welsh 2011) 

are described as ‘highly heterogeneous, incorporating multiple movements and 

identities but converging around opposition to the institutions of global capitalism 

and supporting the rights of peoples to determine their own futures’ (Staggenborg 

2008:124). Transition, as articulated by Hopkins, and in the research literature, is not 

explicitly identified with these movements. As noted above, an oppositional stance 

is not taken by Transition as a network, except perhaps on a subpolitical scale.  

Where Transition is positioned as a movement will often be a consequence of the 

researcher’s disciplinary frameworks, and theoretical and ideological perspectives. 

Stevenson (2011) situates Transition somewhat generally as a radical ‘New Social 

Movement’ with subpolitical potential, whereas, with its focus on creating resilience 

in the local context, it is cast more specifically as an influential player in the 

Relocalisation movement by Bailey, Hopkins and Wilson (2010). Connors and 

McDonald suggest that Transition has clear links with the new environment 

movement, which has a strong focus on the local, although they point out Transition 

is critiqued for lack of consideration of the global and that it is ‘largely driven by 

middle class values’ (2011:560). In contrast, North and Scott-Cato place Transition 

more squarely on the global stage as ‘a Northern manifestation of a more global 

social and political movement’ that is a ‘withdrawal of energy from the system’ and 

developing collective ‘power to act’ (2012:105). Transition’s increasing focus on the 
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economy (REconomy 2011) is seen to highlight intersections between the Transition 

approach and the Degrowth movement (Quilley 2013) which is based on an 

ecologically sustainable way of living that involves a transformative realignment of 

the economic system (Demaria et al. 2013). Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009) consider 

Transition within the transitions and resilience frameworks. They perceive that one 

of the strengths of Transition is that it provides links between a number of social 

movements such as the environmental and social justice movements and the 

psychotherapy and personal growth movements (2009:21).  

Links with community development 

An area that seems to be little explored in the literature is the relationship between 

Transition practice and community development. In a discussion about the need for 

community development to be an outcome of community engagement with 

sustainability, Connors (2010) suggests that Transition principles are aligned with 

those of community development and could draw useful insights from engaging 

more explicitly with this field. Given the synergies between community 

development and Transition, it is surprising that apart from Connors’ analyses 

(Connors and McDonald 2011; Connors 2010) this does not seem to have been 

further researched. Community development is a tool for social change, and many 

of the characteristics of Transition would fit within this domain. Ife suggests that 

localisation has ‘created space for community development to occur’ (2013:193) and 

points out that much of localisation is actually akin to community development. 

Similarly to Transition, community development is about grassroots-led change 

(Kenny 2011), that is concerned with ‘an alternative society based on social justice as 

well as ecological sustainability’ (Ife 2013:20). Although community development 

can tend to be conceived of as a profession, the term does not necessarily refer to 

people working in paid employment or participating in a formal project (Kenny 

2011).  

Perhaps one of the key differences between Transition and community development 

is the overt emphasis on social justice in community development, which is not 

highly visible in Transition publications. This emphasis is apparent particularly in 

the critique by radical and critical forms of community development of neo-

liberalism as perpetuating injustice, violation of human rights and ecological 

destruction (Ife 2013). Because it is concerned with these issues and therefore 

‘changing the status quo’, Connors and McDonald argue that community 

development is a political act (2011:560). Community development engages in social 

change that ‘reaches beyond symptoms of injustice to root causes’ (Ledwith 2005:7) 

and seeks to address power and resource imbalances (Kenny 2011). Such analyses 

challenge the hegemony of neo-liberalism that Transition generally refrains from 

articulating. Perhaps greater alignment with community development might 

provide a framework for Transition to address issues related to social justice, 

although given the Transition apolitical rhetoric, this may create tensions. However, 

social justice is also inextricably connected to inclusion and diversity, which is also 

an area of concern for the Transition movement.  
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As can be seen in Table 1 below, Transition’s principles are highly compatible with 

the more comprehensive principles of community development. It could be argued 

that the latter encompass the Transition principles and add analysis.  The 

community development principles also align with the Transition emphasis on the 

local context;  Ife points out that the principles are universal but ‘need to be 

contextualised very differently in different locations ‘ (2013:195).  

Transition principles (Hopkins 

2011:78). 

Community development principles (Ife 

2013:195) 

 Positive visioning 

 Help people access good 

information and trust them to 

make good decisions 

 Inclusion and openness 

 Enable sharing and networking 

 Build resilience 

 Inner and Outer Transition 

 Subsidiarity: self-organisation 

and decision-making at the 

appropriate level   

 

 Idea and experience of community as 

being necessary for people to achieve 

their full humanity 

 Ecological sustainability, diversity, 

holism, balance, interdependence  

 Social justice and human rights, 

including an analysis of oppression  

 Change from below, bottom-up 

development, valuing local knowledge 

and skills 

 The importance and integrity of process, 

consciousness-raising, empowerment, 

participation and co-operation. 

Table 1. Transition and community development principles 

Another area of commonality between community development and Transition 

discourse is the need to recognise the inherent nature of uncertainty, continual 

change, diversity and complexity (Hopkins 2011; Kenny 2011). However, 

community development has a significant body of research and practice that focuses 

on the causal links in building community resilience (Ife 2013; Kenny 2011; 

Dominelli 2007), which is an area that Trainer (2005) argues is lacking in the 

Transition approach and an impediment to its effectiveness. Additionally, building 

community is not a neutral undertaking; in the relational dimensions alone it is 

beset with shifting alliances and power dynamics and yet there seems to be a void 

in the Transition literature about this. Community development could be an 

important addition to the evolution of Transition as people strive towards a low 

carbon, re-localising future that is life enhancing and inclusive.   

Conclusion 

Transition is a dynamic, evolving movement for change characterised by a complex 

‘whole of systems approach’ (Hopkins 2011:73). The synthesis of concepts that 

inform it have produced a unique response to the socio-ecological challenges facing 

the planet. Its networked design structure facilitates the emergence of self-
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organising Initiatives which are concerned with building resilience in their local 

communities. The Transition Network has developed an active, open-source online 

site to support and encourage Transition Initiatives, as well as producing a 

considerable number of publications. Based on a determinedly positive approach 

Transition Initiatives have instigated a myriad of sustainable actions and alternative 

structures in their communities. The emphasis placed on visioning a positive future 

has the capacity to engage local communities in realising contextually relevant 

change, although the processes required for enacting this change are less 

problematised by Transition.  

The focus on action that permeates the Transition approach has not been equalled 

by attention to Inner Transition which is one of the stated principles of Transition 

and a significant element in Transition’s contribution to the Great Turning.  The 

emphasis on the ‘power of just doing stuff’ (Hopkins 2013) seems to speak to the 

urgency that people feel in response to the many environmental, social and 

economic crises that are occurring. However, where a transformational change at 

the scale of the Great Turning is sought, there may be factors that need greater 

consideration. Some of these are raised by researchers who have turned their 

critical, but friendly, gaze to the movement.  As was seen in this chapter, they have 

begun to ask penetrating questions, and develop frames for deeper analysis of the 

movement. These include problematising the discourse of inclusion espoused by 

Transition, and considering the implications of its avowedly apolitical stance. In 

agreement with Connors (2010) suggest that the field of community development 

might provide insights and methodologies that could assist in meeting the 

challenges that Transition faces, although such an alliance could create tension 

because of the political nature of confronting social injustice. Nevertheless, if 

Transition is to maintain an approach that is congruent with its principles and 

various influences, these issues need to be addressed. 

In the following chapter I introduce feminist theory and methodology. I use this 

lens, as well as complexity which I discuss in Chapter 4 to understand aspects of 

Transition, particularly in relation to its positioning within the Great Turning. These 

conceptual lenses then inform my data interpretation which is discussed in 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8.  
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Knowledge 

my necklace seeds 

are sprouting subtle 

grooves appear divide 

smooth shiny shells — 

the black cleft of hearts 

against themselves 

golden yellow tendrils 

like pre-birth antennae 

wind out along the string 

swell split black pods 

between beach pearls 

do not know they are 

adrift from nature 

the island women 

say they don’t know 

why my necklaces sprout 

shouldn’t happen they say 

once the seeds are pierced 

and strung 

in my grandmother’s country 

earth is mother, woman 

is earth she lives from inside 

the land like she lives 

from inside her body 

perhaps 

it is in the nature of seeds 

to know this 

Jennifer Kemarre Martiniello (Kemarre Arts 2006) 
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Dear great, great, great, great grandmother Anne Unbent,18 

You farewelled your daughter to Australia and remained in Ireland, knowing you wouldn’t 

see her again. How painful that must have been. What was it like to live in those times I 

wonder? It’s so hard to conceive of it in this era of instant global communication. Your life 

would have been embedded in the local, although obviously with your family going to the 

other side of the world, you were tenuously connected to the global.  

I only discovered your name recently. I know it’s not Unbent, but that’s what spell-check 

wanted me to call you instead of Nugent. So I imagine you being tall and strong, not bent by 

the hard physical labour of your life; not bowing down to the adversities you faced. I picture 

you walking across fields to the ocean with a gaggle of children and returning with a haul of 

seaweed, pulled along in a cart to nourish your vegetable garden. I see you harvesting 

potatoes to feed your family through the long, cold, dark winters, and sitting with your 

women friends sewing clothes and sharing each other’s trials and tribulations. What was it 

like to be a woman then? And what did you do when the potato crops failed?  Is that why 

some of your children left for Australia? How did you survive? You must have had great 

tenacity.  

Perhaps you were tenant farmers with harsh landlords to contend with. Like many women, 

perhaps some of your children died at birth or when they were very young. I wonder what 

sort of future you imagined, if you ever paused to think almost two hundred years hence. 

Could you read and write? Did you pass down stories from your grandmothers? Did you 

sing or play an instrument? What gave you joy and caused you rage?  

I like to imagine that you had strong affinities with the land. It was core to your survival 

after all. Unlike you, I would not be able to support myself and my family where I live if I 

didn’t have a wage. Nevertheless, I feel replenished, reconnected, and gain insights when I 

spend time in the bush of the Blue Mountains. I had fantasised about writing much of this 

thesis on rock platforms overlooking the Wild Dog Mountains, or the Grose Valley and more 

recently, a place I have dubbed Inspiration Point, downstream from my local bushwalk at 

Minnehaha Falls. However the practicalities of this mean that while I rarely walk without a 

notebook, I write predominantly at my desk. I sit here now, looking out over my garden, 

through the mist, to a near horizon framed by pine and eucalypt trees and the skeletal limbs 

of an imposing maple. 

Right now, I am reading the works of eco/feminists - perhaps a concept, but not a term that 

was present in your time. Perhaps you experienced and viewed the oppressions in your 

society, and could see that they were interlinked. I picture you standing, feet planted firmly 

on the earth, head held high, speaking out against any brutality you witnessed. The more I 

write the more I conjure you vividly. You may not be at all as I imagine you, but perhaps my 

passion for justice, for equality, for the earth and for the right of future generations to be 

nourished by a life sustaining planet was passed down through the matrilineal line.  

In gratitude and love,  

Your descendent, Clare  

                                                      
18 I am her seventh generation 



 56 

 

A Declaration of Interdependence 

When in the course of human events it becomes necessary to create a new bond among 

peoples of the earth, connecting each to the other, undertaking equal responsibilities under 

the laws of nature, a decent respect for the welfare of humankind and all life on earth requires 

us to declare our Interdependence. We recognise that humankind has not woven the web of 

life; we are but one thread within it. Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves. 

Whatever befalls the earth befalls also the family of the earth (Ecofeminist newsletter No 1: 

1990, cited in Sturgeon 1997:156).  

I came to the PhD identifying as a feminist and knowing that as such I would be 

taking a feminist approach; writing from a feminist body/mind. However, I was not 

yet an academic feminist and finding my way through the history and contestation 

of feminist work has been both a stimulating, and at times, overwhelming journey.  

Feminist writings are complex and diverse; both interwoven and distinct and aptly 

described by Donovan as more ‘like a tapestry composed of threads of many 

different hues than one woven in a single colour’ (2012:195). I have found it difficult 

to be able to specify where I sit in the feminist spectrum. Like reading literature 

about a disease and self-diagnosing due to an over-identification with symptoms, I 

have found that I am sympathetic to many of the positions put forward by feminist 

writers across time and space. In fact, it is more accurate to talk about feminisms in 

the plural, as there is not a homogenous feminist theory (Olesen 2003). Eisenstein’s 

(2004) words describe my position here:  

I think feminism is always plural and always has been ... So I will sometimes 

refer to feminisms as singular -`it’-, and other times as plural -`they’- because 

it/they, is/are both. Multiplicity and cohesion exist simultaneously (181). 

‘Doing’ feminist theory (Mann 2012) can be understood as an act of social agency 

that recognises the political nature of challenging hegemonically inscribed gender 

relations in all their ramifications. I appreciate the emphasis on ‘doing’ theory and 

the dynamic and active engagement this implies. As this chapter discusses, ‘doing 

theory’ is a ‘contingent and localised practice’, that does not make claims about 

universal truths (McClure 1992:365). Another way of conceiving theory in action is 

through praxis, a hallmark of feminist research (Hesse-Biber 2007), which refers to 

the interplay of theory and practice (Harcourt et al. 2006). This means that doing 

theory, as McClure describes, gives ‘breathing room for the articulation of new 

knowledges, new agencies and new practices’ (1992: 365). Rather than feeling that I 

am sitting beneath an intimidating grand canon of theory, I am carrying it with me, 

in practice, throughout the process of the thesis. A central aspect of eco/feminism is 

its relation to praxis which makes it a useful tool for understanding research based 

fieldwork. 

I have taken a feminist approach that draws heavily on eco/feminist work (Sturgeon 

2009; Sandilands 2008; Shiva 2008; Plumwood 2002; Warren 2000; Bennholdt-

Thomsen and Mies 1999). Eco/feminist approaches align with the framework of a 

paradigm shift, in that they are counter-hegemonic (Hennessy 1993), and expansive 



 57 

 

rather than reductionist, and synthesising rather than silo-ing. I begin this chapter 

with a brief feminist genealogy before moving to a more in-depth discussion of 

eco/feminism. I consider the charges of essentialism that have plagued eco/feminism 

and determine that they do not apply to the constructivist eco/feminist position that 

informs this research. I argue for the power of eco/feminism in analysing the 

dualistic thinking that underlies Western ideological frameworks (Sturgeon 2009; 

Plumwood 2002) and the implications of this for the multiple social and ecological 

challenges we confront. Additionally, I discuss eco/feminist analyses of 

globalisation and consequently localisation and the subsistence perspective 

proposed by Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies (1999). The second section of this 

chapter moves to a discussion about the feminist methodologies that inform this 

thesis. I take the position that knowledge construction is subjective, and partial. It is 

highly context dependent and does not extend to the development of universal 

truths. Applying reflexivity throughout the research process required me to be 

attentive to the elements that influenced my research design, practice and 

interpretation. As this research explored the experiences of participants within a 

social change movement, I also consider the importance of interrogating gender 

issues in such movements.  

Fractured lenses 

I like the concept of lenses to describe theoretical approaches, because it is so 

illustrative of the way that lens sharpen our perceptions (Ely et al. 1997). Also, 

rather than the more static metaphor of a framework, ‘lenses can be superimposed 

on one another’ which more aptly describes multiple ways of seeing (Mann 

2012:23). Initially, I imagined that I wore feminist lenses with complexity lenses 

clipped over the top, however when I encountered D’Cruz’s conception of fractured 

lenses, I found this to be a more appropriate metaphor. D’Cruz (2001) suggests that 

the idea of using a particular lens, if taken literally, can be conceived as creating 

clear vision for the ‘expert’ who is wearing the lens. Instead she proposes that a 

fractured lens is more representative of the ‘positioned researcher’ who sees 

‘multiple fragments’ of ‘a fractured reality’ (D’Cruz 2001:27). This is more authentic 

to a feminist perspective which recognises that life can be perceived in many 

different ways across time and space, and that this is not to be subdued in the 

research process. The fractured lens relates not only to what is seen, but to all of the 

pieces that construct my field of vision, and which are in dynamic interaction. Part 

of my task as a feminist researcher is to maintain a reflexive awareness of the nature 

of these lenses. 

A feminist genealogy 

Before I discuss specific feminist theories, it is useful to locate them within a 

feminist genealogy (Stone 2007). Feminist theories are characterised by pluralism 

(Hesse-Biber 2012), which prevents ‘epistemological hegemony’ and the dominance 

of a specific discourse (Stanley and Wise 1990:47). These theories have developed in 

different phases or generations which are commonly referred to as waves (Gillis, 
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Howie and Munford 2007). Such ‘flux and change’ can be celebrated as 

characteristic of feminisms’ ongoing responsiveness rather than as a lack of 

coherence (Eisenstein 2004:185). The delineation between waves is somewhat 

contested. For example, although the first wave is often cited as beginning with the 

nineteenth century women’s movement that sought legally recognised citizenship 

for women (Gillis et al. 2007), Donovan (2012) argues that it actually began in the 

fifteenth century in Europe when women called for the right to equality, including 

an education. The second wave generally describes the development of feminist 

theory and activism from the late 1960’s through to the early 1980’s when feminist 

concerns and approaches broadened from a focus on the rights of the individual to 

concerns with structural inequalities (Donovan 2012). The feminist interventions of 

the second wave ranged from the ‘personal and bodily to the social, economic and 

political’ (Eisenstein 2010:410). At this time, ‘experience’ was an important source of 

analysis and interpretation, facilitated particularly through consciousness-raising 

groups (Ramazanoglu and Holland 2002). This period is described as one of 

increasing complexity in feminist research as epistemological debates catalysed 

intensive theorising and development of a range of perspectives that dissolved an 

‘unremitting whiteness’ in feminist thought (Olesen 2003:338).   

The slogan ‘the personal is political’ which characterised the second wave, 

highlighted the necessity for both macro and micro levels of change (Mann 2012). 

Different feminisms varied in their analyses on the causes of structural inequalities. 

For example, where socialist feminists analysed the impact of class on women’s 

experiences, radical feminists perceived ‘male supremacy and subjugation of 

women’ as the basis of all oppression (Donovan 2012:139). Radical feminism was 

critiqued for failing to sufficiently acknowledge intersections with other forms of 

oppression and for essentialising women (Mann 2012:110), whereas intersectionality 

theorists considered the ‘situated knowledges that rose from multiple social 

locations’ (Mann 2012:271). The ‘second wave’ must have been an incredibly rich 

and challenging time for feminists with such an explosion of ideas and practice.  

Also, feminist standpoint epistemologies evolved at this time, which provided a 

conceptual language for many of the ideas about feminist knowledge construction 

that had not been previously integrated into clear positions (Stanley and Wise 1990). 

While maintaining a scientific privilege, standpoint epistemologies emphasised the 

value of the social location of knowledge from a feminist position (Stanley and Wise 

1990).  

The third wave is often dated to the early 1990’s and, in particular, to an article by 

Rebecca Walker where she declared ‘I am not a postfeminism feminist, I am the 

Third Wave’ (Gillis et al. 2007:xxiv). The third wave has been described as ‘based on 

a synthesis of postmodernism, post-structuralism and intersectionality theory’ 

(Mann 2012:257). Queer theory helped precipitate the shift to the third wave as it 

challenged feminist conceptions of sex, gender and sexuality (Johnson 2012). As 

well, Postcolonial analyses were drawn on to deconstruct the prevailing Eurocentric 

focus of feminisms (Ali 2007; Mohanty 2003). This period also saw the fading of the 

idea of a ‘universal woman or women’ (Olesen 2003). Postmodernists argued 
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against the possibility of occupying a specific standpoint in constructing a 

homogenised feminist subject or theory and instead emphasised the importance of 

maintaining a critical stance from the margins to perceive ‘how power is imbricated 

in knowledge and discourses’ (Mann 2012:27). Postmodern approaches 

problematised the relationships between knowledge and power and critiqued the 

claims of a scientifically discoverable objective reality (Mann 2012). This included 

the deconstruction of processes that reinforced hegemonically sanctioned structural 

and gender based inequality (Hennessy 1992).  

Postmodernism provided the means to deconstruct previously unarticulated 

processes and illuminate assumptions. However, for many feminists, 

postmodernism seemed antithetical to the tenets of a women’s movement 

(Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 1999). Flax suggests that postmodernism de-

stabilised epistemological beliefs in ‘some form of innocent knowledge’, as well as 

the vision of a united feminist movement (1992:447). There was concern that 

without identifiable standpoints and therefore a lack of collective ‘oppositional 

consciousness’, that ruling class interests were served by embracing postmodernist 

analyses (Donovan 2012). The charges of a relative pluralism led to a perception that 

postmodernism attacks feminist theory as a ‘metanarrative’, dismisses radical 

feminist and standpoint theories as ‘essentialist and monocausal’, and ‘blocks 

political identity’ (Donovan 2012:197). However, proponents of the profound impact 

of postmodernism, such as Butler, argue that the deconstruction of the subject of 

feminism is not to ‘censure its usage, but on the contrary … to give it play as a site 

where unanticipated meanings might come to bear’ (1992:16). These debates have 

prompted intense ongoing discussion and reflection as writers evolve their 

perspectives. Although it is contested (Donovan 2012), some authors suggest that a 

fourth wave has emerged which has been facilitated through global access to the 

internet and particularly social media (Phillips and Cree 2014). This has fostered a 

dynamic and public invigoration of feminism and created a site for global feminism 

and campaigning (Munro 2013). Regardless of which wave it is ascribed to, 

Donovan argues that the global feminist movement with its ‘anti-capitalist, anti-

corporative and ecofeminist orientation’ is highly significant (2012:201).  

Eco/feminism 

Eco/feminism is most commonly linked with the third wave of feminism and is 

represented by a multiplicity of theoretical and activist positions and approaches 

(Eaton and Lorentzen 2003; Sturgeon 1997; Plumwood 1993). The term was coined 

by Francoise d’Eaubonne in 1974 when she called for ‘a feminist revolution to 

ensure ecological survival’ (Sydee and Beder 2001:282) but there are different 

interpretations of how eco/feminism then evolved. Donovan claims that eco/ 

feminism was largely an ‘outgrowth of radical and cultural feminist theory ... with a 

more directed focus on ecological matters’ (2012:205). Sturgeon suggests that in the 

USA, eco/feminism’s initiating event occurred in 1980 at a conference called 

‘Women and Life on Earth: Ecofeminisms in the 1980s’ (1997:26). She suggests that 
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in part, eco/feminism was a ‘rebellion within radical environmentalism’ (1997:31) 

but it developed to encompass a diversity of positions.  

I am drawn to eco/feminist approaches because they offer a critique of the current 

paradigm of domination and separation that characterise the dominant paradigm 

(Sturgeon 2009; Shiva 2005; Warren 2000). From this perspective, the ideologies of 

the neo-liberal, industrial growth society are responsible for much of the socio/ 

ecological devastation confronting the earth. I align my approach with Plumwood’s 

description of a critical ecological feminism that ‘draws strength and integrates 

insights from other forms of feminism’ (1993:39). The main point of commonality 

among eco/feminist writers is recognition of the interconnectedness between the 

domination of women and the domination of nature (Salleh 2009; Shiva 2005; 

Warren 2000; Lahar 1996) and that ‘these intersections of oppressions manifest on 

both material and conceptual levels’ (Mallory 2010:308). A gendered approach to 

environmental issues (Mellor 2003) includes analyses of the ‘systematic 

externalisation’ of the natural environment (Perkins 2007:227).  

Eco/feminists also critique other interconnected forms of domination such as racism, 

ethnocentrism, sexism and heterosexism (Warren 2000; Lahar 1996) and seek to 

develop practices, policies and theories that address the underlying causes of these 

dominations (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003). Sandilands claims the power of 

eco/feminist praxis lies in its analysis of ‘concrete and situated places and times’ 

understood in their ‘broader social, political and economic context’ (2008:307). 

Consequently, in seeking to radically restructure social and political institutions, 

eco/feminism can be perceived as ‘transformative rather than reformist in 

orientation’ (Lahar 1996:2). Eco/feminism therefore not only offers a critique but its 

‘real power and promise’ lie in what ‘it discloses about the possibilities within, 

beneath and beyond domination’ (Cuomo 2002:3). Given this alertness to a 

transformative orientation, eco/feminist lenses are particularly apt for this thesis’ 

enquiry into the nature of Transition within the dimensions of the Great Turning.  

Eco/feminist perspectives range along a spectrum from the essentialist to the 

constructivist views (Buckingham 2004; Leahy 2003). The essentialist eco/feminist 

view which deems the connection between women and nature as a biological given 

(Rosser 2012), contrasts with the constructivist view that the relationship between 

women and nature has been socially constructed and serves to maintain inequalities 

and subordination (Sturgeon 1997). Although Donovan (2012:209) claims that 

eco/feminism remains ‘one the most vital veins of feminist theory’, Gaard (2011) 

observes a decline in engagement with eco/feminism in the academic literature 

which seems related to the charges of essentialism levelled at it. However, 

Sandilands points out that ‘with its concerted attention to the economic, social and 

political relations that place women in particular relations to nature’ that 

eco/feminism is ‘especially well-suited to challenging, rather than either 

conveniently dismissing or uncritically embracing, the historically and culturally 

specific relations in which feminism and environmentalism may find themselves as 

political allies’ (2008:307). While the essentialist charges can be seen to be part of a 
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broader feminist anti-essentialist critique (Rosser 2012; Moore 2007) there is a sense 

among some writers that eco/feminism has been ‘irretrievably tainted’ (Sandilands 

2008:305) and ‘tarnished’ (Sturgeon 2009:168) by claims of essentialism. The critique 

and conflation of all eco/feminisms as essentialist, led to new terms such as 

ecological feminism, gender and the environment, and feminist environmentalism 

gaining currency (Gaard 2011; Moore 2007; Cuomo 1998).  

The charges of essentialism have distracted from the value of eco/feminist analyses 

of the intersectionality between feminism and areas such as ‘environmental justice, 

democracy and identity and human-nature oppressions’ (Gaard 2011:44). Critiques 

of the essentialist claims include the suggestion that essentialism has been used as a 

forum for policing feminist thought (Hughes 2002:46) and that essentialist 

accusations are actually ‘epistemologically shallow’ and ‘serve as a wedge politics’ 

that counter the capacity for social change (Salleh 2009:13). It seems that there is at 

times a lack of nuance accompanying essentialist charges that have led to the 

homogenisation of eco/feminisms and what appears to have become an essentialist/ 

non-essentialist binary. Sturgeon suggests that it is often the conflation of different 

types of essentialism that causes misunderstanding and that ‘moments of 

essentialism are almost always strategic, unstable, and contested’ (1997:169). 

Eco/feminists argue that highlighting the connections between women and nature is 

crucial because the ‘gendered nature of human society is directly related to the 

current pattern of ecological consequences’ (Mellor 2003:13). Often it is women who 

will be alerted first to environmental crises and are involved in activist work against 

environmental destruction (Mohanty 2003; Lorentzen 2003). These experiences are 

differentiated according to local contexts and the unequal structural and systemic 

distribution of power and not due to an ‘elemental affinity to the natural world 

based on biological or cultural differences’ (Mellor 2003:12). This has been 

highlighted by feminists from the Global South who point out, for example, the 

disproportionate impact of globalised development experienced by women (Shiva 

2005; Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 1999).  

Hierarchical dualisms 

One of the key analyses of eco/feminism is the understanding that ‘Western 

ideological frameworks’ are based on value hierarchical dualisms which perpetuate 

the theoretical links between ‘oppression, inequality and exploitation of certain 

groups’ and the degradation and overexploitation of the environment (Sturgeon 

2009:9). Plumwood (1993:42) claims that the structures and processes that support 

these ‘interrelated and mutually reinforcing dualisms’ underpin the history and 

inequalities of western civilization. She argues that ‘the reason/nature story’ has 

been the master story of western culture, however, this has become a ‘disabling 

story’, that will ultimately lead to human and planetary destruction if it is not 

changed (Plumwood 1993:45). Dualisms ascribe a hierarchy of values which 

determine positions of superiority and inferiority such as man: woman, reason: 

nature, white: black, mind: body, self: other, public: private. Value is given to the 

first element in the hierarchy and the second element is then ‘othered’ (Sydee and 
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Beder 2001). In a dualistic construction the qualities associated with the dualised 

other are ‘systematically and pervasively constructed and depicted as inferior‘ 

(Plumwood 1993:47). These are androcentric categories that naturalise domination 

and inclusion which Warren describes as a ‘sanctioned logic of domination’ that 

justifies domination and subordination (2000:47). Shiva conceptualises dualisms in 

terms of the ‘law of the excluded middle’ which ‘constructs the world in mutually 

exclusive categories, thus banishing multiplicity and pluralism as well as 

relationships and connectedness’ (2005:112). She claims that such reductionist 

perspectives have created a ‘monoculture of the mind’ which is blind to the 

ecological and cultural necessity of diversity (2005:112).  

Eco/feminism values both diversity and similarity as elemental to life. In rejecting 

dualisms, eco/feminists offer an integrative (Plumwood 1993) and inclusivist 

framework (Warren 2000). This does not amount to reversing dualisms or merging 

the two elements but rather, Plumwood argues, resolution of dualistic thinking 

‘requires not just recognition of difference but recognition of a complex, interacting 

pattern of both continuity and difference’ (1993:67). Therefore, transcending 

dualisms is to realise simultaneously similarity and difference, and embrace 

plurality (Mack-Canty 2004; Warren 2000; Plumwood 1993). Similarly, Shiva (2005) 

argues that interconnectedness, not separation and exclusion which are the outcome 

of capitalist patriarchy, is the nature of the world. She argues that recognising the 

foundational nature of interdependence provides the capacity to see alternatives to 

‘destroying the very basis of our survival and existence’ (2005:111).  

The discourses related to power are contested, with multiple perspectives and 

emphases (Mann 2012; Allen 1999) and can be a generative, facilitative force or one 

imbued with domination and exploitation (Gilchrist 2009). As previously discussed, 

the essence of eco/feminist concerns are a critique of domination and thereby power 

relations.  Power can be exercised and conceptualised in many different ways such 

as power-over, power-to, power-within and power-with (Eisler 2013; Starhawk 

2011) and ‘power against’ (Warren 2000:200). Power-over refers to the exercise of 

constraint or control which has carriage through threat and force (Starhawk 2011). 

This form of power justifies oppression and the domination/subordination binary, 

and is sanctioned by patriarchy (Warren 2000). Power-within is described as 

empowerment, and the activation of inner resources (Warren 2000) or moral 

courage (Starhawk 2011). This type of power can activate solidarity and power-

with, although it can also work in reverse so that experiences of solidarity and 

collective empowerment can enhance power-within. In ‘The Chalice and the Blade’, 

Eisler (1988) employs the terms ‘dominator cultures’ and ‘partnership cultures’ to 

describe different forms of social organisation and how power is exercised within 

them. The partnership model which is based on power-to and power-with is 

relational, egalitarian and democratic and eschews violence (Eisler 2013). Power-

against describes the capacity for resistance, which can work to overturn systems of 

domination (Warren 2000). The concept of power-with, which is a relational form of 

power, and can encompass power-within (Starhawk 2003), may be particularly 

appropriate to the project of Transition with its emphasis on developing resilient 
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communities. However all forms of power are relevant in terms of how they are 

applied and understood in the process of social change.   

 

 

Figure 4. Eve takes the tree. 

Cate Dudley, 2005. Oil on canvas 73 x 52 cm. 

I have included this image here for a number of reasons. While I was working my 

way through one of the iterations of this chapter, I visited the artist, Cate Dudley, a 

friend and neighbour, to purchase some of her artwork published as cards. When I 

saw this image I was struck by its representation of a paradigm shift with Eve 

determining an alternative course of action to the usual story of Eve’s wrongdoing 

causing the expulsion from the Garden of Eden. I need to emphasise that I do not 

view this image as an essentialist reading that assumes Eve becomes one with, or 

represents the tree. Rather I am drawn to it, and include it here, because I see Eve 

taking an autonomous stance that subverts the original story and would thus have 

led to different conceptions of women, rather than being responsible for the original 

fall from grace. It portrays a relational approach that is the antithesis of the splitting 

off that occurs in the original Adam and Eve story, and it is a stand against a 

patriarchal conception of women’s’ subordination.  
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The local in the global 

Eco/feminist writing about economics, often described as ecological economics 

(Perkins 2007) or political ecology (Salleh 2009), provides analyses and counter 

points to mainstream economic thought and the impact of globalisation (O’Hara 

2009). This is relevant to Transition, given the increasing focus on the new 

economies in the Transition literature. Eco/feminist political economists argue that 

the power of the global capitalist economy relies on the ‘marginalisation and 

exploitation of women, colonised peoples, waged labour and the natural world’ 

(Mellor 2009:257).  Feminist ecological economics which is ‘context conscious’, seeks 

to make this exploitation visible (O’Hara 2009:185). This entails moving ecological 

and social factors from the periphery to the centre of economic modelling (Perkins 

2007). It also means challenging the dualisms that are perpetuated in orthodox 

economics whereby it is ‘the economy’ and ‘the other’ (Mellor 2009:253). For 

example, the first part of the binaries listed here is accorded high value and the 

second part is marginalised: economic man/ women’s work; market values/ 

subsistence; personal wealth/ social reciprocity; exploitable resources/ eco-systems; 

unlimited consumption/ sufficiency (Mellor 2009:253). Eco/feminists, such as 

Hawthorne (2009), propose alternative economic conceptions. She draws on 

principles of complexity economics to suggest a ‘wild economics’. This would 

reconfigure economics from ‘economic man as singular, universal and thoroughly 

control in life’ to an ‘open discursive system that allows for a multiplicity of 

perspectives, including dissent’ (Hawthorne 2009:100).  

Localisation can be understood as part of the resistance to globalisation (Moghadam 

2013; Shiva 2008) which has become an important concern of eco/feminism 

(Donovan 2012). Through the process of globalisation the local is subsumed into the 

global, moving choice and decision-making capabilities from communities to 

corporations, with reduced government regulation (Shiva 2005). Feminist analysis 

of globalisation critiques the hegemony of neo-liberalism (Eaton 2003) with its 

attendant ‘naturalisation of capitalist values’ (Mohanty 2003:508) that perpetuate 

and often worsen inequalities of gender, class and race (Moghadam 2013; 

Hawthorne 2009). Therefore, eco/feminist analysis tends to argue that the local scale 

is a crucial site for economic transformation (Perkins 2007). More adamantly, Shiva 

argues that localisation is an ‘ecological and social imperative’ because globalisation 

does not have any self-correcting mechanisms whereas the local scale which 

internalises social and ecological costs necessarily responds to feedback (2008:41). 

Furthermore, Shiva (2005) suggests that through grassroots driven localisation, 

communities are determining their livelihoods in ways that challenge corporate 

agendas. Localisation, from an eco/feminist perspective does not mean isolationism 

as it is a recognition of the interconnected nature of the local and the global.  

However, starting from the local and scaling outwards means that issues of justice, 

equality, and sustainability are inherent rather than marginalised. Shiva (2005) 

frames the response needed to counter the current paradigm as Earth Democracy 

which is based on premises of equality. She claims this would address the elements 

of life that neo-liberal globalisation relegates to the lower side of the hierarchical 
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binaries. Earth Democracy instead would prioritise ‘the conservation of resources, 

the protection of livelihoods, and justice and sustainability’ (Shiva 2005:82).  

The concept of Earth Democracy is aligned with the ‘subsistence perspective’ 

proposed by Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies (1999). They suggest that from an 

‘ecological, economic, feminist anti-colonial point of view’ (1999:5) it is critical to 

privilege the sustenance of life as core to social and economic activity’ (1999:5).  

Although there can be resistance to the term ‘subsistence’, Bennholdt-Thomsen and 

Mies (1999) argue that they want to reclaim the concept from being hegemonically 

depicted as an inferior mode of existence and production. In making this point, they 

quote Illich who stated ‘the war against subsistence is the real war of capital ... only 

after people’s capacities to subsist is destroyed are they totally and unconditionally 

in the power of capital’ (2009:19). Not only have the skills and access to resources for 

subsistence been marginalised, but through the reason/nature story that has 

dominated western culture, a subsistence livelihood has been cast as outside reason 

(Plumwood 1993:196). This is resonant with Sturgeon’s (2009) analysis of the way 

that the concept of ‘the natural’ can be used as a legitimising tool of hegemonic 

ideologies, such as the perception that social inequalities are a natural part of 

human existence or a perception that the current economic system is the natural 

form of economic activity. Sturgeon claims that this ‘naturalisation’ is an 

‘ideological move used to obscure historical contingency and ongoing resistance – 

justifying power, inequality and conquest by making those processes of 

“development” seem inevitable, natural, part of a destined unstoppable evolution’ 

(2009:13). This can be seen to be the case with the concept of subsistence, so that it is 

understood to be natural that subsistence is an outmoded way to live and 

globalisation is an inevitable part of progress.  

An eco/feminist response to globalisation advocates beginning from the voices of 

the cultures and communities who have not contributed directly to the causes of the 

socio/ecological crises (Shiva 2008; Mohanty 2003; Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 

1999). This approach proposes that listening to women and indigenous peoples of 

the South, in particular, will help to provide clearer visions of alternative economies 

and societies. This is an approach that does not idealise, but does acknowledge, the 

value of the standpoints of people who have experienced domination and 

exploitation. Mohanty (2003:511) suggests that attention to the ‘micro-politics of 

their ultimately anti-capitalist struggles illuminates the macro-politics of global 

restructuring. It suggests the thorough embeddedness of the local and particular 

with the global and universal, and it suggests the need to conceptualize questions of 

justice and equity in transborder terms’. An example of this explicit interconnection 

occurred at Transition Stroud in the United Kingdom, where the Initiative had a 

‘strand called Learning from the South’ in which the experiences and practices of 

those in less developed societies that are more closely embedded with their 

environment are validated and drawn on for inspiration (North and Scott-Cato 

2012:105). Generally, however, there is an absence in the Transition literature of 

critiques of the situatedness of localisation in direct relationship with globalisation 

and its exploitative tendencies.  
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The subsistence perspective is interesting in the context of Transition. Bennholdt-

Thomsen and Mies suggest that this perspective is ‘not only practically and 

theoretically necessary, it is also possible and has already begun’ (1999:21). It exists 

in many countries as core forms of livelihood and also as movements such as 

regionalism and localisation. Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies (1999) point out that 

‘most people of the industrialised countries were in one way or another connected 

with subsistence activities until after the Second World War’ (1999:17). This is 

acknowledged in the Transition approaches of the ‘great reskilling’ and ‘honouring 

the elders’ where people are encourage to learn from elders in the community and 

record oral histories. Subsistence approaches do not necessarily entail an 

oppositional stance or revolutionary movement, and it is possible to begin them 

‘here and now ... with a different perspective and vision than that of global 

patriarchal capitalism’ (Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 1999:22). Transition shares a 

similar rhetoric in some ways except that the subsistence perspective arises from a 

different analytical framework and incorporates the ultimately political nature of 

such change. The subsistence perspective recognises that at some point movements 

towards localising economies will encounter conflict with global market forces and 

therefore, will need to develop ‘different political concepts’ as well (Bennholdt-

Thomsen and Mies 1999:22).  

Feminist research 

Before progressing, I would like to express gratitude to my academic predecessors 

who challenged positivist research methods and delved into and illuminated new 

ways of exploring the social world, thus legitimating qualitative research and the 

shift to understanding the subjective, positional and the partial, and validating the 

creative in research (Hesse-Biber 2012; Liamputtong and Ezzy 2005). In reading 

Lincoln (1997), I can see that in the foment of the 1980’s and early 1990’s with so 

many new ideas challenging established orders there must have an exciting sense of 

liberation and possibilities. Lincoln reflects on being able to let go of the ‘modernist 

fancy that texts can stand as memorials to the truth about the world’ to embracing a 

recognition that ‘all texts are created from partial perspectives’ (1997:37). If I were to 

write this PhD ten years ago, I would need to allocate substantial text to justifying 

my use of qualitative methodologies, however I now have the privilege of being 

able to dive into the discussion with the expectation that researching within a 

critical feminist paradigm, and conducting research primarily through interviews, is 

accepted practice. 

As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the concept of fractured lenses 

conveys the multiple positionalities of the researcher and the researched which is a 

core understanding of feminist methodologies. I now consider these methodologies 

in some detail and discuss their application to this research. Feminist research is 

often described as being distinctive in its foregrounding of women’s lives, their 

experiences, politics and ethics (Hawkesworth 2012; Ramazanoglu with Holland 

2002). Whether the researcher must be a woman, or whether women need be the 

subject of the research (Bhavani and Talcott 2012) for the research to be feminist 
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remains contested. I claim this research to be feminist because although I have not 

focussed on women’s lives specifically, my approach is informed by feminist 

epistemologies and has a ‘feminist orientation’ (Williams 1990:252) that arises from 

feminist principles (Smith 2007). The plurality that is characteristic of feminism is 

evident in the diversity of feminist methodologies, although there are areas of 

commonality that identify research as feminist (Maynard 2004). Those that I draw 

on for this research are: an alertness to gender; recognition of the contextual; fluid 

and partial nature of knowledge; reflexivity; the relational nature of research; 

awareness of the researcher’s subjective positionality and situatedness; analyses of 

power relations and implications for social change and social justice (Hesse-Biber 

and Piatelli 2012; Hughes 2002; Ramazanoglu with Holland 2002). I address these 

features below. 

Knowledge construction is a contested site, which from a feminist perspective, is 

subjective in nature and located among multiple truths and ways of knowing 

(Perkins 2007; Moosa-Mitha 2005). Feminist perspectives about the nature of reality 

and truth include a positivist objective reality with knowledge as an objectifiable 

universal entity and a reality of relativist non-material experience (Hughes 2002). It 

is not useful to view these as opposing positions, but more points within a dynamic 

space where ideas and perspectives are conceived and explored. I position myself as 

understanding the idea of knowledge to be a process of construction inscribed with 

value and power (Moosa-Mitha 2005) and influenced by a plurality of intersecting 

factors (Hesse-Biber 2012; Haraway 1988). As such, this is a politicised under-

standing of knowledge which means questioning the hegemonic beliefs and 

assumptions that naturalise some experiences above others (Hawkesworth 2012). It 

also means that even if knowledge appears impersonal, such as the technical 

understandings of tornadoes or rail timetables (Diamond cited in Hughes 2002), 

questions need to be asked about the purpose to which knowledge is put and the 

accessibility of, and to, such knowledge.  

Feminist epistemology similarly argues against a universality of knowledge (Hesse-

Biber 2012) and that location and positioning (Haraway 1988) contribute to the 

partiality of knowledge. This is not to say that things cannot be known, but the 

essence is that as a researcher I engage in assembling knowledge that is generated in 

a specific context at a particular point in time. As Richardson argues ‘we can know 

something without claiming to know everything ... although the perspective may be 

“partial, local, historical, situated”, it is still knowledge’ (1990:517). Constructing 

knowledge therefore requires understanding that context and the ‘local specificities’ 

are crucial factors (Perkins 2007:233). As such, I will not generalise to a universal 

truth about the outcomes of the research project (Hughes 2002), but rather I 

recognise the intrinsic value of explicitly contextualised research. Working with 

awareness of the contextual nature of theory and observations means 

understanding the impact of context in shaping understanding and the situatedness 

of knowledge. The knowledge that I generate therefore, in relation to the research 

question is a consequence of the interplay of my complex dynamic subjectivities and 
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experiences, with the research participants, the research data and the academic and 

Transition literature.  

Reflexivity 

Reflexivity entails maintaining awareness of, and being explicit about, reciprocal 

influences including power dynamics, in all aspects of the research process (Gannon 

and Davies 2007; Ramazanoglu with Holland 2002). Massey suggests that ‘all spaces 

are constituted in and through power relations and it is this co-constitution which 

must be addressed’ (2003:87). This requires that the researcher be prepared to make 

continuous shifts and negotiations in positionality and to be attuned to the 

dynamics within the web of power and expectations of all people who are touched 

by this research, no matter how peripherally. Hierarchies of power and authority 

are present throughout the research (Hesse-Biber 2007) and it was incumbent upon 

me to be mindful of these and challenge them where appropriate. As the researcher 

I worked to gain the trust of each of the participants and I was cognisant of the 

ethical responsibility that accompanied this. For example, I have not written the 

thesis in conjunction with the participants so ultimately I determined what is 

included and excluded. I chose which silences remained complicit with and those I 

illuminated. I needed to enable the agency of the participants to work through my 

choices, and to maintain awareness that this was the process I was engaged in, 

moment by moment throughout the research process. Therefore, being attentive to 

reciprocity at all stages of the research process was essential to the trustworthiness 

of the research (Harrison and MacGibbon 2001).   

Reflexivity involves recognising the influence in the research process of the 

researcher’s multiple positions and their relationships with the research participants 

and the world (Deutsch 2004). Feminist theorising has demonstrated the inherent 

positionality of each subject (Hughes 2002), so that I am aware that my ‘invested 

positionality’ (Lather 1991:xvii), as a female researcher from a relatively privileged, 

white, Anglo background, determines my research approach and interpretations 

(Guillemin and Gillam 2004). Practicing reflexivity includes paying attention to the 

specific way in which our own agendas affect the research at all points in the 

research process (Hesse-Biber 2007:16). My experiences with the Transition 

movement necessarily impacted on my perspectives during the research, and I 

needed to be mindful of the ‘imperative for vigilance’ so that my research process 

did not ‘solidify [and] form rigid boundaries’ but rather ‘remained open to 

surprises’ (Code 2000:95). Reflexivity involves consistent critical reflection and self-

awareness of the processes of constructing knowledge during the process of 

research, and ensuring that these are transparent and problematised, and sensitive 

to gender and power relations (Guillemin and Gillam 2004).   

As I walked up the track from the creek, early morning sunlight cast shadows amongst the 

badly burnt but now regenerating bush. A flash of light and sound turned my head in time 

to see a bower bird drop a Casuarina cone from its beak and flit speedily through the trees, 

hastening away from the currawong that swooped behind it. I stopped to see what would 
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happen next and as I watched the currawong on the branch about 15 feet away I realised that 

I had just affected what would happen next. I had an experiential understanding of the 

impact of the observer - the currawong was aware of my presence and I felt its spontaneity 

checked - aahhhh – now I can write more authentically about the experience of the researcher 

impacting on the situation – of course I know this and I’ve lived it before but this morning 

was  another lesson and I am grateful I was alert to it.  

Feminist research is relational and therefore building knowledge is a process of co-

construction. In relational knowledge construction, meaning-making occurs through 

the collaborative process of dialogue with participants (Hesse-Biber and Piatelli 

2012). The process of data collection is not focussed on merely accruing the 

experiences of others, but co-creating them through reflective and exploratory 

dialogue. Such a critical frame can transmute the re-telling of an experience into a 

knowledge-building process (Olesen 2003; Hughes 2002). This is continued in the 

iterative process of data interpreting where, as the researcher, I engage in further 

interrogation of this dialogue and ultimately determine how it is be represented. 

The relational nature of an interview also stimulates the emergence or otherwise, of 

particular selves of each participant and the researcher. As Lerner states ‘we have 

multiple potentials and possibilities that different situations will evoke or suppress, 

make more or less likely, and assign more or less positive values to’ (cited in Lincoln 

1997:40).  The knowledge that is co-created then, is particular to the time and place 

of the interaction, and could be constructed differently in another context.  

As a feminist researcher, my intent is to create a space that is conducive to the 

participants engaging their reflexivity and feeling comfortable to explore rather than 

suppress ideas. However the construct of research is such that, for example, the 

participant may feel guarded no matter how strongly the assurances of anonymity 

and confidentiality are affirmed. The many dimensions of their own lives: their 

personal ideologies; their history with Transition, with social change and with 

research; the manner in which they woke that morning and so on, all influence the 

participants’ responses at any point in time during the interview. As well, my 

interactions with participants in the interviews may determine whether they lean 

towards description or offer analysis and reflection as they tell their stories.  Also, it 

is unrealistic to assume that emotions and values do not surface during the research 

process ‘as they are an integral part of why a given topic or set of questions is 

studied and how it is studied’ (Hesse-Biber 2007:9) and are to be embraced as 

expressions of the person.   

Ethics and trustworthiness 

Ethics in practice is the lived ethics that underlies the entire research process, as well 

as pertaining to data collection and interpretation. Guillemin and Gillam suggest 

that reflexivity is a ‘bridge between the procedural ethical responsibilities and ethics 

in practice’ (2004:273). Because reflexivity demands constant scrutiny of the 

purposes and processes of the research, Guillemin and Gillam (2004) contend that 

the reflexive researcher is more alert to ethical issues, and in the process of her 
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research, develops the skills to identify and address them effectively. As a reflexive 

researcher, I needed to consider ethical implications as an ongoing and integral 

aspect of the research, and to seek guidance where appropriate. Heggen and 

Guillemin propose ‘ethical mindfulness’ as a research approach to addressing the 

dynamic process of ethics in practice (2012:474). They describe it as ‘actively 

attending to and framing the interview process in terms of its ethical implications 

for the researcher and the participant’ and propose five features which are: ‘i) 

ethically important moments; ii) attending to discomfort; iii) articulating ethically 

what is at stake; iv) reflexivity; and v) courage’ (2012:472). In Chapter 5, I discuss 

these features in some depth in relation to the research I conducted.  

In order for this research to have value, it needs to be trustworthy (Dallimore 2000).  

Trustworthiness is often emphasised in traditional research through triangulation, 

which refers to using multiple methods of data collection as a way of validating 

research findings (Cole and Stewart 2012).  However this is an epistemologically 

different approach to the one that I am taking, which can be better described using 

Richardson’s (Richardson and St Pierre 2008) metaphor of crystallisation.  

Crystallisation as a concept, acknowledges that there is not one truth, but rather 

provides a ‘deepened, complex and thoroughly partial understanding’ of the topic 

(Richardson and St Pierre 2008:479). The qualities of crystals include their 

dynamism and multidimensionality, and the way that they reflect and refract light 

which means that they look different from different angles, at different times so that 

‘what we see depends on our angle of repose’ (Richardson and St Pierre 2008:478). 

Crystallisation then, is about rendering the researcher visible, and revealing the 

processes that led to the research and the immersion in it (Ellingson 2009). This is, in 

part, achieved in feminist research through the researcher’s transparency about their 

epistemological positioning and subjectivities (Lather 1991). Taking this approach 

does not mean that my research is not thorough; but it does mean that it is not 

claiming to present only one accurate representation.  

Fractal fragments as reflexivity 

I use the terminology of ‘fractal fragments’ (after Kuhn 2009) to describe my 

experiences which are woven into the thesis, and written as letters preceding each 

chapter. As explained in Chapter 1, a fractal is an entity that has similar 

characteristics across different scales. I propose that by including fractal fragments 

of my experiences that these will share some similarities with the experiences of 

other Transition participants. Equally, the fractal fragments expose my positionality, 

which, as a narrative device, contribute to my visibility as the writer. ‘Acute 

reflexivity’ is necessary for researchers working in a critical frame, and ‘particular 

attention must be paid to the mode of writing, to the discursive strategies through 

which particular versions of the world are accomplished, especially in the present 

moment of writing (Gannon and Davies 2007:73). I attempt to maintain a clear 

presence in the text of the thesis, through literary devices such as the letters and 

vignettes of my experiences with Transition, as well as through embedding, in the 

text, discussions about some of the thought processes and emotional journeys that 
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have informed the thesis. This aligns with Hesse-Biber and Piatelli’s (2012) claim 

that ‘we must not only ask how our presence has affected the field but how the field 

has affected us’ (p.573). I certainly had not anticipated, perhaps naively, the extent 

to which this research process would shape and envelop me in all dimensions of my 

life.  

My experiences and reflections as a participant in Transition, which are interwoven 

throughout this thesis, fulfil several purposes. My intent is to create greater 

transparency and trust between the readers and myself through revealing my 

situatedness in relation to Transition. I am intimately bonded to Transition through 

my hopes, aspirations, experiences, frustrations, relationships and the time and 

energy I have committed to my participation. I have been involved with Transition, 

almost from its inception in Australia, and bring depth and breadth of experience 

with the movement that necessarily have informed the entire research process. 

Therefore the fractal fragments are an appropriate extension of my status as a 

participant in Transition, and an expression of my commitment to reflexivity. Not 

only do they render my self visible as the researcher, but by weaving fractal 

fragments throughout the text I add another layer of insight to the research process, 

and another dimension to the reading of the thesis. Also, the fractal fragments serve 

as interruptions to the text, as they are sometimes inserted to disrupt the flow of the 

text and ground the reader in a lived experience of Transition. As with the words of 

the research participants, the fractal fragments are identifiable by being written in 

italics.  

There are two strands to this writing. I recount a number of my experiences as a 

participant in Transition, and as a prelude to each chapter I have written letters to 

create a sense of the interconnection between present, past and future which I hope 

offers a broader historical perspective or deep time dimension (Macy 2007) to the 

research. Both strands of writing can be understood as ‘writing as a process of 

inquiry’ and I particularly relate to Richardson’s primary writing question, which is 

‘how to document becoming?’ (Richardson and St Pierre 2008:473). The experience 

of my changing self has intrigued me through this writing process. The ‘I’ that sits 

to write and re-engage with this thesis brings new experiences and possibly insights 

to the process each day. This journey of evolving and dynamic understanding is not 

linear, and needs monitoring, so that what seems insightful one day is not deleted 

by an impetuous self who dismisses it the following day. The process of writing as 

inquiry has required me to master non-attachment to text that I have written, and 

surrendered instead, to it being a messy, cyclical process.  St Pierre’s description 

resonates: ‘writing is thinking, writing is analysis, writing is indeed a seductive and 

tangled method of discovery’ (Richardson and St Pierre 2008:484).  

Writing one’s self into the text is an embodying process, and one that is often used 

in autoethnographic writing (Ellingson 2012). It is a way of ascribing value to the 

‘experiences of the social world’ (Crawley 2012:146) as well as ‘embodied details’ 

(Ellingson 2012:535). By writing about my experiences, I am ‘opening inward’ as a 

way of reaching ‘outward to understanding’ (Berger 2001:515) and forming a 
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reflexive relationship with my experiences that would most likely otherwise not 

happen. Ellis and Bochner view such writing as moving from the ‘gaze of the 

distanced and detached observer towards the embrace of intimate involvement, 

engagement and embodied participation’ (2006:43). This approach, which I 

conceptualise as fractal fragments, is more than an ‘autoethnographic vignette’ 

(Humphreys 2005:842). It is an embodiment of both feminist and complexity 

principles into my research approach through acknowledging not only the 

embeddedness of my self as an individual in my cultural and social worlds (Ellis 

2004), but also the interconnectedness of experience across temporal and spatial 

zones. I recognise that in this writing I need to be mindful of slippage; of what is lost 

or not included in my accounts (Medford 2006), and the accountability that 

accompanies such decisions. I also consider that many of the uncertainties and 

doubts that I encounter in ‘revealing’ myself, more finely tune my sensitivity to the 

experiences of the research participants. In summary, the use of fractal fragments is 

an important epistemological choice. As reflexive pieces in an academic thesis, the 

fractal fragments are part of the process of the co-construction of knowledge as they 

complement and enhance the insights gleaned from the interview and survey data.  

Each time that I have read, written, interviewed, conceptualised and puzzled, my 

perspective has varied. I have moved from ignorance about complexity theory, 

nascent understanding of academic feminisms and the Transition movement, to full 

immersion, in a dynamic process which has ebbed and flowed in intensity. I have 

approached early interviews with unconscious assumptions and later interviews 

with the insight gained from experience.  I have written the PhD to my supervisors, 

my examiners, my children, my parents, siblings and friends; to the harshest critic 

and most sympathetic friend. I have read texts with disdain, disinterest, a thrill of 

excitement and complete bafflement, and this has changed on the next read. My self 

who is a teacher of undergraduate academic literacy determines my writing style 

one day, to be trounced by the creative bold self on another. I worry that the self 

who one day deems this thesis done, will be chastised interminably by the self who 

has an epiphany of understanding the day after it is submitted. If that occurs, the 

former self can take some comfort from Lincoln’s claim ‘We will never totally get it 

right. Perfection is not a requisite for social science research, and the post-modernist 

doubt which we share leads us to believe that “getting it right” is a project best 

abandoned’ (1997:52).  

Social change 

Feminist research is concerned with social change (Maddison and Shaw 2012; 

Naples 2007) and transformation of people’s lives (Higgs and Titchen 2007:13). 

Therefore it is integral that the perspectives of activists are included in the research, 

and the outcomes of the research are available to contribute to dialogue and social 

change (Hesse-Biber 2012; Maddison and Shaw 2012). Part of my motivation in 

selecting this research topic was because I value knowledge not just for its own 

sake, but in contributing to social change (Naples 2007). Such research is sometimes 

characterised as being ‘oppositional research’ because it ‘challenges the right of the 
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powerful to define realities and interrogates the dominant paradigm’ (Naples 

2007:92). Eco/feminists argue that an environmental perspective is not adequate if it 

does not see the way in which the gendering of society produces ‘adverse ecological 

consequences’ (Mellor 2003:19). This extends to examining the practices of social 

movements themselves and the processes they engage in, which can replicate 

dominant oppressive norms. The ‘journey’ of the social movement, rather than the 

outcome is where activists predominantly spend their time, and therefore it is 

critical to analyse the different dimensions of this journey (Horn 2009:151). For 

instance, feminist researchers interrogate the ‘gender neutral assumptions’ about 

social movements (Hesse-Biber 2012:393) which is done in concert with analysing 

intersections of race, class, ethnicity and sexuality (Maddison and Shaw 2012). This 

speaks to the alertness to these issues that I have necessarily brought to the research 

process, particularly throughout the interpretation of the data.  

This research is concerned with the way that Transition participants are engaged in 

the creation of alternatives to the dominant paradigm. Although those acting may 

seek to mainstream their activities, at present their activities remain on the margins. 

I hope through this research to give voice to the experiences of people who are 

confronting the possibilities of a future that is largely silenced within the dominant 

paradigm of business as usual. Research on the margins seeks to cast light on 

processes that foster subordination, domination and transformation (Brown and 

Strega 2005). Scott-Cato and Hillier suggest that friends of the Transition movement 

‘as researchers and engaged activists ... need to adopt a self-reflexive and 

emancipatory approach to this challenging but vital research field’ (2010:883). As a 

critical friend of Transition and someone who is emotionally invested in seeing 

positive outcomes for local communities, I particularly need to maintain integrity 

and transparency throughout the research process. Questions of insider/outsider 

privilege have been an ongoing concern for social movement researchers and it is 

argued that being closely connected with a movement can encourage the researcher 

to ensure their information is accurate (Bevington and Dixon 2005:190). There is also 

the risk that the insider researcher can assume a homogeneity of experience, 

however if the research is conducted reflexively, insider knowledge can provide 

insightful contributions to the field (Olesen 2003). As Weston states: ‘a single body 

cannot bridge that mythical divide between insider and outsider, researcher and 

researched. I am neither in any simple way, and yet I am both’ (cited in Olesen 

2003:352). 

Conclusion 

As a feminist researcher I have explained that I recognise the partial, contextual and 

dynamic nature of knowledge. I am also cognisant of power relationships and the 

responsibility I have as a researcher to the research participants, and all inter-related 

aspects of this research. Being attuned to power relationships and their implications 

is also a guiding feature of my theoretical approach. Given my subjectivity, I could 

only employ a conceptual lens that includes analyses of power and gender. As well, 

alignment between my theoretical and methodological approaches is an important 
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feature of this research. As such, taking an eco/feminist theoretical approach is 

congruent with the entire research process. As was shown in this chapter, 

eco/feminist theorising is very much situated in practice, and has a transformative 

orientation. It is concerned with addressing the interconnected oppression and 

exploitation of women, nature, racism, ethnocentrism, sexism and heterosexism. 

Eco/feminists challenge the ideologies that perpetuate the manifestations of such 

domination as expressed through hierarchical dualisms. Dualistic thinking is not 

compatible with the type of paradigm shift envisaged in the Great Turning. As 

Plumwood (1993) argues, the ‘master story’ that has sanctioned hierarchical 

dualisms needs to change to one that values both similarity and difference, to avert 

disaster for humanity. Eco/feminists also critique the impact of globalisation and 

argue that it is inherently interlinked with the localisation project.  

Considering the extent to which Transition is a force in the Great Turning requires 

analysis of the way that the movement is reflexive in its practice. There is currently 

little evidence in the academic or Transition Network literature of feminist analyses. 

Although Transition is ecologically designed, without a lens that casts light on 

hegemonic practice, it is at risk of replicating existing power structures and failing 

to acknowledge issues of domination. Through applying an eco/feminist lens to the 

research data, issues related to power relations will be illuminated. An eco/feminist 

approach therefore adds a critical dimension to the analysis of the transformational 

potential of Transition. In the following chapter I extend the metaphor of the 

fractured lens to include complexity theories. Feminist and complexity lenses are 

compatible in their critiques of reductionist, dualistic thinking and where feminist 

lenses highlight power and gender relations, and the intersectionality between all 

forms of domination, complexity draws attention to the dynamism of complex 

systems and the facilitation of emergence.  
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Chapter 4: Terzo Paradiso: 

engaging with complexity.  
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If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this 

sheet of paper. Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the 

trees cannot grow; and without trees, we cannot make paper. The cloud 

is essential for the paper to exist. If the cloud is not here, the sheet of 

paper cannot be here either. So we can say that the cloud and the paper 

inter-are. 

‘Interbeing’ is a word that is not in the dictionary yet, but if we combine 

the prefix ’inter’ with the verb ‘to be’, we have a new verb, inter-be. 

Without a cloud, we cannot have paper, so we can say that the cloud 

and the sheet of paper inter-are. 

If we look into this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can see the 

sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, the forest cannot grow. In fact 

nothing can grow. Even we cannot grow without sunshine. And so, we 

know that the sunshine is also in this sheet of paper. The paper and the 

sunshine inter-are. And if we continue to look we can see the logger who 

cut the tree and brought it to the mill to be transformed into paper. And 

we see the wheat. We know that the logger cannot exist without his 

daily bread, and therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in this 

sheet of paper. And the logger's father and mother are in it too. When 

we look in this way, we see that without all of these things, this sheet of 

paper cannot exist. 

(Thich Nhat Hanh 2002) 
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Dear Francesco and Chiara,19 

I’ve just come from a conference in Siena in Italy. I wonder did you ever visit there? The 

conference was on the Third Sector, and I found it very concerning that at this critical time 

there was so little on the environmental crises we are facing, and the few papers there were, 

did not have many attendees. Even calling it an environmental crisis is misleading, as if we 

are somehow separate from it. That’s why I hold you both as ecological mentors and personal 

heroes. You both rebelled so bravely against the materialism of the Church and recognised 

our inter-relationships with all of life.  

My trip to your home town of Assisi was like a personal pilgrimage.  I hadn’t realised what a 

stunningly beautiful medieval town it is, built from the gleaming local white and pink 

limestone and perched on a mountainside with winding streets, enticing laneways, a myriad 

of churches and expansive views over the valley below. I set out on a forest walk below the St 

Francesco Basilica (not sure what you would have thought of it, Francesco, it belies your 

resistance to the ostentatiousness of the Church). The path wove through forest and 

clearings, past an old Benedictine monastery to a profoundly beautiful piece of land art 

designed for the site by Michelangelo Pistoletto. It’s called Terzo Paradiso and is composed of 

a large circle of olive trees flanked on each side by two slightly smaller circles - 121 trees in 

total, and in the centre a shaft of steel to represent the union of heaven and earth. The work is 

activated by walking these interlinked circles, with the central circle representing the womb 

that will give birth to the new humanity, and the smaller circles representing the natural 

world and the artificial world. Pistoletto wrote ‘In ancient Persian, the word paradise means 

protected garden’. He explains that ‘the earth is our paradise; it is the garden of humanity.  

Now the time has come to protect it again, changing first of all our lifestyle in practical 

terms, but also in moral, ideal, aesthetic and spiritual terms’. 20  

 

 

Figure 5. Terzo Paradiso 

Land art by Michelangelo Pistoletto: San Francesco Woodland, Assisi Italy 

                                                      
19 St Francis of Assisi 1182-1286 and St Clare of Assisi 1194-1253 
20 Information Brochure. Fondo Ambiente Italian (FAI). A walk of discovery through the 

Franciscan landscapes 
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I think the interconnectedness that this land art symbolises, is also symbolic of your 

understanding of a relational world. You probably couldn’t imagine the world now, 800 

years on. Although we have incredible luxuries and opportunities, we are in a mess.  As a 

species we have lost the deep sense of interconnectedness that you felt for all beings, human 

and more-than-human. Perhaps now though, the world is turning towards ways of living 

that honour and celebrate the mutual interdependence of life. In these challenging times, we 

invoke your strength of spirit, and your clarity of purpose and love.   

With deep thanks for your inspiration, 

 Clare. 
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Complexity thinking calls for a radical change in the conception of the universe to a 

deeper ecological understanding of the nature of life (Maguire 2011; Morin 2008). 

This change is of the order of a shift in consciousness and is congruent with the 

complexity-orientated design of Transition, given it has drawn on the principles of 

self-organisation, living systems, Permaculture and models of organisational design 

(Hopkins 2011:77). Its networked structure represents an ecological perspective, as 

does its whole of systems approach (Hopkins 2011). The approach that I have taken 

to complexity in this thesis is informed by Edgar Morin, French complexity theorist, 

who propounds a shift to complexity thinking as paradigmatic and crucial to 

humanity’s future. I use his conceptions of complexity thinking as the foundations 

for this chapter, and then draw on complexity theorists from a range of discipline 

areas, which is fitting given the transdisciplinary nature of complexity. Following a 

discussion of complexity thinking, and three macro-concepts of complexity: the 

dialogic; the recursive; and the holographic (Morin 2008); I structure the chapter 

according to different elements of complexity that are pertinent to the research. I 

consider emergence, uncertainty, self-organisation, networks and connectivity and 

co-evolution.  

Complexity is a contested discourse with many applications, interpretations and 

proponents within the different disciplines that have explored its potential to date 

(Wells 2013; Maguire 2011; Stacey 2005). Mitleton-Kelly points out that as ‘difference 

and variety are at the heart of complexity’ (2003:3), multiple approaches are not 

necessarily problematic, but can contribute to a deeper understanding of 

complexity. The complexity literature that is appropriate to this thesis can be 

described as transdisciplinary (Wells 2013; Espinosa and Walker 2011; Morin 2008).  

Wells argues for the need to move beyond the ‘myopia’ of ‘ghettoized’ disciplines 

(2013:307) in order to recognise the power of complexity as a ‘paradigmatic 

response to the diaspora of knowledge’ (2012:39). She contends that the 

environmental crises result, in large part, from the thinking that reinforces the false 

isolation of disciplines. The main areas that I have been informed by, and 

synthesised, to create a hybrid (after Walby 2007) suitable for exploring the 

Transition movement are discussed in the literature that is broadly related to 

sustainability (Wells 2013; Espinosa and Walker 2011; Dodds 2011; Burton et al. 

2011) and management and organisational studies (Johannessen and Kuhn 2012; 

Cilliers 2011; Kuhn 2009; Mitleton-Kelly 2003) from a complexity perspective. The 

discipline that has most visibly and voluminously embraced complexity to date is 

organisational and management studies where there has been significant 

application of complexity theories since the 1990s. The authors that I draw on from 

this area, identify features and principles of complexity that offer insights into 

organisations as complex systems in a complex universe (Cilliers 2011; Maguire 

2011; Uhl-Bien and Marion 2011; Kuhn 2009; Capra 2003, Mitleton-Kelly 2003). An 

organisation that engages with complexity will foster adaptability and 

responsiveness to feedback, which enables new and innovative properties to emerge 

(Capra 2003).  
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A complexity paradigm 

During a conversation with Sean Kelly21, he both introduced me to the work of 

Edgar Morin, and suggested how I might think about using complexity as a 

conceptual lens. He observed that the planetary situation is complex, and critically 

so, and therefore, presumably a movement is going to have to be adequate to that 

complexity (2008 pers. comm.). This comment spoke to my research question: if 

Transition is to be a force in the Great Turning, then it needs to be designed for a 

complex world and to function according to complexity principles.  The more I 

engaged with the literature on complexity, the more I felt assured of its aptness as a 

way of interpreting the landscape of Transition and its broader context of a 

‘complex, multi-faceted and globally intertwined world’ (Chia 2011:182). In the 

ongoing, iterative, process of engaging complexity, Morin’s work began to form the 

bedrock of my understanding. I use the term ‘bedrock’, because complexity 

thinking, as conceptualised by Morin, is a foundation for complexity theories. By 

this I do not mean that Morin is the originator of complexity, but his approach to 

complexity is at a paradigmatic level, applicable to life in all dimensions, whereas 

complexity theories tend to be applied more specifically to particular phenomena. 

Morin describes a complexity paradigm as comprehending the relational nature of 

the universe, of which humanity is necessarily a part: it is a meta-view whereby 

complexity thinking is applied to all phenomena; it is ‘a paradigm capable of 

informing all theories’ (1992:371).  

Edgar Morin has been described as ‘one of the most important European thinkers of 

our time’ (Montuori 2004:349) and a ‘sophisticated thinker of complexity’ (Cilliers 

2011:145). His conceptions of complexity pose profound challenges to the current 

dominant paradigm, which he describes as a ‘paradigm of simplification’ that is 

typified by ‘disjunction, reductionism and abstraction’ and, he claims, has led to the 

current planetary crisis (Morin 2008:3). Morin traces this simplification to the 

Cartesian separation of science and philosophy which resulted in a siloed form of 

thinking that eschewed complexity. He suggests that this led to an overdeveloped 

aptitude to separate, and an underdeveloped aptitude to connect, leading to ‘blind 

intelligence’ whereby we are unable to perceive the complexity of life on both the 

individual and collective scale (2008:3). Morin (2008) argues that where knowledge 

is fragmented and compartmentalised we do not see that which is woven together - 

the complex. He calls for ‘a kind of thinking that reconnects that which is disjointed 

and compartmentalised, that respects diversity as it respects unity, that tries to 

discern interdependencies ... a radical thinking (which gets to the root of problems), 

a multi-dimensional thinking and an organisational or systemic thinking’ (Morin 

2008:vii).  

                                                      
21 Originally one of my PhD supervisors, Sean Kelly is a Professor in the Philosophy, 

Cosmology, and Consciousness program at the California Institute of Integral Studies 
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One way of navigating the diverse terrain of complexity is through considering the 

differentiation that Morin (2006) proposes between the concepts of ‘restricted 

complexity’ and ‘generalised complexity’. Restricted complexity refers to the 

approach to complexity most commonly used in the field of sciences (Morin 2006), 

that seeks to understand the nature of particular phenomena (Maguire 2011). Morin 

(2006) points out that restricted complexity is de-complexifying because, while its 

proponents address complex systems and processes, they do not make the 

‘epistemological, cognitive, or paradigmatic shifts’ that characterise generalised 

complexity (2006:6). Generalised complexity, on the other hand, is premised on 

complexity being the nature of existence, ‘not merely the phenomenal froth of 

reality’ (Morin 1992:381). As such, generalised complexity is concerned with the 

interconnectedness and inseparability of phenomena; it conceives a relation 

between elements rather than binary opposition and substitutes the principle of 

reduction with the principle of interdependence (Morin 2006). It recognises that 

uncertainty, non-linearity and emergence are characteristics of all dimensions of the 

universe. In urging the importance of fostering a paradigm shift to complexity 

thinking, Morin does not underplay its significance. He portends that this shift 

might save us from ‘the supreme tragedy’ (2008:5), and frames it as being of a 

revolutionary scale:  

the reform in thinking is a key anthropological and historical problem. This 

implies a mental revolution of considerably greater proportions than the 

Copernican Revolution. Never before in the history of humanity have the 

responsibilities of thinking weighed so crushingly on us (Morin 1999:132).  

It is contended that a move to complexity thinking would be revolutionary in its 

impact, as it would challenge core epistemological foundations of all elements of 

society, the economy and politics (Maguire, Allen and McKelvey 2011). This echoes 

Najmanovich’s claim that a complexity perspective is a ‘radical transformation of 

our way of experiencing life and producing meaning, of interacting and living 

together’ (2007:104). Through rejecting the paradigm of simplicity, and making the 

profound shift to complexity thinking, Wells (2013) suggests we would be better 

able to address the multiple crises facing humanity. Complexity theories provide a 

means for shifting to a life-sustaining society through taking a relational perspective 

predicated on uncertainty and dynamism, patterns of networks, feedback and self-

organisation (Wells 2013). These conceptions of complexity do not present a master-

theory but rather a meta-perspective that ‘can connect or link different strands of 

knowledge together’ (Dodds 2011:15). As the problems confronting the planet are 

ultimately interconnected, they need to be problematised as such and complexity 

provides this opportunity.  

Although Transition does not explicitly identify its approach with a complexity 

perspective, there are parallels that can be observed between complexity thinking 

and Transition’s organisational design and behaviour. From a complexity 

perspective, organisations are characterised by the ‘ongoing patterning of 

interactions between people’ (Stacey 2005:1) through which relationships are built 

and meaning is made (Capra 2003:87). Through understanding organisations as 
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living systems, Capra proposes they can be designed to ‘mirror life’s adaptability, 

diversity and creativity’ (2003:187). This means that organisational practice can be 

re-interpreted to facilitate dynamic principles such as self-organisation and 

emergence (Kuhn 2009). Complexity provides a framework for discussing 

Transition as an organisation that reflects an understanding of the world as 

complex, contingent, relational, interdependent and uncertain (Maguire et al. 2011; 

Cilliers and Preiser 2010; Morin 2008). This is seen in the way that Transition has 

developed a model of autonomous, self-organising Initiatives, connected through a 

network. The Transition discourse of ‘uncertainty’ and ‘Transition being a social 

experiment’ (Hopkins 2011) are also indicative of an understanding of complexity 

principles. Moreover, the suggestion that applying complexity perspectives to 

transforming organisational behaviour which can contribute to a better future 

(Cilliers and Preiser 2010; Capra 2003; Mitleton-Kelly 2003), is resonant with 

Transition’s rhetoric of building ‘a fulfilling and enriching future’ (Hopkins 

2011:39). 

Macro-concepts 

I now move to a discussion of three ‘macro-concepts’ of complexity proposed by 

Morin (2008:48); the dialogic, the recursive and the holographic. Morin argues that 

these are at the core of complexity, and as such, explain its essence. Although they 

are discussed in a linear mode here, the dialogic, recursive and holographic 

principles, much like the three dimensions of the Great Turning, are mutually 

interdependent and one does not take precedence over another. 

The dialogic principle 

The dialogic principle, which Morin (2008) asserts underlies the complexity of our 

universe, relates to two heterogeneous and mutually exclusive notions being 

complementary and antagonistic; both necessary to each other and divergent. It is 

within this relationship that emergence and innovation are enabled.  For example, 

order and disorder rather than being dualistically opposed, exist in dialogic tension 

and are fundamental to life. Morin proposes that order which refers to everything 

that is ‘repetition, constant, highly probable’, and disorder which refers to 

everything that is ‘irregularity, deviations, random, unpredictability’ (2008:63) 

create all living systems in the universe. If there were only order there would be ‘no 

innovation, no creation, no evolution’ but in total disorder there would be no 

existence as some stability is necessary (Morin 2008:63). Other examples of dialogic 

relationships which are usually conceived in binary opposition, but from a 

complexity perspective are in dialogic tension, include separability-inseparability, 

whole-parts, effect-cause, product-producer, life-death (Morin 2006:16). To engage 

with the dialogic is to counter the dominant discourse of binary opposition and to 

conceive of the more complex interrelationship between concepts. This is 

comparable with the eco/feminist approach to dualistic thinking, discussed in the 

previous chapter, of recognising the interconnectedness of concepts placed in binary 

opposition, and their co-existing similarities and differences.  
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Another example of the dialogic is disintegration/degeneration and regeneration 

which are independent and interdependent in living systems. Disintegration and/or 

degeneration such as that caused by a bushfire, can also catalyse regeneration which 

feeds back into disintegration recursively. As we experience the Great Unravelling 

(Korten 2006) and many socio/ecological systems disintegrate, simultaneously there 

are countercurrents of regeneration, which can be conceptualised as the Great 

Turning (Macy 2007; Korten 2006). These countercurrents are depicted by Hawken’s 

(2007) concept of Blessed Unrest, the multitudinous ecological, social justice and 

indigenous rights movements across the globe, which include the Transition 

movement. Morin (1999) suggests that a number of regenerative countercurrents, 

which are gathering force, arose in the 20th century in reaction to dominant currents. 

He argues that these countercurrents resist and react to environmental destruction, 

‘the predominance of the quantitative and the general tendency to uniformity ... the 

dictates of standardised consumption ... and the tyranny of money and the ubiquity 

of violence’ (Morin 1999:36). Furthermore, he proposes that as these countercurrents 

‘intensify and expand’ and ‘intertransform’ each other, that a global transformation 

is possible (Morin 1999:37).  

The concept of the dialogic also aligns with feminist methodology in terms of the 

reflexive subject who is simultaneously in the world and ‘reflecting on the world’ 

(Morin 2008). This relational perspective views reality as ‘co-constructed’ (Morin 

2008:91) through intertwining processes that involve the interaction of an ‘infinite 

number of factors constituted through the web of relationships with others and the 

world’ (Cilliers 2007:85). Morin contends that Western science is based on the 

‘positivist elimination’ of the subject whereas, he argues in actuality we are both 

‘inherent in nature and separate’ as an ‘ongoing dialogical process of 

communication, construction, and translation’ (2008:23). He devises hyphenated 

compound terms to more fully describe this as a ‘process of self-eco-organisation’, 

whereby ‘the subject as an autonomous (but not isolated) system organises 

themselves and their environment, and is in turn radically dependent on, and co-

organised by, that environment’ (Morin 2008:113). This obviates the question of an 

objective or subjective reality, because as Morin (2008) argues we are in the world 

and the world is in us. Montuori uses the terminology of bystander and participant 

epistemologies aligning the concept of a bystander with Morin’s depiction of the 

paradigm of simplicity (1998:34). The bystander position views knowledge as an 

abstract, closed system, and maintains a dualistic understanding of the universe. 

Montuori (1998) contrasts this with the complexity view that highlights the role of 

our embeddedness in a context, our ability to learn from it and contribute to it, and 

the need to listen and learn from divergent perspectives.  

Complexity is a radical epistemology in many ways, as while Western philosophy 

tends to separate ontology and epistemology, from a complexity perspective they 

are ‘conceived of as mutually constitutive’ due to their recursive relationship (Kuhn 

2012:364). Similarly to a feminist methodology, a complexity approach recognises 

that knowledge is always situated (Najmanovich 2007) and that uncertainty is 

inherent (Morin 2008). Although knowledge is understood to be relational and 
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relative, from a complexity perspective it is also ‘real and consequential’ (Montuori 

1998:35). Consequently, Montuori (1998:34) posits that our understanding and our 

knowledge ‘cannot arise in isolation from our environment’ and therefore 

understanding ‘is at once relative, relational, and multiple’ and we ‘must always 

remain an open, self-reflexive, self-critical system’ (1998:35).  

The recursive principle 

The recursive principle is similar to, but extends the concept of feedback.  It 

challenges the view of processes as linear or deterministic, as it is a generative 

process that is ‘self constitutive, self organising and self producing’ (Morin 2008:50). 

Morin describes a recursive process as one where ‘the products and the effects are at 

the same time causes and producers of what produces them’ (2008:49). For example, 

he explains that society is created by individuals who are then in turn created by 

society (Morin 2008). Society is the product of interactions among individuals, and 

their interactions develop qualities such as language and culture which then 

‘retroact on the individuals from the moment of birth to ensure that they acquire 

language, culture’ (Morin 2008:71). Mills (1959) can be seen to be acknowledging the 

recursive principle in his discussion of the sociological imagination where he 

proposes a feedback loop between personal troubles and public issues. Mills (1959) 

argues that the quality of mind that recognises these interconnections enables 

people to move beyond the sense of entrapment that arises from not understanding 

the wider historical and social context. Consequently, an individual can be in 

dialogic relationship with society so that they have both autonomy and dependence 

(Morin 2008). From this perspective then, an organisation is composed of recursive 

relationships influencing the nature of its parts and the organisation as a whole 

(Morin 1992). Instead of seeing individuals and organisations as separate, they can 

be understood recursively so that individuals make the organisation and the 

organisation makes the individuals. Thus, local self-organising Transition Initiatives 

are in recursive relationship with the Transition network. A feminist viewpoint 

would then ask questions about the nature of these relationships and their inherent 

power relations. 

The holographic principle 

Understanding a living system or organisation entails more than awareness of its 

totality and its context, it also requires an understanding of its parts, and the 

relationship between the whole and the parts. This is the holographic principle, 

which Morin claims ‘surpasses both reductionism, which can only see the parts, and 

holism which can only see the whole’ (2008:50). Each part, or holon, preserves its 

uniqueness and individuality as it contains, in a sense, the whole and yet, each part 

is not merely a reflection of the whole. Morin describes the whole as ‘effectively a 

macro-unity’, and the parts as having ‘a double identity, one which continues to 

belong to each of them individually (and is thus irreducible to the whole), and one 

which is held in common (constituting, so to speak, their citizenship in the system)’ 

(Morin 1992:373). The whole has a number of properties and qualities that the parts 

do not have in isolation. For instance, each cell of our body contains the totality of 
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our genetic information, and yet our body is more than just an accumulation of 

these cells.   

According to the recursive principle, the interactions between the whole and the 

parts are multi-directional with interaction between the parts, as well as with the 

whole, and from the whole to other wholes and parts (Morin 2008). Morin explains 

that at the same time that the whole is more than the sum of the parts, the whole is 

also less than the sum of the parts since the ‘organisation of the whole imposes 

constraints and inhibitions upon the parts that constitute it and which no longer 

possess their total freedom’ (2008:101). The extent of these constraints and 

inhibitions will vary according to the structural organisation of the whole and the 

concomitant power dynamics. A social organisation can be considered in terms of 

the constraints it imposes and the freedom it enables, and in turn the constraints 

and freedoms it experiences with its wider system (Morin 1999). This provides 

analytical tools for considering where an organisation is enabling or restrictive in its 

design. Living systems such as individuals, societies and Transition are both closed 

in that they maintain their own identity and integrity, and open in that they are 

affected by, and effect, their environment.  

The holographic principle can be applied to Transition as a social organisation that 

exists as a whole: the Transition network; and as parts: individual participants, 

Transition Initiatives and regional or national hubs. Burton et al. claim that the 

‘success and phenomenal growth of the Transition network’ is due to ‘its emerging 

holographic structure that mimics cell growth in living organisms’ (2012:16). As 

holons within Transition, the experiences of participants and Initiatives are 

reflective of, but not identical to, those of other people or Initiatives involved in 

Transition around the world. From a complexity perspective, we can never fully 

comprehend any phenomenon in its entirety (Morin 2008), but by perceiving it 

simultaneously through its parts and as a whole, and observing the freedoms and 

constraints in their inter-relating, we are able to gain a fuller understanding than if 

we were to reduce the phenomena to simply the whole or the parts. The 

implications of this when discussing Transition are that the Transition Network and 

the lived experiences of people in Transition Initiatives, as well as the relationships 

between both, are all vital to understanding the movement. Taking this perspective 

also assumes that Transition Initiatives are holonic in that there are properties 

common to Initiatives and the network. As Transition grows and diversifies, the 

extent of common properties may diminish to the extent that some Initiatives are 

not in holographic relationship with Transition. In terms of constraints and 

freedoms, it is the many diverse actions, events, motivations, fears, concerns, hopes, 

intentions, and interactions that form each Transition Initiative, that then contribute 

to the evolution of the Transition model. These interactions between the Network 

and the Initiatives are important for innovation and change, which is referred to in 

complexity parlance as emergence. Similarly, the processes that the Transition 

Network and national hubs employ internally, and the opportunities and 

restrictions within their local and external contexts, all create impacts and 

influences, which then enable and constrain the different Transition Initiatives. 
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Emergent qualities feed back recursively to the parts and give them qualities that 

they could not have if they were isolated from the organising whole.  

The application of the three principles discussed above can be seen in Morin’s 

reformulation of the slogan ‘think globally, act locally’ where he removes the binary 

between global and local, and thinking and acting. He argues that we are 

‘constrained in our global age to think jointly locally and globally and to try to act at 

the same time locally and globally (2006:11). Morin’s concerns are congruent with 

Barr and Devine-Wright’s observation that new forms of community resilience, such 

as Transition, tend to look inwards ‘through the guarding and celebration of the 

local commons’ which also entails some measure of ‘withdrawing from the 

responsibility of individuals and communities towards the global commons’ 

(2012:527).  

Emergence 

Emergence is a core principle of complexity that is critical to evolution and 

creativity, and relates to the often surprising way that new ideas or meanings will 

appear without control or prediction (Letiche, Lissack and Schultz 2011). Such new 

and unexpected ‘properties, qualities, patterns or structures’ arise from interactions 

between elements and create new orders (Mitleton-Kelly 2003:40). This means that 

reductionism, where the focus is on separated parts, rather than interactions 

between parts, is antithetical to emergence (Walby 2007). When systems ‘encounter 

a point of instability, there is either a breakdown or, more frequently, a spontaneous 

emergence of new forms of order’, which is qualitatively different to the state it 

emerged from (Capra 2004:2). Emergence is a quality inherent to all living systems 

and the unexpected orderly patterns created from seemingly disorderly elements 

are referred to as emergent qualities (Morin 2008). The Occupy movement is an 

example of an emergent movement that arose from the breakdown in the US 

economy and was unanticipated in its scale or reach.  

A core feature of emergence is that the effects of actions will create unknowable, 

non-linear outcomes. Therefore, in an organisational context, as new patterns of 

interaction occur, the organisation will necessarily evolve in ‘unexpected and novel 

ways’ (Kuhn 2009:31). Capra suggests that organisations are comprised of both 

designed structures that provide stability and ‘embody relationships of power’, and 

emergent structures that enable ‘novelty, creativity and flexibility’ (2004:3). 

Emergent structures arise due to relational interactions, which means the 

development of networks is critical, as well as developing a culture of openness and 

trust and mutual support (Capra 2004). Transition is designed to foster emergent 

structures, as can be seen in the devolved structure of the network, which privileges 

self-organisation in the local context and collaborative information generation and 

distribution across the network (Hopkins 2011). From a complexity perspective, a 

directive managerial approach can disrupt the natural flow of actions and create 

internal resistance (Chia 2011). In contrast, Transition has adopted an approach that 
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allow ‘priorities to emerge spontaneously through local ingenuity and adaptive 

actions taken in situ’ (Chia 2011:193).  

The capacity for informal networking and dialogue (Carline and Pearson 2007) 

contributes to the aliveness of an organisation (Capra 2003) and hence emergence. 

These interactions are recursive opportunities for change that can also shape the 

organisation. This is exemplified in the commonly practiced communicative 

processes employed at a local Transition level such as Open Space Technology 

(Owen 2008), in which participants determine the agenda and the content of the 

meeting, or the participatory World Cafe model. These approaches encourage 

meaningful involvement and substantial dialogue among participants and create 

opportunities for innovations to emerge. Additionally, by increasing the number of 

stakeholders in projects through forming partnerships across a community, the 

range of potential outcomes and influences is also increased. For instance, the nature 

of Transition events such as food swaps, local growers markets, community and 

school gardens and seed saving days are forums for informal networking and 

interaction. This may lead to new groups or links between people forming, who 

create new Transition-related projects or simply new friendships and possibilities 

may be ignited.  

Capra (2003) points out that a culture which supports emergence must include the 

freedom to make mistakes. In such a culture, experimentation is encouraged and 

learning is valued as much as success. The language of experimentation is 

accentuated in the Transition literature and permeates the Transition Network 

website. For example, the Transition Network offers a ‘cheerful disclaimer’ in its 

literature: 

Transition is not a known quantity. We truly don’t know if Transition will 

work. It is a social experiment on a massive scale. 

What we are convinced of is this: 

•  If we wait for the governments, it will be too little, too late; 

•  If we act as individuals, it’ll be too little; 

•  But if we act as communities, it might be just enough, just in time  

(Hopkins 2011:16). 

The language in this disclaimer is tentative and conveys the sense that the outcomes 

of Transition cannot be known. As Morin expresses: ‘true thinking is thinking that 

looks disorder and uncertainty in the face’ (2008:88) and it would seem that the 

Transition model confronts the complexity of the current world situation and offers 

possibilities for engagement that can facilitate emergent outcomes. The evolving 

nature of the Transition literature is also indicative of an emergent approach to 

organisational behaviour. This can be seen in the way the initial ‘Transition 

Handbook’ (Hopkins 2008) was rewritten as the ‘Transition Companion’ (2011) in 

order to create a text that was reflective of the experiences of Initiatives participating 

in the Transition model. Each Initiative is guided chiefly by its local context and the 

skills, passions, time and energy of local participants, and is informed by the 

principle of ‘letting it go where it wants to’ (Hopkins 2008, 2011). Hopkins 
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comments that ‘Transition can be very challenging for control freaks ... it develops 

its own momentum, and because it builds on what those involved feel passionately 

about, it tends to head off in many unexpected, but usually delightful directions’ 

(2011:26). The diversity of activities undertaken by Transition Initiatives attests to 

this.  

Uncertainty 

Uncertainty is another core feature of complexity (Wells 2013; Allen and Boulton 

2011; Morin 2008) As has been noted above, although we may be able to identify 

influences and strong possibilities, we are not able to predict definite outcomes. 

Thus, Morin asserts that dismissing the illusion of certainty which seems to hold 

humanity in its thrall, would ‘be a major intellectual conquest’ (1999a:41). The 

tendency to seek out certainty, Montuori (2008) cautions, occurs in ‘times of 

transition’ when people want to reduce their anxiety and find a sense-making 

framework. However he contends that frameworks that offer certainty are informed 

by ‘reductionist and dualistic thinking that drastically reduce the complexity of the 

world’ (2008:xxxvii). In a complex, interdependent, dynamic universe there can only 

be unpredictability due to the multiplicity of intersecting factors (Morin 2008). This 

is conceptualised as ‘the ecology of action’ whereby once an action is performed ‘it 

escapes from the will and intention of that which created it, and enters a set of 

interactions and multiple feedbacks’ (Morin 2006:21). This counters the 

deterministic notions of control over outcomes, and notions of unimpeded linear 

processes that are part of the dominant ideology. An example of this in the field of 

community development is the ‘happenstance’ that can lead to ‘unexpected 

opportunities for sharing ideas and information’ that may result in new 

relationships and projects (Gilchrist 2004: 86). Carline and Pearson (2007) stress the 

inherent nature of uncertainty and the concomitant feeling of fear that often 

accompanies it. They advise that accepting and acting through uncertainty may well 

be a crucial factor in enabling emergence of alternative futures. The rhetoric of 

uncertainty pervades the Transition literature and it would seem to be critical to 

participation in the Great Turning, especially in terms of a shift to complex thinking. 

Macy explains the power of confronting uncertainty: ‘insisting on belief in a positive 

outcome puts blinders on us and burdens the heart. We might manage to convince 

ourselves that everything will surely turn out all right, but would such happy 

assurances elicit our greatest courage and creativity?’ (2006:2).  

Following on from the ecology of action, Morin (2008) advocates the wisdom of 

developing strategies rather than programs which presuppose a constant 

environment. Strategies work with uncertainty and tend to be more responsive, 

flexible and adaptable. Morin (2008) describes strategies as not being a fixed course 

of action, but rather formed with a sense of different possible scenarios which can be 

altered as information is received. He makes the point that strategies work with 

change, by taking advantage of it, rather than seeing it in the negative. Because of 

the principle of the ecology of action, when a strategy is embarked upon, the 

outcomes cannot be known because of the multiple variabilities that can occur. If the 
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approach taken is one of strategy, then the action needs to be followed to assess its 

ongoing impacts. For example, at the level of a local Transition Initiative, the 

program of a weekly food swap could be introduced to a local community without 

realising that a family-run store nearby which had been selling local food began to 

lose business. Equally, the local food swap may stimulate a stronger sense of 

community and encourage local people to start growing more fruit and vegetables 

and could arguably create greater supply at both the food swap and the corner 

store, while building food resilience in the community. If actions are taken in the 

mode of strategies, then potential scenarios can be explored and the impacts of 

activities monitored and modified in response to unintended effects.   

Transition can be seen to have emerged from an exploration of the ‘space of 

possibilities’ as the potential impacts of peak oil and climate change became more 

apparent and introduced a greater degree of uncertainty into social discourse. In 

writing about teaching in community, bell hooks poetically explains that she ‘hopes 

to illuminate the space of the possible where we can work to sustain our hope and 

create community with justice as the core foundation’ (2003:xvi). hooks’ intent is 

resonant with the complexity concept of the ‘space of possibilities’ whereby 

conditions that impose constraint of some form, can actually also create the basis for 

‘new patterns of relationships and different structures’ to emerge (Mitleton-Kelly 

2003:34). The genesis of Transition came from confronting the constraints being 

imposed by climate change and peak oil on a carbon-dependent society and 

imagining ways of being that could support a graceful descent from ‘carbon 

addiction’ (Hopkins 2008). In complexity parlance, this might be described as a peak 

fitness landscape (Kuhn 2009) whereby there is maximum coherence between the 

concept of Transition and the environment it has emerged in. This concept offers 

some explanation for the way that so many diverse Initiatives have spontaneously 

arisen in a wide range of contexts. It is as if, metaphorically, there were perfect 

growing conditions when the seeds of Transition were sown. These include: the 

coalescing of increasing information about climate change and peak oil, and 

disenchantment with government responses to these issues; an unstable economic 

environment; as well as the accessibility and capabilities of the internet. As people 

participate in Transition, they are also personally exploring the space of possibilities 

as a way of addressing their concerns about peak oil and climate change. 

Self-organisation 

Self-organisation is a feature of all complex systems.  Self-organised entities are both 

closed, in that they maintain integrity and identity, and open, in that they interact 

with their environment (Morin 2008). This means that although self-organised 

entities are ‘relatively autonomous’ they are equally open to the influences of their 

environments (Morin 2008:113). They are dynamic, yet exhibit coherence through 

‘internally evolving principles’ (Kuhn 2009:26) and are propelled by principles of 

connectivity, interdependence and emergence (Mitleton-Kelly 2003). Self-organising 

entities can be understood holographically, so that they are both a whole within 

themselves and a part of a whole, connected by recursive relationships. Morin 
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(2008:61) uses the term ‘self-eco-organising’ to emphasise the ecological dependence 

of each living system, so that for example a self-eco-organising being is one who has 

an ‘active, embodied relationship’ in dynamic co-evolution with the world. As such, 

while a person, or a system such as a Transition Initiative or the Transition 

movement, may have relative autonomy to self-organise, it does so within its 

ecological context and multiple forms of interaction. 

The concept of self-organisation is frequently referred to in the rhetoric of the 

Transition model. Burton et al. (2011) suggest that Transition Initiatives are a good 

example of self-organising local communities that follow ecological principles.  For 

example, one of the principles of Transition is subsidiarity whereby ‘Transition 

should not centralise or control decision making but … reflect the ability of natural 

systems to self-organise’ (Hopkins 2011:78). The Transition literature also refers to 

the need to facilitate processes whereby the Transition network itself becomes much 

more self-organising and owned and driven by the projects themselves (Hopkins 

2011). Self-organising systems are dialogic, simultaneously closed in their autonomy 

but open in their interactions and interdependence. Morin suggests that autonomy 

‘should always be conceived, not in opposition to, but in complementarity with the 

idea of dependence’ (2008:114). Consequently, in considering Transition Initiatives 

as self-organising entities, it is important to question whether they are maintaining 

the dialogic awareness of their ecological dependence, and an awareness of their 

recursive whole/parts relationships with other Initiatives and the Transition 

movement. 

Within self-organising systems that seek to be adaptive and dynamic, different 

models of leadership can serve to facilitate emergence and work with uncertainty 

(Stacey 2012; Capra 2003). From a complexity perspective it is the role of the leader 

to enable emergence through facilitating high levels of connectivity among 

empowered individuals, rather than a directive, top-down approach (Uhl-Bien and 

Marion 2011). This is a shared or distributed view of leadership so that the multiple 

interactions at the local level impact the global level, and change is not mandated 

but emergent (Uhl-Bien and Marion 2011). Rather than being the innovator, the 

leader encourages innovation, and rather than creating change themselves, the 

leader gives meaning to the emergent change (Plowman et al. 2007). As such, 

leadership is concerned with the ‘patterns of interactions’ in the everyday 

experience of the organisation moreso than ‘visions, planning and controlling’ 

(Johannessen 2012:171). As noted in Chapter 2, Transition is largely silent around 

the topic of leadership. The Transition Network, based in Totnes, and very much 

publically fronted by Rob Hopkins, has provided leadership to the Transition 

movement which would seem to be resonant with the model of leadership 

expressed above, whereby it is not based on control or authority, but designing 

patterns of interactions that facilitate self-organisation at the local level. Perhaps this 

is an example of what Johannessen refers to as ‘local interaction and global 

patterning’ (2012:166).  
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Networks and connectivity 

The word complex originally derives from the Latin word complexus which means 

braided together (Morin 2008). This provides a visual representation of the ‘intricate 

inter-twining or inter-connectivity of elements within a system and between a 

system and its environment’ (Mitleton-Kelly 2003:26), which in complex systems is 

often a network pattern. Networks are the ‘antithesis’ of a hierarchical system 

(Cilliers 2011:148) and comprise ‘components which form random unregulated 

networks in which any element may be connected with any other element’ (Scott-

Cato and Hillier 2010:872).  Capra (2003:101) explains that the shift in biological and 

ecological sciences from hierarchical to network metaphors occurred as it became 

clearer that networks are ‘one of the hallmarks of life’. The features that typify 

networks include ‘the tendency to associate, establish links, cooperate, and maintain 

symbiotic relationships’ (Capra 2003:101). Consequently, understanding social 

organisations as living systems, means that they are self-generating networks ‘that 

continually create, or recreate themselves by transforming or replacing their 

components’ so that particular components are not critical to the functioning of the 

network (Capra 2003:9). This means that networks can experience structural change 

but the weblike network patterns remain.  

Organisations that work with a network pattern are cognisant that the processes 

which sustain social networks are based on connectivity and shared meaning-

making. The concept of connectivity refers to the multiplicity of interactions and 

degree of interdependence that characterise complex behaviour (Mitleton-Kelly 

2003).  Where there is high connectivity there are a greater number of potential 

impacts on any action, and this is considered to be a vital element of network social 

movements (Chesters and Welsh 2011; 2006). Network structures are able to adapt 

quickly and are suited to conditions of uncertainty (Cilliers 2011) and consequently 

can be used to optimise different types of behaviour (Gilchrist 2009). They extend 

communication within and beyond self-organising systems and ‘allow a form of 

intelligence gathering, enabling people to gain access to advice, services and 

resources they might not otherwise know about or be able to influence’ (Gilchrist 

2009:63). While networks can also suppress knowledge-sharing, their structure 

means that they can also be the ‘mechanisms by which subversive ideas circulate, 

gather momentum and finally surface to challenge the status quo’ (Gilchrist 

2009:62). As such, Gilchrist argues, informal networks are essential to processes of 

social change, especially those which ‘open up access to new ideas or encourage 

incompatible views to be exposed’, and they can ultimately lead to the creation of 

new paradigms (2009:63).  

Ideally, due to its network structure, information flows multiple ways in Transition, 

in contrast to a hierarchical unidirectional mode. This means that power relations 

can be dispersed and distributed and devolved to the level of the Initiative and the 

interactions flowing across the network. The maintenance of connectivity is vital 

because where connectivity is low or elements of a system are very similar, then the 

organisation or system can become ‘stagnant or frozen’ (Gilchrist 2000:266). 
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Reciprocity, which is also a feature of networks, can revive and sustain relationships 

with low connectivity through dialogue and building trust (Gilchrist 2009). Where 

there is particularly high connectivity, and turbulent environments, this can be 

interpreted as the ‘edge of chaos’ (Gilchrist 2004). Applying complexity to 

community development, Gilchrist suggests that networks function well at the edge 

of chaos and can ‘enhance creativity and promote innovative forms of cooperation’ 

(2004:86). She claims that the purpose of community development is to use 

networking as a way of creating opportunities for emergence and that ‘the 

maintenance of interlocking flexible networks around a variety of interests and 

identities will constitute our best strategy for building mature, resilient and 

sustainable communities’ (Gilchrist 2004:95). Transition does not seem to engage 

explicitly with the possibilities that its network structure provides. Gilchrist’s (2009; 

2004) perspectives on complexity and community development could provide 

useful insights for Transition Initiatives seeking to utilise networking more fully to 

foster change in their communities.   

It is part of their self-organising nature that Transition Initiatives, which can be 

understood as nodes along networks, will form and evolve, or dissipate. Nodes are 

points along a network that are self-organising and interconnected, but nodes are 

not dependent solely on another node. At a nodal or holonic level, if one Initiative 

were to dissolve, this would not affect the integrity of the other Initiatives or 

Transition as a whole (Espinosa and Walker 2011), although, due to their 

interrelatedness, there would be impact on some parts of the movement. This means 

that Transition is not dependent on the survival of one particular Initiative as there 

are hundreds of different Initiatives spread across the network. It is interesting to 

consider, however, what would happen to Transition if the Totnes-based Transition 

Network were to dissipate. Ideally because networks are adaptable, Transition 

would reconfigure. Hidalgo suggests that the ability ‘of organisation networks to 

morph into different configurations can be vital to their sustainability’ (2011:558). 

Thus it can be seen that resilience and strength are features of the Transition 

approach.  

Communicative connectedness 
 

The concept of communicative connectedness refers to the quality of connectivity 

between people, and this can be seen to shape the nature of organisations (Kuhn 

2009). Communication may refer to interactions such as interpersonal or group-

based conversations or informal or formal events. The quality of the communication 

will be dependent on multiple factors including the context, past history, and the 

assumptions and intentions of the different parties. In local Transition Initiatives an 

emphasis is placed on building relationships between participants, with the 

community and active community groups, and with other Transition groups. For 

example, at events held by Transition Initiatives, opportunities for people to get to 

know each other are often prioritised with regular activities like shared meals and 

interactive workshops. Visioning workshops are also often held as a way of 

facilitating a community-led exploration of the ‘space of possibilities’ in a low 
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carbon future (Hopkins 2011). Montuori’s emphasis from a complexity perspective 

on the need for a ‘form of dialogical consciousness’ is relevant here, as he argues 

that being closed to certain dialogues can reduce diversity and heterogeneity of 

views (1998:35). Communicative connectedness could also refer to the ways that 

Transition engages with different theoretical models and approaches so that it 

remains a ‘learning network’ (Giangrande 2011) or learning community (Capra 

2003) and this is explored further in Chapter 8.  

Co-evolution 

Co-evolution refers to the notion that the actions of any entity will affect its social 

ecosystem, and entities it may be in relationship with, while it is also being affected 

by the actions of other entities (Mitleton-Kelly 2003). Co-evolution places emphasis 

on the ‘evolution of interactions and the reciprocal evolution’ (Mitleton-Kelly 

2003:7) so that the relationships between people and organisations precipitate 

change in the other. In terms of Transition, participants are both influencing and 

influenced by the context they operate in, and can therefore precipitate co-evolution. 

Co-evolution occurs in a complex, intertwinement of relationships between multiple 

entities, which will affect each other in different ways. This concept can generate 

both responsibility and empowerment as people and organisations realise their 

capacity to influence other entities and their environment. However, it is not always 

a smooth process; because as per the dialogic principle, some disintegration may be 

vital to invigoration occurring (Mitleton-Kelly 2003). Conn’s (2011) analysis of the 

challenges of co-evolution between the community sector and external/public 

agencies is pertinent to Transition. She conceptualises this as a ‘social eco-system 

dance’ between groups with distinctly different organisational dynamics. The 

community sector is described as having horizontal peer systems which are 

characterised by ‘fluid, informal, free association forms of peer relationships’ 

(2011:6). She contrasts this with vertical hierarchical dynamics that require ‘detailed 

structured regulation’ (2011:6). The expectations that these groups can mesh in 

working together are not always realised, and subsequently, Conn suggests that, 

instead, where they are in interaction could be conceived as the space of 

possibilities. This conceptualisation enables perspectives such as analysing the 

fitness landscape for proposed projects and considering the ‘adjacent possible’ 

which refers to the emergent potentialities in the situation (Conn 2011).  

It is relevant to consider co-evolution in relation to the way that Transition 

Initiatives interact with local government. While Transition places considerable 

emphasis on the need to develop good relationships with local authorities (Hopkins 

2011), this is not without potential problems. Using the Transition Network, UK, as 

a case study, The Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government (ACELG) 

sponsored research into the state of relationships between English local authorities 

and ‘nationally networked based movements’ (Storey 2011:2). Both English and 

New South Wales local government authorities require community engagement, 

however the recent British Localism Bill has provoked considerable change in the 

ways Council work with local communities. ACELG were interested to learn about 
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the ‘governance approaches, levels of collaboration and the anticipated effects of the 

UK Localism Bill on the relationships, support and funding in the case study 

councils’ (Storey 2011:3). As Transition has a stated aim of working with local 

Council, Storey’s commentary on the relationship between a number of local 

Councils and Transition Initiatives is illuminating. She points out the conflicting 

perspectives held by Transition members whereby some advocate for strong 

working relationships with Councils while others perceive such relationships to be 

ideologically and/or functionally problematic. Storey also emphasises the differing 

perceptions about events, issues and relationships between Council and Transition 

Initiatives. At the same time, she relates instances where Transition and Councils 

have worked effectively together and concludes that ‘both sides are positive about 

the reasons to work together’ (2011:17) and finding ways to work more 

collaboratively together will enhance this. As Storey observes ‘if the modus 

operandi for a Transition Initiative is going to be fluid, then maintaining 

relationships with less fluid institutions will be challenging’ (2011:15). 

Forming relationships with government could lead to co-option and divergence 

from Transition’s core focus (Smith 2011:102) as the processes employed by 

Transition Initiatives are not necessarily in alignment with potential funding or 

auspicing bodies. Where Transition Initiatives become dependent in any way upon 

external bodies in terms of their operational practices, they risk institutional 

isomorphism whereby a homogenising process can occur in favour of the more 

powerful body (DiMaggio and Powell 2002). This would mitigate against the 

process of co-evolution as Transition Initiatives could be expected to take on the 

regulatory requirements of the external body which may contradict or clash with 

the Initiative’s ethos or principles. The interactions between the Transition Initiative 

and the external body would therefore not be mutual. Rather than being reliant on 

external sources for funding, there is considerable encouragement in the Transition 

literature for Initiatives to cultivate enterprises such as community-supported 

development, banks, energy companies and farms (Hopkins 2013). This shift in 

funding focus may provide greater opportunity for co-evolution between 

government bodies and Transition, as the relationship is less vulnerable to 

institutional isomorphism and more focussed on shared interests. Opportunities for 

co-evolution are more likely where emergence is facilitated and the space of 

possibilities is explored. Therefore the desired effect of co-evolution with shared 

learning, processes and outcomes that enable Transition Initiatives to maintain their 

integrity, may not necessarily be the effect of working with Local Government. By 

applying a co-evolution lens, the issues associated with interaction with local 

government can be problematised, and addressed strategically.  

 

Social change 

Complexity theories provide a means for shifting to a sustainability-based society 

through taking a relational perspective predicated on uncertainty and dynamism, 

patterns of networks, feedback and self-organisation (Wells 2013). These 

conceptions of complexity do not present a master-theory but rather a meta-
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perspective that ‘can connect or link different strands of knowledge together’ 

(Dodds 2011:15). As the problems confronting the planet are ultimately 

interconnected, they need to be problematised as such, and complexity provides this 

opportunity. Complexity can be applied from different angles to understand the 

nature of social change (Wells 2013; Walby 2012; Sotolongo 2007). Walby (2012:72) 

suggests that the ‘theoretical flexibility’ of complexity theory provides for a 

‘systemic analysis of social interconnections’ that is not marred by reductionism and 

can comprehend the ‘depth of intersecting multiple systems of social inequality’ 

(2012:77). In considering the possible trajectory to more sustainable living, Wells 

(2013) conceives change from a broader societal lens, claiming the importance of the 

big picture and long term to be able to discern patterns. She suggests that 

historically it can be seen that longer term stability has resulted from societies that 

have remained ‘within the bounds of regional ecological limits’ (Wells 2013:93). 

However, it is evidently more complex than this due to multiple intervening factors 

and, like Walby (2012), she emphasises that because ‘the problems are largely 

interdependent, they must be conceived in their interactions, and it appears that we 

must also conceive of the solutions in their ensemble’ (2012:307). Sotolongo argues 

that rather than social structures or individual subjectivities being the forums for 

change, it is actually the patterns that compose the ‘collective practices characteristic 

of everyday life’ (2007:128) that need to change to create a new social reality. The 

likelihood of the change occurring is dependent on the many different contextual 

variables, but, Sotolongo (2007) argues, it is possible. 

Complexity perspectives emphasise that significant change can arise from small 

actions (Patterson 2010), in a sense affirming Margaret Mead’s famous quote which 

is cited by many social movements, including Transition: ‘Never doubt that a small 

group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only 

thing that ever has’ (Hopkins 2011:93). Meadows’ (1997) approach to social change 

described as ‘places to intervene in a complex system’ is used as a framework to 

work with organisational and social change. In a statement that embraces the 

dialogic, she summarises the approach needed to be taken to the challenging project 

of change. She proposes that ‘finding points of leverage in a system has less to do 

with pushing levers, than it does with disciplined thinking combined with 

strategically, profoundly, madly letting go (Meadows 1997:12). The Transition 

principle of ‘letting it go where it wants to’ is resonant with Meadows’ approach.  

Conclusion 

The forces that have historically, and continue to mitigate against a shift to a life-

sustaining society are enmeshed in the ‘simplicity paradigm’ which is typified by 

disjunction, reductionism and abstraction (Morin 2008). In contrast, a complexity 

paradigm provokes a shift to understanding of the complex interdependence of life. 

The Transition movement is congruent with many principles of complexity theories, 

and from a complexity perspective this enhances its ability to become an effective 

force for change in the world, and if it were to draw more explicitly on complexity 

principles, it might further enhance its influence through more determined 
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facilitation of emergence. Complexity lenses show that Transition as a model for 

change is contributing to the second dimension of the Great Turning; creating 

alternative structures and practices. Designed with a whole systems approach, and 

with a networked structure, Transition demonstrates how a movement for change 

can engage with complexity. Transition employs the language of uncertainty in 

describing itself as a social experiment without a known outcome. This can be 

understood as a strength of the movement, which in embracing uncertainty, also 

creates the space for emergence. 

In its relatively brief history, Transition has continued to adapt and evolve as a 

dynamic, responsive organisation. This is in part due to the recursive relationship 

between the self-organising Initiatives and the Transition Network hub. The extent 

to which Transition Initiatives are holons within the Transition Network depends 

on how they choose to engage with the Transition model. At present, without any 

oversight of Initiatives, other than an initial registration process, Transition 

Initiatives are able to determine how much they draw on the model. The network 

model facilitates connectivity between Initiatives, and the principle of co-evolution 

suggests that ongoing relationships between Initiatives and the Transition Network 

hub will foster the potential of each. While the Transition Network suggests 

building relationships with all sectors of the community, applying the principle of 

co-evolution can assist in analysing the mutual impacts of such relationships.  

It is important at this point to return to the metaphor of the fractured lenses 

introduced in the previous chapter. I explained that using feminist and complexity 

lenses provide different, yet complementary ways of seeing. Understanding them as 

fractured lenses (D’Cruz 2001) is to acknowledge the dynamic interplay between the 

lenses themselves, and when they are turned towards the research data. A fractured 

lens also describes my positionality, and the knowledge and understanding that I 

bring to the act of seeing. This is an embodied, complex space, continuously and 

recursively influenced by engagement with multiple people, texts and ideas. 

Therefore as I move from a discussion about feminist and complexity lenses, to the 

following chapter which explains how I conducted and interpreted the research, I 

wish to emphasise the fractured nature of these lenses which were constantly 

constructed throughout the entire research process. The following chapter discusses 

the research methods and data interpretation. In the first section I discuss how I 

undertook the research, including data collection and information about the 

research participants. I consider the issues inherent in interviews as well as the 

benefits of these approaches. I then take the reader through the journey of my 

process of interpreting the data using thematic analysis. I explain that this journey 

was rich and challenging, as I cycled through its various phases.  
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Chapter 5: Palimpsest  
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Why do we do it?  

Nobody seems to know 

Why we do it.  

Nobody seems to even ask 

Why we do it. No voice of gentle enquiry, 

No bewildered cry from the street,  

The sudden shout,  

“Why do we do it? “ 

 

How strange! 

It’s as if everybody knows 

Precisely why we do it,  

And the reason is too obvious to mention, 

Or perhaps too vile and shameful to acknowledge, 

Or too silly. 

Why the silence? 

Do we do it because everybody else  

Does it,  

Or is it because we are afraid of not doing it? 

 

Why? 

Please!  

Somebody!  

Why do we do it?  

(Michael Leunig 2002:96)  
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Dear Dad,  

I have a photo of you as a young man propped up against some books on my desk. So, this 

morning as I sit at my desk, looking at the somewhat unsatisfactory pages I have written, I 

thought that I would begin this chapter with a letter to you. I feel deeply sad that you have 

not been able to be part of this process. I know that you would have asked me some very 

thoughtful and penetrating questions that I may have reacted to at first, but which would 

have ultimately encouraged me to reflect more deeply. I wish that you were here to give your 

supportive and proud smile as I hand you a bound copy of this work. By writing to you, I 

honour your belief in me, and the inspiration you gave me to care for our earth and to work 

for social justice.  

As a participant from Transition’s inception in Australia, I have been enthusiastic about the 

possibilities inherent in its approaches. As with the first flush of love, I was unable to see the 

flaws and challenges that might affect our relationship and could broach no thought of 

critique. This meant that in framing my initial research questions I was curious, but more in 

the manner of gentle intimacy than in the probing way that can cast the first shades of 

concern as time passes in a relationship.  The sort of things that a father might immediately 

notice in his daughter’s beloved, but often will hold his counsel while she learns through 

living.  

This is not to say that I still don’t think that Transition is an exciting movement, ripe with 

potential, but as our relationship has matured I have been able to stand back from it to some 

extent.  I can of course only view Transition through my own subjectivity, but as I have 

learnt through the process of this research, where I acknowledge this, it makes for a more 

meaningful and transparent thesis. So now I can see Transition’s bumps and warts, its 

errant hairs, and occasional self-inflating propensities as well as all those features that were 

the source of initial delight.  

And what a journey of learning this PhD has been. Learning about myself, and learning so 

much about research processes. It is like a vision quest in some ways: setting my intent and 

then drawing on my own inner resources and will and discernment, as I immerse myself in 

the field. At times I’ve stumbled in the dark, at others, experienced moments of joy as ideas 

tumble into place, and of course there’s been lots of necessary plodding. There are so many 

changes I would make along the way were I to do this again. But, at this point I take the 

wisdom of hindsight forwards with me.  

I became enchanted with the idea of a palimpsest which is a manuscript or piece of writing 

material on which the original writing has been effaced to make room for later writing, but of 

which traces remain.  I love the idea that unlike the cut and delete of word processing, there 

are traces of the original document/s in the palimpsest. The reader does not get to see the 

many iterations this thesis has moved through, and much as I love the image of the many 

drafts as a backwash to the final text, I do not have technical expertise to create such a 

document. 
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My thesis is currently a roughly hewn piece of wood. The shape is discernible, and I am now 

at the stage that I need to hone, and chisel and polish it. So Dad, as I write, I’ll imagine the 

questions you might have asked, perhaps delight now and then in a well-formed idea you 

might have appreciated and I’ll be mindful of maintaining the integrity you modelled so well, 

towards myself, the participants, the reader, and, to be fully inclusive, all beings.  

 

With much love 

Clare  

  



 101 

 

Given that Transition was a relatively new movement when I began this research, I 

was particularly interested in looking at Transition in practice in the Australian 

context. I was interested to explore how people experienced their involvement in 

Transition, how they perceived it to be creating change in their communities and 

what sort of challenges they confronted. Also, at the time, Transition seemed to be 

taking a new direction from many environmental movements in integrating a 

dimension referred to as ‘Heart and Soul’, and I wanted to know how this worked 

in practice and what differences it makes to the movement when it is incorporated. 

As I note in the letter that precedes this chapter, I wore rose-coloured glasses when I 

first began the research process and it has been a significant part of my journey that 

I have substituted the rose-coloured lenses with the fractured lenses of feminist and 

complexity theories that have interplayed with my own experiences and reflexive 

practice. Engagement with theory has enhanced my appreciation of, and ability to 

view, Transition with deeper understanding from a range of perspectives.  

The previous chapters have provided the landscape for this research, and in this 

chapter I describe how I explored the rich and multi-layered terrain of Transition in 

practice. The conceptual lenses that have guided my choices in the process of 

designing and undertaking the research were discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. This 

chapter discusses the processes of designing, conducting and interpreting the 

research that I conducted. In order to understand how Transition is manifesting in 

the Australian context within the Great Turning, I conducted a series of interviews 

with people closely involved in Transition and sent a survey to Australian 

Transition groups. In researching Transition in Australia, I hoped to be able to 

contribute to the dynamic evolution of the movement. I was struck by the 

sentiments of some of the authors who are writing about Transition, and who I 

initially felt quite intimidated by. I am learning to see them as critical friends, as one 

of my supervisors suggested, which has helped immensely. Scott-Cato and Hillier 

could be speaking for me when they write: ‘Questions about the role and power of 

the researcher are especially pressing, since we have a responsibility not to 

undermine the grassroots initiatives we are studying. This is exacerbated by the fact 

that, whether they are conscious of it or not, every researcher is affected by the 

crisis, and many are deeply involved in the process of change that they are also 

studying’ (2010:870). They then go on to say that their account of Transition is 

written in a ‘supportive but critical vein’, which is how I would now also describe 

this research. 

Designing the research 

The following table provides an overview of the research questions, the types and 

sources of evidence, and the methods used in interpreting the data.  
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Research Questions  Type of evidence  Source  

of evidence 

Methods for 

data 

interpretation 

1. In what ways is 

Transition a force in 

the Great Turning?  

2. Are Australian 

Transition 

Initiatives 

replicating existing 

paradigms and 

structures or 

challenging and re-

imagining them? 

Qualitative Data   

30 interviews,  

32 surveys. 

 

Active participants in 

Australian Transition 

Initiatives  

Interviews from QLD, NSW 

& Victorian participants  

Surveys from QLD, NSW, 

SA, WA, Tasmanian & 

Victorian participants 

Thematic 

analysis 

 

Table 2. Overview of the research  

Before looking at the research methods in-depth, I discuss research ethics, as these 

underlie the research process.  

Research ethics 

Conducting ethical research relates to both ‘procedural ethics’ which refers to the 

formal ethics approval process, and ‘ethics in practice’ concerning ethical issues that 

occur during the course of the research (Guillemin and Gillam 2004:262). These 

concepts are necessarily interlinked, and ethics in practice was discussed in Chapter 

3 as integral to methodology. In terms of procedural ethics, I found the process of 

submitting an ethics application valuable for consolidating my research approach, 

and thinking through ethical implications. I submitted my research proposal via the 

National Ethics Application Form (NEAF 2004), which provides a standardised 

format for submission to Human Ethics Committees. The University of Western 

Sydney Human Ethics committee approved my proposed research which followed 

the principles of beneficence; of maximising benefit and minimising harm; of respect 

toward the research participants and of justice (Fisher and Anushko 2008:96). As 

part of this procedure I committed to the ethical responsibilities that I carry as a 

researcher, including abiding by ethical principles and being respectful and 

concerned for the well-being of the participants throughout the research process. 

The form also addresses issues of ‘privacy, consent, confidentiality and trust and 

transparency with participants’ which are common research concerns (Olesen 

2003:361). I needed to acknowledge that I had been mindful of these issues in 

designing and conducting the research. I was given ethics approval by the UWS 

Human Ethics Committee in June 2009, and again in November 2011 when I added 

a survey of Australian Transition Initiatives as a research method. When I contacted 

people or Transition Initiatives to participate in the research, they were provided 

with a copy of the approved information sheet, a participant consent form and the 

interview or survey questions. (See Appendix 1 for copies of these documents.)  
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Once the interviews were transcribed I provided all participants with copies of the 

transcripts which they either gave feedback on, or gave me permission to use in full. 

As part of the consent process, interviewees were guaranteed anonymity and 

assured that pseudonyms would be used to de-identify them. Survey respondents 

were asked whether they would prefer to be identified or remain anonymous. Only 

three respondents replied to this question and they requested anonymity.  On 

reflection, I can see this question may have been unclear in its phrasing, and would 

have perhaps elicited a greater response rate with a yes/no option and space for 

comment. Therefore I have decided to apply pseudonyms to all Initiatives who 

responded to the survey. Rather than creating a name for each Initiative I have used 

a random sequence of capital letters as pseudonyms. Where Initiatives are identified 

throughout the thesis, this is because the information that I use at that point is 

publically available on their website22. Anonymity can be a complex issue in writing 

up research (Kaiser 2012); although names can be easily substituted, sometimes the 

context can reveal a participant’s identity. The decision sometimes needs to be made 

to exclude data that may enable ‘deductive disclosure’ (Kaiser 2012:463). There are 

several instances in Chapter 6, 7 and 8 where the specific nature of the interviewee’s 

comment would make them identifiable to a readership within the Transition 

movement in Australia. Because I determined that these comments were important 

to the data analysis, in these instances only, I have not used the interviewee’s 

pseudonym, but instead referred to them as ‘a research participant’. Figure 6 on 

page 111, Table 3 on page 112, and Appendix 5 provide some general demographic 

information about the research participants and in the writing up I have removed 

identifying features as much as possible. 

In Chapter 3, ethical mindfulness was introduced as a way of enacting ethics in 

practice, which Heggen and Guillemin (2012) propose can be considered through 

five features. I elaborate on these below and discuss them in relation to the research 

I conducted. As a researcher I needed to remain attentive to my own and the 

participants’ responses, both verbal and non-verbal, so that I was alert to 

(i) ‘ethically important moments’. It is important to recognise, for example, when a 

participant is not comfortable with discussing a point further, and that probing is 

not appropriate. This can be checked explicitly with the participant at the time, or 

the participant may request that text be deleted from the transcript. This occurred 

during the research process when one of the participants spoke about personal 

family issues during an interview. When I sent her the transcript I checked whether 

she wanted this included in the transcript and she requested that it be removed. The 

second feature (ii) ‘attending to discomfort’ refers to the interviewer’s recognition 

and reflection on any discomfort that they may feel during or after the interview. 

For instance, I noticed that I experienced some slight discomfort twice during 

interviews when people who were in relationship would strongly disagree or talk 

                                                      
22 For example, The Transition Newcastle Street Challenge documentation is available on the 

Transition Newcastle website. 
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over the top of each other. When one person dominated the discussion I ensured 

that I checked with the other participant as to whether they had more to say on a 

topic before moving on.  

In order to (iii) ‘articulate what is ethically at stake’, the researcher needs to be 

explicit with themselves and the participants about any issues that arise, and ensure 

that they are addressed where necessary. For instance, I was aware that working in 

a local setting where challenges and tensions may arise, that I could experience 

confidentiality pressures and trust issues. I discussed this issue with each of the 

participants in our local Initiative prior to interviewing them. Integrating 

(iv) reflexivity throughout the research process is also critical to ethical rigour 

(Heggen and Guillemin 2012), and I discussed this in some detail in Chapter 3. It is 

embodied in the text through writing my self into the thesis visibly through the use 

of the first person and overt commentary about my thought processes, as well as the 

device of fractal fragments.  

The final feature is (v) courage which Heggen and Guillemin (2012) contend is 

integral to being able to critically interrogate one’s own research behaviours. 

Throughout the course of the research I have been challenged to recognise my 

preconceptions and at times strongly held beliefs, and this takes some measure of 

courage. Recently I listened to an audio recording of a meeting with my supervisors 

where I heard myself defending my line of reasoning against what I perceived at the 

time to be an unreasonably strong critique from them. Learning to recognise where 

my defences are linked to unexamined assumptions has been a valuable process 

through the thesis.  This also accords with one of the Permaculture principles which 

is ‘apply self-regulation and accept feedback’ (Holmgren 2013). Application of this 

principle can temper passion from becoming blinkered and developing into a 

stubborn disregard for advice. It was useful throughout the research process, to be 

able to recognise, even in hindsight, when I had strayed a long way from this 

principle.  

Interviews 

Interviews are commonly used in social movement research as a means of gaining 

greater understanding of the participants’ ‘motivations and perspectives’ than could 

be gained otherwise (Blee and Taylor 2002:93). An interview structure which 

encourages expansive thinking also gives voice to activists, in enabling them to 

share and reflect on their local knowledge (Goodwin and Jasper 2009). As a feminist 

researcher I am aware that interviews are ‘inextricably and unavoidably historically, 

politically and contextually bound’ (Fontana and Frey 2000:115). They are impacted 

by the broader societal contexts as well as the participants’ and interviewer’s own 

contexts. Each participant’s personal context is complex and dynamically influenced 

by a multiplicity of elements that they bring in a particular moment to the interview 

process (Warren 2012). Also, the events that have shaped the rise of Transition have 

changed considerably over the time of the thesis. For example, in 2009 when I 

conducted the first interviews, peak oil was not a well-known issue, and discourses 
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around climate change were often marginalised. In contrast, by 2013, coal seam gas 

extraction in Australia had become a major issue and the threats posed by climate 

change were headlined by the tabloid media.23  

I chose semi-structured interviews as my primary method because they allow a rich, 

in-depth exploration of topics with participants (Warren 2012). Interview 

participants’ agency can be facilitated where the interview style is semi-structured 

and comprised of open-ended questions (De Vault and Gross 2007). Using this 

format means that although each participant is asked broadly the same questions, 

there is also flexibility in terms of follow up questions, probes and exploration of 

ideas (Blee and Taylor 2002).  This enables deep discussion, so that understanding is 

co-constructed between the interviewer and the participant (Doucet and Mauthner 

2008) and the interview is an active site of meaning-making and reciprocity (Lather 

1991). Being semi-structured meant that the interviewing could be ‘improvisational’ 

to some extent (DeVault and Gross 2007). Johnson and Rowlands point out the 

potential productiveness of seeming digressions in interviews, and suggest that the 

interview needs to be able to ‘go with the flow’ at times (2012:107). As well as being 

responsive to unexpected tangents from the participants and the rich data they may 

offer (Riessman 2012), I began to develop an analysis during the interview process 

which meant that I might pose follow up questions I had not initially anticipated 

asking in the interview (Blee and Taylor 2002). I also listened for gaps, silences, or 

contradictions (Chase 2003:288) and encouraged responses through stories and 

examples from the interviewees’ experiences. This can be understood as facilitating 

emergence in the research process, so that the unexpected, which is often rich and 

insightful, can be fostered. Engaging in active listening (Doucet and Mauthner 

2008), where I consistently checked my understanding with the participants 

throughout the interview, helped to counter the expectations and assumptions that 

can tend to underlie social interactions. This kept me focussed on what the 

participant was actually talking about rather than, for example, pre-empting what I 

thought they might mean or be going to say.  

Even when an interview is conducted with acute awareness, there are complex 

power relations at play between the researcher and the participant (Doucet and 

Mauthner 2008). One way that feminist researchers have attempted to address the 

power relations is through designing fully participatory research (Maynard 2004).  

For this to be truly collaborative, participants are involved from the design, to the 

writing up of the data. However, as Maynard (2004) points out, this is highly 

resource intensive which limits the possibilities for many researchers, and 

ultimately the researcher has some modicum of control in the project. Arguably, 

dependent on the research design, this control is present to a greater or lesser 

degree, and it is the researcher’s responsibility to use it ethically. Although, as the 

                                                      
23 Daily Telegraph October 14, 2013 from the Editorial opinion piece: ‘There is almost no 

doubt that climate change is occurring and very little that human activity is a contributor’. 

http://theconversation.com/is-the-abbott-government-fiddling-while-nsw-burns-19339 
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researcher I determined most aspects of the research and how it will be presented, 

in the interview process there were shifting grounds of power due to the multiple 

positionalities of the participant/s and myself, and this alternated during the 

interviews according to the topics that were covered (Doucet and Mauthner 2008). 

For example, I observed these shifting dynamics in early interviews with 

experienced Permaculturists when I had not yet attained a Permaculture Design 

Certificate. I noticed that I felt a sense of being ‘lesser’ in this area and was fearful of 

appearing ignorant. Conversely, I needed to be aware in some of the interviews 

with participants who had not experienced Transition training, that I did not 

assume a greater knowledge base due to having attended and conducted Transition 

training.  

I also needed to be aware that although mutual interest in Transition might help to 

establish some rapport between myself and the participant, that I did not 

essentialise this shared interest or assume a shared discourse (Maddison and Shaw 

2012). When the researcher, as in my case, is also a participant in the social 

movement, there is usually some degree of ‘shared meaning’ which can ‘enhance 

rapport, empathy and trust’ (Blee and Taylor 2002:97). However, being involved in 

Transition does not mean shared commonalities of many other dimensions such as 

gender, age, ethnicity or political persuasion. DeVault and Gross (2007) suggest that 

‘strategic disclosure’ of personal and/or research information is a more effective and 

appropriate way of establishing rapport than assuming a commonality. Such 

disclosure is a form of reciprocity which can help the interview to become more 

conversational and enhance the richness of the data (Harrison and MacGibbon 

2001). On reflection, I think I did assume some degree of commonality, but I was 

also very present to the interviewees and shared aspects of myself and my 

experiences. I am generally an encouraging and respectful communicator, and 

engaged listener, and I think that this also served to build rapport so that the 

participants felt comfortable in sharing some of their experiences and their 

perspectives during the interviews.  

Interestingly, I was also a conduit for connectivity throughout the interview process 

as I was able to pass on ideas and experiences between research participants. I 

discuss an example of this in Chapter 7 in relation to visioning processes. When I 

shared the activities and challenges of other Transition Initiatives with research 

participants, this often generated considerable discussion, as well as an expressed 

desire for there to be greater connectivity between Transition Initiatives in Australia. 

In a way I brokered a reduction in the isolation that some groups experienced, 

particularly between the different states, as there does tend to be some regional 

communication. This gave an element of exchange to my interaction with the 

research participants in that I was able to offer them some information, as part of 

my gratitude for their participation in my research.   
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Interview questions 

After determining that I would conduct interviews, I needed to plan the types of 

questions that I would ask. In hindsight, the questions that I formulated in the early 

stages of my research are quite different to those that I would now ask. However, 

they arose from my context at the time; my experience with Transition, my growing 

understanding of the movement, my nascent knowledge of feminist and complexity 

theories and a sense of being enamoured by the Transition movement. The 

questions were largely developed as prompts to guide a conversation and to enable 

participants to reflect on their experiences and thoughts about Transition. Although 

they set a framework for the interviews, the questions were broad enough that they 

prompted exploration of a topic (Fontana and Frey 2000). The interviews were co-

constructed in that I responded to participants’ comments and followed their line of 

thought as much as possible, while also attempting to cover the areas addressed by 

my questions. Where a participant’s response evoked a discussion that then covered 

the topic of a different question, I would just check whether the participant had 

anything to add, rather than formally ask each question. Chase (2003) suggests that 

questions that are framed sociologically do not engage the interviewee in telling 

their story as instead, they orient the interviewee to the researcher’s questions.  

Consequently, I was attentive to the way the questions were framed, so that they 

encouraged the participant to respond in their terminology and from their own 

experience, rather than creating an expectation that they engage in a specific 

discourse. By using a conversational style I tried to ensure that participants felt they 

had the space to articulate their ‘experiences, thoughts and feelings’ (Chase 

2003:275). 

The interview questions sought to encourage the participants to consider Transition 

from their personal perspectives as well as discussing features of their particular 

Transition Initiatives (see Appendix 2 for complete list of interview questions). I 

asked participants about their understanding of the purpose of their Transition 

Initiative, the types of activities their Initiative engages in and how they promote 

Transition in their community. I also enquired about how closely their group follow 

the Transition model and whether they used the information they acquired at 

Transition training, if they had attended it. I asked about their group processes, at 

internal meetings and public events, and also how they make decisions. On a more 

personal level, I asked participants why they initially became involved with 

Transition, their personal visions of the future, and what sustains them. The latter 

question arose from being aware of the personal depletion that often occurs for 

community volunteer activists. I asked participants about their understanding of the 

concept of the Heart and Soul of Transition and Inner Transition, as well as the 

notion of a shift in consciousness and whether they thought it related to change in 

their lives and in their community.   

Following the distribution of the survey in 2010 (discussed below), I added several 

questions to the subsequent interviews. While analysing the interview data I had 

decided to send a survey to Transition Initiatives in Australia, and also determined 
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that it would enhance the data to probe more explicitly about some of the topics in 

further interviews. Therefore in the interviews conducted from 2010 onwards I 

asked about each Initiative’s governance structures, their networking with other 

Transition Initiatives, and the interviewees’ perception of the links between 

Transition and social change, and their personal involvement with other groups, 

including Permaculture. These additional questions were submitted for ethics 

approval, with the survey submission (see Appendix 2). 

Interviewees 

Rather than aiming to attain a representative sample of interviewees, I sought ‘key 

informants’ (Maddison and Shaw 2012; Blee and Taylor 2002) who were involved in 

the core groups of their Transition Initiatives and were available to meet within the 

nominated time period. This means that the interviewees are not conceived of as 

characteristic of an average sample in a population, but rather as fractal 

representatives of the whole, offering different and overlapping perspectives 

(Mitleton Kelly 2003a). Interviewees were selected in several ways. Having attended 

the initial Transition trainings in Australia I had met a number of people who were 

early adopters of the Transition model and engaged in implementing it in their 

community. I contacted nine of these people for interviews, endeavouring to have 

both genders reasonably represented, as well as a geographic spread of city, rural 

and regional Initiatives among the eastern states of Australia. Each person that I 

approached expressed willingness to participate in the interview. Some of these 

people suggested key members of other Initiatives, which was particularly the case 

in Melbourne where I had less direct contacts. I also interviewed five participants 

from my local Initiative but because the interviews span 2½ years they were not all 

involved in Transition at the same time. I have not differentiated them in the 

responses because the information I sought was qualitative and mostly about 

participants’ experiences of Transition, rather than the achievements of particular 

Initiatives.  

All of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, except for one which was by 

telephone as the participant was not available when I was in their region. I asked 

participants where they were comfortable to meet and many invited me to their 

homes. Of the 30 interviews, 16 were held in people’s homes, eight in cafes, three at 

a festival24, one on a train, one at their workplace and one by telephone. In late 2010, 

I attended the Woodford Folk Music Festival in south-east Queensland where I had 

organised to conduct three interviews with people I had met at the Transition 

training.  During the return trip to Sydney I visited two country towns where I 

conducted three interviews. One of these was pre-arranged; the other was a matter 

of chance. The person I was staying with received a phone-call from a friend, who 

upon hearing that I was conducting research offered to put me in contact with their 

                                                      
24 The Woodford folk festival is an iconic 6-day music, cultural and sustainability-themed 

festival held annually on a rural property in south-east Queensland. Approximately 130,000 

people attend each year.  
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friend who lived nearby and was in the early stages of setting up a Heart and Soul 

group. In 2011, I travelled to Melbourne for four pre-arranged interviews and the 

‘snowball process’ (Warren 2012) of locating participants occurred so that 

interviewees referred me to other Transition participants.  

I conducted 30 actual interviews with 41 people. 21 of the interviews were with 

individuals, eight of the interviews were with two people, of whom seven were in 

relationship with each other, and the other pair worked closely together in 

Transition. I also interviewed one group of four people, of whom two were friends 

who were actively involved in Transition and their two visitors who had some 

experience with Transition. The interviews span a period of two years and four 

months. The first interview was conducted in 2009 and the last in 2012. Twenty 

interviews were conducted between August 2009 and February 2010, and ten were 

conducted between November 2011 and January 2012. Due to work commitments I 

took six months leave from my PhD which affected the interview schedule.   

  



 110 

 

Research Participant Demographics 

The diagram below provides a visual representation of the geographic distribution 

of interview and survey participants. I have divided these into urban, regional and 

rural areas as an adaptation of Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013) definitions to 

enable three coherent categories for the purpose of the thesis. Urban refers to 

Australian capital cities. Regional refers to major population centres with a 

population of 70,000 or more.  Rural refers to towns, villages and communities with 

a population less than 70,000..  

 

Interviews    Surveys       
 Vic Qld NSW   Vic Qld WA SA Tas NSW 

Rural 2 2 4  Rural 3 1 2  1 1 

Regional 2  10  Regional 6 2  1 2 1 

Urban 4  6  Urban 4 2  1 4 1 

Total 8 2 20  Total 13 5 2 2 7 3 

Figure 6. Geographic distribution of interview and survey participants 
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Table 3. Interviewee demographics 

The interviewees were predominantly over 40 years old with only 20% of them 

being under 40. I did not ask the survey participants for such demographic 

information. In future research, I would ask for further demographic data as it 

would provide a more comprehensive context for the research data. Approximately 

half of the interviewees had attended Transition training and a similar proportion 

have Permaculture experience. Also, it was revealed during the interviews that 19 of 

the interviewees have some experience in paid community work. I did not ask 

specifically about education or income status, and again, this would have been 

useful information to gather. At the time of the interviews, four of the interviewees 

worked in the field of education, four worked for local government, and two 

worked for state government. Five of the interviewees were retired and the 

remainder of the interviewees worked in an eclectic mix of fields such as 

psychology, public health and public relations, or were self-employed. The 

interviewees disclosed affiliation with a range of environmental and/or social justice 

groups. Groups mentioned included Permaculture, local climate action, online 

activist groups such as GetUp and Avaaz, Refugee support groups, the Greens, 

Greenpeace, the Wilderness Society and the Transition Decade (not directly related 

to the Transition network). Some of the interviewees described themselves as 

committed activists while others were involved in a movement for the first time. 

Only four participants explicitly expressed familiarity with the concept of the Great 

Turning which, as the title of the research, was on the information sheet.  

Transcription and initial interpretation 

Each interview was recorded on a digital recorder and I made notes during the 

interviews. I transcribed 13 of the interviews and the rest were transcribed by a 

transcription service because, due to being a part-time student and full-time 

employee, I did not have sufficient time to transcribe each one.  As I re-read the 

transcripts of the interviews, I also played the audio of the interview which I had 

transferred to a portable device, and this helped me to recall the unspoken 

communications (Ellingson 2012) that occurred during the interviews. I particularly 

ensured that I employed this strategy when I had not transcribed the interview so 

that when I received the transcript I read, corrected and annotated it as I listened to 

the recording of the interview. I found the process of transcribing the interview to 

be much more meaningful than receiving the transcribed document. I transcribed as 

soon as possible after the interview, so that the interview was still fresh. 

Transcribing allowed me to return more fully to the interview process; to recall the 

 Gender  Age less 

than 40 

yrs 

Age 

greater 

than 40 

yrs 

Attended 

Transition 

training 

Permaculture 

experience 

Community 

work 

experience  

F 28 6 22 14 14 12 

M 13 2 11 7 7 7 
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physicality of the speaker and how they conveyed their responses, and to pick up 

nuances of expression such as whether a laugh was rueful, hearty or slightly 

nervous. It also helped me to remember how I responded to the participant and 

may have encouraged strands of dialogue, or co-created silences around some 

topics.  

The process of transcription, or reading the externally transcribed text while 

listening to the audio, is not a neutral process. Each subsequent time that I returned 

to the transcript I added layers of meaning-making as I brought different insights, 

links with other interviews and texts, and new points of enquiry to the process. As 

my interpretations began to be rendered into words; as I engaged in written form 

with the transcripts, I reconstructed the text, and moved it further from its original 

context. Lapadat and Lindsay describe this process as ‘textual constructions’ 

whereby each new re-telling is both ‘less’ and ‘more’ than the original text (1999:13). 

They suggest it is ‘less’ because of the loss of the non-verbal components of the 

interview, as well as the verbal cues that are more evident in the oral form. They 

contend it is ‘more’ because the researcher ‘constructs, organises, and interprets the 

seen and heard discursive event for textual presentation to a new “other”’ (Lapadat 

and Lindsay 1999:13). Therefore the text is no longer a transcribed record of the 

interview as such, but includes the subjectivity of the researcher and becomes, 

ultimately, their instrument.  

As part of the information and consent process conducted prior to the interviews, I 

explained to each interviewee that the interviews would be transcribed in full and 

sent to them for their feedback, and potential editing. This was done following each 

interview, and four of the participants requested minor changes to the transcript, to 

protect anonymity or for matters of clarification. The changes were made and then 

resent to the interviewees who then confirmed they were happy for the transcript to 

be used.  

Surveys 

I was motivated to conduct the surveys because I was aware that the number of 

Transition Initiatives in Australia had grown considerably during the time of my 

research, and I was interested to know how these groups were developing and 

whether they were facing similar challenges to those expressed by interviewees. 

Conducting the interviews had also generated more questions that I would have 

liked to incorporate into further interviews, however, most of the interviews were at 

least 90 minutes, and I needed to be mindful both of the interviewee’s time and the 

volume of data I was collecting. It seemed that a survey would enable me to follow 

up on some of those questions. If I had had the means, I would have chosen to 

travel further afield and conduct more interviews, but this was not feasible in terms 

of logistics of both distance and time. Therefore, in alignment with my 

methodological approaches, I designed a qualitative survey using open-ended 

questions. I was interested in the reflections of the respondents, not in accruing 

aggregatable data.  
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In early December 2011, I sent the survey to fifty official or mulling Transition 

Initiatives whose details I attained from the Transition Network site and from some 

internet searching. I requested that they answer the survey within two months and 

sent a reminder email after six weeks. 32 survey respondents replied between 

December 15, 2011 and May 29, 2012. The survey was developed in Survey Monkey 

and comprised 16 open ended questions which covered the same topics as described 

above for the interviews (see Appendix 3 for survey questions). The first three 

questions were contextual asking about the demographics of the area covered by the 

Transition Initiative, the number of people associated with their Initiative, and the 

purpose of their Initiative and when and how it began. The next three questions 

asked about their Initiative’s governance structure, their decision-making processes 

and the extent to which the Initiative followed the Transition model. The following 

questions asked about their relationships with their local Council, and whether they 

networked within their community and with other Transition Initiatives. The survey 

then asked about the types of activities the Initiative engaged in, and what they 

think they are doing well, and the challenges they face. The final question asked 

whether the Initiative engages with the concept of Heart and Soul and if so, in what 

ways and if not, then why. 

In terms of style, because the survey participants were unlikely to clarify their 

understanding of the survey questions through follow up communication, I was 

aware that the survey needed to be easy to follow, written in clear and simple 

language, non-ambiguous, and framed by clear instructions (deLeeuw 2008). Most 

of the questions had prompts that encouraged elaboration such as ‘please provide 

examples’ or ‘if so, in what ways’. Questions 17 and 18 were incorporated solely to 

provide space for further reflection or comment, or elaboration on earlier questions 

where there was insufficient space for respondents to reply in full.  

The survey respondents cover a wider geographic area than the interview 

participants. The six Australian states are represented but unfortunately there were 

no respondents from the Australian Capital Territory or the Northern Territory. The 

highest response rate was from Victoria and Tasmania where I am aware that there 

was active encouragement for Initiatives to participate in the survey by two 

different survey recipients. They both informed me by email that they had 

forwarded on the survey, and it seems that they were successfully persuasive, for 

which I am grateful. 

In social movement research, surveys are usually directed at either participating 

individuals or organisations (Klandermans and Smith 2002). Although I had 

initially thought my surveys would represent the Initiatives, I realised from the 

personal nature of the responses that they were answered from the perspective of 

the respondents. It would have taken considerable logistics and commitment for 

representatives of each Initiative to meet to answer the survey. I therefore recognise 

that the survey responses are indicative of the experiences of Transition Initiatives 

but, as with the interviews, are actually representative of the individual 

respondent’s perspectives. A survey that is administered online, such as the one that 
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I sent to Transition Initiatives is limited in its lack of flexibility and the inability of 

the researcher to clarify points or probe for further information (Singleton and 

Straits 2012). De Leeuw suggests that although the absence of the interviewer can 

limit the extent to which the participant engages with the question, it can also free 

the participant from ‘unwanted interviewer effects’ that might stymie their 

responses (2008:14). Perhaps completing a survey that has guaranteed anonymity 

and where the researcher and participant are not known to each other offers 

liberatory possibilities. However, surveys are not able to capture adequately 

‘feelings and emotions, people’s uncertainties, doubts, and fears, all the 

inconsistencies and the complexities of social interaction and belief systems’ 

(Klandermans and Smith 2002:27). This became particularly obvious as I engaged 

with the research data and could see the complexity and richness of the interview 

data, and how this had been co-created through dialogue. Nevertheless, the survey 

data provided voice to people within Transition who were interested in contributing 

to this research and may not otherwise have been able to contribute.  

Given the limitations presented by a survey as a research tool, it is relevant to reflect 

on my urge to use this method. To set the context: in the following section I draw on 

the archetypal female metaphor of the triple aspect of virgin, mother and crone 

(Livingstone 2005) to conceptualise my journey throughout the data interpretation 

process. Livingstone describes the virgin as primarily in relationship to self, in 

contrast to the mother who is characterised by relatedness with others, and the 

Crone who is in relationship with All-that-is (2005:100). At the time that I chose to 

conduct a survey I could be conceived as the headstrong virgin, who was not 

particularly willing to countenance advice, and wanted to know and experience 

everything. My supervisors queried my purpose in conducting a survey but any 

wise words they offered were dismissed in my enthusiasm. Despite my feminist 

stance, and my (evidently partial) understanding of partiality, I experienced my 

own personal slippage into a more positivist paradigm. On the one hand, I 

honoured the depth of insights that the interviews provided, but I became 

concerned with breadth of coverage as well. This was the virgin researcher who 

could see the landscape of Transition rapidly changing and had a sense of racing 

madly to keep up. It was like being in an orchard of rapidly ripening fruit and 

trying to collect all of it myself, instead of savouring a smaller harvest.  

Data interpretation 

The process of data interpretation was predominantly an inductive approach to 

thematic analysis.  The qualifier is important, because although the interpretation 

was data driven, I was present in the process through my subjectivity and choosing 

to view the data through feminist and complexity lenses. As Ely et al. point out ‘if 

themes reside anywhere, they reside in our heads from our thinking about our data 

and creating links as we understand them’ (1997:205). This means that the 

interpretation did not occur in an ‘epistemological vacuum’ (Braun and Clarke 

2006:84), and it is incumbent upon me, as a reflexive researcher, to be transparent 

about this. As such, the process of analysis needed to be conducted with astute self-
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awareness so that I both analysed the data, and witnessed my self analysing. This 

meant being aware of the fractured lenses that I wore, or neglected to wear at times, 

while reading the data. It also meant being aware, as much as possible, about my 

personal responses to the data such as assumptions, judgements, confusions, and 

appreciations. Although themes were largely generated inductively during the 

process of analysis, they also had nascent beginnings during the data collection 

period, in discussion with research participants and through engagement with the 

academic literature and Transition publications. The process of data interpretation 

was also informed by discussions with my supervisors, peers, as well as ultimately, 

a result of trial and error, and tenacity and creativity.  

The following discussion about the process of data interpretation is interwoven with 

metaphor and descriptions of my experiences throughout this process. This was not 

a linear, tidy process; rather as I describe below it was messy, cyclical and 

maddening, but also rich, exciting and ultimately fruitful. The process of data 

interpretation was a significant learning experience as I looped and whirled, took 

tangents, procrastinated, danced in ecstasy at moments of insight and collapsed in 

exhaustion or with overwhelm. It was a visceral process that, particularly in the 

early stages, entailed engaging with coloured pens and large sheets of paper spread 

across my floor, and hard copies of the transcripts and surveys. I chose not to 

mediate the process of data interpretation with any form of data analysis software 

as my intent was to seek meanings and patterns through my own immersion in the 

texts.  

I noted earlier that I found it helpful to consider my process of data interpretation as 

passing through three archetypal stages. The first stage was that of the virgin, who 

was not yet initiated into the research process and was constantly moving through a 

series of emotional states in the coding process, such as excitement, curiosity and 

resistance. This stage was followed by the mother, who brought a steadier (mostly) 

countenance to the complexities of the task and the more abstract process of 

identifying categories and themes and patterns. The final stage is that of the crone, 

who is more embodied in her knowledge, less emotionally attached and able to 

move adroitly between detail and the bigger picture. Essentially the three stages 

exemplify a journey in gaining knowledge and understanding of the process of data 

interpretation.  

Throughout this discussion I also refer to the process of ‘following the thread’ as 

articulated by Cronin et al. (2008). This was particularly useful as a way of 

integrating different data sets while moving between coding, categorising and 

finding themes and patterns. Cronin et al. (2008) describe the process as having four 

steps. The first step involves analysing the different datasets according to the chosen 

method, in my case thematic analysis, and identifying ‘emergent findings and 

further analytic questions’ (Cronin et al. 2008:576). This is followed by the second 

step of ‘identifying a promising finding’ as a thread which can be followed into the 

other datasets. Cronin et al. (2008) describe a ‘promising finding’ as being linked to 

the research question or through having ‘resonance’ with other datasets. The third 
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step is described as ‘juxtaposing’ the codes and categories that relate to that thread 

into a ‘data repertoire’ which is then analysed. The fourth and final step, entails 

synthesising other ‘promising threads’ into themes ‘so that there is a picture woven 

from these different threads’ (Cronin et al. 2008:583). 

The virgin 

I began interpreting the data while I was conducting interviews. After each 

interview I would transcribe it myself, or as explained above, have it transcribed. I 

would then read the transcript, while listening to the audio of the interview. This 

enabled me to be immersed in the interview and gave texture to the words on the 

page. At this stage, I annotated the transcript with my handwritten notes from the 

interview. I also listened to each interview without a pen or notepad; often when 

walking to and from the train station, or going for a walk in my neighbourhood or 

the nearby bushland. Hunter et al. (2002) suggest that an incubation period with the 

data is vital so that researchers can explore creative ways of being with the data that 

make space for an expansion of awareness.  This aligns with the first Permaculture 

principle of observe and interact (Holmgren 2012), which is applied as the first stage 

in a site analysis, where time is spent becoming deeply familiar with the site as a 

precursor to any type of design. Similarly, with the interview data in particular, I 

felt that I needed to spend time with the audio recordings and the transcripts to 

know them deeply. In terms of the survey responses, this depth of familiarity could 

only occur through reading the survey data, which I printed as separate documents 

and read several times each.   

Following these processes, I began to code the data through looking for convergence 

and divergence (Blee and Taylor 2002) and relationships and patterns (Ely et al. 

1997:169). I moved between the printed research data, mind maps on large sheets of 

paper, and tables I constructed on the computer where I began to group some of the 

codes. As I moved back and forwards between the transcripts and the surveys and 

the tables of coloured codes I was creating, I would identify a code in one transcript 

that I might not have recognised in earlier ones. Then I would ‘follow the thread’ 

(Cronin et al. 2008) and return to the earlier transcripts, and the survey responses, to 

see if that code applied to the participants’ responses. At times the responsibility I 

felt to the participants as well as the level of organisation required to move between 

the datasets confounded me. This was when I began to write letters to my 

supervisors, mostly as devices to help me in making sense of the process. I have 

included fragments of these, such as the text below, throughout this section.  
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Dear D and R,  

‘Through analysis we make interpretations, not find answers’ (Crang 2003:126).  These 

words leapt out at me, because although it is in a way liberating to know that my task is to 

interpret rather than find answers, I still feel slightly paralysed as I feel I must offer a 

‘correct interpretation’, or one that represents the participants fully. For the last few months 

I’ve been noticing a need to unsettle my own subconscious rigidities around writing this 

PhD but I don’t seem to be able to force this unsettling. Rather it occurs at an unpredictable 

time and place and frees me from whatever stuckness I’ve been mired in.  Insights emerge as 

I plant vegies in my garden, hang out the washing, walk in the bush, give my daughter a lift 

somewhere, or more recently, swim laps at the local pool. Throughout these processes, I paid 

attention to my ‘gut knowing’, which refers to ‘knowledge grounded in bodily sensation ... 

celebrating rather than glossing over the complexities of knowledge production’ (Ellingson 

2012:530). This deeper connection rarely happens as I sit at my desk, where I become so 

crowded by hierophantic academic expectations within my mind, that I somehow lose my 

adventurous exploratory spirit and feel straight-jacketed. I’ve realised that I have an image of 

a stern man in a black suit, reading my thesis and looking up frequently to frown at me. 

Now that I’m aware of this image, I am working at re-imagining my audience.  

I had not realised that data interpretation would be such an organic process; somewhat 

chaotic and messy but requiring considerable skill in organising the data.  I have been 

infused with anxiety at my capacity to be sufficiently organised. I try desperately to be 

ordered and systematic, but as I joke with my family, that gene went to my younger sister.  

However, a friend reminded me that I have maintained a family and the responsibility of 

running a large and successful program at work, so I realised that I could proceed with the 

same sort of organised chaos that has served me thus far. This is resonant with the 

complexity principle of the ‘edge of chaos’, as the place that facilitates emergence, and I found 

some assurance in the description that the incubation phase of research when the researcher 

is ‘living and breathing the data’ and looking for meanings, patterns and conclusions is ‘the 

intellectual chaos phase’ (Hunter et al 2002:389). However for much of the time I feel that I 

am drowning in words and am fearful of misrepresenting the participants’ intent. I feel 

uncertain in my interpretations, even while I know anything I convey can only ever be 

partial, but I feel crippled in determining which partiality I convey.  

The possibility of misrepresenting participants is a common feminist research 

concern and not neatly resolvable (Maynard 2004), particularly where the data 

interpretation is not a participatory process. I felt acutely aware of the inherent 

power dynamics in my status as the researcher and author of the thesis, with the 

capacity to determine how I integrated and represented the words of the research 

participants. I imagined the participants standing at my shoulders watching me 

coding and keenly felt my ethical responsibility to honour their voices. I would have 

preferred to have designed the research process so that I had a second iteration of 

interviews where I could more deeply discuss some of the strands in the 

interviewees’ responses. However, time and logistical constraints meant that this 

was not possible. Also, despite great care and attentiveness being taken in the data 

collection phase, Maynard suggests that questions of interpretation may not arise 

until the researcher is ‘immersed in the analysis of the data’ (2004:135) and this can 
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occur no matter how many iterations of interviews are conducted.  Therefore, where 

the researcher is unclear about a participant’s meaning they may need to infer it 

from the broader context of the interview. 

It is also important to emphasise that my interpretation is layered over the 

participants’ interpretations and that these are only partial accounts. Participants 

made meaning of their experiences in the process of the interview and determined 

what they would share and what they would withhold in the way they ‘re-told and 

re-membered’ (Jackson and Mazzei 2012:3). And although I collected data from 62 

interviews and surveys, these represent particular moments of time; a piece of the 

participants’ experiences of Transition. How they spoke or wrote on the day of the 

interview, or when they completed the survey about their experiences of Transition, 

depended very much on many contingent factors such as when and where we 

conducted the interviews, their recent experiences with Transition, their current life 

situation and how they were feeling in that present moment. For example, one of 

the interviews was conducted the morning after a screening of ‘the Age of Stupid’, a 

quite bleak film about the impacts of climate change which the interviewee 

commented had strongly disturbed their usual optimism.  

Another interviewee explained that if I had interviewed him early in 2011 his 

responses would have conveyed much more optimism and energy than when I 

interviewed him in November 2011. He and his partner were both feeling burnt out 

and philosophical about their experiences with Transition and expressed some 

reluctance about even discussing Transition as they felt they needed a break from it. 

In an email a week after the interview Dan shared: ‘My resistance said something ... 

you probably got the raw end of the interview but I have only realised since what an 

enormous amount of work we did ... in retrospect it was a lot, and I'm still coming out of it, 

but I think I can also be pleased that we did it and Transition is still alive and well’.  

Similarly the responses to the surveys were contingent on a number of factors 

including the time and place that participants filled in the survey; their mood and 

their own agenda and affiliations with Transition. Their responses were also 

dependent on how comfortable they feel with writing, their opinions about the 

questions I asked, and how constrained or otherwise they felt by the actual format 

of the online survey. Furthermore, some of the respondents may be of a more 

reflective ilk, while others are more action-oriented, and the non-interactional 

nature of a survey obviously does not allow for the probing that can occur in an 

interview.  

Layered over these particular accounts at certain moments in time were the 

multitudes of decisions I made that accumulated to create the thematic analysis.  

The way that I coded, categorised and developed themes was determined by the 

experiences, prior knowledge and the fractured lenses of feminist and complexity 

theories, which sharpened in focus, as I became more adept at this way of seeing. I 

also observed that these fluctuated, so that on some days when I looked at the data, 

I would alter, rearrange and identify new codes in data extracts that had previously 

been left uncoded. On other days I could settle easily into decisions I had already 
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made. As much as was practicable, I tried not to censor these processes, so that for 

example, I coded some of the data extracts in multiple ways rather than imposing 

one fit, or disputing an earlier decision I had made.  

In the early stages of coding I was also becoming more familiar with feminist and 

complexity theories. They were not informing a deductive approach, but rather 

were lenses through which I read the data. For example, they shone lights on 

comments that showed tendencies towards dualistic thinking, or an absence of any 

gender analysis. This also occurred when I observed there were several codes 

related to ‘the local’. I had been taken by Morin’s (2008) comment that complexity 

thinking deepens the slogan ‘think globally, act locally’ to ‘think globally, act 

globally; think locally, act locally’, which resonated with similar propositions by 

feminist writers (Shiva 2005; Mohanty 2003). This led me to follow the thread of the 

local and to look more specifically in the research data for responses that related to 

this. As I began to form categories, I saw that these comments related to both ‘being 

led by the local’ and the replication of dualistic thinking which became sub-themes. 

Another example is that discussions with my supervisors alerted me to an absence 

of commentary about social change in the research data. In response, I returned to 

the data with this in mind and realised that when I asked about ‘a shift in 

consciousness’ I had made assumptions about how this concept might be 

understood, and that for me, at the time, it referred to social change. Therefore in 

the remaining interviews, I retained the original question about a ‘shift in 

consciousness’, but also asked participants explicitly how they perceived the 

connection between Transition and social change.  

The process of ‘reading-the-data-while-thinking-the-theory’ is characterised by 

Jackson and Mazzei as ‘plugging in’ (2012:4). They explain that they adapted this 

concept from Deleuze and Guattari to describe the process of identifying 

connectivities between theories and the data. They describe this as moving away 

from the ‘commodification of coding and data reduction’ to a ‘production of 

knowledge – emerging as assemblage, creation from chaos’ (Jackson and Mazzei 

2012:2). I carried out my data interpretation before reading this text, but it explains, 

in part, the way in which I engaged with the data. Seeing the connectivities between 

theory and data seems to be resonant with a dynamic interplay of the ‘space of 

possibilities’ and the emergence that can arise from chaos. As I mentioned in 

Chapter 1, Permaculture recognises the edges as particularly fertile zones, as this is 

where two eco-systems meet. Similarly at the edges where theoretical lenses meet 

the research data, there is fertile space for emergence, for new ideas and ways of 

seeing.  

The mother 
 

In the process of moving to identifying themes, I found that I was not clear about 

the difference between categories and themes. I would present themes to my 

supervisors who would explain that I was still working at the level of categories. 

Braun and Clarke describe a theme as representing ‘some level of patterned 
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response or meaning within the data’ that is significant to the research question 

(2006:82). I accepted that this was another organic phase of the research and that 

themes would become clearer, and continued with the process. However, I felt 

concerned that my ‘searching for themes’ verged on a quantitative (or positivist) 

approach, because the categories and emerging themes seemed to relate to a 

predominance of responses which represented the more frequent experiences of 

Transition participants and marginalised the less common responses. I felt that I 

was possibly discounting themes because they did not seem to be represented 

sufficiently. Again, I gained guidance from the literature. Braun and Clarke discuss 

this as a question of prevalence within each piece of data and across all of the data. 

They emphasise that ‘more instances do not necessarily mean the theme itself is 

more crucial’ (2006:82). Qualitative research is not focussed on the proportion of 

occurrences, rather a theme is dependent on the researcher’s discernment in relation 

to the research project as a whole, and their epistemological and theoretical 

orientations (Braun and Clarke 2006). With my ‘gut knowing’ re-validated I was 

then able to re-engage in generating themes that spoke from the data.  

 

Seeking patterns, 

coding and categorising, 

tempting emergence,  

anticipating alchemy,  

like a child with a precious discovery 

I would offer my findings excitedly to my supervisors  

who would shake their heads and say 

‘still categories’.  

Oh, the elation when they nodded,  

yes, these were themes.  

Where was the fanfare!   

At times I felt that interpreting the data had become a barricaded site of 

containment and categorisation. However, in this process I often found words that 

would allow me to crawl out of the compost and stand back to survey the garden. 

One of these was an article by Hunter et al. which begins: ‘There is magic within the 

method of qualitative data analysis’ (2002:388). One of the authors within the article 

compares her experience of meaning-making as ‘very much like magic making’ 

(Jacelon in Hunter et al. 2002:395). She explains that magic is ‘the art of producing 

changes in consciousness at will and using these changes to expand the 

consciousness’ (2002:395). In applying this concept to interpreting data, she suggests 

that drawing on the creative self enables illumination of the data in ways that linear 

thinking may stifle.  

My creativity was stimulated when I found a connection between patterns as a core 

concept in Permaculture and patterns as an alternative way of conceptualising 

themes. Over the period of data collection and interpretation I attended two 

Permaculture courses. I was particularly taken with the Permaculture emphasis on 

observing patterns which is fundamental to understanding the physical and social 
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landscape, and in subsequent design (Morrow 2006). Morrow explains that ‘all life 

exists within patterns of birth, growth and decay ... stones, wind, sun, seas, stars and 

rivers also exist within patterns. Patterns are embedded within other patterns and 

overlap in time and space’ (Morrow 2006:6) and therefore it is also important to 

observe the relationships between patterns.  

I experienced an epiphany when I realised that I could conceptualise my data 

interpretation as seeking patterns; as looking for the ‘connections and relationships’ 

between things (Buckley 2010:1) and I found that bringing this relational way of 

reading the data enabled me to see things that I might have otherwise missed. This 

approach fostered an ecological understanding of my immersion in the data and a 

sense of the dynamic interplay between the details of each interview and survey, 

and the broader patterns as I began to identify them. Themes seemed an elusive 

concept, and somehow, perhaps because of the power of metaphor (Richardson 

1990), seeking patterns gave me a way of moving between coding and categories 

and the bigger picture so that I was less likely to overlook emerging themes. The 

imagery of quilts (Warren 2000) and bricolage (Denzin and Lincoln 2003) are more 

commonly used metaphorically to describe interpretive processes. Also, the 

description of interpretation by Ely et al. was validating: ‘interpretations arise when 

patterns, themes and issues are discerned in the data and when these findings are 

seen in relation to one another and against larger theoretical perspectives – our own 

newly emergent views or those to be found in the literature’ (1997:163). An example 

of observing patterns in the data, and ‘patterns being embedded within other 

patterns’ (Morrow 2006:6) occurred in relation to decision-making. I observed that 

there was a pattern where research participants used the term ‘consensus’ to discuss 

their modes of decision-making. Once I observed this pattern I ‘followed this 

promising thread’ (Cronin et al. 2008) and returned to each interview transcript to 

see if consensus was mentioned and to interrogate participants’ use of this term. 

While doing this I observed both detailed, micro patterns of the participants’ loose 

usage of the term without interrogating how it actually functioned, as well a larger 

macro pattern that I was discerning throughout the data in relation to a silence 

around gender and power dynamics. This is discussed further in Chapter 6. During 

this phase I wrote another letter to my supervisors: 

 

Dear R and D, 

Once again, I find that I need to articulate my process to make some sense of it. A phrase or 

sentence from a text can produce moments of understanding that propel me forth. An 

example comes from Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (2011) who describe the process of analysis as 

‘reflexive or dialectical interplay between theory and data’. They add that ‘data are ripe with 

meaning and always products of prior interpretive and conceptual decisions’ (2011:167). 

Through analysis then, I am engaged in a process of re-creating. I am changing what is 

there; it does not sit blankly, impassively on the page, I render it meaningful in a way that is 

unique to my positionality. I am making connections, pooling insights, exploring ideas and 

generating theory. Like an optometrist working with a patient to find the best lens to give the 
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letters sharp clarity, I work with the data and eke out words and ideas that then offer lenses 

for the reader in the unfolding stories of the Transition movement in Australia.  

What form does this alchemical process of analysing each respondent’s words, and 

synthesising them into a new story take? The paradigm of simplicity looks at the parts as 

separate from the whole and Morin calls for ‘a kind of thinking that reconnects that which is 

disjointed and compartmentalised … that tries to discern interdependencies’ (Morin 2008, 

p.vii). How do I reside in complex thinking and discern the interdependencies while 

analysing the parts? And what of the gaps and silences? Robert Chia suggests that 

researchers and practitioners must re-tune their sensitivities towards the hidden, the 

inconspicuous and the peripheral to fully appreciate the labyrinthine nature of everyday 

happenings (2011:194). He suggests complexity thinking implies a re-education of learning 

to look ‘at the overlooked, sifting through the fragments, cracks, variations and 

inconsistencies beneath the superficial gloss’ (2011:194). As I determine the words that will 

represent the research participants am I truly penetrating beneath the ‘gloss’ as Chia 

(2011:195) phrases it. Have I observed and interacted fully enough to be able to see the relief 

as well as the patterns?  

The crone 

It feels impertinent to assume the status of crone, even as a metaphor. Yet I can see 

that in eventually defining patterns/themes that give voice to the research 

participants that I have gained insights that could contribute in some way to the 

evolution of the Transition movement. The opportunity to go to the United 

Kingdom became a significant factor during this phase of the thematic analysis. I 

also wrote about this experience as a letter.  

Dear D and R,  

 

When I left for Totnes, the home of Transition in June 2012, I took a bag that had both 

wheels and backpack straps. I quickly realised that the idea of wearing it as a backpack was a 

joke. It  was so heavy with hard copies of all my interviews and survey data, a huge pile of 

journal articles and  several books, including primary texts by Joanna Macy and Edgar 

Morin, that I could barely carry it up a flight of stairs let alone put it on my back.  

My first stop was Schumacher College, Devon where I attended a five day course on 

complexity theory in organisations. I’d spent months grappling with complexity and had 

been aided in understanding by reading Eve Mitleton-Kelly who was facilitating our course. 

While there, I was secretly delighted that at last I seemed to be getting a handle on 

complexity as I’d been dreading a moment of revelation that I’d been misinterpreting it.  

Then I went to Totnes, where I attended Transition Thrive training for Transition Initiatives 

that have been going for some time. The group was eclectic and had disparate needs but we 

shared many common concerns and challenges. We were from England, Germany, Denmark, 

Israel, Wales and Australia. Being there gave me a good overview of where the thinking 

around Transition was at, at that time, in Totnes. I also encountered many of the initial 

movers and shakers of Transition. Naresh Giandgrande, now the primary Transition trainer 
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conducted the training with Mandy Dean. I went to a talk given by Hilary Prentice who 

initiated Heart and Soul in Transition and had morning tea with Sophy Banks who has 

carried it forward. Ben Brangwyn who is largely responsible for the online component of the 

Transition network attended the Transition Thrive training, and I met briefly with Rob 

Hopkins who is the co-founder of Transition.  

So when I returned to my data analysis after these experiences it was with a slightly different 

perspective. I had seen the soil that Transition Totnes grew in; it was an old market town 

situated on a river and surrounded by farmland. It was already a very progressive area, 

enhanced, in part, by the proximity of Dartington Hall and Schumacher College which 

attracted many ecological thinkers and creative people to the area over time. The Transition 

Network had an office, and considerable funding, though at the time, interestingly, Sophy’s 

work was voluntary except for the occasional grant. I had a much greater sense of the 

personalities and of the same struggles that we all face, and how different the context is in 

Australia in many ways. I also found to my surprise, that lots of people in the United 

Kingdom do not know about Transition; in fact during my travels away from Totnes, I only 

encountered a handful of people who had heard of Transition.  

So I returned to the data analysis with an altered mindset. I was able to take a step back so 

that my view of Transition was more balanced by an overview, as well as the insider’s benefit 

of immersion. As I reviewed and defined themes, I brought greater insight and possibilities to 

storying the data than would have been possible four and a half months previously.  

This phase, as with the previous one was an iterative process. I became more 

confident in recognising a theme as a higher level of abstraction than a category. At 

this point I also kept returning to the research questions to ensure that I had not 

become too tangential. I also reread the transcripts and surveys and considered the 

participants’ responses in terms of the themes I had developed. I recognised that the 

process of refining and reviewing my interpretations could be endless; a point that 

was reinforced in the literature. Crang suggests that ‘our interpretation is always 

shifting, contestable and more or less provisional, so that the decision of when it 

stops is more one of pragmatics than completeness’ (2003:141). This spoke to my 

dilemma of how could ever be sure of when I had read or understood enough of the 

conceptual literature, or honoured the respondents sufficiently in my interpretation 

and representation of their responses. One of the challenges is that there is not one 

story, but there is one thesis, and I have had to choose which ‘repertoire’ (Cronin et 

al. 2008) I will play for this purpose. I needed to be at the stage of the crone to be 

able to draw on the wisdom of knowing when to move forward with the decisions I 

had made.  

Writing up 

Eventually I settled on three main themes which became the titles of the three data 

chapters. Within these themes are inter-related sub themes, ‘themes within a theme’ 

that are ‘useful for giving structure to a particularly large and complex theme’ 

(Braun and Clarke 2006:92). Once the broader patterns emerged, I began the process 
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of writing the data chapters, very much as writing as inquiry. The process of writing 

meant re-entering the cycle of data interpretation many times. I became more 

cognisant of my conceptual lenses in the writing up, and the insights they generated 

took me back to the data to immerse myself in it again. I would delete whole tracts 

of text for reasons such as recognising that I was construing connections, lacking 

analysis, or applying clumsy logic. The notion of palimpsest somehow reconciled 

me to this process. Visualising the writing as covering the same parchment, so to 

speak, reminded me that all of the processes I had engaged in previously 

contributed to each iteration of rewriting.   

The data chapters are written up so that the participants’ voices are considerably 

prominent. I am mindful of the need for my voice to lead the discussion, to make 

connections between participants’ comments and the themes/sub-themes, and the 

literature. However, I am also concerned with providing sufficient commentary 

from the participants. Where I directly cite a research participant I use italics and 

quotation marks and provide their name.  

Each sub-theme was defined based on my interpretation of the participants’ 

responses. However their responses differed in hue and meaning to some extent 

and rather than one participant’s voice representing the sub-theme, in most cases I 

have included several extracts from participants to honour these differences. Where 

prevalence of responses is conveyed, I have grappled with how to best signpost this. 

Braun and Clarke point out that ‘conventions for representing prevalence such as 

‘the majority of participants, many participants,  or a number of participants ... work 

rhetorically to suggest a theme really existed in the data’. However they ask how 

much such descriptors actually tell the reader, and wonder how prevalence might 

be better represented (2006:82). I do not have answers for this query, but have 

endeavoured to explain how I came to identify the themes and sub/themes as I 

introduce them in the following chapters.   

Conclusion 

I titled this chapter ‘palimpsest’ to recognise the multiple versions that have led to 

the completion of this chapter. The versions reflect the spiraling process of my 

journey of understanding. I had not undertaken a research project of this scale 

previously and my learning has been phenomenal. Each iteration of writing, both 

description and analysis of method and the process of interpreting the data have 

been considerable reworkings of the previous text. This happened at the scale of 

coding the data, and moving to categories and themes, as well as understanding 

and writing reflexively about the data interpretation. The methods that I employed 

provided rich, but partial data about the experiences of participants in Transition in 

Australia. Engaging with this substantial body of data, through immersion and 

inductively seeking themes was not a process that could be isolated from the other 

experiences in my life. At the same time, my understanding of feminist and 

complexity theories increased, and my experiences with the Transition movement in 

Australia and in Totnes matured my relationship with Transition. These factors 
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necessarily impacted how I engaged with the data, and provided much of the grist 

for my analyses. As I note in the last section of this chapter I identified three key 

themes which encompass a number of sub-themes. These themes frame the 

following three chapters, which could be optimistically visualised as the abundant 

produce grown from my composting and cultivation of theory and methodology, 

literature about Transition and concept of the Great Turning. 
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Chapter 6: Regenerative countercurrent 
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‘Another world is not only possible, she is on her way. On a quiet day, I can hear 

her breathing.’  

(Arundhati Roy 2003) 

 

 

You have been telling the people that this is the Eleventh Hour, now you must go 

back and tell the people that this is the Hour. And there are things to be considered. 

Where are you living? 

What are you doing? 

What are your relationships? 

Are you in right relation? 

Where is your water? 

Know your garden. 

It is time to speak your Truth. 

Create your community. 

Be good to each other. 

And do not look outside yourself for the leader. 

Then he clasped his hands together, smiled, and said, "This could be a good time!" 

There is a river flowing now very fast. It is so great and swift that there are those 

who will be afraid. They will try to hold on to the shore. They will feel they are torn 

apart and will suffer greatly.  

Know the river has its destination. The elders say we must let go of the shore, push 

off into the middle of the river, keep our eyes open, and our heads above water. 

And I say, see who is in there with you and celebrate. At this time in history, we are 

to take nothing personally, least of all ourselves. For the moment that we do, our 

spiritual growth and journey comes to a halt. 

The time for the lone wolf is over. Gather yourselves! Banish the word struggle from 

your attitude and your vocabulary. All that we do now must be done in a sacred 

manner and in celebration. 

"We are the ones we've been waiting for." 

Hopi Elders' Prophecy, June 8, 2000 

 

  

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6134.Arundhati_Roy
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Dear Research participants, 

Thank you for welcoming me into your homes, meeting up with me or taking time to 

complete the surveys and share your experiences and insights about Transition.  

I’ve compiled a list of all the different projects and events that you told me about in the 

interviews and surveys and copied it at the end of the letter. So much of what is done in 

Transition seems to be reliant on imagination, good will and the work of small core groups 

within Initiatives. Looked at it in this way, it is particularly incredible what you have all 

have managed to do. There have been lots of community building activities particularly in 

relation to food and gardening. Finding different ways to work with local Councils was also 

a theme for many of you, as was transport and energy related projects. There has been a lot of 

awareness-raising with film nights and guest speakers, and some of you incorporate a shared 

community meal into such events. Some of you have taken on the task of starting a local 

market, a seed-saving group, food swap or mapping the resilience in your community. Some 

of the projects such as forums are discrete and one-off; others are held cyclically such as re-

skilling workshops or annual festivals, and others have become embedded in your 

communities such as community gardens, community energy co-operatives and walking 

school buses.  

I haven’t focused on these activities in the following three chapters, so I would like to 

acknowledge them here. It is no small task, particularly if we have not had experience in 

community work before, to bring the concept of Transition to our communities, ignite 

enthusiasm, and find inroads and partnerships. When I look at all of the events that you have 

organised in your own time, amongst your other life commitments, I feel honoured to be part 

of such a movement.  

I wonder how we might share this information and these ideas amongst each other more? I’d 

like to know how to run a free market for example, and a food swap. It’s only because I 

interviewed the people who have run these events in their Initiatives that I even know they 

are happening. It seems there’s a lot of skills and experience out there among Transition 

participants that we could be sharing to avoid us all re-inventing the wheel. I’d like to 

suggest that in Australia we ‘activate the network’.  

Burnout was a common experience among so many of you, and I wonder if we shared 

resources and strategies more if we might help to avoid that, so that participating in 

Transition is replenishing and sustaining rather than depleting. But I talk about all of these 

things and more in the next few chapters, and the point of this letter is to honour  the 

innovations, creativity, commitment and generosity that you have offered your communities 

in these challenging and uncertain times.  

 

In gratitude,  

Clare  
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Food 

Shared monthly meals 

100km dinners 

Fruit and vegie swap 

Community dinners 

Food co-op 

Organic co-op of bulk dried 

goods 

Street parties 

Community soup kitchen 

using local produce  

Local food guides  

Guerilla gardening 

 

Gardening  

School gardens  

Home grown garden tour  

Organic gardeners club and 

playgroup 

Seed saving  

Garden tours 

Autumn leaf harvest 

Community gardens 

Community orchards  

Community composting  

Permaculture blitzes,  

Workshops on keeping chooks, 

bees, composting, preserving, 

worm farming, fruit tree 

pruning 

Collecting coffee grounds from 

local cafes for compost 

Gardening demonstrations 

 

Business/economy 

Sustainable shopping tours 

Sustainable business clusters  

Green business precinct  

Local trading system  

 

Community  

Transition Streets  

Free markets 

Fair share festival 

Film launches 

Film nights  

Bottled water free town 

Plastic bag free campaigns 

Instigated and run 

community market  

Sustainability expo 

Environmental monitoring  

Low carbon diet projects  

Producing short films 

Community resilience 

mapping  

Market stalls 

Green drinks  

Landcare  

Bushfire forums 

Community fairs  

Skill-sharing/re-skilling 

events 

Guest speakers  

Presentations to local 

organisations eg library 

Awakening the dreamer/Be 

the change symposiums  

Tours of local art studios  

Earth hour events  

Training for transition 

Articles in local paper 

Monthly crafternoons 

Visioning fair 

Local exchange trading 

systems  

 

 

 

Local Government 

Involvement in Council 

consultations on local 

planning issues 

Tree plantings 

Local sustainable markets  

Presentations to local 

Council 

Membership on Council 

working parties 

Neighbourhood planning 

committees 

Awareness raising during 

local council elections with 

prospective Councillors and 

public  

 

Energy and housing  

Home energy auditing and 

energy saving workshop 

Sustainable housing group 

Free cycle centre  

Retrofitting workshops  

Sustainable house day 

Solar electricity, solar hot 

water bulk buys and 

information sessions 

Community energy co-

operative 

 

Transport  

Sustainable transport forum 

Public transport group 

Bicycle maintenance 

workshops 

House move by bike 

Walking school bus 

Table 4. Transition activities described by research participants 
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The concept of a regenerative countercurrent from a complexity perspective was 

touched on in Chapter 4; while we experience the disintegration and degeneration 

of many aspects of our planetary existence, at the same time, necessarily, 

regenerative countercurrents arise (Morin 1999). This concept kept occurring to me 

as I considered how I would name the theme that encompasses the sub-themes in 

this chapter. The act of participating in Transition is akin to moving with the 

regenerative counter-current. This is resonant with Joanna Macy’s description of the 

alternative structures ‘rising like green shoots through the rubble of a dysfunctional 

civilization’ (2005:7). Transition is regenerative in that it is about promoting the 

growth of resilient life-enhancing communities, and creating new structures, 

processes and opportunities for people to learn and exchange skills and knowledge.  

In many ways it is counter to the general orthodoxy, particularly in rejecting an 

increased reliance on carbon based energy. Also, as is the nature of a current, it 

moves strongly and fluidly and carves new courses where obstacles present 

themselves.  Nicole’s exclamation recalls the dynamism of fast flowing water 

between boulders: no foam, just clear and urgent: ‘Oh my goodness. We want to change 

the world’.  

In this chapter, I discuss the sub-themes that I identified in the data which support 

the notion of Transition as a regenerative counter-current. Although research 

participants overwhelmingly anticipate dire outcomes due to the unsustainable way 

we are living on the planet, they are participating in life affirming actions and 

putting considerable energy into their local Transition Initiatives. In actively 

embracing hope in the face of an increasingly uncertain future Transition 

participants are dwelling in the dialogic; holding complementary and antagonistic 

states simultaneously. This capacity is in part facilitated by the Transition emphasis 

on positive visioning, which opens the space of possibilities and fosters emergence 

and innovation. Visioning processes employed in Transition generally encompass a 

whole of society approach, and it is this holistic approach that seems to be resonant 

with research participants’ worldviews which are premised on the importance of 

interconnection. In considering the links between their worldviews and their 

perspectives on how Transition fosters change, it seems that research participants 

largely believe that in the act of doing Transition they are creating models that can 

catalyse social change in their communities. From a feminist perspective I suggest 

that in seeking significant social change, Transition is necessarily political, however, 

many of the research participants perceive Transition to be apolitical. As I discuss, 

this has implications for social relations and creates tensions in terms of the 

regenerative capacity of Transition if it seeks to engage in a holistic approach to 

social change.  

Active hope 

A clear pattern that emerged in relation to interview participants’ visions of the 

future was that they were overwhelmingly anticipatory of a coming crisis, while at 

the same time holding hope that Transition and other movements for change might 

be able to create alternative futures. Their visions were simultaneously quite bleak, 
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with their language expressing fears of not so much ‘if’ but ‘when’ the crisis hits, 

and hopeful, as they depicted the possibilities of revitalised local futures. The 

capacity to hold both fear of impending crisis and hope for a better future for their 

communities is an example of complexity thinking and specifically, engaging with 

the dialogic.  From a complexity perspective it is in simultaneously embracing the 

seemingly antagonistic states of fear and hope that creative change can occur, 

because this tension facilitates emergence and innovation (Morin 2008). What makes 

this particularly significant is that the ability to consciously acknowledge both fear 

and hope is not part of the dominant cultural narrative (Macy and Johnstone 2012). 

Transition participants are enabling, rather than blocking, the feedback loops of fear 

and response, and in so doing are ‘creating the conditions for their own 

regeneration’ (Morin 2008:113).  

A number of experiential processes that address cultural tendencies to block 

feedback loops associated with fear are included in Transition training. These are 

mostly derived from ‘The Work that Reconnects’ workshops, designed by Joanna 

Macy to provide opportunities for people to experience their responses to the 

precarious state of the planet (Macy and Young Brown 1998). Macy argues that the 

‘loss of certainty that there will be a future ... is the pivotal psychological reality of 

our time’ (2007:151). This is different to the ecology of action, whereby the outcomes 

of actions cannot be predicted, because the loss of any certainty about the capacity 

of the earth to sustain human life is of a different scale. Macy (2007) observes that 

suppression of feelings about the state of the world can cause numbness and 

dullness and an inability to act (Macy 2007). She cites a story told by Zen Buddhist 

monk, Thich Nhat Hanh, who was asked by one of his disciples: ‘What do we most 

need to do to save the world?’ He replied: ‘What we most need to do is hear within 

us the sound of the earth crying’ (2007:95). Macy explains that the despair work she 

and her colleagues developed was designed to do just that: to enable people to 

‘share their innermost responses to the perils of our time’ and in this process to 

‘rediscover our mutual belonging in the web of life, and the empowerment it brings 

to act on its behalf’ (2007:95).  

Choosing to confront the ‘mess we are in’ (Macy and Johnstone 2012:3) and feeling 

compelled to act in response through involvement in Transition was a clear pattern 

among participants. Rita explained that she feels she has no choice but to participate 

in working for change: ‘My vision of the future is a pretty dark one ... I think that there 

are really heavy dark days ahead. On the other hand, I can't imagine wanting to be anything 

else, except part of any sort of solution that comes’. Tanya similarly perceived a difficult 

future and feels compelled to act positively for change. She believes: ‘We’re on a fast 

track to pretty much ruin our own environment really and to make it uninhabitable or 

considerably less inhabitable for human beings .... I think we are reaping what we’ve sowed. 

What’s sustaining me is that I don’t want to sit here in twenty or thirty years and think I 

could have done something, but I did nothing’. Laura described the deep depression she 

fell into about the future, to the extent that for some time she did not feel any hope. 

Discussions with a friend led her to realise: ‘the world being stuffed is not a hundred 

percent true’ and encouraged her to maintain an ongoing involvement in her 
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Transition Initiative. She reflected: ‘Why would you possibly put so much of your 

personal effort into things if you thought there was absolutely no chance? I think you’ve just 

got to do your best and hope that there might be something positive that will come out of it’.  

Being able to confront the possibilities of a devastating future is intertwined with 

being able to participate in working for change. Andrew described the future as ‘a 

pretty heavy scenario ... there’ll be hundreds of millions of climate refugees, death, and a lot 

of starvation and certain areas of the world will be enclaves’. He went on to explain that 

he perceives working for change as ‘Pascal’s wager; it may be pointless trying to save the 

world, but we have to imagine that it is possible otherwise we wouldn’t do it and we 

wouldn’t have a chance in hell ... so there’s nothing to lose really by making the effort’. He 

also expressed the benefits that he receives from participating in Transition and that 

this has influenced how he structures his life; ‘Personally, the business as usual, I didn’t 

like that much, I was working 60 hours a week and making good money, and now I’m going 

to drop back to three days a week so I can commit more time to Transition towns stuff, it 

sustains me, I really enjoy it and feel that I have a purpose in life’. After watching the first 

Transition movie at a community screening, Teresa said she ‘wanted to get signed up’. 

She was excited to find something that she could channel her energy into that ‘gave 

hope, instead of despair’. However, she continued: ‘I don’t know what’s going to happen, I 

guess none of us do ... so either way we have to give it a go, and we might as well enjoy it 

and hope its effective’. 

Transition was described by participants as having an integral role at this time as 

can be seen in Phillipa’s comment: ‘When crisis hits ... Transition groups will be the 

beacons and they’ll be able to show people the way’. Sharon framed Transition as an 

opportunity to participate in fostering positive change. She expressed: ‘We are living 

at a pivotal moment in the planet’s history and we have a chance to do something incredibly 

special that we wouldn’t have been able to do in another age’. She continued: ‘I don’t like to 

think that we have contributed to the demise of humanity, contributing to humanity’s 

salvation is much more positive’. Barry also foresees that Transition has a key role in 

the challenging times ahead: ‘There will be energy shocks, economic shocks, there will be 

conflicts, there will be everything you can think of ... and the people dislodged from their 

comfortable, consumerist lifestyle, will by virtue of necessity, start looking for alternatives, 

and they’ll find Transition is one of those things to get involved in’. Lara was one of the 

few participants who mentioned the Great Turning. She framed her reasons for 

choosing to ‘put so much energy into Transition’ within the concept of the Great 

Turning: ‘To be honest I’m partly still driven by fear, and then I’m also partly attracted to 

the positive side as well. I almost feel like I don’t really have an alternative, like what else 

would I be doing with my time ... you know the Great Turning is something that I want to 

contribute to, that’s what keeps me going’.  

It would seem then that research participants are actively practicing hope in the 

form of engagement in Transition. Macy and Johnstone suggest that active hope is a 

practice of ‘becoming active participants in bringing about what we hope for’ 

(2012:3). They contrast it with passive hope, which tends to imply waiting for an 

external saviour of some sort. Instead, active hope is about setting an intention and 



 134 

 

taking ‘steps to move ourselves or our situation in that direction’ (Macy and 

Johnstone 2012:3). Coleman and Ferreday draw similar comparisons, commenting 

on the tension between ‘hope as tied to particular things to come’ and as a ‘drive or 

energy’ (2011:2). They cite Zournazi: ‘Hope is not simply the desire for things to 

come, or the betterment of a life. It is the drive or energy that embeds us in the 

world – in the ecology of life, ethics and politics’ (2011:2). Conceived in this way, 

hope can be understood as a force that motivates action and participation in 

working for change. Macy and Johnstone (2012) emphasise the importance of choice 

that people have in determining which dominant narrative they will engage with, 

and suggests that choosing to participate in the Great Turning is an act of active 

hope. Through involvement in Transition and utilising the processes of visioning, 

Transition participants are creating counter narratives, which enable people to 

envisage futures that are not commonly portrayed in mainstream culture. 

The sparks that fired people’s personal engagement and their motivations for 

involvement are resonant with the concept of active hope. The practical, possible, 

passionate aspects of Transition were recurring themes. Isobel expressed her joy that 

the Transition model had been developed. She exclaimed passionately ‘I’ve been 

waiting for it all my life’. Brendon shared a similar depth of feeling about Transition: 

‘I figured there’s really no other better way to do it ... This is something I’m very passionate 

about’. Lara and Phillipa both expressed deep concern about the future, but felt that 

Transition offered a space of possibilities where they could engage with the 

‘positive’. Lara said: ‘Once I started reading the ‘Transition Handbook’ then I was pretty 

much hooked ... it’s positive and it’s not coming from the doom and gloom ... it could 

actually make a difference, and it’s fun’. Phillipa expressed similar sentiments: 

‘Transition had an appeal for me like nothing before because it’s all about having a positive 

vision and putting the energy into the solutions’.  

Local visions 

Phillipa’s comment about ‘having a positive vision’ is representative of the emphasis 

placed on the practice of ‘positive visioning’ in Transition. This is an example of 

being attuned to the ‘space of possibilities’ (Mitleton-Kelly 2003) whereby 

participants can imagine alternative futures beyond those canvassed in the popular 

media. From a complexity perspective, collaborative visioning processes create the 

conditions for emergence whereby innovative and unexpected possibilities arise. As 

well as being anticipatory of many challenges ahead, interview participants 

volunteered positive imagery about their local contexts when asked about their 

visions of the future. For example Carla proposed: ‘Transition’s real strength is that 

idea of envisioning a future in the local neighbourhood’. She gave a detailed example: 

‘Rather than thinking one day we’ll have a world of world peace and everybody cares for 

nature which is very general,  it’s let’s get together and picture and share with each other, 

what would my neighbourhood be like if we are living a zero carbon lifestyle and that gets 

you picturing ok, fruit and veg on every nature strip, fruit trees in peoples’ front gardens, 

people can pick overhanging fruit and talk to neighbours and weekly food swaps at every 

local park, combined with a neighbourhood pizza oven event which just becomes part of what 



 135 

 

everybody does and that’s how you meet neighbours and it means all the neighbours know 

each other so you are there for each other when disasters happen and crises happen and 

because so much of your life is bound up with the local neighbourhood you don’t need the car 

so much and that’s how we make it more sustainable and the shops have local food and local 

produce, you know envisaging that could seriously mean social change if it happened 

everywhere’.   

The contribution of local food production to building resilience in their community 

was a common thread in people’s responses including Karen who emphasised that 

this does not mean, as people often fear, that there would not be trade in other 

commodities. People also referred to a greater strength of local networks and 

relationships in their imagined local futures. They explained that this would make 

their communities even more ‘friendly’ (Kate) and ‘desirable’ (Natalie) places to live. 

Rick also described the vitality of the community he envisions: ‘I would have very 

little need to leave my town because the community’s so strong, I would have strong 

relationships ... life is fun’. Simone’s vision included people having more local 

autonomy over their lives and greater connectivity with each other: It’s where we 

have more control over the food we eat, more self reliance, there’s more bikes and more public 

buses going places around town, to the river, to the beach, or up the mountain, we have more 

local control over our education, and our kids are out in the community more, and the old 

people are more connected with the young people’. Petra incorporated an element of 

celebration in her vision of a ‘healthy, home grown future ... small local communities 

working and playing together, really celebrating local connections and awareness, like  a 

really highly conscious group of people’. The theme of building relationships and the 

importance of connectivity is taken up further in Chapter 8.  

I co-facilitated a two day Transition training workshop in late 2013 that included a 

session on Visioning. We generally followed the suggested agenda in the Transition 

training materials, where a session on the first day is called ‘Visioning a healthy 

world’. We began the session with a guided meditation where participants were 

invited to imagine a time, in the not too distant future when the transition has 

happened. The meditation took them through different elements of a day and asked 

them to draw on all their senses to imagine what this future might be like. This 

process created much animated conversation when people congregated in small 

groups to share their imagined futures. People expressed gratitude for the 

opportunity to pause and reflect on the types of future they would like to see, and 

many were surprised at the detail they conjured up, and the sense of well-being 

they experienced in their imagined futures.   

This session generated a lot of interest and vigorous discussion, particularly about 

the contrast between engaging with positive or dystopian visions of the future and 

the impact this can have on people’s mindsets.  The prevalence of dystopian visions 

was reinforced by interview participant Petra who observed: ‘The movies in the future 

are either in space or in disruption, there’s virtually no positive stories’. She recounted a 

visit to Australia by Permaculture activist Starhawk whose ‘primary message ... was 

about re-telling the stories, telling the stories that connect rather than bring fear; it resonated 
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so strongly with me’. Sarkissian et al. (2009) emphasise the importance of the 

‘discursive key’; that telling a new story is a powerful way to build sustainable 

communities. The Transition approach to positive visioning, whereby communities 

dream and plan how they would like their community to be in post carbon future, 

offers the opportunities for devising and telling new stories. 

One of the challenges with individual visioning of futures is how people are able to 

work together to hear and integrate each other’s visions. Therefore, Transition 

Initiatives often engage their local community through some form of collective 

visioning process. Sarkissian et al. (2010) point out that finding a way forward 

following the process of visioning is important to its success. The Transition 

literature advises employing backcasting where once participants have envisioned 

their futures they then collectively work backwards to explore ways that such a 

future could be attained (Hopkins 2011). One of the interview participants25 

described a comprehensive visioning process developed by their Transition 

Initiative in consultation with a range of different community groups. They devised 

a framework for discussing visions of the future using four lenses: ‘What we want to 

recover from the past that we don’t do anymore; what we want to refuse, that we don’t 

want to take into the future with us; what we want to cherish - that is here now and we 

want to keep, and what we want to create’. These lenses were used in workshops to 

capture people’s ideas and were shared with the wider community through a 

visioning fair where different art mediums and community participation were used 

to explore and celebrate the way that their community could evolve in the future. At 

the time of the interview, the plan was to then run workshops called ‘vision to 

reality’, which would address the implementation stage of the process.   

I was inspired by the four lenses as a way of framing visioning processes and 

subsequently shared it in further interviews where it generated considerable 

interest. I also brought the idea to our Transition group and we used the four lenses 

as the structure for our visioning day. We began with the guided visioning 

meditation used in Transition training and then people moved between tables 

which had large sheets on paper on them that were divided into four quadrants 

representing the four lenses. Each table represented a different aspect of the 

community such as the arts, education, transport, health, energy, waste, the 

psychology of change and well-being. It was one of our first public events that was 

not solely about awareness raising, and we were pleased that over 40 people 

participated. We also included live music by a local acapella group, and brought 

food to share.  

  

                                                      
25 I have chosen not to name the participant here, as it would make them identifiable.  
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The following table is an example of the ideas generated under the theme of waste.  

Recover  Cherish 

Home vegie gardens 

Care for natural places 

A sense of humour around our 

bodily waste 

Reusable wrapping  

Simple needs  

Communal neighbourhood – knock 

down back fences and share 

yards 

Ethical buying of goods – thinking of the end 

life of the goods  

Reduce, reuse, recycle, refuse 

Move away from plastic bags 

Reverse garbage 

Bokashi method 

Central drop off collection points for glass 

and jars  

Innovation for used stuff 

Mining rubbish tips for reuse 

Manure  

Art and fashion from waste 

Create  Refuse 

Shopping kits – containers, jars  

Using waste for housing 

More bulk food outlets 

Alternative packaging industries- 

more biodegradable 

Pre ordering at restaurants  

Home-made gifts  

Composting toilets in new buildings 

Change the concept of waste 

Night soil 

Ways of sharing excess from cafes, 

supermarkets etc 

‘Waste is mine’ - personal 

responsibility 

Teach people to distinguish real 

need from false needs  

Help people get in touch with 

authentic self, don’t need excess 

Teach ecological action 

Resource each other  

Fads  

Fashion 

Anything that causes harm 

Goods which are made in other countries 

that are then transported long distances  

Turning a blind eye to others waste – 

Dumping rubbish in nature  

Large garbage tips  

Refuse the concept that waste can be put 

somewhere else  

10,000 versions of the same product – make 

up, dishwashing liquid etc 

Waste of animal lives for food and fashion 

and experimentation etc 

Peer pressure  

Table 5. Example of four quadrants: topic of waste 

All of the ideas contributed on the day were typed up and put on our Initiative’s 

website, however, there has not yet been any sort of structured follow up process 

such as backcasting. This was due to people being caught up with other 

commitments following the visioning day, and placing the next stage of the 

visioning process ‘on the backburner’ and then failing to allocate time to complete 

the process. I consider that this was in part due to a lack of skills and experience, 

and foresight in knowing how to manage the visioning process. I did not realise at 
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the time that visioning was a process that has been commonly utilised in planning 

and community engagement and that there were a host of resources we could have 

drawn on which might have made our process more effective and skillful 

(Sarkissian et al. 2010). Our lack of follow-up is an instance of blocking the recursive 

principle, where gathered information does not flow into any form of action or 

follow-up communication with participants. Failing to follow through on such 

activities where people contribute their time and ideas can undermine the 

credibility of, and community confidence in, a local Initiative. The capacity for 

Transition groups to carry forward such processes is one of the challenges faced by 

many voluntary groups. This is looked at further in Chapter 8.  

Enacting change 

The types of futures that people envisage will be influenced by their worldviews. 

Research participants did not discuss the complexity of running community 

visioning events where factors such as participants’ worldviews, and hence values 

will inspire different visions. In fact, the implementation of many Transition 

activities relies on Transition participants being able to employ a considerable range 

of skills and knowledge that they may not have yet acquired such as running public 

events and working with diverse groups of people. Although there was consistent 

mention of the purpose of building community by the research participants, the 

multifaceted challenges inherent in this as attested by the body of research on 

community development and community engagement, were mostly not raised. 

Research participants comments included Transition ‘is community development’ 

(Paul) and it uses ‘community development methodology’ (Robert), yet, as I discuss 

further in Chapter 8, there did not seem to be any overt drawing on community 

development methodologies or research as a basis for their approaches to running 

events such as visioning workshops.  

In terms of research participants’ worldviews, I began to see a clear pattern in their 

responses that related to the need for a societal shift to a worldview that recognises 

the interdependent and interconnected nature of reality.  Leanne described the shift 

in understanding required to ‘see that we’re all radically interconnected and 

interdependent’. Thomas talked about the need for people to ‘have a much greater 

understanding of interconnectedness, and just how absolutely dependent we are on the 

weather, the water, the soil ... and yet we act as though they don’t exist’. Sharon was 

similarly concerned with ‘this huge disconnection of ourselves from the earth and from 

what it produces and how natural systems work’. Natalie explained that one of the 

enticing aspects of Transition is that it recognises ‘we live in a world where everything 

is connected’ in contrast with societal practice where ‘we tend to separate things out and 

look at problems independently’. Several participants perceived that this shift is already 

happening. For example, Teresa suggested: ‘This new consciousness about the earth and 

our interconnectedness, this sense of responsibility for the Earth and for the future is not 

something that our culture has traditionally done well in recent centuries, but it is sort of 

emerging all over the Earth’. 
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These comments are resonant with eco/feminist perspectives on the inter-

connectedness of the social and the ecological (Shiva 2008, 2005; Warren 2000), and 

Spretnak’s (2011) conception of a relational worldview. They also echo the call by 

complexity thinker Edgar Morin (2008) for a shift to a complexity paradigm where 

interdependence and mutual causality are recognised as inherent aspects of our 

planetary culture. Furthermore, the participants’ responses align with the third 

dimension of the Great Turning; as a holonic shift in consciousness from individual 

self-interest to collective concern (Macy 2007). These are radical conceptions, 

because as Morin (2008) points out, the dominant paradigm is one that is premised 

on separation and disjunction. As such, the worldview proposed by participants can 

be understood as counter-hegemonic in that it is based on a different 

epistemological engagement with the world. However, research participants did not 

tend to identify the Transition approach as radical, with the exception of Isobel who 

claimed: ‘It’s so radical!’ She found it difficult, and ultimately a source of tension, 

that other members of her Initiative did not share her perspective on the radical 

nature of Transition.  

Research participants seemed to perceive that Transition would contribute to an 

increased societal understanding of interconnectedness, and hence social change 

through providing a holistic and adaptive model that offers opportunities for 

engagement in their local communities. This could be understood to be embracing 

both the cognitive and affective domains of an ecological worldview, where the 

cognitive relates to an intellectual understanding and the affective relates to an 

experiential understanding (Barlow 2012). Bryan described the cognitive aspects in 

the design of Transition: ‘It’s the closest I’ve seen a popular movement going to a sort of a 

whole systems design. It brought together all the elements of sustainability. I think it can be 

a cohesive and inclusive means of approaching social change’. Andrew commented on the 

affective dimension of participation in Transition: ‘If we really are to have a paradigm 

shift, I think it can only happen if we are more aware and connected to each other and to our 

world in all its dimensions’.   

The concept of a cultural change that would challenge existing values also featured 

in participants’ responses. This aligns with the shift in consciousness dimension of 

the Great Turning which challenges current values such as individualism, 

materialism and consumerism and seeks alternative conceptual frameworks and 

practices (Macy 2007). Barry described having ‘one of those a-ha moments when I 

understood why Rob Hopkins called his site Transition Culture, because ultimately we need 

to change our dominant culture in this society which is selfish, individualistic and 

dependant on consumerism’. 26 He continued that Transition ‘has to create enough of a 

swell of a different subculture initially, that will assist a culture change’. He 

acknowledged the challenges of this: ‘It’s not going to be easy to change; our dominant 

                                                      
26 Until mid 2013, Rob Hopkins had a separate website Transitionculture.org, where he 

wrote a regular blog. This is now incorporated under the Transition Network and available 

at www.transitionnetwork.org.  
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culture is very strong’. Phillipa framed her perceptions about change in terms of the 

need for a ‘massive shift in values’. She elaborated: ‘I like to call it old and new paradigm 

thinking ... I think that there’s a real potential to shift how we live, but to do that we need to 

acknowledge our values ... and I think Transition is a fantastic channel for that’. Similarly, 

Simone explained that within her Initiative they try to recognise the type of thinking 

that underlies their approach to Transition activities.  She explained: ‘Everything we 

do, we have to stop and think about how we are doing things, like is it the old way of 

thinking or is this the new way of thinking?’  

Another perspective offered by participants was that change would occur through 

people becoming involved in practical activities. There was a strong sense among 

research participants that ‘people appreciate practical things ... something practical that 

they can think about with their own lives’ (Ethan). Sharon felt that practical projects 

gave credibility to the group. She perceives that: ‘People outside the group aren’t going 

to see us as doing anything useful unless they see something happening’. Cheryl shared 

this perspective but stressed that projects needed to be meaningful: ‘I see Transition 

being valuable, by doing things that actually work, and that other people see work ... I don’t 

want to do token things ... like some of the things aren’t long term thinking, despite the fact 

it is useful to put plastic in that window [retrofitting], we should be doing things that last 

longer’. The Transition GPMI respondent discussed the potential for behaviour 

change to occur through participation in practical activities as they learn about 

‘different ways of living while learning new skills’. It could be seen that Transition is 

facilitating the space of possibilities in providing opportunities for people to attend 

events such as re-skilling workshops where the outcomes can be far more than 

learning a particular skill. For example, Eleanor suggested that such workshops 

provide ‘a space where people can come and talk and share what they love about the place 

where they live and what they’d like to see’ and that this ‘can help people’s hearts and 

minds to shift’. She further suggests that creating such possibilities creates ‘a real 

opportunity to really build on a social movement’. 

A number of interviewees referred to the importance of enjoyment as a component 

of Transition. Heinberg suggests that Transition offers a way for people worried 

about an environmental apocalypse to invest their efforts in ongoing collective 

action that ‘looks more like a party than a protest march’ (cited in Hopkins 2008:x). 

This is corroborated by Hopkins’ comment that a ‘Transition process without play 

and creativity would miss out on a vital way of reaching, touching and engaging 

people’ (2011:117). Ethan expressed that his ‘firm conviction is, if it’s not fun, it’s not 

worth doing’ and Susan shared these sentiments: ‘If you’re having fun and doing good 

things, people want to know what you're doing’. Isobel also concurred: ‘It’s not by 

preaching, and it’s not by getting angry; it’s got to be through joy really, it’s got to be 

through people saying oh that looks like fun, let’s do it’. Brendon believes that having a 

good time is integral to Transition’s success: ‘I think the only way that Transition can be 

successful, is if they have a good time while accepting the challenges of people and climate 

change’. Amanda perceived it from a personal perspective in terms of motivation. 

She said: ‘It’s also whether you motivate yourself out of fear or inspiration, that’s a big one. 
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It’s important to ask how am I going to find a way of being involved that will be fun and suit 

my skills and experience’.  

A commonly shared perspective among research participants seemed to be that 

change will manifest as ripples generated by the presence and activities of 

Transition reverberate throughout the community. For example, the Transition 

XTDI respondent believes: ‘Although not much may appear to be happening, the very 

existence of Transition groups will gradually infuse the notion of change and the need to be 

prepared for it’. A number of people raised the idea of the tipping point of change; a 

concept popularised by Gladwell (2000), that once enough people embrace an idea it 

becomes integrated into the mainstream. For example, Karen explained: ‘As people’s 

behaviour changes it influences more people’s behaviour and their actions change; so it’s 

seeding that tipping point’. Several participants referred to the 100th monkey theory 

which is similar to the notion of the tipping point. Petra said: ‘All of a sudden, when 

enough people want to do something, change happens. So it might look really gradual for a 

while and then all of a sudden it’s like a bucket overflowing and you get to that point; the 

100th monkey theory’. From a complexity perspective, where there is high connectivity 

in a community then such tipping points are more likely (Gilchrist 2009). This may 

be occurring in Alice’s Initiative which holds weekly events that attract a broad 

demographic of people, many of whom, she observed, would not necessarily 

participate in such activities. She commented that they ‘get people coming along who 

wouldn’t normally go to anything environmental and then all of a sudden it’s not such a 

weird thing for them to do anymore and becomes more acceptable, and I think that’s how it’s 

shifting’. None of the participants explicitly referred to the psychological models of 

change discussed in the Transition literature and Transition training, either as 

descriptors of the process of change or as tools they employ in planning their 

events.  

For some of the participants, although they felt that Transition could make a 

difference, the slow pace of community participation was frustrating and puzzling. 

Bernadette pondered whether people need to experience ‘pain’ before they change. 

She explained that in her area: ‘The drought and the hot weather was helpful in a way 

because people were getting a concept about it [climate change], but now there’s been this 

beautiful rain people just relax’. Thomas was more definite in his opinion: ‘I don’t think 

there’s any argument we are going to be dragged screaming, and that doesn’t mean a change 

in consciousness won’t happen, it just means it’s going to be with a lot more pain, a lot more 

suffering’. Michelle expressed frustration that people in her community were not 

showing evident impetus towards change. She said: ‘It’s a paradox for me, I find it 

quite clear what has to happen and it’s not happening and I’m thinking where is the block? I 

can’t work it out. It’s not that people and knowledgeable people aren’t aware of it’. Dan 

explained that he initially spent a lot of time giving talks and showing films, as he 

thought the ‘juice’ was in informing people about peak oil and its intersection with 

climate change. He thought that when people found out about this it would ‘make a 

huge difference and more people would come on board’ but, he explained, ‘that hasn’t 

happened’. As is discussed in Chapter 7, this led to his burning out and he has now 

realigned his priorities to helping develop supportive communities.   
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Eleanor and Robert were the only participants who discussed systems approaches 

in terms of change. Robert pointed out the effectiveness of identifying the ‘best 

leverage points in systems to make the biggest difference’ and considering how to ‘support 

a system to shift in a non-equilibrium way into another way of being that’s more appropriate 

to the context that we find ourselves in’. He expressed that he ‘loves the idea of energy 

descent and consciousness ascent’ and considers ‘that’s where the greatest potential in the 

[Transition] model is’. Eleanor suggested that Transition could have a considerable 

impact if systems thinking was more explicitly incorporated. She said: ‘We should 

definitely have a dint on moving towards a more sustainable Australia and changing the 

thinking if we can work on changing the single thinking to a more systems approach where 

things are interconnected and we think across systems’. Such conceptual approaches can 

be particularly useful for exploring points of intervention in systems (Meadows 

1997) or recognising where a system is far from equilibrium and ripe for change and 

emergence (Gilchrist 2009). 

Permaculture  

A number of interviewees related Permaculture principles to Transition and the 

notion of social change. Rita commented: ‘Permaculture gives you an edge in seeing an 

analysis of the situation and that has to feed through to Transition which is essentially 

systems’. Isobel discussed the Permaculture principle of ‘use edges and value the 

marginal’. She explained: ‘It is on the edges that things happen; people in the middle are 

too surrounded by the paradigm ... but if you are on the edge, that’s where it’s happening; 

where the new ecosystems are sorting themselves out’. She applied this to working with 

people who are receptive to change, who she called the ‘swingers’ and said it was 

more important to work with them as they have some degree of receptivity to the 

need for societal change. Amanda drew on Permaculture considerably in her 

interview, often using a Permaculture principle to explain a point she was making. 

For example she spoke about ‘producing no waste’, which she explained as ‘working 

with what’s there and allowing connections to arise rather than trying to construct 

everything’; the principle of ‘use and value diversity’ which she explained meant 

‘diverse approaches, diverse solutions, diverse people’ and the principle of ‘small and slow 

solutions’ so that ‘people in Transition learn to be patient and understand there’s a process 

to change’. Bryan also drew on Permaculture principles such as ‘work where it counts 

and work with those who want to learn’ in describing his approach to how Transition 

can best provoke change. Alice said that for her: ‘Transition is like a concept and 

Permaculture is the tools that you use; the Permaculture thinking that you apply to your 

Transitions groups and what you are doing’. However, despite the evident applicability 

of such principles to the process of change, these interviewees did not indicate that 

they were used in any systematic way in their Initiatives or in Transition more 

broadly.  

Nevertheless, there was a sense of the importance of maintaining the connection 

between Transition and Permaculture groups, particularly among participants who 

had come to Transition from a Permaculture background. Barry reflected on how 

the Permaculture connection attracted him to Transition: ‘I’ve always been a systems 
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thinker and I thought applying Permaculture principles and the whole idea to a broader 

palette of the whole community seemed like a very cool idea ... and knowing that 

Permaculture is about redesigning areas so they become more naturally self-sustaining and 

Transition is just applying it on a more community level’. Susan described Transition as 

‘causing a renaissance of interest in Permaculture’ and she found there was a recursive 

loop between Permaculture and Transition with ‘people who did the Permaculture 

Design Certificates then doing Transition training, and people who do Transition training 

doing PDC’s; they’re feeding into each other’. Petra, a Permaculture teacher said that for 

her: ‘Having been involved in Permaculture for 25 years it was a natural progression to get 

involved in Transition’.  

The participants’ responses remind me of the Permaculture concept of pioneer 

species and succession (Morrow 2006). These are the plants and animals that ‘thrive 

in a degraded ecosystem and help to prepare it for other species to follow’ (Smith 

and Dawborn 2012). This is expressed in Jackies’ reflection: ‘I think maybe the benefits 

will be seen in the next generation, and we are laying the foundations’. Like the pioneer 

species, the research participants are trying to create the conditions in their 

community for new growth and maintenance of life. Michelle described this is terms 

of leadership: ‘In some ways I feel the people who are getting ready now are important for 

leadership roles in the future, not necessarily in terms overt leadership but there’s many 

forms of leadership in terms of knowledge and gardening, and Heart and Soul and people 

who know what to do’. As pioneers, the Transition participants are experimental in 

many ways and perhaps waves of succession will adapt their initial approaches.  

Overall, the research participants did not have shared metaphors or conceptual 

frameworks for the approaches they are taking to Transition. I wonder whether 

Transition in Australia, with its strong connections to Permaculture, could use it to 

much greater effect as a shared language and design system for approaching change 

within their communities. For example, Robin Clayfield has run a number of social 

Permaculture workshops, which apply Permaculture principles to the social realm, 

for Transition groups in Australia. Two of the research participants who had 

attended her workshop expressed how beneficial it was to have such a framework 

to inform their Transition work. The principle of the ecology of action shows that 

when an action is performed it will inevitably extend to other elements or people in 

the system, in unpredictable ways. For this reason, as discussed earlier, Morin (2008) 

advocates the wisdom of developing strategies as approaches to change rather than 

programs which presuppose a constant environment. Strategies work with 

uncertainty and tend to be more responsive, flexible and adaptable (Morin 2008). If 

underlain by principles such as the Permaculture principles, strategies taken in 

communities may have multiplier effects in terms of effectiveness, connectivity and 

unexpected outcomes. Links between Permaculture principles and Transition are 

made in Transition training as evidenced by the following table, which one of the 

research participants had retained from Transition training. However, as I have 

noted, research participants did not apply these links when describing their 

Transition practice.  
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The table below lists the Permaculture principles which were introduced in Chapter 

2, a catch phrase or proverb which Holmgren includes ‘as a negative or cautionary 

aspect of the principle’ (2013:7) and examples of applications of the principles to 

Transition. Holmgren writes that ‘each principle can be thought of as a door into the 

labyrinth of systems thinking’ (2013:7). This table was provided by one of the 

Australian Transition trainers. It is often handed out at their trainings, but not 

necessarily incorporated into any of the sessions.   

Permaculture 

Principles  

Catch Phrase An Example for Transition 

1. Observe and 

interact 

Beauty is in the eye of 

the beholder 

Find out what is already happening 

locally before starting any project 

2. Catch and store 

energy 

Make hay while the sun 

shines  

Use the energy that is inspired by 

Transition model – create lots of ways for 

people ways to join and give support 

3. Obtain a yield You can’t work on an 

empty stomach 

Harvest ideas at events with post its or 

flip charts 

4. Apply self 

regulation and 

accept feedback 

The sins of the fathers 

are visited on the 

children unto the 

seventh generation 

Create spaces where your community can 

let you know what they think; include 

evaluation and evolution in your plans 

5. Use and value 

renewable resources 

and services 

Let nature take its 

course  

 

Work with existing currents, trends and 

projects where possible 

 

6. Produce no waste A stitch in time saves 

nine. 

Waste not, want not 

Use psychological awareness to avoid 

conflict where possible 

 

7. Design from 

patterns to details 

Can’t see the wood for 

the trees  

Energy descent planning – strategic as 

well as micro 

8. Integrate rather 

than segregate 

Many hands make light 

work 

Partnership, partnership, partnership! 

9. Use small and 

slow solutions 

The bigger they are the 

harder they fall. 

Slow and steady wins 

the race 

Allow groups time to form and grow 

before expecting action 

10. Use and value 

diversity  

Don’t put all your eggs 

in one basket 

“Both ... and” rather than “either/or” ‐ let’s 

do it your way and my way 

11. Use edges and 

value the marginal 

Don’t think you are on 

the right track just 

because it is a well- 

beaten path 

The boundaries between systems are 

interesting places – between existing and 

new movements, council and business, 

young and old ... create lots of meetings  

12. Creatively use 

and respond to 

change 

Vision is not seeing 

things as they are, but 

as they will be 

Keep the vision open, active and creative – 

don’t tie it down or stop it evolving 

Table 6. Application of Permaculture Principles to Transition 
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Treading water 

The third sub-theme in this chapter is called ‘treading water’ as a metaphor for 

looking at the situatedness of Transition within the countercurrrent. The concepts 

that are discussed in relation to this, which arose through the interpretation of the 

data, are activism and the apolitical nature of Transition and silences around issues 

of gender and social justice. The commentary in the research literature about the 

apolitical nature of Transition (Stevenson 2011, Connors 2010; Haxeltine and 

Seyfang 2009; Chatterton and Cutler 2008) was affirmed by the research 

participants.  I did not ask directly about this, but a number of participants made it 

clear that they do not view Transition or their involvement in it as political, while 

others saw the apolitical nature of Transition as an incentive for a wider range of 

people to participate in Transition.  

Reading the data through an eco/feminist lens meant that I was attuned to issues 

related to power relations, and therefore the political, and I began to see a pattern of 

a lack of discussion among research participants in this area. The term political can 

be used to refer specifically to the realm of governmental politics and it can also 

relate more broadly to the distribution of power among people or groups of people 

(Ife 2013). Bay claims that Transition ‘is political by challenging and calling for 

changes in habits, thoughts, action, interpretation and thus in social practices’ 

(2013:175). She makes the point that Transition ‘problematises the way people live 

their lives every day without directly attacking the capitalist, militarist, colonialist, 

and consumerist system’ (2013:175). The element of attack that she refers to seemed 

to be the way that some of research participants used the term political; that it was 

conflated with oppositional or radical activism. Pondering this took me to the 

second wave feminist slogan: the personal is the political (Mann 2012). Mann 

describes this slogan as having both ‘emancipatory’ and ‘disciplinary’ features. It is 

‘emancipatory’ in that it shows that many issues should not be addressed so much 

at the individual level, ‘but rather as problems collectively rooted in the social and 

political institutions’ (2012:285). The ‘disciplinary’ features of the slogan are that 

these political views should be practiced, not just preached. The power in this 

slogan according to Mann is that it is ‘linked to the micro and macro levels of 

society ... by requiring a transformation of both the individual and society’ 

(2012:285). Explicit dialogue within Transition Initiatives around the nature of the 

political might extend the discourse of political from meaning political party 

alignment or oppositional to the meaning of engaging in social change individually 

and collectively.  

Apolitical? 

Several research participants declared themselves or their Initiative to be avowedly 

apolitical. For example, Brendon who described himself as ‘very apolitical, very 

opposed to politics’ views the political system as ‘fossilised and futile, and really a waste 

of time’ and in contrast he experiences Transition as ‘much more exciting, it’s much 

more positive, it’s much more fun’. He sees Transition as: ‘The one form of activism where 
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you’re just purely starting afresh and creating something new. So you’re building 

something, you’re not destroying or opposing ... I like to call it pro-activism, as opposed to 

activism’. Lara also used the term ‘apolitical’ to describe her Initiative’s approach, but 

then qualified this to say: ‘We are definitely a-political. Probably more correctly, we’re not 

party political’. She explained that the local climate action network concentrates on 

political lobbying whereas her Initiative’s role is to engage people who are not 

interested in that form of engagement. She describes her group’s focus as ‘very much 

more practical and community’ and commented that they ‘don’t want to be seen as 

aligned to any party’ which is ‘mostly so that we don’t scare people off who aren’t that way 

inclined’. Other participants who shared this perspective, similarly perceived that by 

being a non-party political group they would attract more participants and thus be 

more effective. Several participants explained that they were strategic in choosing 

not to have political affiliations as it kept open opportunities for community 

partnerships and grants.  

The perception that being apolitical broadened the appeal of Transition was shared 

by a number of research participants. For instance, the Transition BSG respondent 

explained: ‘We see our Initiative’s purpose as spokespeople for awareness-raising of the 

issues of peak oil and climate change, as role models of lifestyles that will address these 

issues. It is a conservative town and making our group a political one would not go down 

well, so we consider our purpose less about Council lobbying and more about practical 

initiatives’. Transition BSG have aligned the concept of political with lobbying local 

government, whereas it could be argued that raising awareness of peak oil and 

climate change, and developing lifestyles that are less reliant on fossil fuels is 

political because it is challenging the dominant narrative. The Transition SL 

respondent described Transition as: ‘A good methodology to follow to engage more 

conservative members of the community who do not identify with greenies but have similar 

values to our group in the promotion of localising and retaining skills and locally made 

products within the community’. Bryan described Transition’s appeal as covering the 

political spectrum, but did not raise the potential challenges of people with such 

diverse ideologies working together: ‘It appeals to the left because it turns some sort of 

revolution. It appeals to the right because it’s built on community enterprise, social 

enterprise, small business models. It deals with the centre because it promises a stable society 

which can deal with future challenges by making it more resilient’.  

Research participants, such as the respondent from Transition SL above, observed 

that there are significant benefits where Transition is apolitical including attracting 

people who would not consider themselves to be activists. Eleanor suggested: 

‘Transition offers a language that cuts across different types of groups, it can bring people 

out of the woodwork that wouldn’t even think of being involved in the social movement. 

They can all come to the table together I’ve found’. Leanne said she ‘loved the idea of 

Transition being easier to engage people, it’s not as narrowly focused and perhaps not as 

threatening as joining a climate action group which many people see as being radical or 

highly political’. Her conversation with Rick highlighted her rationale for 

appreciating the apolitical nature of Transition in their conservative community. 

Leanne mused whether ‘you can even possibly have the transition while you still have 
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capitalism’ to which Rick replied: ‘Well capitalism in itself is unsustainable, you can’t 

have infinite growth in a finite planet’. Leanne responded: ‘and then you risk, you know 

imagine raising that in a conservative area, you’d be worse than the reds under the beds’. 

Similarly, Carla explained that Celia, who co-initiated their Transition Initiative, 

was attracted to Transition because: ‘She herself is not an activist, would never go to 

protest marches or activist type meetings, but she is passionate about sustainable living and 

puts it into practice herself way more than most people. So for the Celia’s of this world, 

Transition is perfect because it means you can engage with local people, do all this stuff and 

in the end make proper policies electable but not feel like you’ve got to be an activist’.  

The idea of activism as expressed by the research participants aligns with the 

negative connotations that are often associated with this term, particularly where 

activism is perceived to be of a political nature and associated with protest and 

campaigning. This would have been an interesting thread to have delved into more 

deeply with the research participants. Consequently, the concepts of activism and 

the nature of the political warrant further research before drawing any conclusions. 

Macy and Johnstone’s (2012) suggestions about broadening the definition of 

activism seem applicable here. They suggest that: ‘an activist can mean anyone who 

is active for a purpose bigger than personal gain’ (2012:217). As such, research 

participants who practice active hope can be conceived of as activists. However, the 

way that involvement in Transition is framed is evidently important to participants 

in terms of garnering participation in local Initiatives. Nevertheless, if this is not 

problematised to some extent, it would seem that transformative possibilities within 

Transition are constrained. A shift to a ‘relational reality’ (Spretnak 2011) is, after all, 

a major shift from the current mechanistic paradigm, and to participate in this shift 

is to actively challenge the dominant orthodoxy.  

The importance of language in creating accessibility to Transition was expressed by 

several research participants. In the previous chapter, it was seen that participants 

viewed the reasonably neutral language of Transition to be a drawcard for people 

who might not otherwise be involved. For example, Leanne commented: ‘Language 

seems to be very important. It’s fairly clear what we’re trying to do, but with different people 

it needs to be different language. So we just talk about the village making a transition to be 

more resilient in the challenges ahead, high energy costs, high food costs. We don’t actually 

use the words that I might have been using years ago, and not having a lot of luck with to be 

honest’. Susan provided a pertinent example in relation to Permaculture: ‘It’s pretty 

widely acknowledged that the word Permaculture blocks a lot of people, they think weed 

smoking hippies, whereas if we use words like sustainable system design, multi-

functionality, diversity, closed systems, no waste, Council and the general public get it’. She 

gave the example of ‘one bloke [who] stood up halfway through a one day session and said 

“is this Permaculture we’re talking?” And we went “yes”, and he said “if I’d known this 

was going to be about Permaculture I would never have turned up but this is great, this is 

what I’m after. If this is what Permaculture is, I want it!”’.  

Because Transition Initiatives are self-organising, each will determine their 

approach to the political nature of Transition, as will individuals within their 
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Initiative. Self-organising systems are open to their environment and contextual 

factors will influence the nature of each Initiative. For example, coal seam gas has 

become a major issue in the Australian landscape since I completed my fieldwork, 

and when I looked at the websites of six of the Initiatives represented by research 

participants each had some degree of information about coal seam gas campaigns. 

Some Initiatives such as Transition ZWA share events with the local climate action 

group and join community delegations to state and federal Members of Parliament. 

Other Initiatives such as Transition THTB grew out of their community organising 

against proposed developments. The survey respondent explained: ‘Formation of the 

Transition Initiative was stimulated by community opposition to construction of a large 

supermarket in the Village and via community meetings on water issues and transport 

issues’.  

In contrast, Laura explained that her Initiative left community activism on climate 

change related issues to the local climate action group, and that she understands 

Transition to be ‘much more a positive movement than a protest movement’. Teresa 

perceives a role for Transition in both protesting and creating alternatives. She 

likened it to ‘Gandhi’s vision of non-violent social change’ where the ‘main focus is 

building alternatives’ while also ‘doing the protest reform work’. While expressing 

enthusiasm for the Transition model, Carla expressed some frustration with the lack 

of political engagement in Transition. She said: ‘I have to say the stage I am at now is 

that I’m aware of its limitations as well; like it’s not about lobbying and a lot more of that 

needs to be done’. In a similar vein, Dan spoke about members of his Initiative 

returning to the climate action group they had been involved with prior to 

participating in Transition. He said this was because they ‘figured they could be more 

involved in creating change in the activist mode of operating’.  

As can be seen, research participants indicated quite different understandings of 

what political means with few participants explicitly raising the notion of power, or 

linking the political to questions of power. Greater emphasis was placed on the 

‘positive’ aspects of Transition without any extensive interrogation of the 

implications of this. Harcourt et al.’s call for a ‘nuanced sense of politics’ (2006:15) is 

useful here. They suggest that awareness of ‘how power is operating ... through 

processes and practices’ makes it ‘strategically possible to use sites of power by 

working within them to bring about change’ (2006:16). Robert and Paul argued that 

Transition would be more effective if it recognised the political nature of Transition. 

Robert pointed out that engaging politically ‘is a level of consciousness that Transition 

towns don’t engage with’. He suggests that this is intentional but is concerned: ‘If we’re 

only working on Transition and not structural transformation we’re not doing ourselves 

justice. Transition is a network phenomenon, and as a consequence it really only operates on 

a horizontal scale, there’s a vertical scale where power is based and that also needs some 

work’. Paul described a neighbouring Transition Initiative which, in comparison to 

his Initiative, is ‘unashamedly political’ in that they deal with issues through the three 

tiers of government. He suggested that in comparison to active environmental 

groups that: ‘Transition is not so political and yet, because it involves decision making 

around resources, it is political, it has to be political’. He expressed frustration with the 
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disinclination of some members of his Initiative to look at what he understands to 

be political issues. He said that some people on the ‘Transition committee are not 

comfortable with political questions, such as allocation of resources, of who gets what and 

when and why’.  

The language used by research participants to describe the purpose of their local 

Transition Initiative supports the overall tendency to avoid any sense of being 

oppositional, and instead was consistently about ‘enabling’ and ‘creating’. Words 

such as ‘encourage, create, develop, inspire, enable, foster, educate, lighten, reduce, 

build, nourish, act, raise awareness, re-skill, connect and share’ predominated in 

their responses. The comments below provide examples of the usage of these terms 

as well as the range of responses.  

 ‘To raise awareness about climate change and peak oil and our own community and to 

build collaborative networks ... and to build self-reliance’: Tanya 

 ‘I think the main role of Transition is probably to inspire people’: Cheryl  

 ‘Create more resilience in this community’: Nicole 

 ‘Enabling people to make decisions together to make their future together rather than 

leaving it for someone else to make a mess of it’: Bryan 

 ‘Building a sustainable future, it's about inspiring hope, bringing people together so 

they can share skills, resources and information’: Ethan 

 ‘I think it’s just encouraging the community to be living the life’: Laura 

 ‘Catalysing community action towards relocalisation’: Lara 

Engaging in social change, from a feminist perspective, is to challenge the status 

quo, and I suggest that perceiving Transition as apolitical and devoid of inherent 

power issues does not necessarily support Transition’s momentum. In seeking to 

build resilient communities that localise core aspects of a community such as food, 

health, transport and energy, Transition Initiatives are endeavouring to catalyse 

significant change in their communities. This is challenging the dominant ideology 

of neo-liberalism which operates through globalised markets. However, having an 

agenda to build resilience does not mean that an equitable community will be an 

outcome. A community can be more resilient but still essentially following business 

as usual. Participants in general, did not offer critiques of Transition or consider its 

situatedness within the dominant paradigm. This may be in part due to a lack of 

embedded reflection in Transition Initiatives.  

Social relations 

As has been noted, Transition is based on a whole systems design with connectivity 

between the parts so that it remains dynamic and adaptable. Research participants 

commented on this, and the worldviews they expressed reinforce their 

understanding of the nature of interconnectedness. However, an embodied 

understanding of connectivity was not applied to the different relations within 

society that facilitate or reinforce domination and discrimination. Feminist 

methodology is concerned with ‘identifying these relations such as gender, race and 
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class which intersect to ‘constitute distinct relations to social power’ (Deutsch 

2004:893). There was predominantly silence around issues related to social power 

and the many ways participants encounter this in their involvement with 

Transition. Petra was the only participant to refer to patriarchy in any way, but this 

was not explored further in the interview. She commented, in relation to Transition 

and social change: ‘I get a sense that a lot of the reactions that are happening in the world 

are the last stand of the patriarch, like the structures crumbling down’. Gender was not 

problematised by participants in local or global contexts, or in the character of the 

Transition movement, although it may have been implicit in some of their 

comments such as Phillipa’s reference to ‘old paradigm thinking’. Bhattacharjya et al. 

claim that social movements in general still experience a male bias and fail to look at 

‘taken for granted assumptions about the place of women in organisations and 

societies’ which are not discussed explicitly, but ‘determine how people think and 

act, and therefore ultimately frame the priorities and actions of social movements’ 

(2013:280). It would seem that these assumptions may be present in Transition 

because I did not encounter interrogations of gender issues in the Transition 

movement; either in the literature or among interview participants. Harcourt and 

co-authors argue that ‘feminist analysis and experience is critical’ to the vision of a 

Great Transition. They propose that for significant change to occur, there is the need 

for ‘a profound set of changes in gender relations that would dismantle patriarchal 

power structures and bring a radical transition in personal, domestic, community 

and public power relations’ (2006:1). 

Gender issues permeate Transition at all levels of scale. One site is the scale of the 

local Initiative in Australia, where Transition is run by volunteer labour. I did not 

ask research participants about the gender make-up of their Initiatives, but in 

general, women are disproportionately represented in community organisations 

(Kenny 2011) and two-thirds of the interviewees were women.27 Gender has been 

shown to be an under-problematised site in the local food movement (Deutsch 2011) 

where gender inequalities can be reinforced (Little, Ilbery and Watts 2009). This is 

obviously pertinent to Transition in Australia given the focus research participants 

placed on food as a medium for working with the community in many dimensions 

such as instigating food swaps, local markets and community gardens, and having 

community dinners as a form of community engagement. It is important that 

Transition considers how gender inequalities might be reinforced at all levels of 

engagement, within their Initiatives and in their activities with the broader 

community. For example, Gilchrist describes preparing and sharing food together as 

an enactment of communion which, she says, ‘exemplifies the origin of the word 

community’, but she points out it can tend to be a ‘gendered burden’ mainly 

undertaken by women (2009:132). Being in a progressive movement for change does 

not mean that ‘exclusionary and oppressive’ (Horn 2009:152) practices will not 

occur, and perhaps there needs to be some exploration of the Transition principles 

so that the importance of critiquing social relations is brought to the fore.  

                                                      
27  The survey did not include specific demographic questions about the survey respondents.  
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There are tensions between the urgency of the global situation and the importance 

of Transition taking a holistic approach to change that is resonant with its stated 

principles. Bhattacharjya et al. point out that the integration of gender equality in a 

‘transformative and meaningful way, can be long and difficult, and requires huge 

amounts of energy and perseverance’ (2013:290). Transition participants, as will be 

shown in the following chapter, already feel time poor and burnout is a common 

experience. Not only do they want to see practical change, but addressing the realm 

of social relations also requires time spent in dialogue and reflection. Consequently, 

suggesting that more consideration be given to understanding embedded 

assumptions around social relations could be received as alienating and inaccessible 

by some Transition practitioners. This can set up a theory/practice dualism which is 

obviously not helpful. Therefore praxis is an important and useful concept here 

because it unites theory and practice in mutually reinforcing, dialogic relations. 

Ledwith describes how praxis in community development generates theory in 

action and ‘in turn, action becomes more critical through analysis’ (2005:2). 

Furthermore praxis unites ‘action and reflection’ and ‘doing and thinking’ so that 

‘grassroots liberation’ can flourish (Ledwith 2005:3). The concept of liberation 

reflects the orientation of critical community development, which is directed at the 

significance of social justice in the change process. 

Social justice was another aspect of social relations that received little explicit 

attention from the research participants. I discuss this further in Chapter 8 in 

relation to localisation and globalisation, however it is pertinent to consider Ife’s 

(2013) proposal for an integrated approach to community development here. The 

commonalities between Transition and community development have already been 

raised, and they are particularly relevant to discussions about what informs 

Transition in practice. Ife suggests three inter-related perspectives that are core to 

community development; an ecological perspective, a social justice perspective and 

a post-Enlightenment perspective (Ife 2013:104). An ecological perspective can be 

described as ‘unifying five basic principles of ecology: holism, sustainability, 

diversity, equilibrium and interdependence’ (Ife 2013:49). This perspective is 

aligned with complexity principles and the systems based design of Transition. Ife 

proposes that a social justice perspective is also required to include a focus on 

‘equity, human rights, structural oppression or disadvantage and discourses of 

power’ (2013:57). The post-Enlightenment perspective challenges ‘neo-liberalism’ 

(Ife 2013:91) and includes many different strands of thought such as 

postmodernism, holism and connectedness, and an array of indigenous 

understandings. Ife (2013) maintains that to realise communities that are equitable 

and sustainable the integration of these three perspectives is crucial. I include Ife’s 

analysis here because it seems to be complementary to Transition, and offers a 

conceptualisation that could extend and deepen the way that Transition Initiatives 

work in their community in accordance with the relational worldview expressed by 

participants, but which does not necessarily inform their practice in Transition in an 

overt way. 
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Conclusion 

To conceive of Transition as a regenerative countercurrent is to suggest that it is 

flowing against the prevailing current, and forging a new direction. In considering 

the themes discussed in this chapter it can be seen that in many ways Transition is 

charting such an alternative course. Through actively engaging with hope, while 

still holding great fear for the future, research participants are enabling emergence 

because they are not blocking the feedback from the crises confronting the planet. 

Their involvement with Transition provides the opportunity to act positively in 

creating change in their local communities which engages participants in enjoyable 

and practical projects that catalyse change in multiple ways. Additionally, the 

perception of Transition as apolitical seems to be a considerable drawcard for 

participation. Although this is clearly the current prerogative of the movement, the 

concern of this thesis is the extent to which Transition is a force in the Great 

Turning. Transition is creating new stories beyond business as usual, and perhaps it 

is not so important that people do not see this as a political act. However from an 

eco/feminist perspective, creating new stories is counter-hegemonic and therefore 

deeply political.  

Also, although participants expressed a sense that the need to understand 

interconnectedness is critical to social change, this was not reflected in any 

commentary about the complex social relations embedded in change. To enter into 

causal analysis of the issues confronting the current paradigm would clearly take 

Transition to highly contested ground. However, by lacking a meaningful 

interrogation of the political nature of change, and in not deeply engaging with the 

complexities of issues such as gender and social justice, Transition is more likely to 

create alternative structures but without a concomitant shift in consciousness. The 

need for complex thinking as crucial to a shift to a life-sustaining society was 

emphasised in Chapter 2, and the inter-relatedness of patterns of domination across 

all social relations was discussed in Chapter 3. Viewed through the fractured lenses 

that I bring to the data interpretation, it seems that the challenge that Transition has 

embraced in taking a holistic approach to change is incredibly complex and imbued 

with social relations that if ignored or denied can only result in reformist, rather 

than transformational change.   

The following chapter looks at themes that were identified in the realm of Inner 

Transition. These relate particularly to the marginalisation of Inner Transition and 

the implications of this, and to the processes and group dynamics that are part of 

each Transition Initiative. It is relevant to look at these aspects of Transition in some 

detail as they provide a picture of how Transition groups are considering the 

structural and procedural ways of functioning, and it can be seen whether this is a 

replication of business of usual or tackling change at a deeper transformative level.   
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Chapter 7:  The glue that holds it all 

together 
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Look closely at the present you are constructing: it should look like the future you 

are dreaming.  

Alice Walker28 

 

  

                                                      
28 This quote is widely ascribed to Alice Walker; however, I cannot find the source. It seems 

that it may be adapted from the title of an essay. Walker, Alice. 1983 "If the Present Looks 

Like the Past, What Does the Future Look Like?" In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens: Womanist 

Prose. Orlando: Harcourt, pp. 290-312. 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7380.Alice_Walker
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Dear Hilary and Sophy, 

To talk about Heart and Soul feels like entering the shadow realms; where one moves quietly, 

testing the ground with each step, tentatively shining a light into musty corners and onto 

confusing forms. I call it the shadow realms because we are making explicit the often 

unspoken and unacknowledged and, as in psychotherapeutic shadow work, this can arouse a 

number of strong emotions. Where we shine the light in these realms we can see the beautiful 

and the murky, the recoiling and the radiant. There are no clearly defined sharp edges; ideas 

and responses blur and most forms can only be seen in contrast to others. This can be a place 

where people feel attachments to polarities, to light or to dark, to doing or to being, action or 

process, privileging one way of experiencing the world over another. It’s a most fascinating 

and challenging realm, and one in which you were the primary torch bearers. Thank-you for 

illuminating this dimension of Transition, and thereby enriching and enlivening its 

possibilities.  

I love our Heart and Soul group which we formed about two years ago. It began through 

conversations with two friends who were interested in some sort of gathering where we could 

share our experiences of being alive at this time, in a way that is collectively nourishing and 

has nothing to do with organising events or projects. We invited half a dozen or so people 

who we knew through our community network and thought would be receptive to the idea, 

and decided to have a loosely structured monthly gathering. Most of us are busy with our 

lives, with different commitments as well as our community involvement in groups such as 

Transition, Permaculture, and climate action. The intention of this group was to create a 

space where we could honour for our motivations for being involved in this work, and for 

creativity to be part of our process. Despite the growing acceptance of the many crises we are 

confronting it is still perceived to be bringing the mood down to discuss them in much depth 

while socialising. This group provides the space to be able to openly acknowledge the 

situation and our responses to it. As Joanna Macy’s work has shown, by sharing these 

feelings and recognising our interconnectedness with each other and the web of life we gain 

strength to continue. Our gatherings are not dark and bleak as might be expected by these 

descriptions. We laugh as much as we express sorrow, we share joy as well as our deep 

concerns.  

We meet monthly; usually in someone’s home, although we have had a few outdoor 

gatherings. We have kept the group to about ten participants, eight women and two men, 

and have not publicised it as we have enjoyed the growing trust that has developed in the 

group.  It is a group where we seem to allow exploration to be our guiding principle. We 

don’t have a clear structure although we usually begin, after some initial chatting, with a 

few minutes silence followed by a check in. This means that we take it in turns to talk about 

what has been going on for us and feels relevant or pertinent to share with the group. The 

intention is that this is not a dialogue but an opportunity to speak uninterrupted and be 

respectfully heard. Sometimes this will become an extended pondering by one or two 

members, and at times it can be hard not to turn it into a conversation, but we generally 

offer empathic listening as our response unless the person requests some discussion.  Often 

one or two people will bring a process that we will engage in and this may prefaced by a 
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poem or a reading which we may discuss. For example, sometimes following a reading we 

have done clay work in silence, and then shared our responses through the clay pieces that 

we shape. Other times we have used NVC (non violent communication cards) as prompts for 

shared reflections. I think what's worked well is being in a group with our whole being, and 

not being outcome focused, and people finding trust with others they haven't known well 

before. It is a privilege to experience such deep, nurturing, conscious relationships with 

people who are alive to the challenging times we are living in. Our group has become a 

source of great nourishment in my life.  

 I am grateful to you both for bringing the concept of Inner Transition to the Transition 

movement. As the chapter below outlines, as much as being a site where new ways of 

relating are imagined, it is also where polarities tend to be replicated, At the same time, 

Inner Transition seems to have a growing presence in Transition with more people sharing 

their different interpretations of how we can better integrate this vital dimension of 

Transition. If you ever have time, I’d be very grateful to know your response to this thesis.  

With warm wishes, 

 Clare  
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‘The challenges we face are huge - existential - and there is little prospect of addressing them 

on our own. Learning to live together, act together and support each other, both practically 

and emotionally, is critical to our survival. I think that’s the Heart and Soul of Transition’. 

(Transition ZWA survey respondent) 

The words above capture the essence of this chapter which looks at how people 

negotiate the complexities of working together for change. It was not my intention 

to devote a chapter or identify a meta-theme that related specifically to Inner 

Transition. However, in the process of interpreting the data and consolidating 

themes, I kept returning to the marginalisation of Inner Transition and the integrity 

of process. Through immersion in feminist and complexity theories during this 

research process, I have become more attuned to dualistic thinking. Both themes 

within this chapter are connected to the outcomes of this type of thinking which is 

so deeply embedded in the current dominant paradigm. The privileging of outer 

over Inner Transition and action over process began to flash like strobe lights when 

I engaged with the data. These aspects of Transition are a reflection of broader 

society’s grappling with the human dynamics inherent in any process of change. For 

some, this is the ‘social’ piece of Permaculture, the piece that is, in many ways, 

harder than returning water to the desert.29 During the research process I have 

become convinced that this is an area of great challenge and need if Transition is to 

be transformative. I named the chapter, ‘The glue that holds it together’; as two of 

the interviewees used this phrase while discussing Heart and Soul. It is apt as a 

meta-theme because the image of being glued together in relational mutuality refers 

to the processes that hold actions together, and counters the siloed, power imbued 

nature of hierarchal dualisms.  

There is not a specific definition of Inner Transition in the Transition literature or on 

the Transition Network website. Inner Transition is often interpreted as addressing 

individuals’ inner worlds; their emotional and spiritual lives. It also incorporates 

interconnection and collaboration, working together, and understanding processes 

of change (Transition Network 2013). As noted in Chapter 2, Inner Transition survey 

respondents identified a wide range of elements as fitting within Inner Transition: 

  

 Personal resilience and well-being 

 Connection to nature 

 Community connections and cohesion 

 Psychology and personal growth 

 Spirituality, spiritual practice and faith groups 

 Healthy groups, meetings and event design. 

(Transition Network 2013c). 

                                                      
29  Geoff Lawton’s use of Permaculture to ‘green the desert’ is lauded as a significant example 

of the power of Permaculture (Mackintosh 2007). Working with people through the tenets of 

Social Permaculture is more recently recognised as perhaps equally difficult.  
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 My interpretation of this concept has been through a number of iterations during 

the research process and is still evolving. However, at its core, as well as being 

about our inner life and psychological and spiritual well-being, I understand Inner 

Transition to be about the integrity of the processes that Transition participants 

engage in at all holonic levels of functioning, both individually, in their Initiatives, 

and in their engagements with their communities. I suggest this is much more 

complex than just having an Inner Transition group or trying to infuse local groups 

with Inner Transition approaches. Research participants’ responses throughout this 

chapter elucidate this complexity, as well as the different interpretations and 

applications of this concept.  

I begin this chapter with the theme of ‘Inner Transition or bust?’ I look specifically 

at the diversity of responses from research participants in relation to their 

understanding of Inner Transition. These range from not being familiar with the 

concept, particularly when phrased as ‘Heart and Soul ‘in the surveys, to perceiving 

it to be ‘the glue that holds it all together’. Some of the research participants 

described how Inner Transition is incorporated into their group practices while in 

the case of three participants a separate Inner Transition group was formed. The 

tendency to see Inner Transition as polarised with outer Transition is also clearly 

evident in participants’ responses and this is discussed in some depth.  

The second sub-theme in this chapter is the integrity of process. This includes group 

dynamics and decision-making which relates to questions that I asked in the 

interviews. One of the threads that I followed particularly related to descriptions of 

consensus in a way that alerted me to issues around process. During this time, I 

noticed a question that Starhawk posed on a flyer for one of her group training 

workshops. She asks: ‘How can we make our groups into model communities of 

change that are examples for the rest of society?’30 This question articulates a 

concern that kept reoccurring while I was immersed in the data, and which I would 

articulate as ‘Do Transition Initiatives strive to be model communities of change?’ 

This relates to the third dimension of the Great Turning; a shift in consciousness and 

signposts Inner Transition as an underutilised opportunity to interrogate the 

importance of process. By this I do not refer to process for the sake of process, which 

is often a concern in community organisations. Instead I refer to the integrity of 

process so that there is alignment with the values and principles espoused by the 

Transition network and research participants. This is expressed in Tanya’s 

observation: ‘I think there is a huge potential in this challenge to create new types of 

community and new types of relationship that are non-hierarchical and non-competitive and 

that serve the greater good’. From this discussion I move to ‘the ethics of care’ and the 

theme of burnout that emerged strongly in participants’ responses.   

Note: As discussed in Chapter 1 during the period of the interviews the term Heart 

and Soul began to be replaced in the Transition publications by Inner Transition. 

                                                      
30 Workshop flyer at http://www.esalen.org October 2013 

http://www.esalen.org/
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This creates some confusion with the use of the terms, and I have remained 

authentic to the research participants’ terminology throughout the data chapters. 

When I am discussing the concept I mostly use both terms: Heart and Soul/Inner 

Transition.  

Inner Transition or bust? 

‘I think it feels a bit like Inner Transition or bust’ (Cheryl). 

The Heart and Soul of Transition/Inner Transition dimension of Transition is 

interpreted and enacted in diverse ways in Transition, as well as changing across 

time and experience. For some people this dimension is the essence of Transition 

that differentiates it from other sustainability related movements, while for others it 

is peripheral to Transition and appropriate only to a certain type of person. 

Transition has taken a bold step beyond many sustainability groups in attempts to 

normalise Heart and Soul/Inner Transition and thereby acknowledge the split 

between inner and outer worlds that is perpetuated in the current paradigm. 

However as is discussed below, Heart and Soul/Inner Transition has tended to be 

marginalised because ultimately, action oriented outcomes take precedence over the 

often difficult work associated with group dynamics and relational experiences, 

even though they can affect the carriage and outcomes of activities and projects. 

Teresa’s description of her understanding of this dimension of Transition 

encompasses a number of the strands that emerged from participants. She links 

inner change, collaboration, conflict resolution and mutual support:  

‘How do we conceive of ourselves in relation to the earth? How do we come to terms with 

daunting climate science? Embracing psychological and spiritual wisdom from many 

traditions, Heart and Soul is about addressing the inner changes that climate change/peak 

oil requires of us. As a human community we need to confront with honesty and integrity 

the seriousness of climate change ... We can learn to cultivate hope, simple living, 

courage, and dedication to build together an alternative and genuinely sustainable future. 

We also need to learn how to support one another for the long haul in this work, find ways to 

collaborate together with all our diverse approaches, and to process conflict wisely’. 

Brendon is more succinct in his description of Heart and Soul: ‘It’s like the glue that 

holds it all together. If it wasn’t for that it would be, you know, like a pile of bricks’.  Isobel 

was even pithier: ‘Heart and Soul is the only thing that matters, write that down’. Other 

people made more explicit connections between Inner Transition and outer change. 

For example Leanne said: ‘Well to me it’s sort of like recognising that inner shift that we 

and others all need to make in order to make the outer transformation or transition’. Cheryl 

expressed a similar idea: ‘I’m really hoping there’ll be some sort of inner transformation 

going on in everyone that will allow this change to happen, I don’t think this is going to 

happen through us inspiring people to build more pelmets’. Nicole sees the concepts as 

inter-related. ‘I think they’re all embedded together, paradigm shift, inner and outer and 

Heart and Soul – they’re all sort of related’.  
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A strong thread that emerged, particularly from female participants, in reference to 

their understanding of Heart and Soul, was the acknowledgement of the emotional 

realm. For example, Phillipa described ‘systems [that] are built around the head and 

don’t embrace much of the heart’. She believes Heart and Soul is ‘integral to everything 

you do’ and described it as ‘viewing the world, or acting from a place connected to feeling 

and embracing that side of our self with the vulnerability that brings as well’. Amanda 

described Heart and Soul as ‘caring for the inner world and the feeling world, for what it 

means to be a human at this point in time, one who is aware of the issues and trying to make 

the transition, and adopting practices or processes to nurture ourselves or take care of 

ourselves in that process’. Tanya talked about Heart and Soul as addressing the ‘pain 

in recognising what’s happening to the planet and that not enough is being done ... I think 

Heart and Soul is about helping ourselves to cope with the tragedy of our situation and to 

then still be able to find some positive optimistic ways through so that we don’t end up in a 

heap and unable to help ourselves and our neighbours ... it is what will give us the 

psychological strength to face the future’.  

The potential for Inner Transition to be a site for deepening connection with their 

communities was another strand expressed by participants. Dan commented that 

Heart and Soul is about ‘supporting each other in a deeper way, so that there is a deep 

sense of community among the people working within the Transition movement’. Rick said 

that for him: ‘Part of the Heart and Soul process is to realise that you’re not on your own, 

that you’re not stuck dealing with life the best you can, but rather you’re part of a 

community’. For Sarah it represents ‘Community ... I think it’s community networking, 

interchanging with each other on a real basis, as people, having trust and sharing’. Carla 

described Heart and Soul as the ‘deeper awareness ... it’s what’s going on in my head 

while I’m doing seemingly practical things’. She explains: ‘A food swap that is inclusive 

and welcoming for participants is an aspect of Heart and Soul, as is the hopefulness that it 

generates for the organisers who see it making a positive impact on the community’.   

Robert understands Heart and Soul to be about support for participants and also the 

celebratory aspects of Transition: ‘It’s about supporting people who are working 

voluntarily and putting in the hard hours and the hard yards, it’s also about bringing art to 

the process and social artistry to Transition processes. And I think acknowledging steps 

along the way and having rituals and celebrations about even small successes are absolutely 

imperative’. The respondent from Transition GPMI also commented on the 

celebratory capacity of Heart and Soul: ‘Heart and Soul are of course integral parts of 

any community without which people don't thrive. Most of our activities have a nurturing 

and celebratory aspect to them’.  

Integration (or not) 

It is clear from the selection of comments above that Heart and Soul has different 

meanings for research participants. This can make a conversation between two 

people about Heart and Soul challenging let alone implementing it in some form 

within a Transition Initiative. Each of the interview participants had some degree of 

familiarity with the concept, whereas four of the survey respondents did not know 
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the term as associated with Transition. This indicates that they had not attended 

Transition training, and perhaps that they did not connect the term Heart and Soul 

with Inner Transition, which they may have been more familiar with. The comment 

by the Transition TTCI respondent also illustrates the limitations of a survey in its 

absence of two way dialogue. They wrote: ‘I don’t know this concept, would appreciate 

some guidance here’. A lack of awareness of the concept may also be indicative of 

Transition participants’ different relationships with Transition as a model. Although 

the respondent for Transition XTDI was aware of the concept, other people in their 

Initiative were not: ‘We haven’t got into that as yet, most people would not have heard of 

the term’. Where Transition participants are not engaging with the Transition 

literature, online forums, blogs, or training and conferences, concepts such as Heart 

and Soul/Inner Transition would not be familiar. This raises the question of what 

the common threads actually are that constitute a Transition Initiative, and this is 

looked at further in Chapter 8.  

A number of Initiatives use the process of ‘check-ins’ or ‘go rounds’ at the beginning 

of their meetings as a way of deepening their connections with each other. This can 

take several formats but often entails each person sharing a recent experience from 

their life that may or may not directly relate to Transition, or perhaps talking about 

how they are feeling or bringing up an issue of concern related to the group.  In the 

Transition Companion, Sophy Banks emphasises the cultural norms that can inhibit 

discussion about feelings, however she suggests that ‘talking about feelings when 

we are vulnerable, almost always helps to build trust and a sense of connectedness 

in groups’ (Hopkins 2011:180). Sharon explained that she finds the processes of 

checking in at a meeting to be helpful: ‘I really like the way we all do a catch up at the 

beginning of the meetings. Even though that’s not necessarily anything to do with the 

substance of the meeting but it’s a way of people caring for each other. I hadn’t really been in 

a group before where they did it quite like that’. Carla described the positive impact of 

using structured questions to allow people to express their feelings and get to know 

each other more deeply: ‘Fifteen people all sitting round one table, everyone brought food. 

I went around the table, what are your fears for the future and what are your dreams and 

that is such a connecting way to get a whole bunch of strangers to share at a deep level ... it 

was fantastic’. On the other hand, Barry displayed a degree of frustration when 

describing a similar process: ‘You’d find sometimes that would take the whole bloody 

meeting, check in and check out’. Both Sarah and Laura raised concerns that check-ins 

can highlight issues relating to the emotional health of a group member and felt that 

where it verged on counselling it was not an appropriate process for Transition 

groups.   

Some groups structure their public events so that they include elements of Heart 

and Soul/Inner Transition to ensure that people feel welcome and included. This can 

entail changing the physical arrangement of a room, or structuring small group 

discussions into the event. Such seemingly minor approaches can ‘radically alter 

patterns of interaction’ and thereby facilitate connectivity and community building 

(Gilchrist 2009:131). For example, Carla explains how her Initiative runs public 

meetings: ‘We very much brought into it that Transition approach, that you want people to 
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leave feeling energised and connected with other people and if you don’t you’ve failed really. 

We always get people to turn to their neighbour and introduce themselves at the beginning 

of a meeting and then after the film or discussion we use a process known by various names: 

open sentences, think aloud and listen, where people turn to their neighbour and use a 

prompt to share their response to the film or discussion’. Brendon’s Initiative uses a 

similar approach at their weekly Transition events. They have ‘a couple of welcoming 

sort of people’ who greet people as they arrive so that each person who comes gets to 

meet people. After the film they give people the opportunity to speak by asking 

them open-ended questions, either in the main group or in smaller groups and 

ensuring they are respectfully listened to. Such processes can be perceived as 

challenging conventional power relations in meetings. They shift the ‘situational 

power’ of the presenters at public meetings to a ‘process of mutual recognition 

between members of the audience’ (Horn 2009:151).   

These are relatively mild processes to encourage meaningful interaction among 

people in public spaces, but are important for fostering ‘respect, trust and 

mutuality’ (Gilchrist 2009:131). However, as Petra noted, people can find them 

confronting because they are not commonplace practice. She explained that even 

though her town is considered a ‘pretty alternative place’ she goes ‘really gently, as 

there’s quite a number of reasonably conservative people, where the moment you’d say 

creative facilitation or something, would go sit in a corner’. Therefore when running 

meetings she staged the introduction of different facilitative processes: ‘asking people 

to sit in a circle was the first step, the next time was getting everyone to just say their names 

as we went round the circle’. Whenever I facilitated our events and asked people to 

turn to talk to another person, I felt that I was stepping into some slightly risky 

territory in terms of how people might react. However, I also witnessed connections 

being forged among people that may not have otherwise occurred. When the movie, 

‘The Age of Stupid’ was shown at our local cinema, we facilitated a discussion 

afterwards, with people sitting in a very large circle, so that they could share their 

responses to the film which had rather distressing content. In this instance it would 

have been wiser to move into smaller groups so that people felt more able to talk. 

As Ethan remarked: ‘A lot of people can’t speak in a big group, but they’ll open up a bit in 

a smaller group so it’s structuring things around that sort of approach’. Due to the degree 

of discomfort they seem to engender, Heart and Soul processes could be seen to be 

operating at the edge of chaos, and therefore creating ripe opportunities for 

emergence. It is interesting that the participants who spoke about incorporating 

Heart and Soul into their public events did not emphasise how it might be 

incorporated more into their core group, except for practices such as checking in.  

Separate groups 

There were very few separate Heart and Soul groups running in the Initiatives 

associated with the research participants. The Transition ZWA respondent 

described the Heart and Soul group they are involved in which meets monthly at 

people’s homes: ‘We use a range of different creative processes and discussion to explore 

our feelings/emotions about where we are at and the challenges we face’. Similarly Laura’s 
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Heart and Soul group which also meets monthly is based on meditation and 

discussion. Petra described the phases her Heart and Soul group went through 

before deciding to try and integrate Heart and Soul into the monthly Transition 

Initiative meetings, although that had not yet happened at the time of the interview. 

The group had planned to have a Heart and Soul open day and begun to organise it, 

but they found because they were not a closed group they needed to keep 

redefining themselves each week and new people came and went, and eventually 

the energy dissipated.   

Lara decided to organise a Heart and Soul workshop to help people to ‘stave off 

burnout’ and because ‘we spend all our time trying to sustain the earth, and sometimes 

forget about ourselves’. On a personal level she said: ‘If I spend a lot of time dwelling on 

the way the world is going, if I don’t talk about it with other people, I just get more and more 

anxious. My experience of working in Transition is not much fun when I’m in that space. 

So, I saw the Heart and Soul stuff as a good forum for people to be able to express things that 

maybe they don’t feel normally are kind of acceptable to express’. She found that in 

researching for the workshop there was far less Heart and Soul activity occurring in 

Australia than she had imagined: ‘I was surprised because it’s in the ‘Transition 

Handbook’ and you hear about what they’ve done in Totnes, so I suppose you think it must 

be happening everywhere, but you scratch the surface and you only find sort of one-off 

workshops here and there’.   

Two snapshots of different evenings from my Heart and Soul group.  

2012  

We were five women last night and all feeling a bit exhausted and overwhelmed by 

the world. Our check-in became a very deep and personal sharing about sadness, 

frustrations and hopes. We talked about the sense of community we foster in our 

small group, about all the groups working for change in our area and we shared 

our anger that there is so little action and so much political regression in our 

country. Someone exclaimed ‘Why aren’t we out in the streets banging saucepans 

[like they were in Montreal at the time], having a revolution. When has there been 

greater need?’ We started to talk about what we could do, but this seemed to 

increase the collective tiredness of the group, and our purpose in gathering is to 

have a break from such planning.  Instead, we played a short visualisation while we 

sat in a circle and gave each other head and shoulder massages. I then put on a 

much loved CD by Gurrumul, an indigenous Australian musician, who sings in 

his native Yolngu language. The music brought us all to our feet as we danced to 

his hauntingly beautiful music that seems liberated from time and space. At the 

end of the evening we commented on how we felt much softer and stronger after 

such a nourishing evening.   

2013  

Although we often meet indoors, the long summer evenings provide the 

opportunity to meet in one of the many beautiful places where we live. Our final 
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gathering for the year was our most adventurous outing yet. We walked in fading 

light along a fire trail until we turned onto a path that led down a steep hillside to 

a pool at a bend in the creek. We had agreed that this evening would be about 

sharing our fears and even descending into this place had been a confrontation with 

fear for some of us. We pulled out our thermoses, chocolates and other goodies to 

share and settled in around the fire for a night of incredible trust and openness. We 

held our breaths at moments during different stories, we felt each others’ pain, we 

laughed and we fell silent. It was a profound evening of deep connection as we 

shared together around the fire, on the small beach by the creek, in the forest, in our 

local community. We were delighted by fireflies which several of us had not seen in 

this area before and as we walked out the most exquisite colonies of glow worms, 

living in niches in the rocks, decorated the track. We parted with gratitude and a 

sense of deep sustenance. 

Most of the research participants who spoke at any length about Heart and Soul 

seem to have encountered the concept at Transition Training. The respondent from 

Transition BSG  believes  attending training can shape people’s attitude towards the 

concept: ‘I can see the difference in the reception of the idea of the Heart and Soul concept 

between those members who have done the Transition Town training (stronger) than those 

who haven't done the training yet (not as sure about it)’. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

Transition training includes a number of processes developed by Joanna Macy and 

colleagues which are collectively called ‘the Work that Reconnects’. These processes, 

and a section on the Psychology of Change in the training, are often understood to 

be primary components of the Heart and Soul dimensions of Transition. As Carla 

explains: ‘Because I had done Joanna’s work, and then at the training heard them often 

referring to Joanna Macy work whenever they talked about Heart and Soul, that’s basically 

what it means to me’.  

Within some of the Work that Reconnects’ processes people are invited to make 

both eye contact and physical contact. For instance, in a process called ‘the Milling’ 

people stand opposite each other in pairs and can choose to hold their partner’s 

gaze while the facilitator speaks about appreciation for each other. Another part of 

the exercise involves holding the hand of their partner while the facilitator describes 

the genealogy of the human hand. In another process, people sit in pairs and one 

role-plays being a person from the future who listens while the other person talks 

about what it is like to be alive at this time and to participate in ‘the Great Turning’. 

These processes can generate strong emotional responses, as well as discomfort for 

some participants. Laura expressed that this had happened for her at the training. 

She said: ‘Doing the Joanna Macy exercises, you know, it just brought up all this emotional 

stuff and I just struggled the rest of the time’. She explained that this was partly ‘because 

I feel so negative about the future and the message seemed to me of the whole Transition is 

you really had to come from the position of hope to be involved in this work’. She went on 

to say, however, that following the training she had come to realise that ‘taking on a 

belief of hopefulness or a belief of hopelessness are both equally untrue; the more you realise 

all the inter-connectiveness and I suppose the mystery of it all really, we just don’t know 

how things are unfolding and you know, it actually gives you a lot of freedom’. Her words 
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are resonant with the notion of uncertainty, and Joanna Macy’s (2006:2) comment 

that ‘uncertainty can bring forth our greatest courage’.  

Resistance  

Responses about Heart and Soul from some of the research participants included 

disquiet with the terminology, personally and in terms of how it may be perceived 

by the public, and how it conflicts with action. When discussing this dimension of 

Transition, Bryan referred to the processes used in Transition training and that from 

his perspective: ‘A lot of those techniques would actually be unusable in mainstream 

society, they’re too confrontational, they’re too sort of edgy and freaky’. Susan and Karen 

also hold reservations about the way that Heart and Soul/Inner Transition activities 

are implemented in trainings and gatherings and they conveyed quite clearly that 

they choose other ways of working with groups that can engender trust and 

connection without it being too confronting for the participants. On the 

incorporation of the processes described above into the training, Susan commented: 

‘the Australian way is to have action, shouldn’t be gushy, gooey, like honey running down 

the wall’. Karen remarked: ‘Australians, it takes three meetings before you’re allowed to go 

like that [touched her arm] to people let alone bearing into their soul with your eyes’. She 

explained her preferred approach: ‘What I say is once the first person walks in the show 

is on. It’s just the message in the message really. That they’re cared for, that they’re within a 

structured organisation that is flexible but it is supportive and caring. And I think that it’s 

the actual action and doing things and setting projects going, that’s when you start making 

connections and you’re talking with people while you’re doing’.  

The perception of a cultural resistance to Heart and Soul/Inner Transition type 

activities in Australia was also raised by Cheryl and Brendon. Cheryl commented: ‘I 

think, it’s pretty unAustralian in lots of ways to sit around and talk about how you are 

feeling’. Brendon made a similar observation: ‘I certainly try and push it [Heart and 

Soul] in there as much as possible. I guess it’s a tough one because Australian culture 

doesn’t really allow for you to talk about these elephants in the room, it’s kind of, I guess, 

prohibited to talk about these depressing subjects. As soon as you start talking like this 

people go, "Oh you’re depressing me, shush", you know, or "Let’s talk about something else" 

or "I don’t want to hear it"’. Brendon suggested that once people feel safe or 

comfortable in their community however, they would be more open to talking about 

such subjects and going ‘through those stages of change, despair and then acceptance and 

so on’. He said that part of the intention in their public meetings was to ‘create safe 

spaces’ where such discussions could be held.   

The polarisation of Heart and Soul/Inner Transition with practical actions was quite 

distinct in some participants’ responses. For example, the Transition SSNI 

respondent explained that there was ‘a Heart and Soul group in the early days. I think 

we feel the urgency to get action happening too much to feel we have time to engage with 

Heart and Soul’. Similarly the Transition NDHI respondent expressed: ‘We understand 

it but so far our focus has been more on the practical, but we will definitely be moving 

towards this as we get more established’. The change in terminology by the Transition 
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Network from Heart and Soul to Inner Transition had been observed by the 

Transition MMI respondent. They felt that this was a preferable although they 

noted: ‘There are still elements who would be irked by the whole idea and just want to get 

on with reducing greenhouse gas emission and energy use: practical stuff’. Natalie was 

keen to integrate Heart and Soul into her Initiative but there was not sufficient 

enthusiasm: ‘I don’t think that most people in our group see a need for it, and I don’t think 

there’s a consciousness that there has to be a relationship between community change and 

personal change. And I think people feel they don’t need to address that so much as "Let's 

get the community moving"’. In organising the Heart and Soul workshop, Lara 

noticed that the priority in other Initiatives tended to be ‘action and food stuff’. She 

explained: ‘it seems from the feedback that I got from other people that most groups haven’t 

done the Heart and Soul stuff either, probably lots of groups have started off with a bang, 

and lots of action and food stuff, cos that’s what everybody loves’. 

Heart and Soul/Inner Transition activities are also perceived to be outside the norm 

for the general community, and subsequently subject to descriptors such as ‘airy 

fairy, fuzzy and ippy dippy’. Several people critiqued the terminology of Heart and 

Soul as being perceived as ‘airy fairy’, although the Transition SLI respondent wrote 

‘I think at the backbone of this Initiative are very spiritual people engaged in meditation, full 

moon ceremonies to celebrate life, earth and universal love as we transition (all the waaaay 

too airy fairy stuff is firmly grounded here’. Maria pointed out that Heart and Soul 

activates a different approach to the current paradigm but this can alienate people: 

‘it probably alienates the head people, but what can you do? I mean we’re looking for a 

different approach, a different model, and the current model is all about the head’. Dan 

described it as ‘touchy feely in a way’, which he said people ‘are not into’ and Bryan 

commented that ‘Heart and Soul could come across as really fuzzy’. Andrew pointed to 

what he perceived to be the potential gendered nature of the term. He suggested 

that it ‘doesn’t sit well with kind of the machismo and in the gung-ho bloody discourse of 

how society carries on about economics and lifestyle’. He remarked that ‘strategically it’s a 

tricky kind of term that probably sits better with women than with men, and will quite likely 

be seen as kind of ippy dippy at anything from a Council meeting up’. For these reasons he 

suggested that ‘another term such as quality of life may be safer’. The survey respondent 

from Transition TDJ was most certain in their rejection of Heart and Soul: ‘Personally 

I find these types of concepts more than a little scary! Too much of a "cult" or in-group 

thing for me, and there seems little enthusiasm for it in the group anyway, which is just as 

well because I would abandon the group the instant it took on some kind of messianic role’.  

Similarly, THTB Transition has consciously avoided using terminology that could 

deter people from involvement. Their survey respondent explained that they have 

tried to portray 'sustainability and its proponents as normal people doing what any 

common sense normal person would do. This has meant shying away from conducting 

public events which may be interpreted by the un-engaged mainstream “addicts” as “fringe 

greenie stuff”’. However, they continue, now they are more established and have a 

‘generally positive public profile’ they feel that they can facilitate some Heart and Soul 

activity ‘without alienating those in the community who perceive that H & S [sic] is not for 

them or is too “fringy” for them’. The Transition UFI respondent explained: ‘We haven't 
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done much on this as our community is very conservative so we stick to our mission 

statement which is on practical actions’. Deborah experienced the difference when they 

chose not to label a Heart and Soul approach as such: ‘when we ran our committee 

meetings we decided that we didn’t want to talk about Heart and Soul because when we 

advertised it no one came. So what we did was said catch-up and get-together starts at 6pm, 

that’s what we called it and anyone could come then and people would be informally talking 

and we’d talk about what had inspired us that week for example. And people could arrive 

later for the meeting, but often they’d arrive and feel there was this whole atmosphere they’d 

missed out on so they wanted to come earlier’. 

Currently Heart and Soul/Inner Transition appears to be gendered and again this 

was not raised as a concern by the research participants. Women predominantly 

hold responsibility for these concepts in the Transition Network and the Inner 

Transition survey showed that Inner Transition had substantially higher 

participation among women than men (Banks 2012). Among the research 

participants it was mostly women who spoke about their experiences with some 

dimension of Heart and Soul. In contrast, only one man spoke about how he 

attempts to integrate this into Transition and the other male interviewees spoke 

more about their concerns or issues with the concept. There seem to be two major 

threads in this. One is that Transition is replicating gendered patterns of 

responsibility, and the other is that where Heart and Soul/Inner Transition occurs it 

is accorded less status or importance. That women still largely take responsibility 

for these dimensions of communication as a primary way of establishing and 

maintaining relationship with others is problematic in a movement that seeks 

significant social change. Where Heart and Soul/Inner Transition is seen, explicitly 

or implicitly as women’s business then it is situated on the lower rung of the 

male/female; outer/inner and action/process binaries. As noted in Chapters 3 and 4 

because they are implicated in relations of power and in maintaining the status quo 

the oppositional and hierarchical nature of the discursively constructed ‘binary 

division’ places constraints on thinking (Gannon and Davies 2007). It would seem 

that if, in the long term, Inner Transition were to retain such gender imbalances that 

underlying beliefs and structures were not being interrogated. Consequently, Inner 

Transition seems a very rich area of potential for re-imagining rather than 

replicating the processes and structures that are exploitative or implicated with 

destruction. 

While I was in Totnes I became increasingly aware of this lack of explicit discussion 

around gendered issues. For example, when I went to Hilary Prentice’s talk in 

Totnes which was titled “May I Walk in Beauty: Inner and Outer Transition” I was 

disappointed to see that the audience was mostly female and that the Transition co-

founders were not there. I must admit I had idealised Totnes somewhat, but the 

small degree of comfort I felt that they faced the same issues as the rest of us was 

overshadowed by disappointment that these issues were not more fully addressed. I 

also experienced what I felt to be a level of disinterest in my PhD while at Totnes 

because there was a perception that it was about Inner Transition. It was not until I 

clarified that Inner Transition was not the only focus that I garnered a little more 



 168 

 

interest in it. I also noted that some people were referred to as Inner Transitioners 

which caused me some concern, as we certainly were not also using the term Outer 

Transitioners. 

Bryan and Eleanor discussed the resistances to Heart and Soul with Bryan 

describing it as a ‘language problem’. He said: ‘because we live in this metropolitan city 

we deal a lot with what we would normally call mainstream people and we need to use a 

language that doesn’t threaten them or that they don’t find fuzzy like Heart and Soul.  It’s a 

language problem; you can have all those words and use those with a particular audience, 

but you need also a more acceptable mainstream sort of terminology which isn’t threatening, 

though it might be a lot more boring but it has better connotations’. Eleanor responded: 

‘Well no, it can’t be boring either because the words that you use conjure up all the images of 

what it means. So how you put those words together and how that resonates with other 

people is a really important thing, so you need to spend a lot of time carefully thinking about 

that and road-testing it with people as well to see how they’re interpreting the frame for the 

words’.  

The importance that participants placed on accessible and neutral language was 

pointed out in the previous chapter, and this also applies to Heart and Soul/Inner 

Transition. Part of the reason for the peripheral status accorded Heart and 

Soul/Inner Transition is the nomenclature that seems to polarise rather than inspire, 

and to block and create resistances perhaps even before people become acquainted 

with the concept. These are far from neutral terms and can even be perceived as 

threatening as Bryan pointed out above. To consider them as threatening suggests 

the interplay of the binary with Heart and Soul being associated with the irrational 

and the feeling realm, or as I wrote at the beginning of the chapter, the shadow 

realm. Turner argues that it is only by ‘unflinchingly examining’ the assumptions 

that underlie our discourses, and ‘consciously working to cultivate alternative 

attitudes, that we can begin to shift our unsustainable mindset at the root of our 

environmental mindset toward a more ecologically sensitive worldview’ (2009:194). 

The marginalisation of Heart and Soul/ Inner Transition suggests that Transition 

participants, in general, are not fully considering the impact of their assumptions 

and therefore less likely to cultivate the alternative mindsets that Turner refers to. 

The dynamic nature of understanding is reflected in changing language and, Wood 

suggests, ‘when we find existing language inadequate or undesirable we change it. 

We create new terms to define realities we think are important – as we modify 

language we change how we see ourselves and our world’ (2013:122). This suggests 

new terminology is needed, however, the current move to the terminology of Inner 

Transition seems to maintain the polarity between outer and Inner Transition. Given 

new terms can arise in response to problems with existing language perhaps 

Transition could rename the concept and use a term such as the ‘ethics of care’. This 

is a term that is not so easily polarised with action and in fact can be perceived as an 

important thread in action. It is also appropriate given its alignment with the 

Permaculture ethics of ‘care for the earth’, ‘care for people’, and ‘fair share’.  

However, caring is a highly gendered concept (Karniol, Grosz and Schorr 2003; 
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deVault 1994) and perhaps introducing such a term would merely serve to reinforce 

the gendered nature of Inner Transition.  

The integrity of process 

The second major sub-theme in this chapter, the integrity of process, relates to 

group dynamics and processes within Transition Initiatives which fall within the 

remit of Inner Transition (Transition Network 2013). This emerged as a theme 

because as research participants described their group processes, it became apparent 

that in many cases these processes were not explicitly linked to the project of 

change. The integrity of process also relates to how groups prioritise the qualities of 

communicative connectedness (Kuhn 2009) as a value in their Initiative. As Ife 

points out that there ‘is nothing about localisation and community control that 

necessarily implies that procedures will be democratic and that women and men of 

different cultural, ethnic and class backgrounds will be able to participate equally in 

community decision making’ (2013:232). Research participants tended to discuss 

how their group functions without reflection on the connection between the types of 

process used and the outcomes sought; on whether their meeting processes reflected 

the ethos of Transition and whether it was important to be more intentional about 

this. Currently ‘doing stuff’ and invigorating local economies are the tangible 

outcomes that seem, in the main, to be aspired to by the Transition Network, and 

mostly by the research participants.  

Participation in Transition necessarily involves working with people in group 

settings, but many people may come to this without prior training or perhaps, 

experience in dealing with group dynamics. Despite good intentions, the challenges 

of working with a group of people for a common cause can often override the 

effectiveness or sustainability of a group (Starhawk 2011). The Transition literature 

and the Transition Network advises that considerable time be spent in addressing 

group dynamics, particularly when Initiatives are being formed. Areas for 

consideration include being explicit about the group’s purpose, building trust in the 

group, determining how meetings are run and decisions are made, interpersonal 

exchange, group agreements and addressing conflict (Banks in Hopkins 2011:93). 

The information provided does not discuss in any depth the prevailing cultural or 

societal structures that influence patterns of relating. This has been addressed by 

some of the national hubs, such as Transition US (2013) which organised a series of 

free teleconferences and workshops led by Starhawk, a highly reputed teacher and 

writer about group processes and group dynamics. Nick Osborne (2013), who has 

recently developed an ‘Effective Groups Toolkit for Transition’ has run multiple 

workshops in the UK and the USA. As mentioned earlier, in Australia, Robin 

Clayfield, runs Dynamic Group and Social Permaculture workshops, some of which 

are exclusively for Transition groups. Seyfang’s (2009) survey of UK Transition 

towns found that over half the respondents raised group governance as issues. This 

included group dynamics, dealing with conflict and learning to work together.  

While I was in the United Kingdom, I met a woman who runs workshops in conflict 

resolution and facilitation there. She had been invited by a number of Transition 
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Initiatives to work specifically on group and interpersonal dynamics following 

some conflict in their groups.  

Transition fosters the ongoing dynamic process of people working together for 

change. As a network it is relational and it is in the processes of working together in 

their Initiatives that the movement is constructed. From a feminist perspective, 

working for change needs to be informed by an understanding that is conscious of 

the complex underlying social and political contexts of interactions. Harcourt et al. 

point out that ‘movements are sustained by values: process must reflect the goals of 

the movement. If the goal is justice and peace, then the means cannot be unjust and 

violent’ (2006:6). They further suggest that ‘feminist practice illustrates how to work 

together in a process that even in its unfolding produces the conditions for new 

practices and new politics (Harcourt et al 2006: 6). From a community development 

perspective, Ife uses the term ‘integrity of process’ to emphasise that this is as 

important as the attainment of goals, and that process therefore should reflect 

underlying principles (2013:161). Consequently, the processes that Transition 

Initiatives employ internally in their meetings and in their external events are rich 

sites for analysis in terms of how Transition challenges existing structures or 

reimagines and transforms outmoded practices.  This is captured by Phillipa: ‘Often 

activist movements are just using old paradigms and mindsets and creating more polarity 

and I don’t think they actually get the message across or translate into a shift in values, and 

I think we are about a shift in values to co-create the type of society we want to live in, that’s 

going to sustain us, and more’.  However, it can be challenging to apply this in all 

aspects of Transition, and requires a degree of conscious application. As Andrew 

expressed: ‘The systems of the world make it rather difficult to feel and to have any power, 

and to be acting with integrity at the same time’. 

Generally, at the local Initiative level, Transition is carried out through the work of a 

small core group of people who meet regularly to discuss, plan and implement their 

ideas. Although Transition Initiatives may have large email databases, most 

research participants cited having between five to ten members in their core groups 

where most of the discussion, planning and implementing occurs. Therefore this can 

be described as the holonic scale at which people are trying to bring Transition to 

their communities. Although a group size of six to eight people has been shown to 

be most effective in terms of group dynamics (Gilchrist 2000), this number of people 

in the core groups of Transition Initiatives in Australia, is quite small for the task of 

catalysing change in their communities.  

Transition Initiatives choose different types of governance structures according to 

their context. Of the survey respondents, 38% described their structure as informal, 

48% are auspiced by a community or environmental organisation and 14% are 

formally incorporated. Those that are incorporated explained it is largely for 

insurance and funding purposes. Incorporation requires formation of a committee, 

which participants commented was done largely to meet the criteria. Similarly, 

meeting structure and frequency are particular to each Initiative and they are held 

variously in cafes, people’s homes, public spaces and community buildings; weekly, 
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fortnightly or monthly. Research participants commonly stressed the informality of 

meetings, and the tone of the meetings seems to be largely dependent on the 

personalities or personal agendas of attendees. One survey respondent commented 

that their ‘level of informality has been questioned quite a lot. Groups that are more 

formidably [sic] structured appear to work better’.31 The Transition BSG respondent 

found their meetings required a degree of formality: ‘We try and follow the Handbook 

as much as possible. We have tailored some small adjustments to suit our group. Such as, 

when Rob [Hopkins] suggests having a less structured meeting plan, this was not suitable 

for our members, so we have styled our meetings in the more traditional way’. In contrast, 

Teresa described her group having ‘a flat, non-hierarchical organic kind of process’. She 

suggests this seems possible because ‘the people who are involved seem to be really quite 

healthy, mature people, we seem to communicate well and everybody is really understanding 

about everybody’s life having a lot of demands already, and giving what we can when we can 

and supporting each other’.   

Working in groups  

Sharon’s observation about the challenges of actually working in groups captures 

the essence of the following section: ‘It’s tricky, when you read the ‘Transition 

Handbook’ it sounds very cut and dried and very simple. You know a series of steps, the 

stories they tell make it seem as though everything has proceeded pretty smoothly, but when 

you start working with real people it’s not like that at all’.  

The need for participants in Transition to be skilled in group work was a strong 

thread throughout the interview with Eleanor: ‘I think it’s a really good insight for them 

to have developed that [Heart and Soul]. One of the roles it has is to teach people how to live 

in a group, how to skill up and work together effectively, and think what does it mean to care 

for each other?’ She framed it as Transition requiring people to be able to embrace ‘a 

holistic systems thinking approach’. She believes that in Australia there is not a lot of 

practice in community decision-making and that just because someone is attracted 

to Transition does not mean they will have these skills. She explained: ‘All of a 

sudden the Transition movement has come along and said hey, you can be part of the 

decision-making process, here come and join in. So that’s a lot of skills in that whole process 

that our society’s not used to doing. How to be a mediator, negotiator, teach people how to 

live in a group, how to skill up and work together effectively and care for each other’. She 

pointed out that Permaculture Design Certificate courses provide opportunities for 

learning ‘people facilitation skills so that participants then feel enabled to go and do it’. She 

advocated opportunities for people to learn such skills as she encounters a lot of 

people in Transition who have said they do not feel comfortable in these areas. She 

suggested that ‘more re-skilling of practitioners would speed its uptake as a social 

movement’. Robert expressed similar concerns and cited Riane Eisler’s (1987) 

conceptions of the need to move from ‘a dominator society to a partnership society with 

a process and facilitation orientation’.  

                                                      
31 I assumed that formidably was meant to be formally, however, perhaps it is a slip that 

reveals an attitude towards structures.   
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Consensus?  

The challenges of making decisions and embracing a plurality of perspectives 

among group members are not well-problematised in the Transition literature, nor 

were they raised by research participants. A clear pattern that emerged in the 

research data was a lack of agreed group process around decision-making. For 

example, the Transition SNI respondent stated: ‘we could definitely do better with 

finding appropriate strategies for decision making and achieving consensus … decision 

making has been a tricky one as there are only three of us and we have found we have 

differing views on where we should be going and what we should be doing’. Barr and 

Devine-Wright suggest that the work of Transition is ‘about stripping away 

hierarchy and encouraging participation through consensus decision-making and 

providing open spaces for ideas and collaboration’ (2012:529). ‘Accordingly’ they 

continue, ‘Transition also relies on inclusivity and a collective sense of purpose and 

values to drive forward action’ (2012:529). It is this reliance on assumed and implicit 

values that I have found evident and largely uninterrogated in the research data, 

and if these issues are not dealt with explicitly through skilled processes then power 

relations of domination can be reinforced (Starhawk 2011). In reflecting on conflict 

that had occurred in his core group and how their group might move forward 

Andrew said: group dynamics and decision making has to be kind of exposed and open and 

transparent’. He then spoke about the need for integrity as a personal quality: ‘it’s 

action with integrity, and that can be integrity to yourself and your own values or it can be 

integrity to the group and to others’.   

Most of the research participants described using consensus to make their decisions 

at meetings. This seemed to refer to an informal mode of consensus where group 

discussion eventuates in a decision. However, informal consensus by discussion 

does not ensure that everyone present has a voice, or that more dominant voices do 

not have greater influence on decisions being made (Starhawk 2011). For example, 

the Transition FJI respondent described their decisions as being made ‘loosely by 

consensus. Activities that are popular get acted on’. Andrew described a similar process: 

‘We just seem to arrive at what seems to be a consensus about certain things, but probably 

it’s consensus for those people who are interested in that issue’. Kate said that in their 

group, decision making seemed to work well: ‘we don’t vote, we try and do it by 

consensus ... we haven’t had any tensions or cliques or fighting’. Phillipa explained when 

people in her group have differences of opinion they ‘tried to understand each other 

and present our views and just sort of come to a consensus’. The participants did not 

analyse the implications of power relations involved in whether there were people 

who did not contribute to decision making, although, in describing her group’s 

experience of consensus, Sarah pointed out that strength of personality can be an 

issue: ‘some people back down on things … it might have something to do with the really 

strong people on the steering group who are very vocal and how others manage to input is 

also at times an issue’. Paul replied almost resignedly: ‘I think in any group there are 

people who are a bit more forceful on a particular issue and that gets carried’.  
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Interviewees, on the whole, seemed content, or at least did not express concern with 

a self-organising, discussion based consensus process. However, if there are not 

some agreed processes around issues such as decision making which are inscribed 

with power, then ‘patterns of gender relations and prescribed roles’ can tend to 

perpetuate the dominant discourse (Harcourt 2006:4). Young Brown points out that 

where groups are self-organising, it can get ‘rather messy, especially with consensus 

decision-making’ because both self-organisation and consensus ‘require the 

inclusion of a variety of perspectives and needs’ (2012:2). Adopting a formal process 

can be a way of acknowledging the need to enact inclusivity in groups and not 

perpetuate marginalisation. The Transition Network advises using ‘consent’ as a 

decision making model rather than formal consensus as it is less time consuming 

and ‘demonstrates collaborative compromise’ (2013c:1). However, what consent 

means or how the process works is not described, and interestingly, none of the 

interviewees referred to ‘consent’ as their approach to decision making. If Transition 

Initiatives are concerned with aligning with the Transition principles, a relatively 

formalised consensus process which enables a more equitable approach to decision-

making could be implemented for important decisions (Macnamara 2012; Starhawk 

2011a).  

The formal process of consensus may vary slightly in its application but there are 

certain phases and principles that underlie the process (Seeds for Change 2013; 

Macnamara 2012). Broadly speaking, the phases are presenting the issue, discussing 

the issue and deciding the issue (Starhawk 2011a). They can be broken down more 

specifically into the steps of introducing and clarifying the issue, exploring the issue 

and looking for ideas, looking for emerging proposals, discussing, clarifying and 

amending the proposal, testing for agreement, and then once agreement is reached 

the proposal is implemented (Seeds for Change 2013:16). The principles that 

underlie these phases are commonly a shared common goal, commitment to 

reaching consensus, trust and openness, sufficient time, clear process, active 

participation and good facilitation (Seeds for Change 2013:14).  Rather than meaning 

that everyone agrees on the decision which is a common misconception, consensus 

is concerned with creatively finding solutions that are acceptable to the group 

(Macnamara 2012). Starhawk suggests that ‘the heart of consensus is a process of 

synthesis’ whereby the different ‘ideas, opinions and concerns’  within the group 

are voiced and using the specific staged process an acceptable solution is sought 

(2011a:18). One of the core features of consensus occurs at the step of testing for 

agreement. Participants have the choice of blocking, standing aside, expressing 

reservations or agreement. Each of these options is explored further and blocking 

can result in the proposal being revised or not going ahead (Macnamara 2012). The 

intent behind the ability to block decisions is described by Seeds for Change as 

being concerned with the integrity of process. They explain:  

The right to block decisions is about much more than individual 

empowerment: it requires people to work together to meet both the 

individual’s and the group’s needs. This involves sharing power and 

responsibility, laying the foundations for a fairer world (2013:10). 
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Adopting inclusive processes takes time and commitment, however as Seeds for 

Change (2013) argue, this is critical for developing alternative futures. Consensus is 

one approach among several that could be utilised. Another approach to meeting 

processes focuses on deepening dialogue. Drawing on complexity and 

intersectionality approaches, Carline and Pearson provide an example of how the 

inevitable range of perspectives in groups can be addressed. They propose a 

dialogic approach that it is composed of ‘contestation and conversation rather than 

conflict’ and aims to facilitate the capacity of a group to function effectively ‘without 

necessarily coming to a reconciliation of diverse points of view’ (2007:82). Using an 

approach committed to dialogue recognises structural inequalities, works with 

power imbalances and is facilitative of emergence due to the information and 

knowledge exchanges between participants (Carline and Pearson 2007). This is an 

anti-reductionist process that acknowledges that there will almost inevitably be a 

plurality of perspectives and does not necessarily attempt to consolidate these to 

one common perspective. 

Although conflict is recognised as a normal phase of group development, as well as 

an opportunity for evolution of the group (Starhawk 2011), this was not raised by 

participants as an issue that required the attention of their group. A conversation 

between Bernadette and Malika illustrates the expectations that people working 

together on the same project will have to address group dynamics. Bernadette 

suggested: ‘There is an answer in community’ to which Malika enthusiastically replied: 

‘Yes, yes, we just need to do it’. Bernadette responded in a more measured way: ‘I know 

I waver on that because you also see the reality of the way that people struggle to get on with 

each other, just in families it’s hard enough, let alone people in the same street or the people 

in a town, it can be really hard for people to get on’. Malika nodded her head in 

agreement saying: ‘It probably needs an acknowledgement that it’s not necessarily easy to 

work with everyone and maybe a pathway to help encourage people to be flexible enough to 

make it work’. Such acknowledgements or pathways were not suggested by 

participants in general. There was more a sense that the shared common purpose of 

Transition would dispel potential conflict. This was expressed by Tanya: ‘If you’ve all 

got shared objectives then I couldn’t imagine that you would not get consensus. If you’re 

not, then there’s something wrong with whatever it is that you’re all discussing if you can’t 

all agree on it, because you’re all there for the same purpose’. However, as participants 

indicate below there can be considerable conflict among people who seem to 

identify with a shared purpose. This suggests that assumptions need to be checked 

and that just having a shared purpose, which can be so broad that it obviates 

differences, is not sufficient. Also, as discussed in Chapter 6, Transition Initiatives 

aim to attract people who have not necessarily participated in social change before, 

and are representative of a wide political spectrum; therefore some degree of 

conflict could be expected.  

While the conflict that research participants described might not be considered as 

major, it can still have ramifications for the people involved and for the way the 

group is perceived. Several participants described incidents where new people left 

Transition due to group dynamics that were not resolved. Such incidences have 
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ripple effects, as per the ecology of action and can result in unintended outcomes 

such as a lack of confidence in the group within the broader community.  For 

example, Maria who did not join an Initiative until several years after it began 

described her initial perception of the Initiative in her community: ‘I was just an 

outsider, but the things I kept hearing about ... I kept thinking something’s seriously flawed’.  

Laura conveyed an incident in her Initiative where ‘a young woman who had lots of 

good ideas and lots of energy felt that she was being put down by one of the group members 

who is reasonably difficult, but a long life environmental worker. As a result of not feeling 

supported by the group, the young woman left and never returned’. Dan, who was the 

convenor of his group shared a similar experience where ‘one person left quite early on 

because she felt really unsupported by me ... because I was so, in some ways, focused on what 

needed to be done that she felt completely missed’. Andrew described a situation in his 

group where unspoken assumptions led to conflict and again, one of the members 

eventually left: ‘Our group had some assumptions about who our target audience is ... and 

that split the group, caused disagreement, but it wasn’t particularly named, it wasn’t 

understood as being that at the time, but it caused dissent and discomfort and people weren’t 

connecting’. He reflected: ‘So transparency is important, and the decision-making process 

is known, named, and can be seen to be followed ... but we haven’t done that yet’. Sarah also 

described a conflict that arose in her group: ‘I think our biggest clash recently was when 

we were trying to set up the food group and people came in with very strong ideas and 

concepts and it was like it had to go that way or that way or couldn’t go both at once and so 

that was quite a lively, heavy sort of meeting but in the end one apologised to another for the 

way they talked and thought about it later, and we’re better able to sort it out as we get to 

know each other’. There is a considerable body of literature that addresses the 

complexity of people working together and strategies and processes that can be 

used. It is interesting that these were not referred to by research participants as tools 

that could enhance communication within Transition Initiatives.  

The importance of working effectively together in their Initiatives was linked by a 

number of research participants with the concept of Heart and Soul , although how 

it worked in practice was not elaborated on. Barry suggested: ‘It’s the people dynamics 

with any local group, that is going to, I think, ultimately determine whether it’s going to 

work or not.  ... and Heart and Soul, to me, means essentially, a recognition ... there are 

going to be obstacles to people working together in a communal and cooperative sense‘. He 

suggests that Heart and Soul ‘is pragmatic’ as it ‘facilitates a group meeting both its 

stated objectives and the personal needs of those that are involved’. Susan had similar 

thoughts: ‘There is no point starting a Transition town and just getting blocked on 

problems all the time. You have to learn to move beyond that and that is Heart and Soul 

stuff’. Petra was adamant about the importance of group work: ‘We can help the planet 

by learning how to work together, unless we can do that write us off,  the way we work 

together is so important, we need to retell stories, to connect rather than fear. So the need for 

Heart and Soul in our groups; it’s such important work’. Bryan described group 

dynamics as being ‘within the second ethic of Permaculture; care of people’. He suggested 

the role of ‘Heart and Soul people, who would be very skilled and capable’ would be 

largely helping to deal with the disagreement and conflict that he perceives is 
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inevitable in organisations. Bryan’s labelling of ‘Heart and Soul people’ is similar to 

comments I heard in Totnes, about Inner Transitioners.  

Ethics of care 

Participants generally conveyed a sense of goodwill towards their other group 

members. However, as discussed above there seems to be level of intentionality 

required for group relationships to flourish and to challenge deeply inscribed, often 

unconscious, patterns of domination. Warren’s (2000) call to ‘dare to care’, is 

reminiscent of the Permaculture ethic ‘care for people’. There does seem to be an 

ethics of care among Transition participants but it may not have the same level of 

intentionality as Warren proposes here.  

If we dare to care, if we dare to enter into community with others through an 

honest recognition of our commonalities and differences, we will be poised 

to create generally respectful, care based intentional communities where 

commonalities and differences are just that. In such communities, the 

interaction among individuals and groups is ordered from within those 

relationships and is based on mutual agreement. Such intentional 

communities are a creative alternative to violence prone communities where 

order is imposed from outside through unjustified domination (2000:204).  

The importance of caring was expressed by Ethan: ‘What I say is the greatest form of 

selfishness is altruism. We have to care for the planet to look after ourselves because if we 

don’t we’re destroying ourselves, and that’s where I see Transition; it’s about caring for 

people and the planet and that also means caring for yourself’. Thomas spoke about the 

need for kindness and that this is critical to creating social change: ‘The change in 

consciousness is not just about awareness of the situation we are in, it’s about kindness, and 

it’s about treating people you work with in ways that are kind and supportive because the old 

model of social change is, you know, just forget the fucking process and do it’. An ethics of 

care was also evident where research participants discussed how they had decided 

to have an element of nurturing their relationships when they met in their core 

groups and this often coalesced around food. This seems to have occurred at 

different stages for groups such as at the outset of the group (Transition ANM) or as 

a response to a crisis (Transition ZWA). Tanya explained that initially her Initiative 

was very task focused until ‘realising that the glue that holds us together is not about the 

tasks only’. Her group decided that every third meeting would be at someone’s 

house where they would ‘share some food and have a bit more fun and talk more about the 

ideas that are behind the reasons for us being together, not just the things we are going to 

do’. She elaborated that it became clear that this would help to ‘sustain our strength as 

a group and build relationships between us’. Phillipa also spoke about building deeper 

connections through having shared dinners: ‘I think one of the best things that we did 

was getting to know each other beyond what drove us to Transition; what’s behind those 

passions’. 
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Where groups do not have leaders or certain people taking responsibility for the 

group, the ethics of care becomes a group responsibility. None of the research 

participants spoke about themselves as leaders of their Initiatives or referred to 

other members as leaders, although some groups had administrative coordinators. 

The notion of leadership seems to be one that many progressive groups experience 

discomfort with (Starhawk 2011). Capra (2004) discusses a leadership model that 

empowers through the capacity to facilitate emergence. This type of leadership 

comes from a conception of ‘power with’ rather than ‘power over’, which feminists 

have long propounded (Warren 2000). Collaborative groups often work with 

multiple leadership roles whereby leadership is not associated with a particular 

person but instead with roles or functions that can be rotated (Starhawk 2011). 

Tackling challenging issues such as leadership in creative ways seems to be 

important for Transition in modeling and developing alternative structures. For 

example, there seemed to be a range of approaches to the way that ideas are 

implemented in Initiatives. One approach was it depended very much on the basis 

of individual member’s passion and energy. For example, the Transition WBK 

respondent wrote: ‘It’s pretty much like our group, really, very organic, and whoever has 

the energy will act’.  Sometimes it would be left to one person who ultimately would 

carry out a task. Barry explained that he often finds himself in the position of being 

the sole person bearing responsibility and that is not an ideal situation: ‘If I ask for 

people to help and no-one responds, then I will not persist ... Bugger it, I’ll do it myself, or it 

won’t happen’. He said that this was not model he was comfortable with: ‘That’s not 

leadership, that’s just someone being a slave to everyone else really. Things get done, but 

people accept that they are being given permission not to do anything at the same time’. In 

contrast, Brendon was more comfortable about taking solo responsibility, which 

was similar to the Transition MMI respondent who stated: ‘Often I see a need for a job 

and just get in and do it’. They elaborated: ‘We have a saying something like this; the best 

person for the job is the person who does it’. On the other hand, Natalie decided not to 

pursue a project she felt passionate about as there was not enough enthusiasm or 

support from other people and she believes that carrying it on her own is not the 

purpose of Transition. She said ‘no one else really wanted to do it. You need three people 

and then it’ll stand. It might have happened if I threw myself in, but that’s not the point.’   

Overall, there seems to be some tension between what Transition participants do, 

and how they deal with working together through these activities and projects. It 

appears to be an area of Transition riddled with contradictions, where a lack of 

reflexive practice risks group dynamics that perpetuate marginalisation. Although 

there was some awareness of this, there do not seem to be practices in place in 

Initiatives to ground this awareness. Phillipa was one of the few participants to 

mention reflection as part of their process: ‘I think that change, real change is only going 

to happen when there’s a massive shift in values, and I think that Transition is a fantastic 

channel for that, and that’s why it’s so important for us as a group to always be deepening 

and always be coming back to the centre, and reflecting and keeping that coherence, so that 

we can be really clear about our own values and what we are messaging’. If Transition is to 

be a model for change that creates structural alternatives and fosters a shift in 

consciousness then this is an area that could benefit from greater connectivity with 
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existing knowledge bases. There is a significant body of literature that addresses 

working collaboratively in groups in ways that are meaningful to social change 

projects. It seems that to ascribe this to the Heart and Soul/Inner Transition 

dimension only, rather than as an integrated component of the Transition, is to place 

the responsibility on an aspect of Transition that is, as I suggested above, vulnerable 

to being sidelined or marginalised. If certain people only are ascribed responsibility 

for maintaining an emphasis on process it also activates power relations. Rita stated 

that people who place value on Heart and Soul are ‘the wisdom bringers, something 

that reminds us of the essence; that process is as important as action or nothing will really 

change.’ Perhaps there needs to be a transitional phase where people who are skilled 

or experienced in incorporating process are able to model this within their 

Initiatives, if there is commitment to respect this orientation.  

Burnout  

One of the main constraints that Transition Initiatives face, which is common to civil 

society organisations, is maintaining aspirations commensurate with their capacities 

as volunteers who often lead already busy lives. Burnout is a common experience 

among activists (Cox 2011) and Transition participants reported it occurring among 

members of their core groups. Many of the research participants had thrown 

themselves into Transition with a sense of urgency, and were experiencing burnout 

themselves or observing it within their group. The causes of burnout in the 

Australian context seems to be associated with the inter-related issues of the 

voluntary nature of Transition, the lack of financial resources for most groups and 

the need for a greater number of active participants. Several interviewees had pared 

back their level of involvement due to having spread themselves too thinly, or 

prioritising Transition above other life commitments, and not devoting enough time 

to sustaining themselves. Often the same people are involved in different 

dimensions of community work and/or activism in a community and therefore as 

Transition HMI have found: ‘Critical mass is a major problem in a community that is 

already over-stretched when it comes to volunteer labour’. Two of the survey respondents 

provided comments that indicated their potential for burn out. The respondent from 

Transition JFS wrote ‘It’s a tough slog’ and the Transition EDI respondent stated ‘it’s 

worthwhile but a killer!!’ Several research participants described how core members 

of their groups left Transition after a period of taking on too much responsibility. 

For example, Bill said: ‘People just seem to self-manage pretty well … when it gets too 

hard they just disappear’. However, this does not address the issue of burnout or the 

sustainability of the Initiative, and as he explains it increases the load for the 

remaining group members: ‘So then it is left up to one or two people to maintain and that 

has been hard’. Lara pointed out: ‘There’s always a danger that people take on too much 

and get a bit tired. And, then rather, you know, than just kind of stepping back for a little 

while, they just kind of leave; they don’t know how else to extricate themselves’. 

The propensity to keep working on Transition to the point of burnout is in part 

propelled by participants’ sense that their work with Transition is important and 

worthwhile. Although Transition is very demanding of people’s time and energy, it 
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also offers sustenance. Andrew commented that participating in Transition enriches 

his life and gives it purpose: ‘I find life a lot more satisfying when I’m doing this stuff, 

and I don’t need sustaining, it sustains me’. Amanda, who commented that she had 

recently burnt out herself, explained: ‘The thing that I think is impractical about it 

[Transition], which really doesn’t work, is people are trying to create a parallel universe with 

no money, or with whatever they can get, and that’s why there’s a lot of burnout. Transition 

groups can tend to introduce the same paradigm of unsustainability into their sustainability 

groups. So we’ve taken the position of being personally sustainable, and we’ll do what we 

have the passion and energy to do’. She acknowledged that she had adopted this 

philosophy through personal experience and that maintaining it in practice can be 

challenging. However she said that she reminds herself that ‘I live on a planet with 

millions of other people and we are all responsible; I’m not responsible for all of it’. She also 

emphasised the role of Inner Transition in helping people to be alert to signs of 

burnout in each other and themselves, but did not elaborate on how this might 

work in practice. Amanda’s comments mirror Sophy Banks’ (2013b:6) concern that 

there is a ‘parallel dynamic’ between depletion of the planet and failure to replenish 

it, and depletion and lack of replenishment for Transition participants. She points 

out the centrality of burnout as an issue, arguing that in ‘any movement that seeks 

to create positive change ... whether we are working sustainably and creating a 

culture of sustainability within our groups is not a side issue, it's central to what 

we're doing’ (Banks 2013b:5).  

The Initiatives represented by the research participants are run entirely by 

volunteers without any significant funding, and this was seen to be a contributing 

factor in rates of burnout among Transition participants. Initiatives need to 

fundraise whenever they require money for events, projects or resources. 

Interviewees expressed the stress this places on their groups, and that this generally 

hinders the progression of Transition in Australia. However, given the complexities 

of attaining funding, research participants explained that they tried to concentrate 

on what they could achieve with their current resources and energy levels. Lara 

commented: ‘You’re all doing this in your own time from home, it’s not like when you’re in 

an organisation and you’ve got resources to help support you’. This also means that most 

of the organising workload and momentum is carried by a few key individuals. The 

Transition ZWA respondent observed that: ‘This makes us vulnerable as a group if one 

or more of those people leave the area. It also leaves us vulnerable to burnout'. Having 

insufficient active members in their core group was also a common concern among 

research participants. Transition THTB felt that they were doing well given that 

they ‘are running on the smell of an oily rag’, while the sentiments in the Transition 

STKV respondent’s comments were echoed by many participants: ‘We could do 

everything better if we had more people/resources’. The survey response from Transition 

RKI also highlighted these issues: ’Very small core group at the moment, though we think 

that is about to change. Not having enough people willing to take initiative when it comes to 

projects. We recently put out a survey of our membership, and many people said they would 

be willing to assist with projects, but only a tiny percentage said they would be happy to 

start and run a project’.  
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The challenge of fitting Transition into already busy lives was also a clear pattern 

among participants. The Transition PBL respondent expressed it succinctly: ‘Good 

intentions and a passion for change, but not enough time’. This lack of time among 

participants was perceived to limit the effectiveness of Transition. Teresa explained 

that one of the key challenges for her group is ‘getting enough people with enough time 

to consistently get together and start building some actual projects, like the gardens, or 

alternative transport or all the various building, re-skilling things we could be doing’. Kate 

spoke about how disappointing it can be when a good turnout at a public event 

does not translate into more active members: ‘People were very engaged but nearly 

everybody is too busy to do anything else’. The Transition MDHI respondent 

commented: ‘Most of the steering group members work full-time and although passionate 

about the group sometimes find it hard to get done all that we’d like to and as well as we’d 

like’, and Transition MMI faced similar issues with the respondent explaining: ‘Our 

members invariably have good intentions and passion but are flat out paying off mortgages, 

building homes etc.’ Dan, who said he had burnt out and was trying to find a way to 

balance Transition with his other commitments, said: ‘There’s a lot to do, Transition 

takes up a lot of my life and yet there are other priorities too; my family, general living, and 

work and trying to find a balance in life ... keeping up with the information about what’s 

happening in national and international agreements, about what’s happening locally, what’s 

happening in the state, trying to deal with emails, and support other groups and as well as 

run our own and trying different things’. Brendon expressed that Transition has ‘become 

an obsession with me, it’s so part of my life’ but said that it was a considerable challenge 

for himself and his partner to fund their lives ‘while doing all this stuff for free’. He 

said they wondered, given they have been the primary organisers of their Initiative, 

what would happen when they leave the area. This notion of succession planning 

was also raised by Barry, but not any of the other participants. One of the initial 

steps in the ‘Transition Handbook’ is to ‘set up a steering group, and design its 

demise from the outset’ (Hopkins 2008:151) but most participants found that there 

was not enough critical mass in their group for this to occur.  

The notion of making an impact is reinforced in ‘The Transition Companion’ under 

the heading of ‘practical manifestations’ (Hopkins 2011). It states ‘Your Initiative 

must, from quite an early stage roll up its sleeves and start making things happen ... 

the sight of things changing is a great way of attracting new people. These early 

projects should be engaging, uncontroversial and photogenic’ (Hopkins 2011:146). 

Although research participants did not refer directly to this advice, such 

expectations can run counter to the suggestions in the same book, which were noted 

above, about spending time on building a cohesive group. At the same time, the risk 

of burnout is acknowledged in a section on personal resilience (Hopkins 2011). 

Suggestions about recognising and developing personal resilience are offered, and 

the notion of feedback loops that provide warnings about burnout is introduced. It 

is emphasised that ‘each of us is responsible for our own well-being’ (Hopkins 2011: 

183). However, it would be more aligned with Transition principles to take an 

‘ethics of care’ response so that there is more emphasis on participants caring for 

each other collectively as Warren (2000) suggests, rather than just individual 

responsibility. If this is not addressed it perpetuates business as usual modes of 
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operating and the process of transitioning can become unsustainable. Also, a deeper 

perception of the interrelatedness between Transition Initiatives’ outcomes and the 

process of achieving these outcomes would correlate more with the relational 

worldview expressed by many research participants.   

Some of the participants had worked in community development and with non-

government organisations and felt that this gave them helpful perspectives on 

sustainable approaches to their work with Transition. Carla referred to burnout as ‘a 

hazard of participation in Transition’ and said although she had been the person ‘who’d 

driven the process most in her Initiative’ that she had avoided burnout partly because 

as a community worker she had the ‘experience and know-how to get people together in a 

community, liaise with Council etc.’ She added that she had made choices about what 

she would do in terms of her involvement and that, on the whole, her Initiative’s 

focus is ‘about ensuring that projects we engage in are energising rather than draining’. 

Leanne drew on her work in an environmental NGO to guide her Initiative in an 

approach that was cognisant of the risk of burnout. Consequently, her Initiative 

focussed on a co-evolutionary approach as she explained: ‘you can only go forward at 

the rate you can take the rest of the community with you’. Rather than employing such 

processes, I had the sense that many Transition Initiatives felt that they were 

struggling with such issues in isolation and yet there were many common themes 

among their experiences.  

The benefits of praxis as an approach to Transition participation were raised in the 

previous chapter, and again seem relevant here. Ledwith and Asgill contend that 

the ‘doing/thinking binary’ which can be a trend in community development work  

might reduce its potential to ‘thoughtless action’ (2007:110). Through integration of 

doing and thinking, and action and reflection in a process of critical praxis informed 

by dialogue and sharing ideas and experience, Ledwith suggests that the 

community can move forward in ‘mutual inquiry and action’ (2005:41). For instance, 

engaging with the community development body of knowledge and inquiring into 

how this can be applied in Transition could be particularly helpful for Initiatives 

both in terms of avoiding burnout and giving greater meaning to the value of 

process. Furthermore, the notion of Transition as a learning organisation with such 

knowledge sharing occurring across the network seems to be under-activated 

particularly in the Australian context. Bhattacharjya et al. (2013) recount the way 

that participants in the Occupy movement created learning communities as spaces 

for exploration and critical reflection on their processes. The opportunity for 

Transition to cast itself as a network of learning communities could also challenge 

the binaries of outer and Inner Transition in a reframing of integrated process. 

Furthermore, research participants did not mention ongoing monitoring or regular 

self-evaluation of their Initiatives which could contribute to a more reflexive, and 

ultimately, effective praxis.  

Rob Hopkins (Banks 2013b) interviewed Sophy Banks on the ‘power of not doing 

stuff’ as an alternative to the Transition focus on the ‘power of just doing stuff’. He 

asked Sophy what she thought it would look like when a Transition Initiative is 
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doing Inner Transition well. I have condensed her reply which affirms some of the 

comments made by research participants as well as some conclusions I have drawn 

in this chapter. She replied:  

I think you'd see it in the quality of people's meetings, that you would see 

meetings where people would feel relaxed ... and connected to each other ... 

and there's time also for developing how the group is working, so there's 

time to reflect on the group's structures and process: how do we hold 

meetings, how do we deal with differences. I think you would see events 

that are celebratory and not about building and doing things ... I think there 

would be places where people are still and reflective long enough to deepen 

into their own experience ... That might be workshops and it might be 

speaker events, it might be films. It might be facilitated discussions after 

powerful films with images of things that are happening in our world 

(Banks 2013b). 

Conclusion  

This chapter has shown that discourses around Inner Transition demonstrate the 

challenges inherent in sustaining the importance of processes and the relational, 

when societal norms tend to polarise these with action. The Transition Network has 

put Inner Transition clearly on the agenda, yet it would seem that rather than being 

considered ‘core business’ it is ascribed a peripheral status as one of those important 

things that need to be addressed, once the more important things have been done. 

There are evident tensions and polarisations here between the ‘power of just doing 

stuff’ (Hopkins 2013) and the ‘power of not doing stuff’ (Banks 2013b). The sense 

that this is a critical moment in human history where current actions may determine 

the future of the planet creates a sense of urgency. However, when this is looked at 

in the framework of the Great Turning, and particularly a shift in consciousness as a 

necessary dimension, the processes and relationships that underpin change are also 

critical. Although the effectiveness of Transition is reliant on people working 

together in ways that are mutually supportive, in practice this is often ad-hoc and 

seems to be dependent on people in Initiatives having the necessary skills or 

motivation to take responsibility for these processes. Burnout is a common 

phenomenon which also suggests that the ‘ethics of care’ could be stronger in 

practice. Also, decision-making was shown to be an area where Transition can 

replicate existing power relations rather than challenging or re-imagining them. The 

dialogic principle is not activated in this dimension of Transition, and where 

dualistic thinking is not confronted, issues of domination and exclusion can 

undermine good intentions. It can be argued that by deconstructing the binaries that 

are being perpetuated, the power of Transition would be amplified through 

challenging the story of business as usual and creating new stories founded on 

embodied interconnection and collaboration.  

Transition is not a top-down prescriptive movement, and therefore does not 

mandate how groups should function. As has been explained, due to the 

networked, self-organising nature of the movement’s structure each Initiative is 
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responsible for how it chooses to function. Ultimately it would seem that it is 

through the discourse of Transition, expressed largely through Hopkins’ blogs, 

books and presentations, and the Transition Network publications and website, that 

the ethos of Transition is conveyed. Perhaps the Transition Network could model 

the value of engaging with praxis in terms of reflexive practice and interrogating 

how it maintains integrity with its principles or ethos, and how this is 

communicated across the network. This could highlight issues such as those raised 

in this chapter and bring them from the level of culturally embedded assumptions 

to an explicit awareness of their presence in the movement.  

In Chapter 8, I consider the relational dimensions of Transition within research 

participants’ local communities. Much of the work of Transition involves building 

relationships within their communities and this creates opportunities for co-

evolution as well as raising issues about co-option. Research participants 

emphasised the importance of working with the local context and this can often take 

precedence over following the Transition model. This leads to a discussion about 

transition as a verb in contrast with Transition as a noun. The potential for co-

evolution with knowledge bases such as Permaculture and community 

development through conceiving of Initiatives as learning communities is also 

explored.  
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Chapter 8: A Communion of subjects  
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Re:vision 

 

open your eyes. 

see visions. 

imagine a melody, 

infinitely— 

listen. 

 

a planet of stories 

with islands of silence, 

her curved surface 

radiates grace. 

 

milky way blazing 

in the sky above the city. 

speaking in fractals, 

the stars are telepathic 

 

wake the poets. 

 

wake the dreamers. 

 

cultivate the tendrils 

in the vineyard 

of your heart 

 

reorient our buildings to the solstice, 

and from the center of the city, 

see the stars. 

 

(Drew Dellinger 2011:54) 
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Dear Ocean, 

How fortunate I am to have this week where I can sit at the kitchen table, computer 

before me, and with a swivel of my head watch your waves roll into the bay. Movement 

and change, light and sound.  

I’m sitting in one of many houses perched on the hillside looking out to sea… if only we 

could look out to see – what we have done! As I walked along your shoreline this 

morning I realised how differently I see you now. I’d not associated the words carbon 

sink, plastic soup or acidification with you on previous visits to your shores. Certainly 

I’d dwelt on my own sadness, and used you as a salve many times, but I’d not been 

enveloped by such feelings of sorrow and helplessness about your plight, and 

consequently the plight of all life on earth. I watch you rolling into bays and headlands, 

and reflect on this mutuality. I wonder at the mysterious way that your tides are 

directed by the moon, as are our bodies. Talk about interconnectedness!  

Well over a decade ago, I received an incredible gift from you. I walked alone on your 

shores lost in grief for the death of my trusty kelpie Zara the previous day. Suddenly I 

was brought back to awareness of my surrounds by an exceedingly loud thud which took 

my gaze back to you and two breaching humpback whales. I felt such awe and 

excitement, and somehow reassured about the cycle of life.  

And during this visit, I’ve become more aware of the dualisms we perceive you with. 

You are ‘othered’ from the land, and so slowly, perhaps too late, we are learning that we 

actually are in direct, interdependent relationship with you.  

In deep gratitude and humility,  

Clare  
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Building relationships, forming networks and connecting with their community 

were expressions used consistently by the research participants. These interlinked 

concepts became an emergent theme which I have named ‘A communion of 

subjects’ for Thomas Berry’s eloquent observation that ‘the world is a communion of 

subjects, not a collection of objects’ (1999:16). Such an understanding of the world 

implies a complexity perspective that recognises both the subjectivity of life, as well 

as the relational dynamism between all subjects. This is represented in Kate and 

Natalie’s comments: ‘I think relationship between people is the essence of everything 

really’ (Kate) and ‘Well for me it’s a shift from stuff to connection’ (Natalie). Given that 

Transition in Australia is the work of volunteers it is not realistic to assume that 

their work could change a whole community. However, through building 

relationships, networking and running events and activities that facilitate 

connectivity between people they are contributing to the development of more 

resilient communities.  

I begin this chapter with a discussion about the concept of community which 

underlies much of the Transition discourse. Research participants particularly 

emphasised the value they place on building relationships within their Initiatives, 

within their community and with local government, and to a lesser degree with 

other Transition Initiatives. The chapter is structured to consider these different 

relationships, as well as more abstract relationships with the Transition model and 

between the local and the global. I conclude with a discussion about the potential 

for Transition in Australia to be activated in a dynamic network of learning 

communities. The complexity principles of connectivity and co-evolution are 

particularly applicable to this discussion as they provide analytical tools for looking 

at the different sub-themes. The previous chapter considered the relational aspects 

of Transition in terms of how research participants worked within their groups and 

applied the concept of Inner Transition. This chapter is concerned with the nature 

and purpose of the relationships Transition Initiatives form within their 

communities and with the Transition model. These relationships inform the capacity 

of Transition Initiatives to catalyse change within their communities. Where they 

foster connectivity and are mindful of the dynamics of co-evolution they enliven the 

space of possibilities and opportunities for emergence.  

The following comments, which set a frame for this chapter, are representative of 

the emphasis on relationship building that arose during the interviews. Barry and 

Dan both see building relationships as a cornerstone of creating change and 

developing resilience in their communities. Barry describes the ‘primary purpose’ of 

Transition being ‘to build or rebuild connection amongst the people in the community’. 

Dan said that he had come to realise: ‘Whether it’s about relationships with Council, 

relationships with each other, relationships in our streets and our communities, it’s about 

relationships. Without knowing each other you can’t have community, without community 

it’s very hard to get bigger change happening’. This relational way of seeing accords 

with the worldviews expressed by participants and is part of the shift in 

consciousness of the Great Turning.  
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Community 

Building relationships within the context of community is an integral part of 

Transition rhetoric. However, the complex and contested nature of community (Ife 

2013; Humphrey 2012; Kenny 2011; Gilchrist 2009) was not generally expressed as a 

concern among research participants. Given the focus on localisation, the term 

community can be understood to infer a place-based community in the Transition 

context. Humphrey suggests that a geographically based understanding of 

community can tend to idealise community as ‘local and autonomous’ (Humphrey 

2012:156). However, he proposes that community does not refer to a ‘single 

collectivity’ but rather refers to an ‘expanding set of translocal collectivities that are 

both layered and intersecting ranging from the local to the global’ (2012: 159). This 

description of community is compatible with the relational and embedded holonic 

nature of systems within other systems in dynamic co-evolutionary relationships 

(Mitleton-Kelly 2003). Therefore the relational dimensions which occur through 

‘interaction, relationship building, co-operation and exchange’ (Gilchrist 2009:150) 

are also critical to an understanding of community. It can be seen then that people 

often identify with multiple communities in dynamic and changing relationships, 

and locale may or may not be significant (Dominelli 2007). Many of the 

communities that are not based on locale are ‘actively constructed’ and based on 

aspects such as identity, solidarity, work, religious affiliations or interests (Gilchrist 

2009:4), and this can particularly be the case in urban and suburban settings (Ife 

2013). Regardless of the complexity of the concept, Ife (2013) asserts that the power 

of the idea of community is inspiring a myriad of citizen led responses to the need 

for alternative ways of living.  

The strength of the idea of community can be seen in the language used by research 

participants to describe the purpose of Transition. They used descriptions such as 

‘reigniting community spirit’ (Transition SLI), ‘creating a cohesive and resilient 

community’ (Transition OBT) and ‘rebuilding community’ (Rick). The sense of ‘re-

building’ or ‘re-igniting’ community conveys the notion of re-gaining something 

that had been experienced previously. This is expressed by Louise: ‘It’s the thing that 

we’ve lost, you know, as a society. We’ve lost that sense of community’. However, the 

challenges involved in re-building community or the implications of diverse 

experiences of community were not teased out by research participants in general. 

There was little discussion about the tensions or opportunities inherent in 

attempting to build community within the context of multiple nested communities, 

although as seen in the previous chapter, there was certainly recognition of the 

complexity of people’s multiple commitments in their lives. Barry was the only 

participant to spend some time conjecturing about such issues during the interview. 

He commented: ‘So, the whole thing about creating resilient communities, local 

communities, has two big issues. One is what is really local, and the other what is really 

community?’ He perceives that community can differ according to the type of 

activity people engage in and suggests that many people do not identify so much 

with their geographic community as their ‘online community, community of interest, or 
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a professional community’. Referring to the geographic community he observed: ‘You 

can’t say, even in a local government area, you’ve got a coherent community’.  

The thrust of the Transition project is to rebuild the local as a site of community, and 

as a means of developing local resilience. In this way Transition is seeking to 

actively construct communities based on a degree of shared self interest in shoring 

up their capacity to deal with crises. Transition also offers the incentive that creating 

healthier and more ‘convivial communities’ is enjoyable (Hopkins 2011). Through 

this approach Transition could be viewed as activating community members’ sense 

of power, in a power-with dynamic of collective shared action (Warren 2000). Such a 

perspective valourises community as a site which provides a wide range of benefits 

including ‘a sense of belonging, opportunities to establish personal and social 

networks, care and support and access to resources’ (Gilchrist 2004:8). However, 

inherent in community is the capacity to exclude people where there is deviance 

from the dominant norms, and to reinforce injustices and inequalities (Gilchrist 

2004). Additionally, although the concept of community generally elicits a sense of 

collectivity, Eisenstein (2004) argues it can still have a strong individualistic focus 

dependent on the dominant hegemonic understandings of community. She 

contends that notions of individuality pervade western ideologies of community, 

but there are ‘other-than-western’ notions of individuality that premise the self as 

interconnected with others. Robert observed the perpetuation of the individualist 

perspective in some aspects of the Transition approach which he suggested is ‘based 

too much in the psychological sciences’. He pointed out that ‘sometimes psychologising 

and neo-liberalism go hand in hand’ and can lead to an ‘individual focus rather than a 

collective focus’. The Transition YPI respondent similarly emphasised the importance 

of a collective focus, explaining: ‘My take on Transition is that in order for real 

Transition to take place we 'personally' have to make that shift within from being about me/I 

to being all about us’.  

A sense of community or shared fate is an important ingredient in people’s 

willingness to undertake collective action, but it is also ‘contingent on local 

circumstances and pressures’ (Gilchrist 2009:64). The local context was frequently 

mentioned as determining groups’ activities, as well as being the source of 

possibilities and constraints. Barry expressed it as: ‘The things that are potentially 

available for a community to work on, are in fact more determined by who you’ve got and 

what you’ve got locally’. Susan was clear about the importance of local needs: ‘The 

biggest lesson I've learnt is that you need to be relevant in your community and follow the 

direction they need to take’. Nevertheless, the local as the site for community is not an 

unproblematic concept and many participants seemed to be grappling with the 

most appropriate scale for their Initiatives. Participants consistently pointed out the 

differences in scale between their contexts and Totnes where Transition originated. 

Carla emphasised the difference between her Initiative’s demographics of ‘an urban 

local government area which has about 115,000 people’ and that of Totnes, a market town 

with a population of 15,000 people. In terms of place-based communities, Barry 

discussed how he has evolved his opinions about the scales at which Transition 

might best function: ‘I’ve found my own consciousness has shifted constantly through this 
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whole journey in Transition ... from thinking that Transition might be impossible in a big 

city such as this ... to a position that, yes it is possible, and it’s not a one size fits all. Local 

areas will work out their own scale and their own focus in a more organic way ultimately’. 

Phillipa explained that her Initiative began covering just one main suburb but later 

changed to take ‘a more strategic approach and thought it would be easier to develop a link 

with Council if we covered the municipality, and then potentially as the movement evolves, 

and there’s working groups, then they can split into smaller subgroups’.  

Diversity 

The geography and demographics of research participants’ communities varied 

considerably. For example; five of the different settings are an urban coastal suburb 

with a highly transitory population, a metropolitan hub in a large capital city, a 

peri-urban community with a high proportion of commuters, a largely conservative 

rural municipality with substantial wealth among sectors of the population and a 

rural town with a long history of alternative communities in its locale. 

Contemplating the impact of being in a more conservative area, Leanne remarked 

‘This is basically a conservative area but they do still have the threads of community, and 

anything that you can say builds community would be well received’. Simone, from the 

rural town, observed that their demographics provide the opportunity for 

considerable latitude in their approach to Transition. She commented: ‘I think that of 

all the places we have a pretty good chance of creating a really good sustainable local future’.  

Several interviewees remarked on the broader demographic of people involved in 

Transition Initiatives than usually participate in environmental movements. Barry 

commented: ‘The idea of Transition appeals to people who tend to be broader thinkers, who 

think more system wide, who can see maybe some more intellectual challenge in it. There’s a 

wide range of people. There’s urban planners, there’s architects, there’s economists, people in 

the creative industries, engineers, scientists, a very broad church, you might say, of people 

who are at least following the Transition idea, and I think that’s part of its strength’. 

However, he went on to say: ‘That said, it’s a little bit middle class, it’s a little bit you 

know, academic in some ways. There’s veins of that running through it’. Bryan also noted 

that Transition is ‘bringing in a whole broad range of people, not only from Permaculture 

but professional people and others ... and people can focus on the area they are interested in, 

if it’s local food systems there is a space for them. If they’re interested in town planning 

there’s a space. If they’re interested in working with people, well there’s a niche for that too 

and they all form part of that whole’. These comments tend to refer to people’s personal 

and professional interests, rather than social diversity in terms of socio-economic 

backgrounds or ethnic diversity or gender.  

Research participants described their Initiatives as being open to newcomers but did 

not actively problematise whether their group was actually accessible to a broader 

range of people or would in fact appeal beyond a certain demographic. The only 

research participant to mention indigenous groups in their community included 

them in a comment about the challenge of engaging members of their community: 

‘A constant challenge is engaging the disengaged as well as a broader cross-section of the 
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community - e.g. NESB individuals, local indigenous groups and community groups or 

organisations not traditionally associated with environmental activities’ (Transition OBT). 

Two other groups expressed concerned about the lack of youth involvement in their 

Initiatives and two of the interviewees talked about extending their reach to 

different cultural groups. Lara ascribed the capacity of her Initiative to connect with 

their community, which has a ‘mostly working class and pretty culturally diverse 

demographic’, as being due to their ‘grassroots nature’. They had found that food was 

an important site of commonality among residents: ‘We did a food tour, local foods in 

the community gardens and backyard gardens, and food related businesses and markets, and 

a food forum’.  

Research participants, in the main, did not address the more complex issues of how 

diverse communities move forward together in a way that does not replicate the 

current structures that perpetuate constructs such as the rich/poor divide, racism 

and sexism. Isobel commented on this, remarking: ‘People talk about diversity but they 

don’t understand what it means; embracing diversity and how you handle it when it 

happens’. She said the first step is ‘even just to acknowledge that there is difference’. 

Eleanor described the need for people to be skilled in learning how to negotiate 

difference. She commented: ‘That’s one of the biggest sort of areas to skill people up in; 

how people deal with each other because people come from different socio-economic groups, 

different cultural backgrounds, different ways of seeing the world and for people to actually 

communicate effectively can be challenging’. These comments support the commentary 

in the research literature around the need for Transition to grapple with the 

challenges of moving inclusion from rhetoric to enactment (Merritt and Stubbs 2012; 

Stevenson 2011; Cohen 2010).   

If their core groups do not have such community connections, or a diverse 

membership, Transition Initiatives face the challenge of knowing how to build the 

initial relationships with people from diverse cultural and socio-economic 

backgrounds, some of whom have had little access to the opportunities and 

resources enjoyed by many of the research participants. Barry recognised that 

community includes ‘people who otherwise might not talk to each other’ and that 

therefore ‘the most important first step’ for Transition is to provide opportunities for 

people ‘to start talking to each other, and start identifying their common interest in having 

a community that continues to function in a different world in the future’. The community 

development and community engagement literature that addresses issues of 

inclusion and diversity as core features of its ethos is useful for Transition Initiatives 

which must ultimately confront these issues if they are to extend their reach beyond 

what Barry describes as the ‘indulgence of the middle classes’. As was discussed in 

Chapter 2, this is an area that Transition is still grappling with, a concern that is 

borne out by the lack of substantial dialogue around inclusion and diversity among 

research participants. Being aware of people’s multiple identities is also important 

for Transition, so that diversity is understood in its complexity and shifting 

grounds. Also a celebratory approach to diversity is, according to Shiva, ‘the basis to 

creating living cultures’ (2005:142). 
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Within communities, diversity can be ‘enriching and dynamic’ (Gilchrist 2009:6), but 

it also requires ‘political awareness, cultural sensitivity and advanced interpersonal 

skills’ so that different approaches can be honoured, and also that inequalities can 

be challenged (Gilchrist 2009:45). Addressing inclusion means being aware of 

people’s multiple identities and not constructing them as ‘other’, but also a 

sensitivity to the ‘politics of difference’, so that inclusion is ‘not a homogenising 

force’ but one that facilitates ‘integration in plurality’ (Sarkissian et al. 2009:197). 

Ledwith and Asgill (2007) frame approaches to inclusion as building critical 

alliances across difference using dialogue and collective sharing of experience. 

These are processes that Ledwith and Asgill (2007) have developed over time in the 

context of community development, which once again highlights the benefit of 

engaging with this field which has a practice and research oriented focus on 

inclusion. Similarly in their community engagement work, Sarkissian et al. (2010) 

tackle issues that are not explicitly addressed in the Transition literature or by the 

research participants. They propose that ‘if we are to navigate the complexities of 

oppression and privilege, we must enter into relationships with others in a spirit of 

humility ... and not to help but to open doors to opportunities for empowerment’ 

(2010:113). They quote Lilla Watson, Australian Aboriginal organiser: ‘if you are 

here to help me, then you are wasting my time. But if you come because your 

liberation is bound up with mine, then let us begin’ (Sarkissian et al. 2010:115).   

Activating the network 

The issue of inclusion raises the issue of how Transition Initiatives share their 

learning and experiences with each other as part of the evolution of the network. 

Research participants spoke about having relationships predominantly with other 

Initiatives in their region at organised events, usually through a city based hub or a 

regional cluster. For example, one of the interviewees from Transition Sydney which 

formed as one of the first Transition hubs in the world, helped seed local groups 

and have found that as a hub they offered the opportunity for people from local 

Initiatives to ‘feel empowered by seeing a bunch of people around the Sydney region doing 

stuff and to experience being part of something bigger than just their local group’. The hub 

facilitates quarterly meetings which the research participant32 described as: ‘fantastic 

networking functions, celebratory and planning opportunities and cross-pollination’. The 

South-east Alliance is a coalition of Victorian, South Australian and Tasmanian 

Initiatives which meets annually. One of the research participants commented that 

they find these convergences ‘really valuable, because as much as anything else they are a 

shot of inspiration for me. Getting together and hearing what people are doing and seeing 

how its growing every year, and you pick up some good ideas and get to share what works 

and doesn’t work’. While conducting the interviews I became a conduit for 

information and ideas sharing between Initiatives, and was conscious that the 

absence of a national hub tends to make communication between Initiatives rather 

random. At the time I became very enthusiastic at the idea of a Transition Australia 

newsletter and research participants I shared this with thought it would be a good 

                                                      
32 Pseudonyms not used in this paragraph as it could identify the interviewees.  
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idea. However, as has been shown too often be the case in Transition, I did not have 

time to carry the idea forward.  

Despite such opportunities for connectivity, some Initiatives feel that they are 

struggling alone. The following commentary by the representative from Transition 

LHA describes their challenge: ‘Just when we were building up to an unleashing33 four 

key people left the committee, one got really busy with another related project and left, two 

had personal transitions and moved to the country. Another was just overcome with work 

and family life being too busy and quit. Interestingly we were all women with school age 

children or younger (and relatively little support from our partners) aside from one older 

retirement age man. So it feels like we are kind of still stuck in the awareness raising stage 

because we lost all of the momentum that we had in the first 18 months … What remains of 

the initial LHA feels very lacking in passion. It would be great to have some support from a 

wider network’. This comment raises a number of issues, particularly the 

precariousness of volunteer work and the gendered nature of this work.  It also 

supports the need for some form of activation of the Australian Transition network 

so that Transition Initiatives can connect with other groups who perhaps have 

similar demographics and confront similar issues. Although there is obviously some 

networking that occurs across geographically linked nodes it seems that forums for 

sharing ideas and experiences are generally lacking in the Australian context. If 

there are not dynamic links, which are the relational elements that enliven the 

network, between the Initiatives then they can tend to become siloed and lack the 

benefits of being part of a broader learning and support network. Because 

Transition is based on self-organising groups this activation of the links is the 

responsibility of the Initiatives, and is not facilitated directly by the Transition 

Network. 

Fostering connectivity in the community 

Due to the multi-dimensional nature of any community it is highly unlikely that a 

small group of predominantly volunteers can be the sole vehicles for localisation. It 

would seem that Transition Initiatives hope instead to catalyse opportunities that 

can build momentum and capacity in relocalising their communities. As per their 

tendency towards relational worldviews, as discussed in Chapter 6, participants’ 

approaches tended towards building relationships with sustainability related 

groups in their community to instigate change together. The complexities of these 

relationships, such as power dynamics and differing ideologies were not explored 

in depth during the interviews, and this would be a pertinent area for further 

dialogue, as well as research in Transition Initiatives. The complexity principles of 

co-evolution and communicative connectedness are relevant to the nature of 

relationships. Where there is an awareness of the co-evolution that occurs when 

entities are in relationship with each other, these can be shaped towards principles 

that reflect the Transition ethos. Recognising this potential would enable Transition 

participants to consider the impact that they can have on the groups they work with 

                                                      
33 ‘Organising an Unleashing’ is the 4th step in the 12 steps of Transition (Hopkins 2008:158).   
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and conversely how they will be affected. This is more apparent in relationship with 

business and local government and is discussed further below, but is also relevant 

to working with other community groups that, like Transition, have their particular 

agendas. Communicative connectedness refers to the quality of interactions between 

entities, in a way that supersedes politeness to mean a depth of dialogue that is 

concerned with meaning-making and clarity.  

An adaptive and resilient community arises where people are linked into networks 

of interdependence (Ife 2013; Gilchrist 2000). Rick spoke to the link with resilience in 

building community, which he described as the ‘joy and purpose of Transition’. He 

elaborated: ‘Personally speaking, I’ve really got a real kick out of meeting new people in 

different aspects of work with the town, feeling a sense of common purpose. And so it seems 

to me that Transition is a vehicle for, and provides a good motivation for building a 

community, and out of that comes all the things that become necessary for the town to be 

more resilient in the face of climate change. And even if the town and the human race fail, at 

least we go down singing, you know’. Louise and Dan’s Initiative decided to focus on 

projects that foster relationship building. Dan explained ‘A lot of work in the early 

days was about meeting people, talking about what we were doing, what our goals were, 

about resilience building, community building, awareness raising’. Louise added: 

‘Relationships are the key to social change’ and Dan continued: ‘Yes, it’s through 

relationships and through community that people can actually start to look at things in 

different ways’. Lara described the value of personal connection in relationship 

building as being in the ‘neighbourhood space’. She explained that she had some ‘really 

strong feedback from one of my neighbours who said ”I wouldn’t have gone to this, but it 

was somebody who lived in my street, so I knew you weren’t trying to sell me something”’. 

The importance of this type of personal connection in reaching beyond the ‘usual 

suspects’, rather than putting up posters, or having information available online is 

well documented (Gilchrist 2009).  

The dynamic nature of relationships, which strengthen the web-like networks that 

construct a community, can be a force for change. High levels of connectivity are 

conducive to unanticipated outcomes emerging from multiple interactions (Capra 

2004). One way that Transition Initiatives facilitate this can be conceptualised as 

meta-networking (Gilchrist 2009), which refers to supporting and connecting other 

people’s networks and subsequently creating ripple effects across the community. 

Supporting networking to keep the dynamic alive is an important function of 

networks (Gilchrist 2009). Such informal networks can build coalitions that work for 

particular purposes and these alliances need to be ‘flexible and robust so they can 

accommodate the diversity of experience and values that motivate people’ (Gilchrist 

2009:73). Some participants explained that they saw their role more as enhancing the 

networking capacity of their community, and were keen to have an active role in 

this. As Hopkins points out: 

Transition Initiatives were never intended to do all the work of 

decarbonising/relocalising their community on their own. Rather they 

catalyse and support projects, trying to change how a place sees itself so that 
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Transition becomes a community’s way of thinking. Doing this requires 

skilful collaborative work and the building of strong local partnerships 

(2011:33).  

A range of comments from the survey respondents indicate the emphasis on 

networking: Transition NDHI described themselves as: ‘Networking very well through 

building stronger connections - lots more people know each other through our activities and 

as a result we've built a large database of interested residents who attend and enjoy our 

events, and share information and resources’. Transition LHA were very clear in their 

intent about working with other groups and individuals in their community. They 

described their purpose as: ‘Seeking to uncover the people out there that are doing 

something ... and try to get us all knowing each other, sharing skills, connecting, being more 

collective, seeing that there are many others out there caring about the problems we all have, 

and working out what we need to do together’. Some of the research participants 

described trying to connect with groups who might not necessarily be perceived as 

natural allies. The Transition TLC respondent explained: ‘We are looking to increase 

our collaboration with other groups; we aim to network with all of our community’s 

organisations, business and groups regardless of how we think we may be received’. 

Similarly, the Transition THTB respondent wrote that they are: ‘Garnering increasing 

support from the “not the usual suspects”, networking with local organisations and trying 

to partner with them rather than being the “local environment group”. 

Transition Initiatives are formed in a wide range of contexts, and where some 

locales may already be progressive and have a number of different groups and 

projects happening, others may be more resistant to change. The first Permaculture 

principle of ‘observe and interact’ provides the basis for spending some time in site 

analysis, gaining a sense of existing groups and their history and alliances within 

the community. This is also referred to as network mapping which provides a way 

of ascertaining what already exists in the community, as well as the relationships 

that link people and activities (Gilchrist 2009). Phillipa explained that her Initiative 

took such an approach: ‘We mapped the existing territory to build a resilience map of our 

community; as a participatory process’. They provided the opportunity at public events 

for people to contribute to the map so that it became a process informed by the 

community.  

There are also differences in approaches to meta-networking. Connectivity can be 

facilitated between groups in a horizontal structure compared with an umbrella 

type approach which creates a form of hierarchical relationship thereby introducing 

potentially problematic power dynamics. Connors (2010) suggests that rather than 

fostering a collaborative approach, Transition can be a colonising force in 

communities. Where Initiatives perceived that their role might be as an umbrella 

organisation for existing groups this is possible, however the participants largely 

seemed cognisant of guarding against this possibility, partly due to experience. 

Louise and Dan had hoped early on that their Initiative might have an umbrella like 

role, but soon realised that was not how Transition would best work. Dan said: ‘Part 

of my fantasy was Transition as an overarching model for people that could get that kind of 
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synergy happening, but it’s not the way it works. People find where their niche is and where 

they can plug in and do their little bit, and that’s what they go to’. Sharon perceived that 

Transition could have a valuable role in linking existing groups. She explained that 

the purpose of this is to avoid duplication and ‘partly I think everybody’s protective of 

their own group and they don't want to be wiped out by some other group. So I think that’s 

one of the tricky jobs that the Transition group has to do to enable them to work together 

without one group dominating or obliterating the other’. Ethan expressed the delicate 

nature of being a new group in a community: ‘We don’t want to tread on people’s toes 

or take over anything. You know, we want people to keep doing what they’re doing’.  

The desire to work collaboratively, without super-imposing themselves onto the 

community was a common theme among research participants. Rick mused: ‘Being 

aware and insightful is an important characteristic of any core Transition group, it’s not so 

much of what shall we do but what’s happening out there that we can build on’. Kate 

shared a similar perspective: ‘Rather than trying to say, “you’ve got to be part of us”, [we 

are] actually trying to reach out and coordinate with other groups’. Barry similarly 

commented: ‘The last thing a Transition Initiative wants to be is coming in over the top to 

supplant or subsume everything else that’s going on’. Sarah explained that in her 

Initiative ‘we have talked about being careful as we go that we make contacts and don’t say 

that we are Transition and you must all come under our umbrella, but picking up what 

others are doing and sharing that information’. In Petra’s community many Transition 

type activities had already been happening: ‘It had been functioning as a Transition 

town for about 30 years, so for us to jump in with Transition is about networking and 

connecting with groups in existence and looking at the gaps where we could do better’. 

Andrew described how his group had begun to find their feet in terms of working 

out how best to work with other groups: ‘We had to be so careful not to come in and 

suggest we be an umbrella group, and I think this whole last year has been mostly just 

networking and building relationships and starting to do lots of shared events with 

Permaculture and the conservation group and the community gardens, and that’s felt so 

much better. It’s felt like we’re in there, whereas before we were a bit tentative and didn’t 

know what our role was, so we’re sort of connecting on a horizontal level, more than 

umbrella’.  

The concept of enhancing communicative connectedness through reciprocity can 

help to identify whether Transition Initiatives are co-generating or colonising within 

their local communities. In other words, the degree of mutuality that flavours the 

relationship building that participants discussed conveys a sense of the privileging, 

or not, of the quality of connectedness between participants in Transition Initiatives 

and other groups in their community. Gilchrist (2009) suggests that reciprocity is 

essential for effective networking, and several participants spoke about the nature of 

their relationships with community members in more than instrumental terms. 

Teresa said that her Initiative attempted as much as possible to: ‘support what people 

are already engaged in and to encourage them that Transition is a really meaningful and 

powerful thing to be engaged in and to support them if their spirits are flagging’.  

Bernadette framed it as Heart and Soul work: ‘If you actually put your Heart and Soul 

into relationships, that’s really important in terms of community; it’s not just us trying to 
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do something for ourselves, it’s us trying to do something for each other, and for the planet’.  

Kate described the impacts of deepening connection with people: ‘If you can make 

spaces for more connections between people then things gradually get better, because that 

emphasis on kindness to each other rubs off somehow’. In her research, Rita said she had 

found that reciprocity is key to survival. She observed: ‘I’ve studied societies that 

survive under very harsh conditions and that thing that all those societies do, that we’re 

forgetting to do, is to give and to share, to give and to share’. She observed that where 

there were local markets to attend, and food swaps and community gardens that 

generosity was more evident as people came to know each other. She said she did 

not know how this aspect of well-being could be measured, but where there is that 

spirit of mutuality people tend to feel ‘more fulfilled and engaged’. She likened it to 

‘people, like Pooh, might hum a little honey song, because you know I’m off to market and 

I’m going to see someone or do something’.   

The antithesis of an ethics of care in building relationships as a means of catalysing 

change in the community can be excessive networking which as Dan explained can 

lead to burnout. He recollected: ‘I was networking a lot, thinking that the more I 

networked the more we could get the message out. I just got burnt out. I was networking too 

far and wide and trying to hold too many things, talking to too many people in all sorts of 

areas and trying to hold water and waste and transport and more’. This can occur when 

Transition participants are not skilled or experienced in working in the community 

and building relationships becomes a project in itself rather than a strategy. As 

noted, Morin (2008) advocates the importance of developing strategies rather than 

programs, as strategies are more suitable to an uncertain environment, and can be 

adapted as the process unfolds in unanticipated ways. Working strategically can 

mean considering points of intervention in the community such as targeting 

influential people or small acts such as sharing information or encouragement with 

a specific group, and these acts, according to complexity principles can create 

significant change (Gilchrist 2009).   

Local government 

Working with local government is a key aspect of Transition and the ease and 

effectiveness of this depends on each context. ‘The Transition Companion’ states, ‘to 

deepen your effectiveness, developing a good relationship with your local authority 

will be vital’ (Hopkins 2011:205). The pattern that emerged from the interviews and 

surveys was of Transition Initiatives having good relationships with some sectors of 

Council, or particular Council staff, and receiving some support around resourcing 

and representation. However as the Transition ANM respondent pointed out these 

relationships may not be able to influence outcomes: ‘Some individual staff have been 

incredibly enthusiastic and encouraging, as well as one of the seven elected Councillors. It's 

just that they are not the ones with the actual power’. The Transition SSF respondent 

expressed similar frustration: ‘it depends very much on who you talk to in Council. 

Overall, elected officials (Councillors) are very supportive and many of them understood and 

supported our work. At times though, when instructions trickle down to Council employees, 

the process gets stalled and barriers appear’. In contrast, the Transition RKI respondent 
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found: ‘The Council staff have been really supportive; on the other hand the Councillors 

themselves are not really committed to sustainability’. Funding restrictions were often 

cited as reasons for lack of significant Council input. For example Susan found that: 

‘Council certainly supported us verbally, but there was no funding for our work - which is 

why it slowed down so much. The funding here in Australia is very different to the UK and 

it greatly hampers the type of work that could be being done in the community through 

Transition Initiatives’  

The sense that local government could play a greater role in realising some of 

Transition’s goals was shared by many of the participants, although some were 

more wary of the difficulties that could occur. Michelle had begun applying for local 

government grants when she decided that the expectations and constraints imposed 

by that form of relationship was not worth it. Amanda perceives Transition’s role as 

one of a number of approaches that need to occur in a community. She stressed the 

importance of not recreating the work or responsibility of local government and 

pointed out otherwise it: ‘can be like trying to duplicate what local government are doing 

but on no wages and with no resources at all, finding a reason to function that is not already 

covered by another organisation’. The Transition TDJ respondent had similar thoughts: 

‘I think it’s really important in Transition not to duplicate but to use whatever’s there, and 

its different in every place ... link with the people who are already doing it, who are pretty 

much aligned anyway, it’s just energy saving’. In relation to his interactions with local 

Council, Dan explained: ‘I was a newcomer, and relatively naive in my understanding of 

the current forces at play’. He realised that he: ‘had a lot to learn about current structures 

that exist to deal with traffic, transport, government. People have been involved in these 

things for decades and run their own organisations, and they know how they work, and I 

was naive about how quickly things change’. However, he did become involved with 

Council and was invited to join a reference panel and saw some of the ideas he put 

forward being included in the Council’s 2030 Plan.  

The Municipal Association of Victoria in Australia (2009), the peak body 

representing local governments in that state, has developed a program called 

‘Councils and Communities in Transition’ where Councillors and Council staff are 

educated about the Transition model. Some of these Councils have been formative 

in initiating and supporting Transition groups (for example Whitehorse City 

Council 2010). A research participant associated with one of the Council initiated 

Initiatives is cognisant of the need to maintain some independence within this 

relationship. He commented that some people in his group had wanted to be a sub-

committee of Council, however he and others successfully argued that Transition 

needs ‘to be owned by the community and not part of the governing structure of Council so 

that we can also be critical of the Council, develop ideas independently from Council and 

without the bureaucracy and approval of Council’. Another research participant had a 

different experience of their Council’s commitment to the MAV endorsed program: 

‘We thought they [local Council] were on board because they appointed a Councilor to be on 

the Communities in Transition committee but when we pushed them to take the next step, 

they expressed reservations about it. They had a lot of excuses why they weren’t really all 

that committed, which I found very disappointing. So on the surface it can look like Councils 
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are on board, and some are, but you scratch the surface and you find there’s some 

negativity’.  

Although working with local government is claimed to be a core feature of success 

in Transition (Hopkins 2011), there are no real guidelines or manuals for this in the 

Australian context, and research participants seemed to draw on their experience or 

make it up as they go along. Bryan expressed concern that Transition needs to ‘learn 

to communicate more effectively with local government’. In an example of potential co-

evolution, he stressed that Transition could encourage and potentially influence 

local government to use models such as: ‘deliberative democracy models for decision 

making to get out of the old hierarchy that government are stuck in and to use more 

inclusive models of decision-making’. As discussed in Chapter 4, Storey (2011) 

highlighted some of the issues involved in local Councils and Transition working 

together given their differing ethos and organising structures. This is explored in 

Conn’s (2011) ‘social ecosystem dance’ between organisations that are horizontally 

structured and those that are vertically structured. Her articulation of the edge as a 

space of possibilities provides a framework for working through the co-evolving 

dynamics between Transition Initiatives and local government.  

Despite the challenges inherent in these relationships, Transition Initiatives work 

with Council in a range of different ways such as: 

 Input into their Council’s strategic plans and subsequent projects (Lara) 

 Grants from Council for events, projects and resources (Brendon; 

Transition XTDI) and community gardens (Brendon; Transition OBT)  

 Transition FJI had one councillor attend Transition training 

 Transition presentations to Council (Carla, Dan)  

 Councils provide venues for Transition events (Transition RKI) 

 Mayors from both Councils within the Initiative’s area have attended 

functions/film nights (Transition PBL)  

 Transition representation on Council reference groups (Amanda, 

Transition UFI) or working parties (Susan, Dan).  

 Being regularly consulted about planning issues (Transition SLI)  

 

Additionally, the Transition HNI respondent reported that they have ‘very 

constructive relationships with the local Council ... and many practical Initiatives have 

arisen from that’. Carla’s Initiative ‘connects with the local Council about things they’ve 

got control over, so when the community comes up with dreams and visions and practical 

ideas that involve Council we can actually get Council to be cooperative’. Phillipa found 

that perseverance and becoming involved wherever possible were critical to 

developing a relationship with Council and that now they are very supportive. 

She comments that Council have been able to see benefits in creating linkages 

with Transition: ‘They definitely know what the Transition model is about and it 

interests them, because they realise that to get the change that we need and to get the 

emissions down and make their policies work, it relies not only on Council but a big part 

of the community actively embracing it, so I think they see groups like ours as a real 

vehicle to mobilise’.  
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Economic Transition  

Although Barry claimed: ‘At the heart of Transition there has to an economic transition’ 

and Bryan expressed: ‘Transition won’t change the economy but it might be able to change 

people’s response to it’, this seemed to be an area that was still in development in 

many of the Australian Initiatives. Hopkins (2011) likens the capacity of 

communities to relocalise their economies to plugging a leaky bucket. He points out 

that much of the money that enters a community leaves it almost immediately and 

Transition Initiatives can help to plug the leaks through approaches such as local 

markets, local currencies, trading schemes, encouraging buying locally and 

developing social enterprises. The Transition Network (2013) recommend that a 

‘Businesses and Livelihood’ working group can be a way of connecting with local 

business and that to do so, Transition groups may need to ‘learn a new language, 

new concepts, and a new way of connecting’. Although some Australian Initiatives 

have good working relationships with their local business community, it seems that 

the second sector was the least engaged with by Australian Initiatives.  

Synergies between Transition and local business are facilitated more easily where 

participants have personal connections with local businesses, or businesses are 

already sustainability oriented. Andrew observed that when a member of the local 

Chamber of Commerce attended one of their planning meetings they expressed 

frustration at the ‘informal and organic’ nature of the meeting. Consequently his 

Initiative is now planning more strategic ways of engaging with the Chamber. 

However, this highlights the similar challenges that Initiatives face in working with 

Councils. Finding ways to engage in the ‘space of possibilities’ between the different 

structural ways of organising (Conn 2011), as well as potentially different ethos’ can 

require skilful communication.  

Since conducting my fieldwork, social entrepreneurship has gained a more 

prominent focus both globally (Ife 2013), and in Transition (Transition Network 

2013). As noted in Chapter 2, the Transition Network has launched a project in the 

UK called REconomy that is designed to help build new types of local economies 

(REconomy project 2013). Given this provision of more specific ways of addressing 

economic relocalisation, I suspect that if I were to conduct the interviews now, that 

participants may have more to say about Transition and the second sector. 

However, there were few concrete examples of partnerships being formed at the 

time of the fieldwork. Phillipa’s Initiative teams up with a local business to run film 

nights in their cafe, and several research participants mentioned ‘shop locally’ 

campaigns. In Simone’s community, the Chamber of Commerce is involved in a 

joint project planting food in street planters and citrus trees at the soccer park. The 

representative from Transition TDJ had strong opinions about the role of small, local 

businesses: ‘I feel as if my time of shouting "Warning, warning!" in the streets is now near 

its end and the time has now come to start building a new social and economic system at a 

very local level to take these emerging realities into account. The people who work in them 

may well know nothing of peak oil or peak anything, but they will know how to work their 

gig in the situation they find themselves in .To quote William Blake, "I must create a system 
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or be enslaved by another man’s. Mine is not to reason and compare, my business is to 

create’.  

The local and the global  

As has been pointed out throughout the thesis, although place-based communities 

are nested within other communities, the participants’ focus was very much on their 

local context. Paul was the only participant to make a direct connection between his 

participation in Transition and the global context. He said that his engagement in 

Transition was ‘a way of being involved locally in some of the local challenges, and dealing 

with the global questions of resource depletion, of oil shortages, the system not allowing the 

distribution of food to everybody’. The absence of commentary around the situatedness 

of the local in the global, is to not consider the recursive and dialogic relational 

nature of the relationship between the two, or the principle of the ecology of action, 

that decisions made at a local level can lead to any number of unforeseen 

ramifications in other parts of the world (Deepak 2012).  

The connections between the local and global were discussed through eco/feminist 

lenses in Chapter 3, and Morin’s call for the need to move to thinking and acting 

globally and locally was introduced in Chapter 4. This is also expressed by Ife ‘who 

argues that the key to creative effective community work is to be able to link the 

global and the local in everyday practice’ (2013:193). The recursively related 

local/global relationship is linked to issues of social justice which was largely absent 

from research participants’ discourse with the exceptions of the following two 

comments. Brendon explained that for him: ‘The social justice side of it’ is that ‘living 

locally is living an ethical life, so you don’t end up exploiting external resources’. Andrew 

expressed concern that: ‘Australians don’t seem to have an advanced sort of moral 

development’ and ‘aren’t really concerned about how their lifestyle choices might impact on 

someone in Bangladesh, for example’. He framed this as injustice and quoted from a 

novel by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn that he’d just been reading: ‘What is the most 

precious thing in the world? It seems to be the consciousness of not participating in 

injustice. Injustice is stronger than you are, it always was and it always will be, but let it 

not be committed through you’.  

Although participants may not have made many direct connections in the research 

data between Transition, social justice and globalisation this does not mean, of 

course, that they are not aware of these issues. North and Scott-Cato (2012) argue 

that Transition lies within the geography of global responsibility and contributes to 

this through reduction of carbon emissions, and projecting the possibility of 

alternative futures. However, given the community development lens that has 

emerged as useful in terms of analysing how Transition works in community, it 

seems that Transition could be strengthened by considering how social justice is 

implicated in its practical application. From a feminist perspective, future thinking 

requires the consideration of social justice issues, as well as the need for analysis of 

the factors that create and perpetuate existing oppressions (Sturgeon 2009; Shiva 

2008; Harcourt et al. 2006; Mohanty 2003; Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 1999). 
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While these areas remain in the shadows in Transition, it would seem that no matter 

which relationships are formed, there cannot be transformative change that is 

inclusive of whole communities.  

Transition as noun or verb  

As has been discussed, Transition Initiatives are inherently self-organising as they 

are generated by people within the community who resonate with the Transition 

approach. The way that Transition is applied varies across context, and aligns with 

Ife’s description of community development as being underpinned by ‘universal 

principles’ that are applied to ‘locally specific realities’ (2013:197). For example the 

Transition OBT respondent stated: ‘Our group is based on the Transition philosophy, but 

only loosely follow Hopkins model’. In this section I consider participants’ relationships 

with the Transition model and suggest that ultimately Transition - the noun, may 

become transition - the verb, as people adapt it to their situations. One of the 

original steps of Transition is: ‘Let it go where it wants to’ (Hopkins 2011, 2008). 

Several interviewees explained that letting their Initiative go where it wants to was 

an inevitable outcome of their capacity as a group and the context of their local 

community. This means that rather than feeling that they needed to be fulfilling 

certain aspects of the Transition model, they privileged addressing the gaps and 

possibilities in their communities.  

When asked about how closely they follow the Transition model it was clear that 

participants’ exposure to the model through the literature, website, films or training 

varied greatly. Most participants made reference to at least one of these sources but 

explained that they primarily worked according to their local context. One of the 

survey respondents from Transition ZWA wrote: ‘Ok, I confess, I haven’t read Rob’s 

book’, whereas Carla expressed a strong commitment to the model and has 

organised training for people in her Initiative. She commented that: ‘nine people on 

the initiating group have done the training, and we generally follow the principles outlined 

there. We find the Handbook invaluable and have distributed about 20 copies to active 

participants’. The Transition YPI respondent, whose Initiative was recently 

established at the time of survey, wrote: ‘Myself and another member refer to it [the 

Transition literature] a lot, both personally and at meetings but I'm not sure now how many 

others do. I would like to strengthen this side of our group as I believe it would keep us more 

on track, eg. reduces wasted time reinventing the wheel; inspires and contributes valuable 

methods and strategies etc’. The benefits of having the Transition model as: ‘a viable 

method that provides a plan to work to’ were seen to be a primary benefit for Transition 

EDI. The Transition LHA respondent described the difference that familiarity with 

the model made: ‘Our ideal is certainly based on the Transition model as described in ‘The 

Transition Handbook’. While two of our core group have read ‘The Transition Handbook’, 

the third person hasn't and we do find that this makes a difference in the approach to 

activities and the views on the future direction of Transition’.   

Quite a few of the groups seemed to have followed the Transition model closely in 

their initial stages but their focus had moved over time to the needs of their local 
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area and the capacities of their members. Barry who participated in Transition from 

its inception in Australia commented that his group and several others had initially 

followed the 12 steps of Transition outlined in ‘The Transition Handbook’ (Hopkins 

2008): ‘We ticked all the boxes pretty much. For example, we had PDC’s [Permaculture 

Design Certificates], we did our Transition training’. However he did not know of any 

Initiatives that ended up following the ‘classic Transition model’ in terms of having 

sub-groups covering the whole spectrum of a community. Lara also explained that 

they started with following the 12 steps but at the time of the interview her Initiative 

was at: ‘the stage of letting it go where it wants, not necessarily needing to have it as such a 

tightly held thing’. Paul’s Initiative also began with following the steps, but he 

observed: ‘The Handbook is great, but it’s a guide, not to be followed literally, not to be 

followed step by step’. The Transition NDHI respondent explained that they have the 

Transition model ‘in the background, but really we're evolving based on local interest and 

the availability of the steering group members' time, interest and expertise’. Simone 

described the Transition literature as ‘like scaffolding that you return to every once in a 

while’. She said her community is very creative and ‘not too worried about creating it 

[Transition} ourselves with the understanding that we will not try to reinvent the wheel’. 

Phillipa explained that while she thinks ‘it’s important to key into the guidelines, I think 

Rob Hopkins would say if you have a choice between worrying about that or just getting out 

and doing it, he’d probably say ‘just do it’. She said that she checked in with the 

Transition Network often but more regularly she’s ‘focussed on what’s happening on 

the ground’.  

Growing in Australian soil 

Participants also discussed the challenges of adapting the Transition model to the 

Australian context. This was discussed in terms of Heart and Soul processes in the 

previous chapter, but the geographic and demographic differences in Australia 

were also highlighted by participants. For instance, the survey respondent from 

Transition HMI pointed out: ‘We're all so thinly spread in Australia that it does not seem 

as fertile ground for Transition as in England’. The Transition YPI respondent explained 

that their Initiative confronts issues of scale due to their widely dispersed area of 

small towns. Consequently they: ‘spend a lot of time travelling to meetings across a huge 

region with diverse communities to seed’. Paul observed that cultural differences can 

entail some translation. He commented: ‘Being a British model it doesn’t suit all 

countries, certain aspects of it are hard to impose on ideas and values of another community. 

It can result in it somehow being a bit of a talkfest – trying to work out what does that mean 

and what does that mean to us? And the Australian edition of the [Transition] Handbook 

doesn’t resolve that’. 34  

                                                      
34  The Transition Handbook: Australia and New Zealand edition (Hopkins 2008) has the 

same content as the first edition of the Transition Handbook as well as an additional chapter 

on Transition Australasia which recounts ‘stories of Transition’ from Australia and New 

Zealand.  
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Barry also compared the differences between the United Kingdom and Australian 

contexts and the influence that this has on Transition: ‘The UK has some good climate 

change and sustainability policies ... from their national government, and through their 

layers of county and local governments ... and they’ve set some pretty strong goals’. He 

suggests that in contrast, in Australia: ‘There is a different sort of model. We’ve got a lot 

of Permaculture that’s resurged in recent years. We’ve got sustainability, we’ve got climate 

action groups, we’ve got community gardens. We’ve got a whole bunch of community driven 

stuff, and they all overlap’. Eleanor framed Transition in Australia as in evolution and 

suggested that over time, through partnerships with local government, that it will 

have greater impact: ‘We’re in a phase at the moment of playing with our own Australian 

model of Transition. And I think we’ll see that forming in different ways over the next 5 to 

10 years. If we keep capturing people’s attention I can see that we’ll have stronger 

relationships with Councils and then we’ll be able to actually do some of the strategic 

planning stuff and action planning and we’ll be able to have the budgets to roll out’.  

The notion of cultural differences also applied to delivering Transition training in 

Australia. Two of the Australian Transition trainers are very clear that they have 

needed to adapt the training to the Australian cultural context. Rather than using 

the Transition steps, or directly using the international training resources which 

they find too didactic they say ask the group: ‘What do you want your outcomes to be 

and how do we get there with your particular group?’ (Karen). Robert spoke about the 

way that he would modify the training for south-eastern Australia to suit the 

context: ‘Water, extended drought and fire are major issues in our area, so this would be 

incorporated along with climate change and peak oil and economic contraction’. Also, the 

emphasis on developing an Energy Descent Action Plan (EDAP), which was 

described in Chapter 2 as an initial focus in Transition training seems to have 

receded as the REconomy project is promoted. While a few of the research 

participants’ Initiatives had made steps towards developing an EDAP, a similar 

number of Initiatives mentioned finding the concept of an EDAP overwhelming 

given the scale of the undertaking and their limited resources. For instance the 

Transition XTDI respondent explained: ‘we've discussed Energy Descent Planning quite 

a lot, but the overall opinion is that such an exercise is truly daunting if done thoroughly, 

and beyond our means’. The Transition SNI respondent also felt they were not in a 

position to contemplate developing an EDAP: ‘While we are extremely interested in the 

concept of an EDAP, and are keenly reading up about how other Transition Initiatives are 

approaching the task of creating an EDAP, our group are not currently in a position to do so 

due to our small numbers and time-constraints of current members’.  

A number of participants discussed the impetus and energy associated with 

Transition, conveying a belief that working in alignment with these would enable 

things to flow in the most appropriate direction. From a complexity perspective, a 

self-organising entity, whether individual or group, may be aware of the 

multiplicity of forces at play in any given situation and choose to work with these 

(Capra 2003). This is aligned with Shiva’s notion of Earth Democracy which is 

‘organised on the basis of the living energy of its citizens’ and thus an ‘emergent 

phenomena that unleashes creative energies’ (2008:142). For example, Amanda said: 
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‘I like Transition because it’s from the ground up, waves of energy come and go, it’s not just 

me on the wave, I can get on and other people can get on, or it’ll happen somewhere else. It’s 

something that’s bigger than us in a way’. She elaborated on how this manifests in her 

Initiative and is part of a new paradigm way of doing things: ‘we take up 

opportunities as they arise. We let it evolve and I think that’s a personal and planetary thing 

that’s happening at the moment, that the old system was decide something from the top 

down, or the outside in; this is more of a yin way, or a more intuitive way, where we let 

things arise more naturally’. Phillipa spoke about how she would like to see more 

subgroups forming in her Transition group but she has learnt from experience that 

she: ‘can’t push these things, and there’s a living quality to it, you know that self-

organisation, and just the organic evolution that you just need to allow the energy go where 

it wants to go. So I’ve relaxed a bit about that sort of stuff and the more I relax and let go, it 

happens!’ Simone had a similar perspective: ‘I’m kind of a big believer in all of the 

energies coalescing and the right people show up at the right time’. This is not dissimilar to 

Gilchrist’s observation that there is a ‘serendipitous’ quality to effective and 

inclusive networking (2009:ix).   

Bernadette, Michelle and Alan discussed similar ideas to those above. Bernadette 

commented: ‘I guess it’s not always easy, but there’s this theme of synchronicity and 

things falling into place and trust that the right people will appear, and it just feels like 

there’s help there’. Michelle agreed, drawing parallels with ideas that are aligned with 

complexity thinking. She responded: ‘Yes, and I think that even some of the recent 

science, that even exceeds quantum physics is talking about that sort of stuff, and that things 

attract other things, and it’s not the world of polarised things, it’s like attracts like and the 

moment you are interacting with something it changes anyway, you can’t predict the 

outcome and I think that’s really exciting, that’s hopeful’. Alan spoke about the impetus 

for change, adding: ‘I think there is something in the universe that wants us to succeed, in 

the same sense that there’s been a drive in the universe to produce life; that same drive for life 

is helping or alongside those who are working in the same direction’. These comments 

illustrate the way that relational worldviews move beyond the sort of quantifiable 

outcomes expected within the dominant paradigm, to a perception of more 

intangible forces that can propel change. Such forces are part of an understanding of 

the world that engages with complexity and the unlimited potential that can arise 

from high quality connectivity among people (Wells 2013; Capra 2003).  

It is pertinent to consider the benefits of Transition as a model, whereby participants 

have the opportunity to engage in a network of Initiatives, rather than as siloed 

community groups helping their community to transition. This returns to the notion 

of Transition as a noun or a verb, and whether Initiatives are actually holons within 

Transition if they do not have a relationship with the broader Transition network, or 

Transition Initiatives in their region. Is there an essence of Transition that maintains 

similarity at different scales and if so what might it be? Perhaps it is as broad as 

working towards a low carbon future in their community which would place the 

emphasis on transitioning as a verb, rather than the Transition model as a noun. 

Several of the research participants suggested that the act of transitioning is 

captured well by the word Transition which can serve as a uniting element for local 
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groups, but they pointed out this is not crucial to the process which is happening 

already. Teresa expressed: ‘We have this clear vision of transitioning towards a positive 

future that’s not fossil fuel dependent and not going to hurt the earth. We’re already doing 

it, but giving that process a name … I think that’s what  brings the Transition people 

together’. Nicole had similar thoughts: ‘Whether it’s that name or another name, 

transitioning is extremely important. And it’s the sense of being able to sustain, relocalising, 

being resilient, finding meaning and appreciating life, knowing what your needs are and 

paying attention that we’re just one life form here’.   

The sense of urgency and responsibility that often drives people who work in 

environmental and social justice fields can lead to a focus on their approach as the 

best way to save the planet. An empassioned belief in Transition can lead to an 

over-developed sense of the need for Transition to fulfil all roles of social change in 

their community. Amanda pointed out that in a nearby town ‘there’s not a Transition 

group’ but there is a ‘heap of stuff that is really Transition going on there through the 

neighbourhood house’. She expressed quite adamantly that ‘things don’t have to be called 

Transition groups; it’s a grandiosity to think we are the only ones doing anything’. In 

contrast, Brendon feels strongly that the Transition model itself is very important as 

can be seen in his discussion with Alice where they differed on the pre-eminence of 

Transition as a model. Alice said: ‘I think Transition is one of many, many different ways 

of going about and changing to something more sustainable. So if all of these groups together 

do this, I think there will be a shift happening, I think, I really do’. Brendon replied: ‘But I 

don’t think there is a more sustainable option than the Transition model.’ 

Transition is one among many groups working for change as part of the Great 

Turning. In this thesis I have discussed many of the aspects that differentiate 

Transition from other groups, and I have also considered the challenges of applying 

this in practice, due at least in part to the perceived urgency of the situation and the 

limited capacity of small groups of volunteers. The frustration that they are not 

achieving as much as they would like to was expressed by some of the participants 

who talked about wanting to create greater impact, but without clear ideas about 

how this might occur. For example, Andrew said: ‘We need to exponentially increase 

our effectiveness somehow, and I don’t know how that happens exactly’. Cheryl and 

Sharon both expressed frustration with the inability to make what they felt was a 

useful impact in their local community. Sharon commented: ‘We all seem so busy ... 

and I don’t feel like what I’m doing is making much impact’. Cheryl described feeling 

disillusioned: ‘Oh I think I’m feeling a bit disillusioned about it at the moment. I don’t feel 

like we’ve actually achieved things. One of the things I feel a bit disappointed about is this 

idea that you do things, like I don’t want to do token things, I want to do real things’. She 

explained that her Initiative had run re-skilling workshops but she felt that these 

were more like ‘bells and whistles than about achieving meaningful change in any way’.  

Learning communities  

Transition already describes itself as a learning network (Giangrande 2011) and  

Espinosa and Walker (2011) suggest that the working group structure of Transition 
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contributes to it being a learning community. However, they argue that the scope of 

the working groups could be much broader to include both more technical and 

more abstract topics. I would extend this to suggest that Transition Initiatives might 

reframe as learning communities that intentionally activate the distribution of 

knowledge along the networks. As learning communities, Initiatives could support 

learning and creativity as a way of aligning with and enlivening the Transition 

principles as core to their practice. Not only would this enhance the knowledge 

sharing capacity of Transition but it could encourage Transition participants to 

engage as critical practitioners engaged in praxis. Ledwith’s (2005) approach to 

praxis is apt here because it incorporates a feminist analysis of the importance of 

practice, as well as providing an integration of the inner and outer binary which 

was shown in Chapter 7 to be unresolved in Transition. Ledwith (2005) suggests 

that a critical practitioner ‘is reflective and self-reflective, in an inner and outer 

process of research’. She elaborates on this explaining:  

In the inner process we need to be reflexive: to question our reflections and 

take them to a deeper level … challenging our own inner attitudes and 

prejudices. In the outer process, we need to create critical spaces where we 

can engage with others in building a body of knowledge that takes our 

collective understanding to more complex analytic levels (2005: 71).   

By engaging as critical practitioners, Transition participants could consider the ways 

in which they engage with the complexities of relationship building in forging 

alternative futures. This would provide spaces, as Ledwith (2005) describes, that 

enable knowledge building at the scale of the Initiative that is informed by 

participants’ reflexive approaches. 

The opportunity to draw on existing bodies of knowledge, such as community 

development or Permaculture which already inform many Australian Transition 

practitioners seems to be under-utilised in Australia. By co-evolving with 

Permaculture and community development and other relevant knowledge bases 

within their Initiatives, with their communities and with other Transition Initiatives’ 

then perhaps the Transition model would find ways of flourishing that have an 

Australian flavour. This was encapsulated by Bryan: ‘Permaculture design is a 

synthesis, it brings in good ideas from elsewhere puts them in a bag, shakes them up and 

hopes that they synthesise into a coherent systems. I think it’s like that for Transition ... 

pulling in a lot of good ideas, but it doesn’t actually have to invent them ... because they’re 

already invented out there’. This is not to disregard participants’ comments about the 

importance of working according to the needs of their community but there could 

be greater potential in recognising the permeable nature of self-organising systems 

and their interactions with their eco-systems so that there is recursivity in reciprocal 

knowledge sharing among Initiatives. This occurs to some extent in regions but 

there are other points of similarity between Initiatives that could be better harnessed 

so that, for example, features such as similar demographics, geographies, 

relationships with local governments and business, and projects could be rationales 

for linkages between Initiatives. Michelle spoke about the need for learning being 

important to building resilience. In reference to the lack of community and 
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government response to climate change she asserted: ‘What’s happening now is 

lethargy of mind and body, and the thing that builds resilience is doing, is learning, because 

before long there’ll be so much shit hitting the fan that people will go “what do we do?” So 

for me it’s about getting into action and letting people see that there are options, we need 

possible scenarios or solutions to follow and I think I want to be part of creating that’.  

Building relationships in communities requires skills and is not a neutral 

undertaking. Having a strategic understanding of how such relationships might co-

evolve and the risks of co-option and isomorphism could enhance Initiative’s 

effectiveness. Where these relationships result in projects they become important 

visible manifestations of what a transitioning society may look like. Without the 

skills or experience of working in community, as shown earlier, it can be difficult to 

know how to work with relational issues such as inclusion. Often because groups 

are small there is an implicit expectation that people who indicate interest in 

Transition will have the means to participate more fully in the activities of the core 

group. However, activities such as running public events can feel difficult for 

Transition participants who might not have done this before. Paul described how in 

his group they have been hesitant to run any events because ‘people feel they need to 

be experts’. He said: ‘We have some good films, but we can’t just show films ... everyone 

asks “who can facilitate? We don’t have the skills”’. He said that these attitudes have 

held his Initiative back from moving beyond their own meetings and discrete 

projects into the public realm. Kate said her Initiative found that there were ‘people 

who want to be involved but haven’t got the experience, and don’t really know where to 

start’. Because of such issues Simone’s Initiative decided that before they initiated 

different working groups they would begin with general training about ‘how to work 

in groups, because some people don’t want to volunteer for groups as they feel like they don’t 

know how to do it, so running a workshop might empower these people to join in’. These 

examples indicate that Transition Initiatives would benefit from skilling up in areas 

that are usually needed by people working in community development such as 

‘facilitation, organisational, strategy, networking, communication, research skills’ 

(Kenny 2011:20).    

Conclusion  

This chapter has looked at the range of relationships that Transition participants 

build in their work towards (re)creating resilient communities. These relationships 

are foundational to the way that Transition can be a force for change. Given that 

community is not an unproblematic concept, there was not a lot of analysis from 

research participants about how they actually deal with the complexity of 

community. It seems rather that there is a sense that networking and forming 

working relationships with other people and groups in their communities will foster 

change. Although Transition’s defining features are being part of a network and 

having the principles and model as a guide, it seems that the local context is the 

primary motivator among research participants. This is not surprising given that 

relocalisation is the thrust of the Transition project, however, despite the networked 

structure of Transition there is little activation of the links between Initiatives 
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particularly as potential sources of information and knowledge sharing. In the era of 

the internet and with the prevalence of social media, it is interesting that many of 

the Initiatives did not feel connected to the network in any significant way. 

A strand of critique that has emerged throughout this thesis is the potential for 

reflective practice or praxis in the processes that Transition participants engage in. 

This is applicable to relationship building which participants described as part of 

the core business of their involvement in Transition. However, the potential for 

these relationships to replicate existing practices was not explored in any depth by 

participants. The concept of co-evolution provides a useful way of imagining how 

Transition Initiatives might be able to inspire transformative change, which accords 

with Transition principles, among the people and groups that they are involved 

with. Creating structural alternatives will most likely flounder without a strong 

underpinning of relationality. Transition Initiatives can evolve through these 

relationships and with knowledge bases that can assist participants to work 

holistically so that issues such as social justice and diversity receive greater 

attention. If the complexities of building relationships as a process for catalysing 

change are not analysed in terms of inclusion or power dynamics, then Transition 

participants diminish the potential for integrating alternative structures with a shift 

in consciousness and thus their contribution towards the Great Turning. 

 

  



 211 

 

 

 

Chapter 9: The seed doesn’t know 

the flower 
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The most remarkable feature of this historical moment on Earth is not that we are on 

the way to destroying the world - we’ve actually been on the way for quite a while, 

it is that we are beginning to wake up from a millennia long sleep to a whole new 

relationship to our world, to ourselves and to each other.  

(Joanna Macy 2012a) 
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Dear Joanna, 

Thank you for articulating the Great Turning as a way of experiencing this challenging era 

we live in. Your clarity of vision and your insights are inspiring and empowering, and I am 

so grateful to have come to know your work and to have had the experiences of learning from 

you directly.  

You remind us that being alive in this time and able to contribute to the Great Turning is an 

inestimable gift. I learn daily about the power of gratitude, which as you say, is a core 

practice of many indigenous cultures and wisdom traditions. We, in the west, have been 

given the opportunity through our relatively privileged lifestyles to help propel the shift to a 

life sustaining society. Perhaps, in part, this is a gift we can give the world in reparation for 

our contribution to the many crises our planet faces. In this chapter I quote two Aboriginal 

elders who both frame the sharing of their cultural knowledge with non-indigenous 

Australians as having a gift to give. We have so much to learn about receiving such gifts 

with gratitude and having the insight to recognise how valuable they are to our future. We 

also have the luxury, relatively, of having time to re-build resilience in our communities, 

and, it seems to me, that with the gift of time to prepare comes responsibility.  

One way that I see this responsibility manifesting is to engage with the Great Turning in a 

way that helps to facilitate the shift in consciousness. Through the process of researching and 

writing this thesis, I have come to see how integral this dimension is to the Great Turning. If 

the alternative structures and practices that are being put in place, and the many holding 

actions that slow down further destruction are imbued with an understanding of 

interdependence and a relational worldview then their transformational potential amplifies. 

However, it seems that we struggle most with this dimension as it is so counter to the 

prevailing dominant paradigm. 

Transition is based on systems thinking and Permaculture and draws on many different 

influences in its design and structure. It takes a whole of community approach to change, 

and suggests that more resilient communities will be happier, healthier, more engaged places 

to live. As with the Great Turning, Transition uses the language of uncertainty and refers to 

itself as a social experiment on a grand scale. Its potential is exciting and because of these 

factors, because it has such a broad reach, and because it is holistic; I think that it could be 

more cognisant of the importance of fostering and modeling a shift in consciousness. And I 

recognise that responsibility belongs to each of us, to take forth in our interactions with the 

world, and I thank you for providing so many tools to assist in this journey.  

In deep gratitude,  

Clare  
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In Chapter 1, I introduced the concept of ‘new paradigm thinking’ which suggests 

that it is only through a paradigmatic shift that sufficient change to address the 

multiple crises facing the earth will occur (Espinosa and Walker 2011; Reason and 

Bradbury 2006; Meadows et al. 2004). Such a shift can be conceptualised in many 

ways; for the purpose of this research I have drawn on the concept of the Great 

Turning which describes the interconnected dimensions of change that are 

necessary for a shift to a life-sustaining society (Macy 2007). When I first began my 

candidature, I was totally enamoured with Transition and saw that it intersected in 

many ways with the Great Turning. I still do, but the research journey that I have 

travelled in exploring Transition as a force in the Great Turning has tempered and 

matured my initial passions. Transition provides an enabling, legitimising and 

resourcing framework for reducing fossil-based energy use, and building resilience 

in local communities. In practice, the challenges that Australian Transition 

participants face in terms of the immensity of the socio/ecological crises, and 

fostering significant change in their communities cannot be under-estimated. They 

are working as volunteers without many resources except their time, energy, 

community connections and enthusiasm, which are limited and susceptible to being 

eroded. If this tenacity and the many different projects and activities carried out in 

Australia by Transition Initiatives were the extent of Transition’s impact that, in 

itself, would be a considerable offering to the Great Turning. However, in this 

research I was concerned with the ways in which Transition is a force in the Great 

Turning and whether it is transformative or replicating existing paradigms and 

structures. In addressing these questions, I do not seek to generalise to a universal 

truth about Transition, but to draw conclusions in relation to the specific, 

contextualised research that I conducted. In so doing, I am contributing to the 

growing body of knowledge about Transition and social change, and at the same 

time acknowledging the partial and situated nature of this knowledge (Hesse-Biber 

2012; Richardson 1990).   

Although Transition in Australia is one of the multitudinous ways that people are 

creating the potential for a paradigmatic shift to an Ecozoic era (Swimme and Berry 

1994), it cannot be uncritically transposed onto the Great Turning. The ways that 

Transition is a force in the Great Turning become subject to more scrutiny when 

viewed through the fractured lenses of eco/feminist and complexity theories which 

critique the dominant paradigm. These lenses are sympathetic to the Transition 

project of rebuilding resilient and convivial communities (North 2010:586), however, 

they also offer analyses that are alert to issues such as power, gender, process and 

dualistic thinking. Eco/feminist and complexity lenses identify where manifestations 

of the ‘paradigm of simplicity’ (Morin 2008) and ‘problems of ecological non-

sustainability and social and economic injustice’ (Shiva 2008:13) are not challenged 

within Transition. In this chapter, I use the three dimensions of the Great Turning, 

informed by the application of these conceptual lenses to the research data, to frame 

my concluding analyses. The chapter concludes with reflections on my learning 

from the research experience.   
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The Great Turning 

Given that a shift in consciousness was a rich area of analysis in my research, I begin 

the discussion below with this third dimension of the Great Turning. I suggest that 

Transition’s potency as a force in the Great Turning is enhanced if its approaches are 

reflective of a shift in consciousness. I am not arguing that Transition should equally 

fulfil each dimension of the Great Turning; it is not a check box or percentage based 

discussion. Rather the emphasis is on considering the ways in which Transition is, 

and is not, engaged in transformative practice within the three dimensions and how 

they are interlinked. Macy and Johnstone suggest that it is not important which 

dimension people are engaged with as ‘beginning at one naturally leads into either 

of the others’ (2012:28). Such integration may occur in the long term; however my 

research suggests that a person or organisation’s participation may remain 

discretely in one dimension without cognisance or commitment to the other 

dimensions.  

Shift in Consciousness 

As has been discussed throughout the thesis, the Great Turning is underpinned by 

‘radical uncertainty’ (Macy 2007:147). Nevertheless, Macy argues whether or not we 

do ultimately shift to a life-sustaining society, the risks ‘taken on behalf of life will 

bring forth dimensions of human intelligence and solidarity beyond any we have 

known’ (2007:147). This expansion of intelligence and solidarity seems to speak to 

the essence of a shift in consciousness which is about a transformative way of 

understanding and being with the world. Spretnak articulates this dimension: 

‘making only isolated changes here and there is not going to be enough to avoid 

full-scale catastrophe unless we master a different way of thinking about being 

humans on this earth that is more closely grounded in the actual interrelated nature 

of life’ (2011:18). This way of thinking can be articulated as a realisation of the 

‘connected self’; a concept which has been (re)introduced in the cognitive revolution 

propelled largely through the sciences, and that is part of the teachings of many 

spiritual traditions (Macy and Johnstone 2012). The ‘connected self’ is a profound 

shift in our perception of reality to seeing that changing the self and changing the 

world are ‘mutually reinforcing and essential to one another’ (Macy and Johnstone 

2012:32). This is the transformational force of Shakti; ‘unleashing our own inner and 

outer energies for the radical transition needed to avert climate disaster’ (Shiva 

2008:137). Understanding the connected self is also a holonic shift, as mentioned in 

Chapter 1, to a collective self-awareness that celebrates diversity within unity (Macy 

2012). The connected self contrasts with the dominant discourse of dualistic 

thinking within the industrial growth society (Macy 2007) which can also be 

conceptualised as the ‘paradigm of simplicity’ (Morin 2008).  

The prevalence of dualistic thinking emerged as a pervasive issue within Transition. 

Research participants espoused ecological worldviews, which are premised on 

connectedness, and they seem to engage in the dialogic in holding both hope and 

fear through their participation in Transition. However, this did not necessarily 
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translate to a meta-awareness of the radical nature of such a worldview or to its 

application in all dimensions of life. In other words, although in some ways the 

research participants expressed counter-hegemonic views that could potentially 

wedge open the ‘slips and cracks in the dominant discourses’ (Hennessy 1993:76), 

they did not tend to include an analysis of the marginalisation of critical aspects of 

Transition such as Inner Transition, power relations, social justice and inclusion. 

This marginalisation seems to occur, at least in part, because the hegemonic practice 

of perpetuating hierarchical dualisms is not analysed within Transition discourse.  

Both feminist and complexity theories critique dualistic thinking as reductionist and 

antithetical to plurality which is a necessary part of living systems. Dualistic 

thinking also reinforces hierarchical power structures through a ‘power-over’ 

approach that justifies domination in contrast with power-with and power-to 

(Starhawk 2011; Warren 2000). Embracing plurality (Mack-Canty 2004; Warren 2000; 

Plumwood 1993) and an embodied understanding of interconnectedness (Shiva 

2005) provides a way of moving beyond dualistic thinking. It would seem that if 

Transition were to realise such approaches then its potency in contributing to a shift 

of consciousness would be considerable.  

The actual applications and experience of valuing interconnectedness and plurality 

in a movement for change are complex and for most people requires some learning, 

dialogue and receptivity. In many ways the responsibility for these elements of 

change has been placed with Inner Transition which can be understood as part of 

the expression of a shift in consciousness. Yet, as I discussed in Chapters 2 and 7, 

Inner Transition is a contested piece within Transition that tends to be polarised 

with outer Transition and not necessarily viewed as essential in contrast to the 

imperative for action. ‘Inner and outer Transition’ is listed as a principle of 

Transition (Hopkins 2011:78), however, rather than threading through all aspects of 

Transition as would be expected of a principle, Inner Transition tends to be  

positioned as a working group or in binary opposition to (outer) Transition. The 

importance of aspiring to the Transition principles are described as mattering 

because: ‘the people we deal with on a day to day basis can hold us accountable to 

them. They matter because they're how we look at problems, devise responses and 

interact with people’ (Transition Network 2013). Consequently, it would be 

powerful if the principle of ‘Inner and outer Transition’ in its inter-relationship was 

woven through Transition practice.  

Inner Transition 

Inner Transition is currently the site in the Transition movement where the 

somewhat abstract concepts of the connected self and a holonic shift can be explored 

and realised. Perhaps, the manifestation of the ‘connected self’ within Transition 

would be in addressing core elements of human relations such as inclusion, social 

justice, gender awareness, the integrity of process and power relations. These were 

found to be areas where Transition is stronger on rhetoric than application, and the 

capacity to integrate these elements into Transition then, would seem to be aligned 

with a shift in consciousness. I suggest these elements of Transition are as vital as 
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the features of Inner Transition that were identified in the Transition Network 

survey.  

 Personal resilience and well-being 

 Connection to nature 

 Community connections and cohesion 

 Psychology and personal growth 

 Spirituality, spiritual practice and faith groups 

 Healthy groups, meetings and event design. 

(Transition Network 2013). 

Research participants’ responses to the territory covered by Inner Transition were 

generally not as broad as the list above, and although most of these elements were 

mentioned they were not necessarily identified as being situated in Inner Transition. 

For example, ‘personal resilience and well-being’ were mostly discussed by 

participants through the experience of burnout and finding ways to make their 

participation in Transition sustainable. There was little discussion about ‘connection 

to nature’ as part of Inner Transition specifically, although in response to a question 

about what sustained them personally, a number of research participants expressed 

that spending time in the bush is important to them. In terms of ‘community 

connections and cohesion’, research participants tended to emphasise the 

importance of building relationships, and several mentioned that they integrated 

practices into their public events that created a safe, welcoming atmosphere for 

attendees. There seemed to be a sense though, in the main, that responsibility for 

these approaches was the domain of people who were involved with Inner 

Transition, rather than a core practice of the Initiative. Similarly ‘psychology and 

spiritual growth’ were perceived to be more the province of an Inner 

Transition/Heart and Soul group than core to Transition activities. The realm of 

‘spirituality, spiritual practice and faith groups’ is an aspect of Inner Transition that 

elicited some resistance amongst a number of the research participants. The 

conflation of Inner Transition into this realm provokes terminology such as ‘touchy-

feely, fuzzy or scary’. This may have been exacerbated by the use of ‘soul’ in Heart 

and Soul, and also because of the connotations of ‘inner’. Interestingly, whereas 

spirituality is a highly contested arena, concepts such as ‘community, care, love and 

creativity’ which Prentice describes as being ‘what spirituality was meant to be 

about anyway’, are potentially less problematic (Prentice in Hopkins 2011: 141). 

However, even if these concepts were integrated into Transition they could still be 

seen as antithetical to action.  

Inner Transition also relates to ‘healthy groups, meeting and event design’ and 

again, this was an aspect which some research participants saw as part of Inner 

Transition, but most participants did not make this connection. Although the 

research participants’ predominantly described their Initiatives as people working 

together in mutually supportive ways, their approaches seem to be rather ad-hoc 

and reliant on people in Initiatives having the necessary skills or motivation to take 

responsibility for these processes. On the whole, research participants seemed to 
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assume that group dynamics would be unproblematic due to Transition participants 

sharing similar goals. However, as Horn points out, ‘in our own progressive activist 

spaces we very often ignore the power relations that exist between each other’ (2009: 

53) and this was apparent in the lack of problematising decision making and the 

power relations inherent in group dynamics. I came to see this as related to the 

integrity of process (Ife 2013) and it would seem that if Transition is to avoid 

creating situations where group practices can silence, or exclude and impress the 

dominant viewpoint that greater attention could be paid to the integrity of process. 

Additionally, although Inner Transition is recognised as an important 

differentiating feature of Transition it does not seem to be highly prioritised in 

Australia. Although the importance of Inner Transition was stressed by many of the 

participants it was less realised in practice and the ways in which the concept of 

Inner Transition could inform Transition was not really interrogated by research 

participants.  

Inner Transition seems to be largely, but not exclusively, the province of female 

Transition participants. Observing this trend alerted me to the lack of gender 

analysis or awareness in Transition. Ife observes that in citizen movements it can be 

challenging for people to ‘learn and adjust to new ways of doing things’ (2013:192). 

He suggests that gender can be a key issue in this regard as it is usually the men 

who have to ‘learn to be quiet and really listen, as well as to present their views in a 

less confrontational and more dialogical way, and to respect the process’. Through 

paying attention to process he contends that we can ‘learn more about the creation 

of community-based alternatives for a just and sustainable world’ (Ife 2013:192). 

This invites opportunities for dialogue, and inclusive meeting processes that seek 

ways of integrating plurality. If such approaches are not taken, then due to the 

urgency to instigate change, action tends to be privileged over process; thus 

reinforcing this binary.  

There was a clear correlation in the research data between having attended 

Transition training and being familiar with the concept of Heart and Soul/Inner 

Transition although this correlation did not extend to integration into participants’ 

Initiatives. Several of the survey participants had not heard of the concept, which 

suggests less engagement with the Transition model itself. Other people expressed 

concern with the terminology and perceived it to be alienating. Although I like the 

term ‘Heart and Soul’ for the breadth of meanings it can convey, it was evident that 

many participants found these words problematic. Changing the terminology from 

Heart and Soul to Inner Transition can be seen as recognising the power of language 

to alienate and exclude, however Inner Transition more explicitly sets up a binary 

with Outer Transition. In Chapter 7, I suggested that Inner Transition could be 

reframed as ‘ethics of care’ (Warren 2000). This aligns with the Permaculture ethics 

and is encompassing of inner worlds, relationship building and group processes. An 

ethics of care is cognisant of power relations, and therefore challenges dualistic 

thinking. Therefore rather than being othered, ethics of care could be a Transition 

principle that weaves together process and action, inner and outer and thinking and 

doing. In a recent interview, Gilligan identifies ethics of care as a ‘different voice’ 
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that joins ‘self with relationship and reason with emotion’ (2011:1). She argues that 

the ethics of care ‘starts from the premise that as humans we are inherently 

relational, responsive beings and the human condition is one of connectedness or 

interdependence’ (2011:2). Gilligan’s descriptions are particularly resonant with the 

connection between Inner Transition and a shift in consciousness, and the ‘ethics of 

care’ literature that takes this approach could be another source of co-evolution with 

Transition. However, it needs to be acknowledged that changing the terminology of 

Inner Transition to an ethics of care, would have at least two potential flaws. One is 

that care is a gendered concept (Folbre 2006; deVault 1994) and this might merely 

serve to reinforce the gendered nature of Inner Transition. The other is that although 

changing language may contribute to a shift in consciousness, it does not, in itself, 

change the dominant mindset. 

Although Transition is a networked structure, Hopkins is currently the figurehead 

of the movement (Connors 2010; Scott-Cato and Hillier 2010) and most information 

emanates from the Transition Network. Leadership, as understood in complexity 

terms is concerned with facilitating emergence through fostering connectivity 

among participants (Plowman 2007 et al.). The inclusion of Inner Transition was in 

many ways a bold and innovative approach, and the Transition leadership could 

take a stronger role in reinforcing its importance, and encouraging and modeling 

the different components that currently sit within Inner Transition as core to 

Transition. While the discourse of Transition maintains the marginalisation of Inner 

Transition, Transition Initiatives are not challenged to reconceptualise their 

approaches to this dimension of Transition. Although Initiatives are self-organising, 

due to the holographic relationship between the whole and the parts, the integration 

of Inner Transition at the level of the Transition Network could infuse all aspects of 

Transition. This might help to more fully embody an ecological worldview in 

Transition practice so that not only Inner Transition, but issues such as inclusion 

and diversity become core concerns.  

I found myself reinforcing Hopkins’ role as leader and arbiter of the Transition 

response to issues at the time of Typhoon Haiyan in late 2013. After seeing the 

catastrophic devastation that followed the landfall of the typhoon on the 

Philippines, I emailed Rob Hopkins and suggested that he might write about 

Transition and environmental justice in his blog. I am not sure why I did not find a 

forum where I could write about this myself. I think that I felt overwhelmed at the 

depth of loss and destruction, and the links to climate change and government 

inaction, and apart from feeling grief for the suffering of tens of thousands of 

Filipinos, and donating money, I was not sure how best to contribute to the 

situation.  

Hi Rob,  

I'm sitting at my computer trying to finish my PhD about Transition in Australia but I keep 

going to different news sites to read about the tragedy of the typhoon in the Philippines and 

the unimaginable devastation and loss that people are experiencing. I've been reading a lot 

about the environmental justice movements, and thinking about how Transition might link 
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with this more. I know there are some Initiatives in countries of the two-thirds world, but 

Transition is mostly a one-third world movement still and I feel that as we build resilience in 

our communities we should be doing it hand in hand with tackling issues around climate 

justice in particular.  

These aren't well formed thoughts at the moment, and I'm feeling helpless in knowing what 

to do about the impacts of the typhoon - and am doing stuff locally around the shamefulness 

of our new government and climate action, and it occurred to me that your/Transition's 

reach is now so great that it was worthwhile just emailing you to see whether it might be a 

topic for your blog at least. 

Regards 

Clare  

 

Rob Hopkins replied to my email with a link to a blog post that he had written as a 

letter to the Filipino climate commissioner Naderev Saño, who was at the UN 

Climate talks when the typhoon struck (Hopkins 2013a). He wrote a lengthy piece 

about standing in solidarity with the people of the Philippines and of the many 

actions that Transition groups around the world are taking to reduce carbon 

emissions. He wrote ‘we are becoming developers in order to model what truly 

regenerative, people-driven, carbon-positive development looks like’. I felt unease 

with some of Hopkins’ post because although he discussed the ‘actions’ that 

Transition participants are taking to reduce carbon, it did not seem to address issues 

of climate justice and the depth of pain being experienced in the Philippines. If I 

were to have written a reply to Rob Hopkins perhaps it would have been the 

following:  

Dear Rob,  

After Typhoon Haiyan struck and the devastation became known, I struggled with knowing 

how best to respond. At the time I was reading post-colonial feminists such as Chandra 

Mohanty, yet despite this, I wrote to you suggesting that you might like to write about this 

issue on your blog. I say ‘despite this’ because on reflection I placed you in a leadership role, 

instead of finding a way to share my thoughts through social media. I was feeling somewhat 

helpless in the face of this enormous crisis, and, from that space, I replicated old paradigms, 

and did not reflect sufficiently on the choice I was making.  

Although I was not comfortable with aspects of your letter to Nadarev Saño, I think that 

writing him a letter of solidarity from the Transition movement was a supportive gesture. 

My concern with your letter is fundamental to some of the conclusions that I have drawn 

through my doctoral research. I wonder how Transition might better engage with issues of 

environmental justice, and as post-colonial feminists point out, learn more from people of the 

global south. I also wonder whether expressions of feelings such as grief and helplessness at 

times of such devastation might be modelled as appropriate responses, and not ones to be 

processed only in Inner Transition groups.   

Transition has gained considerable prominence since its inception, and as the movement 

grows, so do the complexities. I understand the arguments that are put forward for the 

apolitical nature of Transition, but I wonder if that might not be deconstructed more. It 
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seems that by being apolitical that issues related to social and environmental justice become 

sidelined, because ultimately they are political in terms of distribution of power. If we are to 

transition as communities within the broader global community then we surely need to do 

more than just stand in solidarity with those who are already experiencing the ravages of 

climate change. Research suggests that the poor and marginalised will be most affected by 

climate change, and the impacts of Haiyan are testimony to this.   

It seems that in Transition we are at risk of replicating existing paradigms in the process of 

creating more resilient local communities. If we do not draw on knowledge bases that offer a 

critique of the dominant paradigm, or foster dialogue within our Initiatives about this, then I 

wonder how we ensure that the Permaculture ethics and the Transition principles can be 

fully embodied.  

Regards, 

Clare  

 

The issue of social justice is an area that does not seem to have been explored in 

great depth in the Transition literature, and was not particularly raised in the 

interviews or surveys. I have suggested community development as an important 

resource for Transition in Australia, as a way of considering how Transition might 

integrate social justice concerns into its approach. As was discussed, social justice is 

also applicable to the local/global relationships that viewed dialogically, are 

independent and interdependent. In promulgating localisation and resilience in 

local communities, it would seem that Transition participants have a responsibility 

to consider the interconnectedness with the global, and to be cognisant of issues of 

environmental justice (Shiva 2008). Feminist writers remind us that this is a process 

that can entail humility and willingness to learn from women, people from the 

Global South and indigenous cultures (Shiva 2008; Mohanty 2003; Bennholdt-

Thomsen and Mies 1999). 

Listening to Aboriginal Australians 

In describing the shift in consciousness, Macy explains that it includes awakening to 

an understanding of the interconnectedness of life that has been known by 

indigenous traditions (Macy 2012). It is a matter of concern, in the Australian 

context, that none of the research participants discussed learning from or working 

with Aboriginal people or communities who, as the original custodians of this land, 

could be important teachers for Transition participants. The silence about 

‘indigenous knowledges’ in Australia (Grieves 2009:2) seems to be reflected in 

Transition. Sarra (2011) argues the need for high expectation relationships between 

indigenous and non-indigenous Australians and Transition has the potential to be a 

forum for supporting this approach. An example of the type of rich dialogue and 

learning that could take place if Transition in Australia were to build relationship 

with Aboriginal people is eloquently expressed by David Mowaljarlai, senior 

Lawman of the Ngarinyin people of the west Kimberley: 

We are really sorry for you people. We cry for you because you haven’t got 

meaning of culture in this country. We have a gift we want to give you. We 



 222 

 

keep getting blocked from giving you that gift. We get blocked by politics 

and politicians. We get blocked by media, by process of law. All we want to 

do is come out from under all of this and give you this gift. And it’s the gift 

of pattern thinking. It’s the culture which is the blood of this country, of 

Aboriginal groups, of the ecology, of the land itself (in Grieves 2009:7).  

Mowaljarlai‘s further elaboration about pattern thinking is congruent with 

complexity theory and the holographic principle. He says: ‘The whole is more than 

its parts, and the whole is in all its parts. This is the pattern that the ancestors made. 

It is life, creation spirit, and it exists in country’ (in Grieves 2009:14). One of the rich 

learnings in the research process has been about the nature of patterns as a way of 

seeing. However, I was disappointed in myself that I had not observed the pattern 

of not privileging communication with local Aboriginal people among Australian 

Transition Initiatives. Neither did I know about the concept of pattern thinking as 

expressed by David Mowaljarlai. It would surely enhance the authenticity of 

creating resilience in the local context for Transition Initiatives to build relationships 

with the traditional custodians of their area.   

Earth centred wisdom from indigenous cultures is one of the strands that informs 

Inner Transition (Prentice in Hopkins 2011), yet this was not connected to 

Aboriginal cultures by any of the research participants. The concept of Dadirri offers 

valuable insights for Inner Transition. Ungunmerr-Baumann describes Dadirri as a 

gift that Aboriginal people can give Australians (in West et al. 2012). She explains 

that it is a quality: ‘it is inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness. Dadirri 

recognises the deep spring that is inside us. We call on it and it calls to us. This is the 

gift that Australia is thirsting for’ (in West et al. 2012:1584). Deep listening is 

essential to meaningful dialogue and this has been discussed as fundamental to 

being able to make inclusive and meaningful change in communities (Ledwith 

2005). Ungunmerr-Baumann says ‘I believe that the spirit of Dadirri that we have to 

offer will blossom and grow, not just within ourselves, but in our whole nation’ (in 

West et al. 2012:1584). Connections to these deep knowings and to the importance of 

community, that are part of the shift in consciousness, are already present for many 

Aboriginal people. Big Bill Neidjie’s words illustrate this sense of inter-relatedness. 

We always used what we got ... 

Old people and me. 

I look after my country, 

Now lily coming back. 

Lily, nuts, birds, fish ... 

whole lot coming back.  

We got to look after.  

can’t waste anything ...  

 I feel it with my body, 

With my blood. 

Feeling all these trees,  

All this country 
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When this wind blow you can feel it.  

Same for country...  

You feel it.  

You can look,  

But feeling ... 

that make you. 

(Big Bill Neidjie 1986:81) 

 

Analysis of causes and creation of alternatives 

The second dimension of the Great Turning requires ‘a rethinking of the way we do 

things’, as well as a creative redesign of the structures and systems that constitute 

the industrial growth society (Macy and Johnstone 2012:29). In this section, I firstly 

consider how Transition engages with analyses of structural causes, and then move 

to a discussion about creation of alternative systems and practices. Macy (2012) 

suggests that analysing the structural causes needs to be done at the level of 

systems. The need for this type of analysis is expressed by Isaacs who contends that: 

‘We cannot simply “make” change happen as if we were separate from the 

thing we seek to change. It may be that only by entering into a dialogic 

relationship with the situation that we seek to change that we may discover 

the ways in which the existing structures affect us and might evolve. This 

implies, practically speaking, that rather than seeking the “levers” for 

change, or the “tools” to “drive” change, images that flow from a 

mechanistic worldview, you would seek to inquire into the way the system 

works, the principles that guide it, and the underlying coherence within it’ 

(1999: 146).  

Isaacs’ argument, which is aligned with a complexity perspective, is that a relational 

understanding of the system that people seek to change is necessary to effect deep 

change. Again, the relational worldview that research participants expressed as 

necessary for change to occur is resonant with this argument, but they did not 

explicitly make a connection with analysing the system in order to change it. Critical 

community development literature, in contrast, posits analysis as critical to change 

(Ife 2013; Kenny 2011; Gilchrist 2009; Ledwith 2005). For instance, Ledwith argues 

that by putting most attention into practical projects the focus becomes 

‘amelioration rather than transformation’ (2005:26). Through this approach she 

suggests that while the symptoms of injustice are addressed, the failure to ‘reach the 

root causes ... gives free reign to the status quo’ (2005:27). The development of 

alternatives, it is argued, cannot occur without an understanding of the existing 

order (Kenny 2011). As mentioned above, a shift in consciousness requires dealing 

with underlying issues such as dualistic thinking and power-over relations, and 

challenging these requires an understanding of what perpetuates them. In order to 

change the world and local communities, and challenge the dominant hegemony, 

such insights are necessary (Ife 2013).  
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It seems that Transition in Australia could benefit significantly from engagement 

with the community development literature and perhaps greater working 

relationships with the profession. This is not to suggest that Transition Initiatives 

should be run by community developers, or to deny the risk of co-option and 

isomorphism, but a co-evolution of knowledge bases would surely benefit both 

Transition and community development, because of all the synergies which have 

been outlined throughout the thesis. The community development literature I refer 

to critiques the neo-liberalism project and its destructive impact on the social and 

ecological realms. In many ways critical community development is more radical 

than Transition as it is concerned with causal analysis and seeks to address power 

inequalities and issues of social justice. It also offers research and analysis about 

inclusion which is lacking in the Transition literature. Essentially, Transition 

participants are doing community development without the skills or scaffolding of 

praxis.  

Through involvement in Transition and utilising the processes of visioning, 

Transition participants are creating counter narratives, which enable communities to 

envisage futures that are not commonly portrayed in mainstream culture.  

Consequently Transition could be seen to be excelling in the creation of alternative 

systems and practices and this is particularly evident in terms of food initiatives and 

energy projects in the Australian context. The REconomy push in Transition seems 

to have greater impetus in the UK, however this was being launched towards the 

end of my fieldwork and participants did not comment directly on this project. In 

Australia, regular events such as food swaps and markets, and local trading systems 

seem to be more common practice as yet, in terms of rebuilding local economies. 

However, although there are a substantial range of projects occurring across 

Australia which are modelling alternatives, this needs to be noted in the context of 

burnout being a pervasive and lived experience among Transition participants. This 

is a consequence of Transition being volunteer run and under-resourced, and 

perhaps participants not having prior experience in the community sector. The 

creation of structural alternatives can be time consuming work which takes 

considerable skill and networking to implement. The amount of time taken to adapt 

the Transition Streets Totnes book to the Australian context (Transition Newcastle 

2013) is indicative of the number of volunteer hours that Transition participants can 

put into projects. The recognition of the hazard of burnout and steps taken to avoid 

it were more apparent among research participants who had worked in the 

community sector. However, this recognition seemed to be on more of an individual 

basis than an ethos that permeated their Initiative. Again, this can be understood as 

a replication of dualistic thinking, whereby action is polarised with process, rather 

than being in dialogic relationship. 

It seems that Transition Initiatives are more effective in the second dimension of the 

Great Turning where they build relationships with other groups and sectors in their 

community to ensure the sustainability of their projects and themselves. A core 

strength of Transition lies in its networked structure, and in its orientation towards 

building relationships and meta-networking in local communities. In the co-
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construction of social change, networks enable exchanges that ‘can be liberating, 

leading to radical analyses and transformative action’ (Gilchrist 2009:64). Therefore, 

through facilitating connectivity and dialogue, Initiatives are more likely to foster 

emergence through co-evolving in inclusive dynamics with their local communities.  

Currently, Transition in Australia is predominantly self-organising and tenuously 

networked. As I have noted most countries seem to have or be developing national 

hubs and this could be an important next stage in Transition in Australia. A self-

organising system is ecologically dependent on its recursive whole/parts 

relationships (Morin 2008), and a more conscious application of this principle might 

help catalyse the activation and strengthening of the Transition network and 

enhance opportunities for co-evolution between Initiatives and with different 

knowledge bases. By tapping into the Transition Network’s (2013) description of 

Transition as a learning organisation, the conceptualisation of Initiatives as sites of 

learning that share across the network could contribute to Transition’s participation 

as a force in the Great Turning. Capra observes that the ‘aliveness of an organisation 

resides in its communities of practice’ (2003:102). Where Initiatives are conceived of 

as such communities the potential for Transition to thrive in the Australian context 

is strengthened.  

Holding Actions  

Holding actions, as the term implies are about ‘holding back and slowing down the 

damage being caused by the political economy of business as usual’ (Macy and 

Johnstone 2012:28). This includes activism such as direct action and boycotts, raising 

public awareness of the impacts of the industrial growth society, legislative work 

and petitions. There is considerable conflation of terms and concepts in relation to 

the perceptions of this dimension, and the predominantly apolitical discourse of 

Transition means that this dimension of the Great Turning is less of a focus for the 

Transition Network and research participants particularly where activism is 

perceived to be oppositional and bearing negative connotations. Macy and 

Johnstone (2012) suggest the definition of an activist could be broadened to include 

anyone who is practicing active hope. In contrast, I recently heard a radio 

announcer on the national public broadcaster state that an activist portrays an 

image of ‘hairy greenies’. This is part of the hegemonic discourse that subsumes 

diversity into similarity and labels it as one phenomenon. When three clergy were 

arrested at a blockade protesting the development of a mega-coalmine in NSW they 

were described as the exception to the usual activist (Farrelly 2014). Similarly to 

Macy and Johnstone’s suggestion, one of the clergy, Reverend John Brentnall, 

argued that the protesters should actually be called ‘protectors’ (Farrelly 2014). 

Perhaps a change in terminology might remove some of the oppositional meaning 

of the term for people so that they could reframe their participation in Transition as 

acting on behalf of the earth. However, without a shift in consciousness to a 

paradigm that values the interrelationship between people and the ‘more-than-

human world’ (Abram 1997), extending the meaning of activism may not be 

sufficient.  
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This dimension of the Great Turning is understood to be important for preventing 

ongoing exploitation, suffering and ecological devastation while the other two 

dimensions are at play (Macy 2007). Starhawk (2003) argues that ‘equalising power 

means changing an enormous system’, which, according to the nature of systems, 

seeks to maintain itself through equilibrium. Therefore she proposes that changing 

the system means ‘disrupting the system and creating the conditions where change 

and transformation can occur’ (Starhawk 2003:2). Holding actions can serve the 

purposes of disruption, although this does not need to occur in an oppositional 

manner. Meadows’ (1997) ‘places to intervene in a system’, for example, provide 

strategies for facilitating change through emergence. Such approaches may be more 

appealing for Transition participants who might not otherwise engage in holding 

actions. As was discussed in Chapter 6, the emphasis on a positive approach to 

change, and its perceived apolitical nature is seen to be one of Transition’s 

drawcards and ultimately this may be one of its strengths. Research participants 

spoke about enjoying the ‘pro-activism’ approach of Transition so that it is about 

creating rather than being oppositional. This is a discussion that would seem to be 

important within Transition Initiatives, and as an ongoing part of the movement. It 

relates to whether, if Transition Initiatives do take overtly activist positions, they 

remain holons of Transition, or move into being community groups that are 

transitioning in ways that fit their local context more than the Transition model. The 

Transition relationship with this dimension of the Great Turning is a space of 

possibilities where dialogue could enable innovative and emergent responses.   

The matter of whether Transition Initiatives are involved in holding actions seems 

to be very dependent on participants’ leanings and their contexts. This dimension 

also relates to legislative work and some Initiatives are involved in such work with 

their local Councils through participating in Council committees and working 

parties and contributing to policy change. Because of the Transition approach of 

subsidiarity; decision making at the appropriate level, each Initiative determines 

how it will work with these issues. This is particularly the case in the Australian 

context with coal seam gas (CSG) and climate change which have both increased in 

impact since the time of the fieldwork. A quick scan of six Transition Initiative 

websites showed some mention of CSG including links to particular websites and 

one specific working group. An English Initiative’s receptivity to fracking 35 

generated considerable discussion on the Transition Culture site about a Transition 

position on fracking (Hopkins 2013b). Hopkins wrote a lengthy piece discussing the 

issue that included segments of a discussion with the representative from the 

Initiative that was considering the benefits of fracking. Hopkins (2013b) concluded: 

‘at present, the Transition Network itself takes a position that leans towards 

opposing shale gas and fracking ... However, we are delighted to see that there is 

meaningful debate around these issues, and would wish to represent the views of 

those on the ground doing Transition, informed by the best evidence available’. This 

                                                      
35 Fracking refers to the controversial procedure of hydraulic fracturing used to extract coal 

seam gas and shale gas deposits. High pressure water, sand and chemicals are injected to 

fracture deep rock formations and release the gas.  



 227 

 

discussion took place in the English context, and although such discussions are 

transferrable to some extent, such a conversation could not occur in Australia at 

present due to the lack of a communication network between Initiatives.  

Transition: a force in the Great Turning?  

The ways in which Transition is a force in the Great Turning are exemplified in the 

hundreds of Transition Initiatives around the world working for change in their 

local communities. These Initiatives in Australia provide opportunities for their 

communities to practice active hope through a wide range of projects and activities.  

It can be seen that Transition is contributing significantly to the second dimension of 

creating alternative structures whereas an emphasis on analysing causes and 

holding actions is less of a focus for the Transition Network, and more likely to be 

stronger in some local Initiatives than others. I suggest that if the approaches taken 

by Transition in both these dimensions are not underpinned by the third dimension, 

a shift in consciousness, that its potency within the framework of the Great Turning 

is diminished. Where Transition remains alert to the need for ongoing critical 

analysis of whether its principles and values are reflected in practice its impact as a 

force for transformational change will be strengthened. Given the reach of 

Transition, globally and locally, it has the opportunity to render explicit many of the 

assumptions that are hegemonically inscribed as ‘common sense’ in the current 

paradigm. If Transition participants aspire to societal change then it is necessary to 

look at what in the current paradigm perpetuates issues such as hierarchical power 

relationships and social exclusion. For instance, acknowledging the ubiquity of 

power and interrogating how it circulates within, through and from Transition 

would enhance the reflexive capacity of Transition.  

My second research question asked whether Australian Transition Initiatives are 

replicating existing paradigms and structures or challenging and re-imagining 

them. This question sets up a binary of either/or; however, the answer is that 

Transition is both replicating and re-imagining. In many ways, through its network 

structure, whole of community approach and emphasis on positive visioning 

Transition is re-imagining life-sustaining paradigms and structures. Replication of 

existing paradigms and structures occurs where Transition takes a more reformist 

approach. It would seem that if it attempts to be all things to all people then 

Transition could tend towards a reformist orientation. The Great Turning calls for a 

transformational path, whereby we shift the way that we think, and understand the 

world in its vast patterns of inter-relationship. For Transition to be a 

transformational force in the Great Turning, it would need to embrace an ecological 

worldview at all levels of scale so that it does not replicate reductionist, dualistic 

thinking. Through co-evolving with knowledge bases that are aligned with a 

transformative orientation such as Aboriginal knowledges, Permaculture and 

critical community development, Transition’s impact in a shift to a life sustaining, 

relationally based future is potentially limitless.   
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Reflections on the research process 

I have used the metaphor of fractured lenses throughout the thesis to describe how 

eco/feminist and complexity theories informed the research. These lenses not only 

cast light on the research data, but infused my understanding of the research 

process and my involvement with the Transition movement. I had not realised that 

these conceptual lenses would be so compatible when I initially determined that I 

would use them. They are epistemologically congruent in recognising the co-

construction of reality by the subject, and the relational and relative nature of 

knowledge (Montuori 1998:35). The feminist emphases on gender and power are not 

primary concerns of complexity theory, although they can be dovetailed (Walby 

2012; Carline and Pearson 2007). Both eco/feminist and complexity theories assert 

the need to adopt an understanding of a ‘relational reality (Spretnak 2011) or 

complexity paradigm (Morin 2008) in order to sustain humanity on the earth. I came 

to the research knowing that I would be taking a feminist perspective, and sensing 

that eco/feminism would be an apt strand of feminist thought for the research 

process. As I described in Chapter 4, complexity was suggested as an appropriate 

theory for exploring the immensity of the Great Turning and Transition’s role 

within it. As the research process unfolded I became more acquainted with these 

lenses, so that ultimately they informed my way of seeing, rather than being 

accessories I rummaged to find each time I engaged with the research.  

From these perspectives, I have been able to see both the extraordinary 

achievements of Transition, and aspects of the movement that tend to reinforce 

reductionist, rather than transformative modes of thinking. Eco/feminist analyses 

are concerned with the causes and effects of the domination of women and the 

domination of nature and other intersecting oppressions (Mann 2012; Warren 2000).  

As such they are particularly alert to power and gender issues, and the importance 

of praxis. Both eco/feminist and complexity lenses recognise the problematic of 

dualistic thinking and the need for a shift to understanding the mutual 

interconnection of life (Spretnak 2011; Shiva 2008; Morin 2008; Capra 2003). Through 

applying these lenses, as has been discussed, the prevalence and impact of dualistic 

thinking in Transition emerged. Both conceptual lenses espouse embracing plurality 

as a means of resisting the perpetuation of dualistic hierarchies and consequent 

oppressive power relationships (Capra 2004; Warren 2000). They also both 

emphasise the transformational possibilities inherent within the process of reflective 

and open dialogue where seeming contradictory positions can be reconciled 

(Carline and Pearson 2007; Montuori 1998).   

The uncertainty inherent in the Great Turning is a core feature of complexity 

thinking. Due to the multiple, interconnected and ongoing interactions between 

people, and between people and the more-than -human world, there cannot be a 

predictable outcome. Wells suggests that ‘a complex world is one of vulnerability, 

risk and the specter of collapse. But there are two sides to the coin. A world of 

vulnerability and risk is also a world with the potential for and even tendency 

toward resilience, opportunity and sustainability’ (2013: 308). Transition is 
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structured to be able to work with this potential, and in many ways, is designed to 

take into account the ecology of action whereby the effects of its actions once 

released into the world are indeterminable. This is why Morin (2008) advocates an 

approach to change that is based on strategies rather than programs. If such an 

approach is applied in Transition, with the insight of eco/feminist lenses, these 

strategies would embody principles of social justice and plurality of opportunity 

and participation.  

Tensions 

Throughout this research I have attempted to make my subjectivity apparent 

through my visibility as the author/researcher and the fractal fragments inter-

spersed throughout the text. As I noted in Chapter 5, the text is a palimpsest that 

has undergone many iterations and as my subjectivity has evolved through the 

process, earlier renderings of my self have been replaced. Nevertheless, I think that I 

have conveyed a sense of my journey from novice to initiate researcher, and wide-

eyed Transition proselytiser to a steadier enthusiast. 

As the ‘virgin’ researcher I had only conceived of the benefits that participation in 

Transition would bring to the research, and had not fully considered the 

implications of insider status as a researcher. It was only on reflection that I really 

perceived the inherent tensions in being an ‘insider’ researcher. I had seen our 

shared experience of Transition as a point of commonality, whereas my 

involvement in Transition and/or personal connections with some of the research 

participants may have led them to censor their responses. Also, perhaps my evident 

enthusiasm for Transition, particularly in the early interviews, shrouded my 

capacity to encourage critical engagement with the topics that were explored in the 

interviews. However, there were also liberating elements to being an insider in 

terms of building rapport with the participants and being able to quite quickly drop 

into in-depth discussions about Transition due to our shared experiences. Perhaps 

being an insider with varied points of connections with Transition also gave 

impetus to the research in being able see its potential benefits for Transition in 

Australia.  

On reflection, this research could have benefited from a two staged interview 

process, so that I returned to the interviewees for a second interview where I could 

have clarified some of their meanings, explored their ideas more extensively and 

asked follow up questions in the light of the data. One of the challenges with the 

length of time taken to complete the thesis is the difficulty in maintaining currency 

with the data collection process and the rapidly evolving pace of the Transition 

Network and the springing up of new Transition Initiatives in Australia. 

Throughout the duration of this research Hopkins has published three books, and 

the body of research into Transition has increased considerably. Additionally, a 

second Transition film has been produced, a second tier has been added to 

Transition training, and the local economy and social entrepreneurship have 

become important points of focus in the Transition Network. Also, Inner Transition 
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has recently gained more prominence on the Transition Network site, and an 

international Inner Transition network has begun meeting virtually on a quarterly 

basis. Given that most Australian Initiatives seemed to concentrate more on their 

local situations than the Transition literature and resources, these events may not 

have had a major impact, but this can only be a matter of conjecture.  

At times, I struggled with spending hundreds of hours at my desk, particularly in 

the later stages of the thesis, when I had to withdraw from Transition involvement 

so that I had time to write. At one point, I was tempted to abandon my deadlines 

and join protestors at a coal seam gas protest eight hours from my home. My 

supervisor had spoken about the dualities we construct between writing and 

activism but I had not fully absorbed her meaning. During one of my crises of 

confidence that there was worth in my research, I was struck and enlivened by the 

following reflections. Describing the grappling that research students can encounter 

with a sense of purpose, Horsfall writes that they ‘construct writing as non-action, 

as not changing the lived experiences of the people for whom and with whom they 

work’ (2001:88). She suggests that ‘the writing/acting dualism, between intellectual 

work and street work, serves to silence social activists themselves‘ when instead 

writing can be understood as ‘another act of resistance and reconstruction in the 

process of transforming the world in which we live’ (2001:89). On reading this, I 

realised that I had blindly inhabited the writing /acting dualism and diminished the 

value of my work. I realised that in sharing my findings, particularly where they are 

posed as points for reflection that my work could be of service to Transition. I also 

realised that as an insider that I was not coming from a position of authority, but 

that at last I had attained the status of a critical friend of Transition. I had aspired to 

this role early in the research, and although I named myself as such, I did not feel 

that I had fully embodied critical friendship until that moment of insight. I can see 

that sharing my insights drawn from immersion in the research might offer possible 

points of reflection for Transition in Australia.   

In the last six months of my doctoral candidature I had two opportunities to discuss 

my research with groups of people involved in or familiar with Transition. This was 

a qualitatively different experience to presenting on Transition in an academic 

forum where a considerable proportion of the presentation was spent introducing 

the concept of Transition. Although feedback was usually positive, such situations 

did little to enhance my confidence that my research was of any benefit. It was 

exciting then to offer a short session on my research at a Transition training that I 

co-facilitated in late 2013. Preparing for this reinforced the orientation I had 

followed during the data interpretation towards issues of process and the relational 

dimensions of Transition. My research did not produce a ‘show and tell’ of 

Transition in Australia rather an analysis clearly informed by the two distinctive 

and complementary conceptual lenses. I found that my fears of seeming to be too 

critical were subsumed by a conviction that Transition has the potential to be 

transformational if its approach was more informed by praxis.  
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The second opportunity was at the Bioregional Transition meeting held in Sydney in 

early 2014. I framed the research outcomes within the dimensions of the Great 

Turning and posed them as questions that Transition participants might like to 

consider. My presentation was one of the last in the day and despite the 

encouraging atmosphere I felt very nervous. One of the speakers had given a very 

dynamic presentation about the many and varied impressive achievements of his 

Permaculture group. I decided that I would observe his response to my presentation 

as a type of litmus test given that his focus seemed to be very much on action. When 

I finished I was aware that I looked in anxious anticipation at the group and was 

relieved that the first response was applause. The first comment was that all the 

questions that I had raised needed much more time to digest and to unpack and 

perhaps could form the basis of a workshop for the next bioregional meeting. I was 

pleased when the man I had determined would be the litmus test then said that I 

had put a stake in the sand and asked some very important questions that showed 

the need for more reflective practice in Transition. It is interesting to consider my 

initial unease at presenting on the research and I think it is related to the 

theory/practice binary that pervades many social movements. In moving from the 

isolation of the writing up phase to publically sharing my research, I was modelling 

praxis as a mode of being in Transition, and it was personally challenging to take 

this unfamiliar stance. I moved from the isolation of the writing up phase of the 

doctorate to conceiving of the research as a work of some value to practitioners of 

Transition.  

Ironically given the topic of the PhD, much of it was a solitary, and at times lonely, 

process as many PhD students experience at some point in their candidature 

(Phillips and Pugh 2010). In the last year particularly, I withdrew from active 

responsibilities in community groups, including Transition, so that I could utilise 

weekends and evenings to work on the thesis. This was not an easy decision and I 

look forward to returning to community engagement with a renewed sense of 

purpose and conviction. Through the research I have become sensitised to the 

importance of the integrity of process and particularly those areas that I have 

suggested are not addressed as fully as they might be in Transition. I do not feel that 

I have necessarily gained answers but I am much clearer about the need to explicitly 

discuss issues of power, gender, inclusion and diversity, and social justice. I will not 

be discarding my fractured lenses as I draw this journey to a close, as they have 

become part of the way that I see the world and expanded my depth of field. 

Understanding the linkages between Permaculture and community development 

and Transition have also been a significant insight. The power of the edges as both a 

principle and a metaphor has excited me as a place of rich possibility for Transition. 

This is affirmed in Pinn’s description of the edges as liminal zones where ‘there is 

uncertainty, and where hegemonic power can be challenged, where differences are 

contested and transformation can occur’ (2003: 42). 
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Conclusion 

It has been argued that the crises facing humanity are of such a scale that awakening 

to the interrelatedness of life on the planet in an embodied sense is critical to 

averting catastrophic outcomes for the planet. Transition is one of thousands, 

possibly millions, of self-organising groups of people in the world who are working 

towards creating an alternative future to the one that business as usual is propelling 

us towards. As these groups create regenerative countercurrents that facilitate the 

Great Turning, according to Morin, they ‘inter-transform each other, performing a 

global transformation’ (1999:36). Given its design, Transition has an immense 

opportunity to create a truly holistic model that is imbued with reflexive action. Its 

impact as a force in the Great Turning would be strengthened by lenses that 

highlight where its practices are replicating the processes and systems that reinforce 

the dominant paradigm. Complexity and feminist lenses provided acute gazes at 

aspects of Transition that perpetuate dualistic thinking and do not address core 

issues such as social justice, inclusion, power and gender relations. I suggest that 

critical community development, Permaculture and indigenous knowledges can 

provide similar and perhaps more accessible lenses for Transition in Australia and 

ways of learning to deal with these issues. Such approaches would be enhanced by 

Transition Initiatives positioning themselves as learning communities within an 

activated network that empowers and supports Initiatives across Australia. 

Through building relationships with their community, Australian Transition 

Initiatives are creating alternative stories for the future. For them to be truly 

alternative and transformational, Transition would do well to explore the space of 

possibilities where emergence can be fostered.  

Beloved great, great, great, great grandmother Clare,  

I live not far from where you were born, although my mother says you would not recognise 

the city or surrounds. But the Brindabella Mountains are there, testaments to time and 

uplifting to our spirits. I have a letter that you wrote to me, so long ago, way back in 2014. It 

is my greatest treasure; it is faded, torn, and water-marked and it has been memorised and 

passed down from mother to daughter for seven generations. How amazing is that? I love 

that you could imagine me, and that you felt such hope that humanity could turn.  

I feel so connected to you. I think of you mostly when I’m in my special place in the bush. It’s 

an outcrop of granite boulders, not far from here, where I climb and sit hidden among the 

tree tops. I try to imagine what it was like to be living in such turmoil. Mama tells me that 

people were numb, that greed clouded their vision and that the abundance of the earth was 

not honoured. Whole ecosystems were collapsing around you; it was the time of the sixth 

great extinction and millions of people were suffering but many people carried on as if there 

were no future beings to care for.  

We tell stories from your time. They often begin; ‘once upon a time when the Earth was 

experiencing the Great Unravelling and the Great Turning’, and then the storyteller will 

ask, ‘do you want to hear the stories of the ancestors who stood up to the destruction and 

their acts of bravery and fearlessness?’, and we all clamour ‘yes!’ And then the storyteller 
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will say ‘but there were millions of them, which story do we choose?’ There are many stories 

of visionaries and activists who helped to save species, the land and oceans from total 

devastation, who worked to create humane and just societies and to stop the frantic scramble 

to extract energy from the earth at any cost. And we all have our favourites, but the 

storyteller will often tell us yet another new story. We have learned that it was in your time 

that the relational consciousness that we need for our survival was (re)sown. There was such 

uncertainty that you could make any difference, but you all drew on your courage and 

passions to keep the vision of the future ones alive. You all worked so hard to ensure we had a 

planet to live on that could provide sustenance, diversity and beauty. Our hearts, as one 

with the earth, are filled with gratitude. In one of our blessings we say: the seed does not 

know the flower. You were all the seeds, and now after many generations I wish that you 

could see the flowers that that we have become. 

In deep gratitude and love 

Romaya 
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Letter to research participants  

Dear fellow Transitioners 

Firstly I’d like to honour and acknowledge your fantastic work and that of the many 

people who offer their time, energy, hope, skills and enthusiasm to the work of 

Transition and contributing to building more resilient, and vibrant local 

communities.  

 I’ve recently completed a PhD looking at Transition in the Australian context, and 

would like to share some of my thoughts on the movement and offer some 

suggestions for consideration.  I framed my research within the Great Turning as 

conceived by Joanna Macy, and inquired into the ways in which Transition is a force 

in the Great Turning and whether it is transformative or replicating existing 

paradigms and structures. My work is informed by feminist and complexity lenses, 

and also my experiences as a participant in Transition in Australia since its 

inception. I conducted 30 interviews and 32 people completed surveys.  I offer this 

letter as a summary of the PhD, in the spirit of collaboration and co-evolution, and 

in the hope that it may resonate in some ways with you.  

I called the final chapter of my thesis ‘the seed doesn’t know the flower’ in reference 

to the active hope that informs our participation in Transition while not really 

knowing how our work may unfold. I’d like to extend this metaphor briefly to set 

the context for some of the conclusions I have drawn through the process of this 

PhD.  

As a backyard gardener I’m learning experientially, as I’m sure many of you know, 

that a plant’s growing conditions will significantly affect the quality of its flower or 

fruit. It is not a given, for example, that from each sunflower seed a plant will grow 

tall and straight with its full face beaming towards the sun. It is influenced by a 

multiplicity of elements including the soil, the amount of sunshine, shade and water 

it receives, its plantly neighbours, visiting bees, insects, birds and animals, rain, 

wind. In other words, it is an interdependent part of a complex ecosystem.  

So it is with Transition. I think that Transition Initiatives do not necessarily flower 

into their potential or what we hope they might become without our conscious 

tending and an integrated awareness of the myriad other interconnected elements in 

our communities – and beyond.  I suggest that this tending of the Transition seed 

could be enhanced through valuing the ‘integrity of process’ and being mindful of 

incorporating an ‘ethics of care’ in our Transition practice.   This suggestion is 

motivated through observing that many Transition participants conveyed an 

ecological worldview through their interview and survey responses. However, in 

many ways this embodied understanding of interconnectedness does not seem to be 

realised in our practices in Transition. This is particularly apparent in the incidence 

of burnout among Transitioners, which I suggest is indicative of the need to 
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contemplate whether we are valuing the importance of our processes as much as 

our actions, and caring for ourselves and each other while we care for the planet.  

If we are too outcome focused then I am concerned that we will replicate aspects of 

the dominant paradigm that perpetuate some of the very things we wish to change. 

We engage in dualistic thinking when we privilege action over process, or doing 

over being, or outer over inner Transition. As such we can unintentionally, I think, 

marginalise those aspects of ourselves, our practice and our community that in their 

unity could actually enhance the transformative potential of Transition.  Dualistic 

thinking reinforces a ‘power-over’ mentality that inherently rejects plurality and 

therefore a lived sense of connectedness within our communities. Such dualistic 

thinking does not serve us in addressing issues related to power, gender, social 

justice and inclusion and diversity which are inextricably linked to deep sustaining 

change but not explicitly discussed much in Transition. This is expressed in Alice 

Walker’s words ‘Look closely at the present you are constructing: it should look like 

the future you are dreaming’. 36 

I found the three dimensions of the Great Turning to be a useful way of considering 

different aspects of Transition, and I bring them in here as a way of framing the 

points I’d like to make.  Joanna Macy proposes that the three dimensions: holding 

actions (activism), analysis of causes and creation of alternatives, and a shift in 

consciousness are interlinked, mutually interdependent aspects necessary for a shift 

to a life sustaining society.   

An aspect of Holding actions, or activism expressed by many Transitioners is that 

they prefer to see their work in Transition as apolitical. I understand this inclination, 

particularly where political is understood in terms of party politics. However, I 

wonder whether by not acknowledging that working for change is in itself an 

inherently political act that we preclude explicit discussions and explorations about 

social change and how it occurs. The degree of change that Transition is engaged in 

catalysing, I suggest, is tantamount to a paradigm shift, which could be seen as 

deeply political. Yet there seems to be a concern that acknowledging that our work 

is political in this sense will discourage broad-based participation. Rather than 

attempting to be all things to all people, perhaps our Initiatives might benefit from 

robust conversation about the nature of change and how that might inform our 

approaches.   

This leads to the second dimension of the Great Turning which is described as 

analysis of structural causes and creation of alternatives.  Transition excels in many 

ways in the creation of alternative structures and practices; however, it is also 

critical to consider the underlying causes of the need for alternatives.  This is where 

the integrity of process is very important.  If we perceive, for example, that power 

                                                      
36  All references in this letter have been fully cited in the body of the thesis. I did not 

reference them here as it seemed to detract from the more informal tone of the letter.  
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imbalances, gender issues and lack of social justice are inherent in the current 

paradigm then it is important to consider how we understand and confront these in 

the communities we are intent on building so that we don’t reproduce them.  If we 

are focused on projects we want to achieve and yet in the process we are not aware 

of social justice implications or how we are addressing inclusion and diversity then 

whose interests are we serving?  If in our meetings and decision making processes 

we are not alert to the potential to perpetuate patterns of domination or 

marginalisation then what are we really changing?   

Building community is not a neutral undertaking; it is beset with challenges and 

power dynamics and yet there seems to be a void in Transition dialogue and 

literature regarding these complexities. I suggest that critical community 

development, with its history of seeking to address power inequalities and issues of 

social justice as well as research and analysis about inclusion and diversity, is 

potentially a great resource for Transition in Australia.  This could be an example of 

the Permaculture principle of the fertility of the edges where two eco-systems or in 

this case knowledge bases meet. Permaculture also offers an incredibly rich edge of 

possibilities and knowledge and yet it seems to be under-utilised in a systemic way 

by Transition Initiatives in Australia.   

In forming alliances with such knowledge bases, and drawing on the wisdom of 

their own experiences, perhaps Transition Initiatives could more fully support 

learning and creativity as a way of enlivening the Transition network in Australia. 

Unfortunately, although there are some regional Transition convergences, we do not 

really have any forums that enable us to engage nationally and to intentionally 

share knowledge among Initiatives. For example, the successful adaption and 

implementation in the Australian context of Transition streets by Transition 

Newcastle could be widely shared in a timely way if our Australian network were 

somehow activated.  

Such knowledge and experience sharing is linked to the third dimension of the 

Great Turning: a shift in consciousness. Joanna Macy describes this dimension as a 

cognitive revolution and spiritual awakening to the interrelatedness of life on the 

planet which, she points out, has long been known by indigenous traditions. 

Interestingly, none of the research participants discussed learning from or working 

with Aboriginal people or communities which suggests that the silence about 

‘indigenous knowledges’ in Australia is reflected in Transition. Chris Sarra argues 

the need for high expectation relationships between indigenous and non-indigenous 

Australians. Transition has the potential to be a forum for supporting such 

relationships and learning about our local contexts - foods, seasons, stories, skills 

and experiences from Aboriginal people. As well as local knowledge there are 

profound offerings from Aboriginal people that we have not acknowledged in 

Transition in Australia. For example, David Mowaaljarlai, senior Lawman of the 

Ngarinyin people of the west Kimberley describes a gift that he says Aboriginal 

people have been blocked, for so long, from giving. He explains ‘it’s the gift of 

pattern thinking. It’s the culture which is the blood of this country, of Aboriginal 
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groups, of the ecology, of the land itself’. Pattern thinking is implicit in 

Permaculture and the design of Transition and what a rich gift for us to receive if we 

open to dialogue and understanding of this in our own country. Another gift which 

Miriam Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann of the Ngangiwumirr language group describes 

is the concept of Dadirri. She explains it as ‘inner, deep listening and quiet, still 

awareness. Dadirri recognises the deep spring that is inside us. We call on it and it 

calls to us. This is the gift that Australia is thirsting for’. In our quests to work for 

change, I wonder how often we pause to deeply listen to ourselves, to each other, to 

our communities and to other wisdom bases.  

Another aspect of a shift in consciousness is the way that we have not fully 

integrated the principle of ‘inner and outer Transition’. Instead Inner Transition has 

tended to be marginalised as the province of people interested in ‘inner stuff’, many 

of whom are women, and then a gender binary is played out that reinforces the 

dualistic thinking I referred to earlier. Where Inner Transition is seen, explicitly or 

implicitly, as women’s business then it is situated on the lower rung of the 

male/female; outer/inner and action/process binaries.  This raises the question of 

whether Transition is replicating gendered patterns of responsibility and if so, isn’t 

this a matter for discussion in Transition Initiatives?   

These concerns about the marginalisation of Inner Transition and resistance to the 

terms Heart and soul of Transition or Inner Transition, have led me to contemplate 

whether the concept of ‘an ethics of care’ might be more applicable. I see ‘ethics of 

care’ as aligned with the Permaculture principles of care for the earth, for people 

and fair share, and it might be a means for integrating the principles of Inner 

Transition in a way that allows them  to permeate the movement as a whole, rather 

than being the responsibility of a few people.  An ethics of care can be understood 

as a unifying concept that is aware of power relations and therefore challenges 

dualistic thinking.    It can include inner worlds, relationship building and group 

processes as well as being inherent in our actions, projects and outcomes.  

In many ways, through its network structure, whole of community approach and 

emphasis on positive visioning Transition is re-imagining life-sustaining paradigms 

and structures.  The outcomes of our work are uncertain, but the way we approach 

Transition in each moment will contribute to the quality and nature of the outcomes. 

Charlene Spretnak says  ‘making only isolated changes here and there is not going 

to be enough to avoid full-scale catastrophe unless we master a different way of 

thinking about being  humans on this earth that is more closely grounded in the 

actual interrelated nature of life’. If we want our work to be sustainable as well as 

transformative perhaps this is more likely through embracing the importance of the 

integrity of process, underpinned by an ethics of care and through co-evolving with 

knowledge bases that are aligned with patterns of inter-relationship and a 

transformative orientation such as Aboriginal knowledges, Permaculture and 

critical community development. 
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I hope these comments are thought provoking and contribute to some vibrant 

discussion.  

Best wishes 

Clare 
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Appendix 1: Participant Information 

Sheets 
 
Human Research Ethics Committee 
Office of Research Services 

 

Participant Information Sheet (General) 
 
Project Title: Transition: a force in the Great Turning? An Australian Perspective. 
 
Who is carrying out the study? 
You are invited to participate in a study conducted by Clare Power, PhD candidate, School 
of Social Sciences, University of Western Sydney. This research will form the basis for her 
PhD at the University of Western Sydney under the supervision of Dr Debbie Horsfall, 
Senior Lecturer, School of Social Sciences. 
 
What is the study about? 
The purpose of the study is to investigate how the Transition model is manifesting in the 
Australian context. Clare is also exploring whether the `Heart and Soul’ aspect of this model 
is being incorporated in Transition initiatives. Clare is conducting in-depth interviews with 
representatives from Australian initiatives as well as a survey of Australian Transition 
initiatives. 
 
What does the study involve? 
The study involves a representative from Australian Transition initiatives participating in an 
interview that includes questions about the nature of the initiative, the types of activities 
the initiative engages in, the challenges it faces and whether the initiative engages with the 
concept of the Heart and Soul of Transition. 
 
How much time will the study take? 
It is anticipated that the interview will take approximately 60 minutes to complete. 
 
Will the study benefit me? 
Participation in the interview will not provide any material benefits, however it may benefit 
you in terms of providing an opportunity to reflect on your experiences with the Transition 
model.  On a larger scale, it is hoped that this research will make a contribution, both 
theoretically and practically, in terms of examining people's experiences of moving to a 
more sustainable society. 
 
Will the study involve any discomfort for me? 
It is not intended that participating in the interview will cause discomfort. However, you are 
at liberty to decline answering any questions, or cease the interview at any time. 
 
How is this study being paid for? 
The study is being sponsored by the University of Western Sydney Higher Degree Research 
Funds. 
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Will anyone else know the results? How will the results be disseminated? 
All aspects of the study, including results, will be confidential and only the researchers will 
have access to information on participants. Pseudonyms will be used and identifying 
features removed in reporting the interviews. Please advise me if you would prefer that you 
be identified. The research will be written up in the doctoral thesis, conference papers and 
journal article. 
 
Can I withdraw from the study? 
Participation is entirely voluntary: you are not obliged to be involved and - if you do 
participate -you can withdraw at any time without giving any reason and without any 
consequences. 
 
Can I tell other people about the study? 
Yes, you can tell other people about the study by providing them with the chief 
investigator's contact details. They can contact the chief investigator to discuss their 
participation in the research project and obtain an information sheet. 
 
What if I require further information? 
When you have read this information, Clare is available to discuss it with you further and 
answer any questions you may have. If you would like to know more at any stage, please 
feel free to contact Clare Power, 0450 921 095 or by email 16424991@student.uws.edu.au. 
 
What if I have a complaint? 
This study has been approved by the University of Western Sydney Human Research Ethics 
Committee. The Approval number is H7047. 
 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you 
may contact the Ethics Committee through the Office of Research Services on Tel +61 2 
4736 0229 Fax +61 2 4736 0013 or email humanethics@uws.edu.au. 
 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be 
informed of the outcome. 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you may be asked to sign the Participant Consent 
Form. 
 
  

mailto:16424991@student.uws.edu.au
mailto:humanethics@uws.edu.au
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Human Research Ethics Committee 
Office of Research Services 

 

Participant Information Sheet (General) 
 
Project Title: Transition: a force in the Great Turning? An Australian Perspective. 
 
Who is carrying out the study? 
You are invited to participate in a study conducted by Clare Power, PhD candidate, School 
of Social Sciences, University of Western Sydney. This research will form the basis for her 
PhD at the University of Western Sydney under the supervision of Dr Debbie Horsfall, 
Senior Lecturer, School of Social Sciences. 
 
What is the study about? 
The purpose of the study is to investigate how the Transition model is manifesting in the 
Australian context. Clare is also exploring whether the `Heart and Soul’ aspect of this model 
is being incorporated in Transition initiatives. Clare is conducting in-depth interviews with 
representatives from Australian initiatives as well as a survey of Australian Transition 
initiatives. 
 
What does the study involve? 
The study involves a representative from Australian Transition initiatives completing an 
online survey that includes questions about the nature of the initiative, the types of 
activities the initiative engages in, the challenges it faces and whether the initiative engages 
with the concept of the Heart and Soul of Transition 
 
How much time will the study take? 
It is anticipated that the survey will take approximately 25-30 minutes to complete. 
 
Will the study benefit me? 
Participation in the survey will not provide any material benefits, however it may benefit 
you in terms of providing an opportunity to reflect on your experiences with the Transition 
model.  On a larger scale, it is hoped that this research will make a contribution, both 
theoretically and practically, in terms of examining people's experiences of moving to a 
more sustainable society. 
 
Will the study involve any discomfort for me? 
It is not intended that completing the survey in the interview will cause discomfort. 
However, you are at liberty to only complete those questions that you are comfortable 
answering. 
 
How is this study being paid for? 
The study is being sponsored by the University of Western Sydney Higher Degree Research 
Funds. 
 
Will anyone else know the results? How will the results be disseminated? 
All aspects of the study, including results, will be confidential and only the researchers will 
have access to information on participants. Pseudonyms will be used and identifying 
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features removed in reporting the interviews. Please advise me if you would prefer that you 
be identified. The research will be written up in the doctoral thesis, conference papers and 
journal article. 
 
Can I withdraw from the study? 
Participation is entirely voluntary: you are not obliged to be involved and - if you do 
participate -you can withdraw at any time without giving any reason and without any 
consequences. 
 
Can I tell other people about the study? 
Yes, you can tell other people about the study by providing them with the chief 
investigator's contact details. They can contact the chief investigator to discuss their 
participation in the research project and obtain an information sheet. 
 
What if I require further information? 
When you have read this information, Clare is available to discuss it with you further and 
answer any questions you may have. If you would like to know more at any stage, please 
feel free to contact Clare Power, 0450 921 095 or by email 16424991@student.uws.edu.au. 
 
What if I have a complaint? 
This study has been approved by the University of Western Sydney Human Research Ethics 
Committee. The Approval number is H7047. 
 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you 
may contact the Ethics Committee through the Office of Research Services on Tel +61 2 
4736 0229 Fax +61 2 4736 0013 or email humanethics@uws.edu.au. 
 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be 
informed of the outcome. 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you may be asked to sign the Participant Consent 
Form. 
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mailto:humanethics@uws.edu.au
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Appendix 2:  Interview Questions 
 

Interview Questions 

1. What were your initial reasons for becoming involved with the Transition 

network?  

2. What is your understanding of the purpose of the Transition Initiative you are 

involved with? 

3. What are the activities that your Transition Initiative has been engaging in?  

4. What proportion of your community do you estimate are aware of the 

Transition Initiative?  

5. What are your approaches to promoting Transition in your community? And 

what types of responses do you get?  

6. How have you used the information and understanding you acquired at 

Transition Training?  

7. How closely does your Initiative follow the Transition model? 

8. I’m interested in the Heart and Soul aspect of Transition which I understand 

relates to both the processes used during Transition and ‘Inner Transition’. 

How do you understand the concept of Heart and Soul? 

9. What sort of group processes does your Transition Initiative employ at its 

internal meetings? Please provide examples. How do you make decisions?  

10. What sort of group processes does your Transition Initiative employ at its 

public events? Please provide examples. 

11. Could you please share your thoughts about the concept of a ‘shift in 

consciousness’ and how it might relate to both your own life and to change 

occurring in your geographic area.  

12. What is your vision of the future? 

13. What sustains you? 

 

 

Further questions developed after the first group of interviews. Used from 

2010 onwards. 

1. What is your degree of involvement with Transition? 

2. How does your Transition Initiative determine your goals and your actions?  
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3. How much do you network with other Transition Initiatives?  

4. What are the governance or organisational structures of your Initiative, and 

how does your Initiative make decisions? 

5. Do you have any plans or long term goals/projects?  

6. What do you think your Transition Initiative is doing well?  

7. What are the main challenges faced by your Initiative?  

8. Are you involved with other groups/political parties related to sustainability? 

How does this fit with your involvement with Transition?  

9. What is your perspective on the relationship between Transition and social 

change?  

10. Do you have a background in Permaculture? How do you understand the 

connection between Permaculture and the Transition movement? 
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Appendix 3: Survey Questionnaire 
 

Survey questionnaire emailed to Australian Transition Initiatives 

 

1. Please indicate whether you would prefer the information in this survey to be 

anonymous and a pseudonym used to report on your Initiative, or whether you 

would prefer your Initiative to be identified. 

2. Please provide the name of your Transition Initiative and a brief description of 

the area and demographics covered by your Initiative. For example: city, town, 

council region, peri-urban; estimated population size; any information that you 

think is relevant to your particular context. 

3. When and how did your Transition Initiative begin? 

4. Approximately how many people are associated with your Transition 

Initiative? Please differentiate between active participants and those who are on 

email databases. 

5. What would you describe as the purposes of your particular Transition 

Initiative? 

6. What is the organisational/governance structure of your Initiative? For 

example: incorporated; auspiced by another body; volunteers or paid workers; 

dedicated positions such as president, treasurer etc. 

7. How does your Initiative make decisions and determine strategies/activities? 

8. To what extent does your Initiative follow the Transition model as described in 

The Transition Handbook/Transition Companion by Rob Hopkins, the 

Transition Network site and other Transition literature and online sites. Please 

also comment on whether the concept of an energy descent plan features in 

your Initiative's goals. 

9. Please describe your relationship with your Local Council. If relevant, please 

provide examples. 

10. Do you network with other Transition Initiatives? If so, in what ways? 

11. Do you network or collaborate with other groups/businesses/organisations in 

your community? If so, in what ways? 

12. What are some of the activities that your Initiative engages in? Please provide 

examples of ongoing activities, one-off events and long term goals/projects? 

13. What do you think your Transition Initiative is doing well? 

14. What are the main challenges faced by your Initiative? 

15. Are there any things that you think your Initiative could do better? 
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16. Does your Initiative engage with the concept of the Heart and Soul of 

Transition? If yes, please elaborate on how your Initiative interprets and enacts 

this concept. If no, please comment on your understanding of why it doesn’t 

engage with the concept. 

17. Please include any additional reflections or comments. 

18. If you would like to elaborate on any of your answers please proceed to the 

following page. Otherwise, thank you very much for completing the survey. 
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Appendix 4: Interviewee Details 
 

Pseudonym Date of Interview Location Gender 

Isobel August 2009 Regional NSW Female 

Tanya September 2009 Regional NSW Female 

Mark September 2009 Regional NSW Male 

Andrew September 2009 Regional NSW Male 

Maria September 2009 Regional NSW Female 

Nicole September 2009 Rural Victoria Female 

Ethan October 2009 Regional NSW Male 

Thomas October 2007 Rural NSW Male 

Sharon October 2009 Regional NSW Female 

Lara November 2009 Regional NSW Female 

Leanne & Rick December 2009 Rural NSW Female & Male  

Laura & Samuel December 2009 Rural NSW Female & Male  

Petra December 2009 Rural Queensland Female 

Robert December 2009 Regional Victoria Male 

Karen and Susan December 2009 Rural Queensland Female & Female 

Michelle, Bernadette 

Alan & Malika 

January 2010 Rural NSW Female , Female  

Male & Female 

Kate & Natalie January 2010 Rural NSW Female & Female 

Simone January 2010 Rural NSW Female 

Rita December 2010 Regional NSW Female 

Bryan & Eleanor November 2011 Urban NSW Male & Female 

Barry November 2011 Urban NSW Male 

Brendon & Alice November 2011 Urban NSW Male & Female 

Teresa November 2011 Regional NSW Female 

Phillipa November 2011 Urban Victoria Female 

Amanda November 2011 Regional Victoria Female 

Lara November 2011 Urban Victoria Female 

Paul & Sarah November 2011 Urban Victoria Male & Female 

Dan & Louise November 2011 Urban NSW Male & Female 

Carla January 2012 Urban Victoria Female 

Jackie November 2011 Rural Victoria Female 
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Appendix 5: Survey Respondent 

Details 
 

Pseudonym State Description Date 

Transition ZWA NSW Regional May 2012 

Transition FJI NSW Rural March 2012 

Transition UFI NSW Urban January 2012 

Transition SSF Qld Regional December 2011 

Transition THTB Qld Regional December 2011 

Transition SLI Qld Rural January 2012 

Transition DMO Qld Urban January 2012 

Transition JFS Qld Urban January 2012 

Transition PBL SA Rural January 2012 

Transition LHA SA Urban January 2012 

Transition VLR Tas Regional January 2012 

Transition XTDI Tas Regional January 2012 

Transition HMI Tas Rural January 2012 

Transition STKV Tas Urban January 2012 

Transition MMI Tas Urban January 2012 

Transition TTC Tas Urban February 2012 

Transition PRI Tas Urban January 2012 

Transition WBK Vic Regional January 2012 

Transition EDI Vic Regional December 2011 

Transition YPI Vic Regional March 2012 

Transition BSG Vic Regional December 2011 

Transition KLS Vic Regional February 2012 

Transition ANM Vic Regional December 2011 

Transition GPMI Vic Rural January 2012 

Transition TDJ Vic Rural December 2011 

Transition IAT Vic Rural January 2012 

Transition SSNI Vic Urban December 2011 

Transition RKI Vic Urban May 2012 

Transition NDHI Vic Urban February 2012 

Transition SNI Vic Urban January 2012 

Transition TLC WA Regional December 2011 

Transition OBT WA Rural January 2012 

 


