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Introduction

The starting point of my paper is twofold. On the one hand, I rely on the reading of Tomás Maldonado's seminal book La speranza progettuale1 . As the ecological crisis worsens, this book seems to me still highly relevant in its invitation to recover a "design hope", which consists of rebuilding "on a new basis our faith in the revolutionary function of applied rationality"2 .

On the other hand, since 2015 I have being conducting research on the transnational permaculture movement and its diffusion in Italy3 . This movement exemplifies grassroots eco-design activism, or environmental activism through design. At the same time, permaculture activism is a form of care-based environmentalism. By care-based environmentalism I mean a form of environmentalism that considers environmental care as a central ethical orientation in the development of alternative value practices and as a justificatory value argument4 .

Care is understood here, first of all, as a way of engaging with specific humans but also nonhuman beings, through paying attention to the social and ecological relations of (inter) dependence ensuring their well-being5 . Caring implies to pay attention to the singularity of these interdependencies and the singularity of the beings involved.

In other words, environmental care rests on viewing human and environmental health as related both to systemic conditions of interdependence and the personal experience of an empathic and "emplaced" connection to other significant beings 6 .

By doing research on the permaculture movement, I became aware of the challenges of carebased environmentalism while also becoming convinced of the importance of this kind of activism for the ecological transition. I argue that the collaboration between social movements, institutional actors (including academia) and care-based eco-design activism can foster the development of socio-ecological and political projects of reinhabiting in which "political courage" and "technical courage" (to quote Maldonado) combine to promote local "ecological revolutions".

The paper is structured in three sections. I first present the permaculture vision (the method and the worldview), highlighting its potential as a form of care-based eco-design activism. I then discuss some of the problems that emerge once this vision becomes the reality of a highly diverse "more than social movement"7 . To conclude, I outline some reflections on the key notion of reinhabiting. Reinhabiting is care-based eco-design activism integrated into a larger political project of ecological transition centered on territorial autonomy, coresponsibility, solidarity and cohesion.

Permaculture as design method

The word "permaculture" derives from the contraction of "culture" and "permanent". This notion became popular in Australia, in Tasmania to be precise, at the end of the 1970s, thanks to the book Permaculture One published in 1978 by Bill Mollison (1928-2016) and David Holmgren (1955) 8 . Mollison was then a professor of environmental psychology, with a background as an environmental activist and a self-taught ecologist, while Holmgren was a design student at the University of Hobart.

According to some authors, permaculture has been the environmental movement that grew the most internationally during the 1990s. Today permaculture is spread all over the world, and the movement is structured in macro-regional, national, regional and local associations. There are periodic events that bring permaculture activists together including the "International Convergence" which has been their worldwide gathering since the 1980s.

I would like to clarify the meaning of permaculture not as the movement but as the method and worldview first sketched in Permaculture One and then developed separately in further writing by Mollison and Holmgren 9 .

The 1970s in Australia, as elsewhere, have been traversed by environmental struggles and countercultural movements, including the "back-to-the-land" movement. Permaculture was initially conceived as a support tool to facilitate these returns to the land. It involved providing practical guidelines to individuals unfamiliar with agricultural practice to settle on land in rural areas to develop sustainable local economies, where agricultural production was primarily for self-consumption and small-scale trade.

However it would be wrong to think that permaculture is just a set of agricultural techniques.

Permaculture is an eco-design method and a care-based worldview, aimed at promoting the design of productive ecosystems to meet human needs, while also ensuring their perpetuation over time. This involves repairing and maintaining their capacity of regeneration with a minimum of external energy inputs.

In permaculture, human subsistence activities are considered from the perspective of the socio-ecological systems and patterns they generate. Through reorganizing subsistence activities is then possible to redesign socio-ecological systems and patterns in a "permacultural way". But what does that mean?

As I already mentioned, it means, first of all, designing them in such a way as to reduce and optimize the need for energy inputs (especially non-renewable energy but also labour energy); it means creating and maintaining diversity in these systems, diversity being seen as conducive to resilience; it means ensuring the possibility for everyone in it to live a worthy and meaningful life, without impairing the possibility for others (human and non-human) to do the same.

The invitation is to draw inspiration from the strategies and patterns observed in healthy ecosystems. Permaculturists often describe this principle as bio-mimesis but, to avoid confusion, it would be better to speak of eco-mimesis.

For permaculturists, in order to generate virtuous processes of human-environmental coevolution, it is necessary to observe how ecosystems work, and to draw inspiration from them when one designs technical solutions for productive environments. The idea is to "work with nature and not against it". But this is still not enough to design permanent cultures. Permaculture design requires to recover an intimate sense of interdependence and connectedness with the lived environment.

In other words, it is necessary to distance oneself from the vision of the human being as the master of nature and to move away from a mere anthropocentric view of utility.

For this reason, the permaculture design method not only sets out technical design principles but, more importantly, also includes ethical principles. Before being a technique, permaculture is an ethos 10 and technique are operated out of this ethos. Without this ethos, we can maybe have sustainable technical solutions but we won't have permaculture.

The ethical principles that structure the permaculture ethos are: earth care, people care and fair share or returning surplus to the system. The principle of "fair share" points to the nonsustainability of forms of socio-ecological organization that are based on limitless growth and accumulation.

The main technical design principles are, according to Holmgren: observe and then interact; obtain a yield; catch and store energy; use and value renewables; apply self-regulation and These are not rules to be applied, but principles that guide the design and the choices that are made within this design. These choices concern how to value and what to value in a given situation.

In general terms, design is all about what to value, how to value and how to turn a mode of valuing into material arrangements. Value is here intended not immediately in economic terms but in anthropological terms as what a person judges as relevant in guiding her action in a given situation 12 . The designer is always facing a multiplicity of potential modes of valuing and, when designing, she valorizes certain modes at the expense of others 13 . In this sense, one can say that design has implications in terms of ontological politics since it is a way to make one specific reality matters out of a multiplicity of performable realities 14 .

In this respect, permaculture design rests on modes of valuation that convey the vision and the experience of human interconnectedness and coexistence with other living beings in an environment which is framed both as part of the biosphere and a specific lived - and also loved - place.

Earth care thus becomes the practical activity of taking care of the soil. Soil in our societies is increasingly impoverished, damaged, neglected, eroded. For permaculturists, taking care of the soil means reconnecting with the soil as a place of vital relations between a complex network of beings (bacteria, fungi, nematodes) and re-establishing good relations between and 11 David Holmgren, Permaculture.

12 On the link between the anthropological and the economic understanding of value see David Graeber, Toward an anthropological theory of value. The false coin of our own dreams (New York and Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001). 13 Laura Centemeri and Viviana Asara, "Per un approccio ontologico alla prefigurazione ecologica," Culture della Sostenibilità, 13, n.25 (2020) with these beings. In other words, soil fertility is seen as the result of a successful collaboration between humans and non-humans, in which humans play the role of designers on the basis of cooperation with other living beings.

In creating ecosystems, the human being has a role which is distinct from other living beings, but with some overlapping. The idea is that everybody and everything can generate patterns Permaculture thus operates a relative decentralization from an anthropocentric perspective of human action on nature 16 . That is, the eco-designer is a "humble" designer, who is permeable to the web of vital relationships. The permaculture designer is aware of socio-ecological interdependencies and she is able to put herself in the skin of the other, human and nonhuman, and think up ever new ways of valuing that prompt diversity and abundance of life.

Moreover, permacultural eco-design takes into account a variety of forms of interdependence, at different scales, including social and ecological interdependencies that go beyond the limits of what is directly experienced. That is why permaculture is not only concerned with designing permanent local productive ecosystems but also supporting the creation of new institutions and new forms of regulation. From this point of view, bioregionalism and municipalism are strong influences in terms of political permaculture imaginary.

The arduous path of the "humble" permaculture designer

The core activity of the permaculture movement is the dissemination of the ethical view, design methods and design tools, through teaching and practical demonstrations.

Permaculture "demo-sites" can span from urban gardens to ecovillages. Consequently, the movement does not engage in an open contestation of dominant value arguments and practices but it supports the creation of networks of local alternative or 'pericapitalist economies' 17 .

There is much to learn in terms of education for sustainability from the interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approach of permaculture teaching. Different kinds of knowledge (scientific, vernacular, experiential) are all equally valued in the design process.

The emphasis on the diversity of forms of knowledge that are needed in order to design ecosystems in a permacultural way goes hand in hand with the recognition of a diversity of technical solutions based on a relationship of collaboration with, rather than control over nature and natural processes.

In other words, permaculture does not reject the classical distinctions made in modern thought between theory and practice, or nature and culture. It makes their dialectical relationship productive of an emancipatory social project, not centred on the domination over other human beings and non-human beings but instead on collaboration and mutualism.

The result is a kind of bounded emancipation. Emancipation is limited by the awareness of ecological interdependence and the need to find ways to coexist with other species in a finite world.

In practice, however, this position is difficult to hold. During my fieldwork, along with permaculturists who argue for context-sensitive science and technique acted out of the knowledge of local socio-political and historical specificities, I found both partisans of a purely technical approach to eco-design and partisans of harmony with nature as the only way 17 Anna L. Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2015), 63 out of the ecological catastrophe. Both positions erase the generative dialectical tension of the decentered anthropocentrism of permaculture.

More generally, there are two divergent positions concerning social change. On the one hand, there are those who see social change as dependent not only on a practical commitment to direct socio-ecological action, but also on an engagement in the political space. It is in the political space that, according to these activists, a shared vision and a shared strategy are supposed to be elaborated in collaboration with other public and private actors. On the other hand, there are those who see political commitment as unnecessary and divisive and consider that social change occurs outside the political sphere. Social change then takes place either via the dissemination of technical solutions or via inscrutable interdependencies. In both cases, the idea of social change via collective action based on representation is foreclosed.

When change is seen as an outcome independent of representative political action, the emphasis is on individual choice as the key to change. When, on the other hand, there is a more articulated vision of social change, activists recognize the importance of intervening in the political debate at different levels, from the local level to the global one, and according to different strategies, beyond direct socio-ecological action, including also contestation, denunciation, lobbying. Therefore, the emphasis is on how to connect and to coordinate various strategies and forms of engagement that are all considered as essential for a radical ecological transition. Effective political action for change is seen as the result of collaborations, and the design of spaces for collaborations to intensify becomes a central concern for activists.

Reinhabiting

It should be clear by now that permaculture is not only about building Edenic communities living in harmony with nature or allowing miraculous harvests with zero working hours and spectacular reforestation projects. The care-based eco-design activism of permaculture aims at supporting projects and processes of reinhabiting.

Reinhabiting means living in a place, becoming an actor of its social, economic, ecological and even political fabric and acting to take care of it and contributing to changing things through caring. It is foremost a question of repairing relationships, starting with repairing ecosystems. Repairing does not mean restoring: it means recreating the capacity for autonomous action in the territories, regenerating "multi-species commons" and "commoning" practices 18 .

Repairing also means telling stories to counter the "master's narrative" of the Anthropocene. 19 These stories can help to repair epistemic, social and environmental injustices, because they give visibility to a multiplicity of ways to bring naturecultures into existence 20 .

At the same time, reinhabiting means nurturing socio-ecological relationships while looking to the future, in the awareness of the planetary interdependencies that contribute to shaping local realities. For example, climate change makes it necessary to experiment with new agricultural solutions, to prevent, prepare and respond to new climate-induced risks. This is why environmental activism based on reinhabiting is today more necessary than ever.

Because through repairing and nurturing relationships it makes it possible, in the face of global challenges, to trigger endogenous dynamics of change, i.e. not totally imposed from the outside. Reinhabiting then means to contribute to building the autonomy of territories.

Autonomy does not mean autarchy but an endogenous capacity to define modes of selfregulation in a framework of co-responsibility, solidarity and cohesion, what Italian political 18 Laura Centemeri, "Commons and the new environmentalism of everyday life. Alternative value practices and multispecies commoning in the permaculture movement," Rassegna Italiana di Sociologia 64, n. 2 (2018): 289-313. 19 Stefania Barca, Forces of Reproduction Notes for a Counter-Hegemonic Anthropocene (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2020). 20 Anders Blok and Casper B. Jensen, "The Anthropocene event in social theory: On ways of problematizing nonhuman materiality differently," The Sociological Review, 67, n.6 (2019): 1195-1211. scientist Carlo Donolo defined as the model of regulation of the "sustainable district"21 . This, however, is a political project that needs support beyond the local level.

In other words, the environmentalism of reinhabiting needs a critical and political environmentalism engaged in challenging current power relations and forms of governance and economic organization, and vice versa. The environmentalism of reinhabiting is one way out of the technocratic grip of the Anthropocene. But only a systemic change can support its spreading. It is from the dialectic between the situated practical experiments of reinhabiting and the movements fighting for structural transformations of the current economic order that the socio-technical imaginary of an ecological society will eventually emerge.
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