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Because growth economics backfired,  

Relocalisationôs required, 

Heal the trees and the soil,  

Yearn for life beyond oil,  

And get yourself thoroughly Gaiaôd.  

 

Ben Brangwyn  

Transition Network Co - founder 1 

6 th  November 2006  
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Foreword 
A few years ago, one of the great figures of contemporary biology, Ernst Mayr, 

published some reflections on the likelihood of success in the search for extraterrestrial 

intelligence. He considered the prospects very low. His reasoning had to do with the 

adaptive value of what we call ñhigher intelligence,ò meaning the particular human form 

of intellectual organiz ation. Mayr estimated the number of species since the origin of 

life at about fifty billion, only one of which ñachieved the kind of intelligence needed to 

establish a civilization.ò It did so very recently, perhaps 100,000 years ago. It is 

generally assumed that only one small breeding group survived, of which we are all 

descendants.  

Mayr speculated that the human form of intellectual organization may not be favored 

by selection. The history of life on Earth, he wrote, refutes the claim that ñit is better to 

be smart than to be stupid,ò at least judging by biological success: beetles and 

bacteria, for example, are vastly more successful than human b eings in terms of 

survival. He also made the rather somber observation that ñthe average life expectancy 

of a species is about 100,000 years.ò 

We are entering a period of human history that may provide an answer to the question 

of whether it is better to b e smart than stupid. The most hopeful prospect is that the 

question will not  be answered: if it receives a definite answer, that answer can only be 

that humans were a kind of ñbiological error,ò using their allotted 100,000 years to 

destroy themselves and,  in the process, much else.  

The species has surely developed the capacity to do just that, and a hypothetical 

extraterrestrial observer might well conclude that humans have demonstrated that 

capacity throughout their history, dramatically in the past few h undred years, with an 

assault on the environment that sustains life, on the diversity of more complex 

organisms, and with cold and calculated savagery, on each other as well.  

From  Hegemony or Survival  (2004 , p. 1 -2)  Noam Chomsky  ©  
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Preface & Acknowledgements 

Lady S.  Not at all; but, you know, there's none so blind as they that won't see.  

Jonathan Swift (1667 -1745, Dublin) A Tale of a Tub and Other Satires (1704)  

 

Progress, far from consisting in change, depends on retentiveness. When change is  

absolute there remains no being to improve and no direction is set for possible 

improvement: and when experience is not retained, as among savages, infancy is 

perpetual. Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.  

George Santayana (1863  ï 1952, Madrid) Life of Reason, Reason in Common Sense (1905)  

 

My 'Peak Oil Moment', as we Peakers/Peakists/Peakniks like to call it, occurred while 

visiting an old friend in San Francisco in November 2004. I'd just handed over the 

reigns at a software co mpany I'd started and been running for the previous five years 

and for the first time since found myself with  time on my hands . My friend handed me a 

book called ' The Party's Over: Oil, War, and the Fate of Industrial Societies ' by Richard 

Heinberg  (200 3) . Skimming the outside back cover I handed it back dismissively, 

telling him what I'd been told six years previously while doing fuel cell research in 

Switzerland: 'there's another forty years of oil, another eighty of gas, and a few 

hundred of coal' (Globa l Warming was another issue of which I was blissfully ignorant). 

I didn't mention that one of the reasons I got out of fuel cell research and into the 

software business was because I was also told that as long as oil remained at $16 a 

barrel there would ne ver be a serious investment in renewable technology.  I made the 

common mistake of assuming that oil would continue to come out of the ground to 

meet demand until the fortieth year, upon which it would stop.  

Thankfully , he convinced me to read the book , whi ch I did more or less immediately -  

this was my 'Peak Oil Moment'. As soon as I finished it , I turned back to the front page 

and read it again because , I'd obviously missed a fundamental flaw somewhere in the 

logic that would allow me to dismiss the centra l point being made. Not fi nd ing  it , I 

turned once again to the front of the book and read the preface by a retired oil 

geologist, Dr. Colin Campbell, who signed himself as being in Ballydehob, Ireland. A 

small town in the furthest south western corner of t he country, it was the last place I 

would have expected to find him.  

I made arrangements to meet Dr. Campbell on my return to Ireland later in December, 

returning home for Christmas. Unfortunately , I found him to be an utterly credible 

person and Pandora's  Box  was now forever open.  

 

Modern society is as fraught with conflicts of secular dogma as was medieval society with 

religious dogma. To acquire a new world view, a change of paradigm, is comparable to a 

religious experience.   

(Cotgrove, 1982, p. 119)  

 

Dr. Campbell kindly afforded me the opportunity to work with him increasingly from 

that initial meeting. I subsequently became a director of ASPO Ireland, one of over 25 

national chapters of an organisation Dr. Campbell initiated  with Dr. Jean Laherrere  in 

2001, the Association for the Study of Pea k Oil & Gas. In 2006, at the 5 th  International 

ASPO conference 2 in Pisa, Italy, ASPO Ireland proposed that it should host the 6 th  

conference in Cork. Shortly thereafter  I started a masters in sustainable energy at 

University College Cork.  
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Through Dr. Campbell, the ASPO network, and organising ASPO6 in particular, Iôve had 

the opportunity to meet and speak with a vast array of the worldôs leading experts in 

energy related  issues. But it has not been sufficient to recognise the problem for, in the 

words of Al Gore, if you recognise it , you are morally obliged to do something about it. 

I naively thought that ASPO6 might be such a something. Despite the success of the 

event I  was ultimately dissatisfied. I felt we were preaching to the converted and had 

made little or no progress at engaging mainstream society , even with the oil price 

rocketing on its trajectory to US$100 3.  

Probably for that reason, of the many memorable thing s from the ASPO6 conference , 

three stand out. The first is a statement by the opening speaker, former US Secretary 

of Defence during the first oil crisis and US Secretary of Energy during the second, Dr. 

James Schlesinger, and itôs not the obvious one: ñweôre all peakists now,ò for he was 

clearly premature and I believe he said it because he knew we wanted to hear it. It 

was , ñthe conclusions from political reality is that in order to have real movement the 

public has to be hit over the head with a two -by - four. ò The second is from the closing 

speech given by newly appointed  Minister for Energy, Communications, and Natural 

Resources, Eamon Ryan TD. He said ñwe need a myth to be created, a modern myth 

that people can identify with which actually explains this future that weôre heading 

intoò. The relevance of both statements will hopefully become clear in the thesis set out 

below. However, despite the calibre and lofty titles and careers of many of the 

speakers, the one for me who stole the show was Rob Hopkins.  His was a story of 

optimism, a beacon of light in a dark and foreboding sea.  

ASPO6 concluded, the following week I submitted my thesis to UCC and departed for 

London to start a second  masters , of  which this thesis is a product.  Having studied the 

solution s technology  and the natural sciences  can offer and remaining unconvinced  

(Trainer  2007 , MacKay 2008 ) , I hoped to understand what solutions, if any, politics  and 

the social sciences  might offer.  

Itôs been an interesting if infuriating exercise attempting to raise the subject of Peak Oil  

at the LSE ;  in short, I can only conclude that I have summarily failed . Somewhat 

ironically, one of Dr. Campbellôs biggest critics and the quintessential Cornucopian (and 

Climate Change sceptic), Profess or Peter Odell  (2004) , was a lecturer  at the LSE in the 

Sixties and a visit ing professor at the Geography d epar tment  in the mid -Eighties. On 

the surface of it he appears to have left a strong legacy.  

Commensurate with  its reputation, the LSE manages to attract quite an impressive 

array of guest speakers. Through the  2007/2008  Ralph Miliband Programme 4 óOil, 

Energy Security and Global Orderô Series I had the opportunity to hear lectures from  

and ask questions of BPôs former Chief Executive, Lord John Brown 5, Professor  Michael  

Klare 6, and Lord Professor Nicholas  Stern 7, currently a professor at the LSE where he 

chairs the Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment . I was 

impressed with the brass neck of Brown to tell me not to worry about Peak Oil  despite 

my not asking him about it. Klare is a regular speaker at ASPO events. Lord Stern, to 

my despair, wa s of the opinion that oil will remain in a  $50  to $100 /barrel range,  in any 

case, we have the Canadian Tar Sands! In parallel to this series and with the help of 

the OIKOS Society at the LSE, I took advantage of relationships established at ASPO6 

to invite Jeremy Leggett, Lord Ron Oxburgh, and Rob Hopkins to the LSE to speak  in an 

effort to spark a discussion about the issue . 

In a private conversation with a renowned politics professor at the LSE I had a brief but 

sadly very typical exchange. It started with óso you believe in this Peak Oil stuff do 

you?ô;  óI believe the high o il price is due to speculatorsô; and óI agree with Nick Stern 

that Peak Oil  is a distraction from the real issue of Climate Changeô, to which I refer the 
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reader  to a similar observation made by David Strahan  in his book The Last Oil Shock  

(2008) in which he describes the sad óconfusion about the rudiments of oil depletionô (p. 

84) . Attempting to side -step the stale -mate over our respective beliefs (although I will 

suggest mine are  the better informed ) I asked, referring to Sternôs latest proposal8 

prepared in the run -up to the next round of Kyoto in Copenhagen  next year, that if 

European governments had implemented a carbon tax that produced the kind of energy 

prices we are seeing today, which in turn  were engendering the kinds of responses 

weôve seen from farmers, fishermen, and truck drivers, how likely is it that the 

government would stand over them? And a critical assumption of Sternôs proposal is 

that the revenues generated from a carbon tax would  be reinvested into creating a 

clean energy society . The higher energy prices go , the lower the scope for 

implementing such a tax. My closing argument was to ask , rather than fall,  what c ould 

we expect to happen should the oil price continue to rise, as it  has done for the past 

five years ? The answer came quickly:  there would be social unrest and civic disorder, 

but that would be a good thing for Climate Change. My  response was, are you sure?  

The decision to study the Transition Town movement was part of a conscious decision  

to avoid  such debate s and  trying to construct ófactô based arguments to proselytise. 

This thesis is not intended to be an exercise in rhetoric to convince the reader that Peak 

Oil  is a problem with which they should be concerned.  I decid ed it might be more 

fruitful to simply study a group of people who believe Peak Oil  is a problem and are 

taking what steps they believe appropriate to prepare for its, in their view and mine, 

imminent arrival.  

My Peak Oil  journey over the past four years h as in many respects lead me to this 

thesis and , thankfully , new realisation and a new direction. So in that sense the journey 

has served its purpose and I  found that for which I set out:  hope in the face of a truly 

daunting challenge.  

Iôve also learned from this exercise that many of the solutions to the problems we now 

face we re  left behind 30 years ago and there is little of value I can contribute other 

than to remind us. The value of the Transition movement is in its call to pick up those 

solutions an d to finally put them to use.  

The better part of a week I spent in Totnes at the end of July, mostly in the company of 

Jacqi Hodgson attending her presentations of the Energy Descent Pathways project to 

the different Transition Town Totnes subgroups and wa tching the scenario planning 

process unfold, my interviews with the Transition Network Founders, Rob Hopkins and 

Ben Brangwyn, getting my hands on a Totnes pound, simply walking around the town 

in the sunshine and rain, I came away with a feeling that felt  new because I hadnôt felt 

it since my Peak Oil Moment : hope. But not desperate or  idle hope , possibly naive , but  

the hope of someone who can see a pragmatic and constructive way forward that just 

might get us, if not closer to the utopia we desire, certai nly further from the dystopia 

we wish to avoid.  

There are many people that have helped and guided me along my road to Damascus. I 

wish to  thank them all , for they have informed my conclusions about the state of the 

world and my views on its possible future . I will only mention one by name as he has 

been with me from the very beginning, Dr. Colin Campbell, and whose untiring pursuit 

of his passion will continue to inspire me for the rest of my life. Turning 76 shortly 

before ASPO6, I look forward to seeing h ow the world unfolds between now and when I 

will  hopefully  be the same age in 2050.  
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1.Introduction  
"But in their public campaigns, not one of Americaôs environmental leaders is 

articulating a vision of the future commensurate with the magnitude of the crisis. 

Instead they are promoting technical policy fixes like pollution controls and higher 

vehicle mileage standards ð proposals that provide neither the popular inspiration nor 

the political alliances the community needs to deal with th e problem."  

The Death of Environmentalism (2004 )  

#ÉÖÉÌ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÙ Ǫ Ȭ#ÁÒÂÏÎ ,ÏÃË-ÉÎȭ 

The role of civil society in addressing social and environmental problems  has been the 

subj ect of much research since their organisation into the new social movements of  the 

sixties  (Goodwin & Jasper, 2005; Newell, 2005; Lowe & Goyder, 1983; Rawcliffe, 

1998) . 

 
ñWe will make electricity so cheap that only the rich will burn candles.ò 

Thomas Alva Edison (1847 ï1931), on his  left Henry Ford (1863 ï

1947), on his right Harvey Samuel Firestone (1868 ï1938)  

 

óCarbon lock-in arises through technological, organizational, social and institutional 

coevolution, óóculminatingôô in what was termed as techno - institutional complex  (TIC). 

In order to resolve the climate problem, an escape from the lock - in condition is 

required. However, due to the self - referential nature of TIC, escape conditions are 

unlikely to be generated internally and it is argued here that exogenous forces are  

probably required. ô (Unruh, 2002)  

As we are seeing in China and India, the globalisation of carbon lock - in rather than 

leapfrogging to a new carbon - free energy society appears to be the route being taken 

by the industrialising world, ófurther constraining climate change mitigation options.ô 

(Unruh & Carrillo -Hermosilla, 2006)  

 

Figure 1.1: A simple illustration of the techno - institutional complex (Unruh G. C., 2000)  
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Transition Town s 

This thesis is a study of a relatively new and emerging social movement originating in 

the UK but already establishing outposts around the globe, the Transition Town 

movement. Having only been formed in late 2006 , it has already caught the public 

imagina tion in unexpected ways. The perennially popular BBC Radio 4 soap opera The 

Archers , with a daily listenership in the millions , now features a storyline on Transition 

Ambridge, the fictional English village wherein the drama is set. And the Transition 

Town  originator, Rob Hopkinsô just published Transition Handbook  (2008) has within 

months made it onto the Waterstoneôs Top Ten MP Reads this summer9. Certainly of 

more political significance is the recently passed resolution by Somerset County Council 

pledgin g support for any Transition Town initiatives that emerge in the county and its 

seeking ñto become the first Transition Authority in the UK .ò10  

Transition Initiatives are based on four key assumptions:  

1)  That life with dramatically lower energy consumption is  inevitable, and that itôs 

better to plan for it than to be taken by surprise  

2)  That our settlements and communities presently lack the resilience to enable 

them to weather the severe energy shocks that will accompany óPeak Oilô. 

3)  That we have to act collecti vely, and we have to act now.  

4)  That by unleashing the collective genius of those around us to creatively and 

proactively design our energy descent, we can build ways of living that are more 

connected, more enriching and that recognise the biological limits of our planet.   

(Hopkins, 2008, p. 134)  

 

Peak Oil  

(à la Hirsch Report 11)  

When seen as two 

aspects of the same 

problem:  

Climate Change  

(à la Stern Report 12)  

 Building Resilience  

Plus  

Cutting carbon 

emissions  

 

¶ Coal to  liquids  

¶ Gas to liquids  

¶ Relaxed drilling 

regulations  

¶ Massively scaled 

biofuels  

¶ Tar sands and non -

conventional oils  

¶ Resource nationalism 

and stockpiliing  

Planned relocalisation 

(building local resilience)  

¶ Tradable Energy Quotas  

¶ Decentralised energy 

infrastr ucture  

¶ The Great Re -skilling  

¶ Localised food 

production (food feet)  

¶ Energy descent planning  

¶ Local currencies  

¶ Local medicinal capacity  

 

¶ Climate engineering  

¶ Carbon capture and 

storage  

¶ Tree -based carbon 

offsets  

¶ International emissions 

trading  

¶ Climate adaptation  

¶ Improved 

transportation logistics  

¶ Nuclear power  

Figure 1.2: What happens when you look at Peak O il and Climate Change as two 

intertwin ed problems. (Hopkins, 2 008, p. 38)  
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Six principles that underpin the Transition model  

1.  Visioning  

2.  Inclusion  

3.  Awareness - raising  

4.  Resilience  

5.  Psychological insights  

6.  Credible and appropriate solutions  

 

ñOne of the reasons behind what we might call the ólight-bulb syndromeô is that people 

are often only able to conceive two scales of response; individuals doing things in their 

own homes, or the government acting on a national scale. The Transition model 

explores the ground between these two: what could be achieved at a community level.ò 

(Hopkins, 2008, p. 142)  

 So what is it about the Transition Town movement that seems to have caught the 

publicôs imagination? Particularly in light of the current UK Governmentôs beleaguered 

EcoTowns initiative which seems plagued with difficulties 13 .  

The answer may lie in two recent and controversial introspections into the nature and 

success, or lack of, of the environmental movement  in dealing effectively with Climate 

Change . The WWF UK published earlier this year a report entitled Weathercocks and 

Signposts: The environment movement at a crossroads  (WWF UK, 2008) . Starting from 

the premise that , óit is now beyond serious doubt that a proportional response to 

climate change will entail fundamental shifts in both policy and lifestyles in the very 

short term ,ô it recognises óthat environmental challenges will not be met while 

maintaining a narrow focus on th e happy coincidence of economic self - interest and 

environmental prudenceô. By constructing an argument for a óradically different 

approach ,ô they make the case that in order to ameliorate our consumptive tendencies, 

because even if theyôre ógreen,ô it wonôt be enough, they are challenging our consumer 

lifestyles at the root, our values, and seek to shift mainstream  society away from 

consumerism.  

The second report, Death of Environmentalism ,(Shellenberger & Nordhaus, 2004)  and 

th e subsequent book, Breakthrough : From the Death of Environmentalism to the 

Politics of Possibility  (Nordhaus & Shellenberger, 2007) , criticises the environmental 

movement for its preoccupation with óeco-tragic narrativesô, óeco-apocalypseô, ólimits to 

growthô, and  an  inability to paint a compelling vision of the future based on a set of 

values consistent with human aspirations. ñAbove all else, we need to take a hard look 

at the institutions the movement has built over the  last  30 years. Are existing 

environmental institutions up to the task of imagining the post -global warming  world? 

Or do we now need a set of new institutions founded around a more expansive vision 

and set  of values? ò ( ibid  p. 34)  

Using these two critiques  of environmentalism as lenses through which to investigate 

this emerging movement, this thesis will attempt to investigate and draw its 

conclusions from how the movement articulates its vision of the future and the values 

of the people drawn to this visio n. Specifically it is desired to understand how the 

Transition Vision compares with previous articulations of a vision of an ecological 

society and if and how the values of the people drawn to the movement are different 

from the members of traditional envi ronmental organisations and mainstream society.  

As the phenomenon of Peak Oil  is central to the movement, on an equal footing with 

Climate Change, the Transition Movement is different from other environmental 

organisations and government campaigns attempti ng to modify public attitudes and 
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behaviour and therefore the secondary question as to whether this approach is proving 

more effective will be studied.  

Finally, the concept of Transgressive Potential  (Sargisson, 2000)  will be explored and 

the question  asked óHow significant is the transgressive p otential of the Transition 

movement vision?ô Pepper (interview with author, 8/2008 ) suggests that the most 

important question to be answered is how to find truly transgressive potential . 

2. Literature Review 

Ecotopia & Visions of an ecologically benign society  

óWe are only just beginning to scratch the surface of the power of a positive vision of an 

abundant future: one which is energy - lean, time - rich, less stressful, healthier and 

happier.  Being able to associate images and a clear vision of how a powered -down 

future might be is essentialô (Hopkins, 2008, p. 94)   

The value of utopian ( in the sense of eu- topos  or good place as opposed to u- topos  or 

no place (Best, 2000) ) thinking and writing is seen to be in its ability to create óspaceô 

for things to happen (Sargisson, 2000) . In these spaces, the constraints of the current 

paradigm (Kuhn, 1996)  can be ignored and new futures imagined. While there is doubt 

in some quarters as to the value or legitimacy of utopian thinking (Fukuyama, 2006; 

Nordhaus & Shellenberger, 2007 ) , even Rob Hopkins expressed discomfort with the 

idea of his vision of 2030 being called a utopia (interview  with author, 7/2008 ) , there 

are those who argue in its favour.  

de Geuss (1999 p.29) lists daydreaming about an ideal world, breaking with the pa st, 

holding up a mirror, experimenting with forms, and a source of ideals among the 

factors in the appeal of utopias.  

Sargisson (2000, p.4) argues that Transgressive utopian thought works thus:  

-  It breaks rules and confronts boundaries.  

-  It challenges parad igms.  

-  It creates new conceptual and political space.  

The term óEcotopiaô, a contraction of Ecological Utopia appears to have been coined by 

anarchist writer Murrary Bookchin (Bookchin, 1980) 14 . However, it is the novel of t hat 

name (Callenbach, 1975)  which has assured its popular hold on wider society having 

cumulatively sold over a million copies.  

de Geuss (1999) distinguishes between u topias of abundance versus utopias of 

sufficiency  and f inds that utopias of sufficiency are those which are most consistent with 

an ecologically benign society.  His ósafariô through the utopias of Thomas More, Henry 

Thoreau, Peter Kropotkin, and William Morris are demonstrative of the milieu. He also 

includes Howard, Skinner, and Huxley in his lead up to the two óModern Ecological 

Utopiansô considered further below. 
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The Values of an Ecologically Benign Society  

 óthe environmental groups formed in the late 1960s and early 1970s took on a new 

and distinctive direction..., their message was that environmental catastrophe could be 

avoided only by fundamental and radical changes in the values and institutions of 

industrial societies. ô (Cotgrove, 1982, p. 2)  

Cotgrove (1982) a nd Nordhaus & Shellenberger  (20074, 2007) , despite the 30 year 

gap in their work, both use Maslowôs hierarchy of needs as the starting point for their 

studies into human values. Inglehartôs (1997; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005; Inglehart et al, 

2008)  studies of the transition of societies from materialist to post -materialist values is 

explained as an inevitable process of modernisation and increased standard of living. 

Yet Cotgroveôs earlier study points out that the new green social movement is not 

simply the new affluent middle -class but a radical  subset to be differentiated from their 

banking and engineering colleagues who are still committed to the market economy. 

ñMembership of the radical environmental associations we studied is heavily skewed 

to wards a specific cluster of occupations. A high proportion are employed in the 

personal service professions and creative arts ï as teachers, social workers, lecturers, 

doctors. That is to say, they are employed in occupations outside the market sector, 

whe re goods and services are sold .ò (Cotgrove, 1982, p. 19)  A finding repeated by 

Norris  (1997)  fifteen years later ñAs expected, green activism was far stronger among 

the well -educ ated affluent salaried th an among the traditional working class.ò 

Nordhaus & Shellenberger (2007) describe a new type of economic refugee in the US, 

the óinsecure affluentô who are worried about losing their standard of living. Their  

argument is ver y much in the same vein as Sen (Anand & Sen, 2000)  and Sachs 

(Sachs, 2005) , that only by developing peopleôs standard of living beyond their basic 

material needs into the realm of post -materialism where se lf realisation becomes the 

priority and higher -order postmaterial needs for belonging, esteem, status, and self -

creation , then will people start to properly care for the environment.  

 

3. Methodology 

It is endeavoured to determine two things:  

1)  Vision: Is the  Transition Town movement ôs vision of the future consistent with 

previous articulations of an ecotopia?  

2)  Values: According to Cotgroveôs research(1980) , members of environmental 

movements generally fall into a particula r profile of non -market oriented job types. 

Does the membership of the Transition Town movement also match this profile?  

In order to answer these questions , a number of techniques were employed:  

With regard to Vision:  

-  Comparative literature study  

-  Face- to - face interviews  (Rob Hopkins, Ernest Callenbach, Prof. David Pepper, and 

Prof. Stephen Cotgrove)  

-  Analysis of the output of the EDAP Scenario Planning Exercise  

With regard to Values ( for which this study is using profession  as a proxy ):  
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-  Analysis of 50 Transi tion Project application documents, specifically the 

auto biographical notes included o f approx 325 people  

Comparing visions of a future ecological society  

In order to comparatively assess Hopkinsô vision of the future within the canon of 

ecological utopian  literature , it was decided to focus on what de Guess (1999) 

categorises as the óModern Ecological Utopiasô which includes the work of Callenbach 

and Bookchin.  

Their respective works were studied, in the case of Callenbach, Ecotopia  (1975) and 

Ecotopia Eme rging (1981) , in the case of Bookchin, Post -scarcity anarchism (1971)  and 

Toward an Ecological Society  (1980) .  

Both Rob Hopkins and Ernest Callenbach were interviewed, both interviews lasting just 

over an hour. Hopkins was interviewed in person , in Totnes , while Callenbach was 

interviewed by telephone from his home in Berkeley, CA.  

The semi -structured interviews were designed to illicit their  motivations for writing and 

the writings and experiences that influenced them prior to  writing. It was , in essence , 

an attempt to understand the creative process and by so doing attempt to observe if 

common patterns emerged between the two writers.  

As th eir work had been this authors original introduction to the subject of utopian 

thought and values in environmentalism, Prof. Stephen Cotgrove (1976; 1980; 1981; 

1982)  and Prof. David Pepper (1991, 1993, 2005, 2007) , emeritus Brooks University, 

Oxford, w ere  interviewed to discuss the Transition Town movement and solicit their  

thoughts and observations following careers spanning the modern environmental 

movement since its emergence in the late sixties.  

The Energy Descent Action Plan (EDAP) Scenario Exercise  

ñIf you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they 

should be. Now put the foundations under them.ò  

Henry David Thoreau, Walden, p. 214   

The Transition Town Totnes (TTT) project is currently the most advanced Transition 

pr oject of the seventy plus now underway (their first year is described in chapter 12 of 

the Handbook). The Handbook describes the ó12 Steps of Transitionô, the process 

through which to get a Transition project up and running and to the point of preparing 

what is called an óEnergy Descent Action Planô, the twelfth and final step, although in 

reality , it is the real beginning of a transition.  óAn EDAP sets out a vision of a powered-

down, resilient, relocalised future, and then backcasts, in a series of practi cal steps, 

creating a map for getting from here to  there.ô(Hopkins, 2008, p. 172)  

The very first EDAP was prepared in the town of Kinsale , Ireland , in 2005 while Hopkins 

was teaching a permaculture course at the local Further Education College. The plan 

was prepared by his class of students and is used within the Transition community as a 

template for the EDAP exercise. It is estimated that the docum ent has been 

downloaded from the Transition website approaching ten thousand times.  

Step five of the process is the forming of groups to focus on specific aspects of the 

Transition. TTT has set up a number of groups identified on their website as Building & 

Housing, Economics & Livelihoods, Education, Energy, Food, Health & Wellbeing, Heart 
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& Soul, Local Government, The Arts, and Transport.  

As part of the process of preparing the Totnes EDAP, the EDAP Project Manager, Jacqi 

Hodgson, met with each of the gro ups and presented on her work to date and took 

each group through a series of exercises, the main one being the Scenario Planning 

exercise. Scenario Planning is a process popularised by Royal Dutch Shell (2005)  and 

used extensively by commercial and policy organisations to speculate about the future. 

However a number of groups have also prepared scenario planning exercises within the 

specific context of Peak Oil, namely Feasta 15  in Ireland and the Dynamic Cities Project 16  

in Vancouver, Canada.  

The Scenario Planning exercise is a two step process. The first step is to agree a set of 

assumptions about how it is believed the world will unfold and what factors will be 

determinant. For the Transition movement, the availability of oil is a critical one. The 

second step then is to construct a four -square map based on an x -y axis. The 

horizontal axis was specified as one of either willingness or resistance to change. The 

vertical axis was specified as one of either price of or avai lability of energy. From the 

extents of the two axes the four scenarios emerged:  

 Oil not available/High price   

Not Willing to 

Change  

óPeak Oil Gloomô 
óEnlightened 

Transitionô 

Willing to Change  

óClimate Change 

Chaosô óTechno-fixô 

 Oil available/Low price   

Figure 3.1 Future Scenarios  

The axes and scenarios were drawn on a whiteboard  and coloured post - it notes were 

given to the group members so that they could write down their views on what would 

be likely to happen in each of the scenarios. These were then collected and transcribed 

later. Details of the meetings are listed below.  

TTT Energy Group  Scenarios Workshop    10th & 22nd July 2008  

TTT Education Group  Scenarios Workshop   14 th  July 2008  

TTT Building & Housing Group  Scenarios Workshop  17 th  July 2008  

TTT Health & Wellbeing Group  Scenarios Workshop  21st July 2008  

TTT Arts Group  Scenarios Workshop    25th July 2008  

TTT Heart & Soul Group  Scenarios Workshop   29th July 2008  

Transport & Traffic Fo rum  Scenarios Workshop  30th July 2008  

The author participated in the last two meetings, the Heart & Soul Group and the 

Transport & Traffic forum. The output from the second meeting was recorded  by 

dicta phone .  
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Figure 3.2 Scenario Outputs  

What are the Values of the people drawn to the Transition Vision?  

The work of Cotgrove (1980; 1981; 1982)  and Searle -Chaterjee  (1999)  indicates that 

choice of profession indicates an expression of post -material values (Inglehart, 1997; 

Inglehart & Welzel, 2005) . Thus in order to answer the question of the v alues of the 

people drawn to the Transition movement it was endeavoured to imply such from 

peoplesô descriptions of themselves and their work. 

The process of initiating a Transition project begins with an application to the Transition 

Network through their  standard application form which can be downloaded off their 

website. This form asks for details of the proposed project, short biographical notes on 

the core team , including how long theyôve been a member of their communities, and a 

series of screening qu estions that are essentially to qualify the applicants and ensure 

they know what theyôre signing up for .  

Fifty of these application documents were provided and the data collected into a single 

spreadsheet for analysis. The data included over 325 biographic al notes, over 14 

thousand words of text, the shortest two words, the longest over 400.  

Limits of the Methodology  

The least rigorous aspect of the methodology proposed is attempting to infer the values 

of people drawn to the Transition Town movement based on their autobiographies. 

Potential limitations arise on two levels:  

-  Assuming Cotgroveôs conclusion is correct, and choice of profession can be taken as 

a proxy for expression of post -material values.  

-  Not all the biographies include a description of profe ssion.  

-  The biographies studied are specifically for a subset (albeit over 75%) of the 

members of the core group from  a subset of  Transition project s. The application 

documents  indicate  a cumulative community ten times greater (see Appendix VI ). 

As such , we are studying only , what is likely, the most dedicated members of the 

community.  
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4. Results 

Comparing visions of a future ecological society  

A Vision for 2030: Looking back over the Transition 17 

 ñIn effect it is like throwing a whirlpool in front of you which then draws you towards 

it.ò (Hopkins, 2008, p. 98)  

The interview with Hopkins lasted 87 minutes and when tr anscribed ran to over seven 

thousand words. The interview started with a discussion of sources and inspiration for 

Hopkinsô vision, moving to the issue of values and the movement going mainstream, 

and concluded with a discussion about the EDAP. The discuss ion below draws from this 

interview and the Transition Handbook (2008) to attempt to understand how Hopkins 

arrived at his vision for 2030.  

The sections under which Hopkins outlines his vision in the Transition Handbook (2008) 

include Food & Farming , Medic ine & health (tele -medicine , organic medicine ) , Education 

(2008 woefully inadequate, conflict resolution and community leadership classes) , 

Economy (LETS [ Local Exchange Trading Systems/Schemes ] , Time Banks, local 

currencies) , Transport , Energy , and Housin g. 

In the Handbook , Hopkins describes himself as a voracious óvision-harvesterô (Chapter 

7) and describes interviews with Stephan Harding 18 , Brian Goodwin 19 , Frtijof Capra 20 , 

Meg Wheatley 21 , Tony Juniper, former executive director of Friends of the Earth, and 

Dennis Meadows 22  as sources of inspiration for his vision of 2030.  

In interview however , Hopkins points me to the óTrailblazersô in the Handbookôs 

acknowledgements. The first people he mentions as sources of inspiration are 

architects: Christopher Alexander 23 , Christopher Day 24 , and Ianto Evans 25  .  

Being a permaculturist 26  by profession Hopkins cites Bill Mollison 27  and David 

Holmgren 28  as seminal influences. Hopkins considers Holmgrenôs permaculture book 

(2002)  as the most im portant of the last fifteen years. Hopkins says his vision comes 

from being grounded for the last fifteen years in teaching permaculture, from what heôs 

seen and done and knows to work and  mentioned fellow permaculture practitioners in 

Ireland and the UK. In that regard he was not  comfortable with the idea of his vision  

being called a utopia  and doesnôt consider it as particularly utopian 29 . He said his 

motivation is not to create a utopia but  to avoid  the dystopia of Peak Oil  and Climate 

Change .  

Hopkinsô Dystopia:  

ñIt is worth remembering that it takes a lot of cheap energy to maintain the levels of 

social inequality we see today, the levels of obesity, the record levels of indebtedness, 

the high levels of car use and alienating urban landscapes. Only a cult ure awash with 

cheap oil could become deskilled on the monumental scale that we have,ò (Hopkins, 

2008, p. 98)  

Reflecting the influence of óPeak Oilô he said that, about a fifth of the books on his 

bookshelf are a pro duct from the oil crises of the Seventies . However, it is important to 

point out that while Peak Oil and Permaculture underpin Hopkinsô vision, it is their 

respective shortcomings, in his view, which motivated his need to create the Transition 

Vision. He i s critical of the óPeakists ô for their inability to paint a picture other than 
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societal collapse or techno - fix through nuclear power and coal - to - liquids. He is critical 

of the Permaculture movement for largely choosing to disengage from society in order 

to  pursue their lifestyles in self - chosen isolation from mainstream society .  

Hopkinsô proximity to Schumacher College in Dartington has also exposed him to other 

sources of his vision. Economist E. F. Schumacher 30  (1911 ï 1977) himself, philosopher 

and anarch ist social thinker Ivan Illich 31  (1926 -  2002) and neo -Luddite and 

secessionist Kirkpatrick Sale 32  (1937). Ireland -based economist and founder of 

Feasta 33 , Richard Douthwaite 34 ,  is also mentioned.  

A Snapshot of the Transition Movement in 2011  

In a separate doc ument (Hopkins & Lipman, 2008)  published July on Hopkinsô blog 

(transitionculture.org), he, with fellow Transition Network Trustee and Chair Peter 

Lipman, articulates a óSnapshot of the Transition Movement in 2011ô. In it they describe 

how the movement has grown over the next three yea rs to include other Transition 

processes: Transition Business, Transition Local Government, Transition Skills, 

Transition Universities, and National Transition hubs liaising with national governments. 

ñBy this stage, Transition Networkôs funding comes 50% from a diverse base of funding 

organisations, and 50% from a combination o f selling services and expertise, 

publications, consultancy and subscriptions, with the emphasis over time moving 

towards increasing financial self Ȥreliance.ò  

The Role of Government  

Where does government fit (p.76) into Hopkinsô Vision of 2030? 

National Government appears  only  three times in Hopkinsô vision in regard to food 

secu rity, education in what Hopkins  calls the óGreat Reskillingô, and stimulating the local 

economy through th e use of local currencies.  

ñAbout twenty years ago, rising oil prices, international climate change agreements, 

and the findings of the Roya l Commission on Food Security -  Government reconsidered 

its commitment to the WTO's pro -globalisation, liberalised, unrestricted free - trade 

approach, leading to its re -prioritising national food security above international trade. ò 

(p. 109)  

Local government is referred to twice with regard to local food procurement and fi nding 

new uses for their ólarge expanses of underused tarmac ô.  

Value change 

óPeople look back to the wastefulness of twenty yea rs ago with astonishment and a 

certain amount of distaste. ô (p.115) 

óPeople now appreciate that oneôs degree of personal happiness does not directly 

correlate to the size of oneôs energy consumption.ô (p.115)

óYears ago, one's sense of social worth was based on the size of one's house; now it is 

based on its compactness and efficient design. ô (p.116) 
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Callenbach ȭÓ %ÃÏÔÏÐÉÁ 

The interview with Callenbach lasted 72 minutes and its transcription stretches to 

nearly 5,600 words.  

Having been rejected by all the major publishing houses in New York, Callenbach 

decided to self publish and sold the first 500 copies  through an indepe ndent bookstore 

in Berkeley, CA . Its subtitle is óThe Notebooks and Reports of William Westonô and is 

written in the first person, the journalist William Weston, comprising both his articles 

sent back to his employer, the Times -Post, and his personal observations. He is the first 

American journalist allowed to visit the new country of Ecotopia since its secession 20 

years earlier from the United States, comprising the Western seaboard states of 

Washington, Oregon, and northern California.  

Comparing  and contrasting Hopkin sô future with that of Callenbachôs 1975 fictional 

novel óEcotopiaô, there are many parallels to be drawn and I suspect Hopkins would feel 

very much at home in Ecotopia . However, Callenbachôs 167 page description of 

Ecotopia in the twentieth year  since its secession is naturally much more vivid than 

Hopkinsô 3,500 word description of 2030.  

Unlike Hopkinsô vision of the future where energy limits force civilisation down a path of 

enlightened relocalisation, in Callenb achôs future it is enlightenment itself which is the 

driver of change. This is brought about through a new political party, The Survivalists, 

lead by Vera Allwen who goes on to become president of Ecotopia. The details of how 

this political party were form ed and the secession of Ecotopia is the  basis of 

Callenbachôs prequel Ecotopia Emerging  (1981) . 

When interviewed about his frame of mind and influences on his vision he first 

mentions anthropologists. When asked to spe cify an anthropologist that particularly 

influenced his work, he couldnôt, and simply said he read it at university in Chicago and 

was óhanging around with a bunch of anthropologistsô at Berkeley. However, in his 

foreword to the fictional novel óStormô(Stewart, 2003 (1941)) , a book which Callenbach 

cites as seminal in his early formation and the model for Ecotopia Emerging ôs (1981) 

narrative structure, he does refer to cultural anthropologist Alfred Kroeber  (1876 -

1960), Professo r of Anthropology at Berkeley, as someone who must have influenced 

Stewart and we might infer that he also influenced Callenbach.  

Paralleling the influence of Schumacher College  on Hopkins, living next to University of 

California, Berkeley, appears to have exposed Callenbach to many of his influences: 

cultural geographer Carl Sauer (1889 -  1975), Professor of Geography; George R 

Stewart (1895 ï 1980), Professor of English ; and Chr istopher Alexander (1936 ), 

Professor of Architecture . He thus shares the influence of Alexander with Hopkins. They 

also share influences in Schumacher and Kirkpatrick Sale.  

While there are many parallels between Hopkins and Callenbachôs visions, there are 

three areas covered in detail by Callenbach and notable by their absence with Hopkins, 

namely, population, feminism, and the organisation of the means of production.  

Ecotopians, who Callenbach describes as óidealists and biologically savvyô, have decided 

that it is in their best interests to reduce the population, but William Weston reports 

back that this has been achieved through humane measures, going from 15 million to 

14. óThe horrible ñGreen Revolutionò famines, in which tens of millions perished in 

Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, and Egypt, had provided new and grim lessons in the 

dangers of overpopulation.ô (1975, p.66) The three stage program adopted included 

education and abo rtion on demand, relocalisation  reduc ed crowding in  urban areas  
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(óradical decentralization of the countryôs economic lifeô, p.67), and what is described as 

ówatchful waitingô. Callenbach cites Malthus35  as the origin of his thoughts on 

population.  

Hardly democratic, t he political elite in Ecotopia is exclusively female, including th e 

president, Vera Allwen. Callenbach mentions the women around him at the time and 

Herland  (Gilman, 1915)  by American utopian feminist Charlotte Perkins as influences on 

his feminist thinking.  

Undoubtedly the most radical aspect of life in Ecotopia is the organisation of the means 

of production:  

ñEcotopian militants...spread the point of view that economic disaster was not identical 

with survival disaster for persons...a financial panic could be turned to advantage if the 

new nation could be organised to devote its real resources...to the basic necessities of 

survival...financial chaos was to be not endured but deliberately engineeredô (1975, p. 

48)  

To stave off massive unemploymen t the w orking week has been reduced to  20 hours. 

In the ensuing inevitable flight of capital GNP dropped by a third  (an eerie parallel with 

what happened during Cubaôs óSpecial Periodô, see Appendix XI ) . Despite this 

Ecotopians describe the period in terms of a ówartime excitementô, an analogy that 

Hopkins frequently uses.  

In interview , Callenbach says that he had been a student radical in college at Chicago 

and describes his politics as ñanti-communist socialist having studied Marxist inspired 

revolutions and saw how they usually didnôt [work].ò When asked if he had been 

influenced by the work of Murray Bookchin, the other of de Guessôs (1999)  modern 

ecological utopians, he said he had read  Post -scarcity anarchism  (1971) with great 

interest and  later came to  kn ow Bookchin personally . He recounted telling Bookchin 

once ñóYou know Murray, itôs just luck in these things, I happen to be a film critic and 

like to imagine things visually and tell stories about them and you happen to be a 

brilliant social thinker and you work out all the ideas but weôre all digging in the same 

fieldô ï but I donôt think it made him feel better.ò 

BookchÉÎȭÓ %ÃÏÔÏÐÉÁ 

óEither we will create ecotopia based on ecological principles, or we will simply go under 

as a species. ô (March 1974, in Bookchin 1980). 

óFrom that point onward, human beings were regarded as mere resources, as object s 

instead of subjects. The hierarchies, classes, propertied forms, and statist institutions 

that emerged with social domination were carried over conceptually into humanityôs 

relationship with nature. Nature too became increasingly regarded as a mere resou rce, 

an object, a raw material to be exploited as a mere resource as slaves on a 

latifundium. ô (1980) 

As Callenbach says above, ñweôre all digging in the same fieldò and while Bookchin 

might view it that Callenbach was digging in his field, Bookchinôs views on an ecological 

society are consistent with Callenbachôs, if not a little more difficult to discern , as he did 

not collect them into a single novel as Callenbach did. And he too has his influences, de 

Guess calling them the merging of the utopian ideas of Peter Kropotkin 36  and William 

Morris 37. In what de Guess (1999) describes as óthe most fascinating aspect of 

Bookchinôs theory is his thesis that the enlargement of liberty and participatory 

democracy are crucial conditions for achieving an ecological soc iety ,ô is one which shall 



Transition Towns: Ecotopia Emerging? 

 Page 22 

 

be returned to in the discussion below.  

The EDAP Scenario Planning  Exercise 
The output from the Scenario Planning exercises described in the methodology above , is 

summarised below.  

Step 1: Assumptions/Drivers of Change 
104 stateme nts were collected regarding the starting set of assumptions about the state 

of the world or drivers of change. Table 4.1 below shows a sample of these from each of 

the arbitrary ócategoryô labels I assigned based on my own judgement. The full list 

reveals a range of perspectives , demonstrating either peoplesô degree of optimism about 

the future or confusion about what this step should be versus the subsequent scenario 

planning step. The full list is included in Appendix VI .  

 

Group Category Item 

Heart  behaviour Potential for things to get better compared to worse 

Building  behaviour Some may not adapt ς difficult to change 

Health  economic Will travel less ς impact on world of work 
- people living closer to work place 
- require re-skilling to fill local jobs 

Building  economic Mass unemployment possibly 

Building  economic New peasantry 

Education  government People will have given up on politics and be looking for answers outside of the 
box 

Building  government More interest in local politics ς less trust in politicians 

Heart  government Increase in state control 

Education  conflict Big wave of social unrest 

Building  conflict Increased migration from the South 

Energy  scarcity Hard choices ς what can we save or abandon? 

Building  scarcity Energy more scare & expensive 

Energy  planning Re-invention of town & city planning; bike to work 

Traffic  climate Loss of railway line between Netwon Abbot & Exeter due to sea level rise 

Energy  energy Additional nuclear power  - dependent on investment being available 

Arts  energy All houses will have some sort of micro-generation ς including existing stock 

Building  food Changes in crops ς from global warming 

Traffic  food Local food prices will benefit from rising transport costs 

Table 4.1: Sample output from the assumptions step.  

 

Category Building  Arts  Heart  Energy  Traffic  Education  Health  Grand 
Total 

economic 8 9 3 4 2 3 2 31 

behaviour 3 3 7 1 4 2 2 22 

localisation 1 3 2  1 1 3 11 

conflict 2 1 2 1 1 1  8 

politics 2 1 1 1  1  6 

education      5 1 6 

energy  1  3 1   5 
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scarcity 1   2 2   5 

climate 2   1 1   4 

planning   1 2 1   4 

food 1    1   2 

Grand Total 20 18 16 15 14 13 8 104 

Table 4.2: Summary of themes of responses by group  

Step 2: Scenario Outputs 
In all , 226 statements were gathered from the seven groups for the four scenarios. The 

number of statements is roughly the same for each scen ario although óEnlightened 

Transitionô is better represented. 

 

Table 4.3:  Scenario Outputs  from the different groups  

Analysing the statements in further detail , it is clear that the utopia of óEnlightened 

Transitionô (ET) is starkly different from the other three dystopias. The ET statements 

wer e grouped by theme, again as for the assumptions  above,  these were arbitrarily 

chosen based on what seeme d to make sense.  

 

Category 
Enlightened 
Transition 

Community 19 28% 

Food 11 16% 

Environment 8 12% 

Transport 6 9% 

Attitude 5 7% 

Technology 5 7% 

Economy 4 6% 

Health 4 6% 

Education 4 6% 

Population 1 1% 

Grand Total 67 

Table 4.4: Enlightened Transition scenario outputs for all groups categorised  

TTT Group 
Enlightened 
Transition 

Climate Change 
Chaos 

Peak Oil 
Gloom Techno-fix Grand Total 

Arts 14 8 8 12 42 

Building & Housing 14 11 9 9 43 

Education 3 5 3 4 15 

Energy 7 5 8 6 26 

Health & Wellbeing 5 4 3 4 16 

Heart & Soul 19 16 16 12 63 

Transport 5 8 4 4 21 

Grand Total 67 57 51 51 226 

 
30% 25% 23% 23% 
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Of note is the anthropocentric nature (Callicott, 2002)  of their concerns, by a significant 

margin , ócommunityô emerged as the strongest theme, the environment ranking only 

third behind food. Given the emphasis on community and food security in the Transition 

philosophy this should not be surprising.  

Unlike for the utopian scenario, the dystopian statements fit quite neatly, with one  

exception, into what Kassman (1997)  calls the óFour Horsemen of the Green 

Apocalypse: Violence, Ecological Destruction, Injustice, and Alienationô. 

 
injustice Violence 

environmental 
destruction alienation (outliers) 

Grand 
Total 

Climate Change Chaos 19 21 10 3 2 55 

Heart & Soul 8 3 3 
 

1 15 

Peak Oil Gloom 19 16 4 7 5 51 

Building & Housing 1 6 
 

2  9 

Heart & Soul 2 7 2 3 2 16 

Techno-fix 8 5 14 3 21 51 

Arts 2 
 

2 2 6 12 

Heart & Soul 2 1 1 1 7 12 

Grand Total 46 42 28 13 28 157 

Table 4.5 Dystopian scenarios grouped using Kassman classification showing selected 

subgroups.  

Kassmanôs criteria for the dystopian society is a mirror of the criteria he uses for a 

utopian ecological society which are the four pillars of the German Green movement (p. 

18) , namely: ecological harmony, s ocial justice, democratic participation, and 

nonviolence.  

The exception to the fit with these dystopian criteria is the responses for the óTechno-

fixô scenario. 21 of them could not be categorised as fitting into any of the four criteria 

and were generally  positive statements about the utility of technology. Examples 

include: cheap solar panels, 100mpg car invented, lots of windmills all over the 

countryside. It appears that the cautious view regarding the appropriate use of 

technology is being confused wit h scepticism about a false faith in technology to allow 

business -as-usual to continue.  However, it does demonstrate that these people are not 

neo -Luddites.  

In keeping with the sentiment expressed by Bookchin above, concerns about injustice 

and violence out ranked concerns about environmental destruction.   

Scenario Category  

Techno-fix alienation It could work but we may still be a spiritually poor isolated 
society 

Peak Oil Gloom alienation More depression, anxiety, blame 

Climate Change 
Chaos 

environmental 
desctruction 

Ecological disasters GM farming  
Seed control  
Widespread starvation 

Techno-fix environmental 
desctruction 

Environmentally unsafe technologies pursued 

Climate Change injustice Rise of racism in new forms 
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Chaos 

Peak Oil Gloom injustice Poorer people will sell their oil ration to the rich & this will 
ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǇƻƻǊŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ϧ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
differences 

Climate Change 
Chaos 

violence Violence @ the petrol pumps.  Arguments in homes about 
energy use 

Techno-fix violence Russia annexes EU 

Table 4.6 Sample outputs from the different scenarios.  

Membership Profiles  

 

Figure 4.1: Where the Transition Projects are from and when they joined  (of the 50 

provided)  

 

Figure 4.2: 70 % of the descriptions are less than 300 letters, approximately 40 words.  
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A summary of the results from an analysis of the biographical notes is included below.  

Profiles: 325 (although a small number represent couples, <5)  

Gender (inferred from name)  Male: 160  (52%)  Female: 145 (48%)  

The challenge with drawing conclusions from the 325 biographical notes is the 

unstructured nature of the data. There is little or no consisten cy in how people choose 

to describe themselves , so it is difficult to draw strong conclusions.  

An attempt was made to impose structure on the data using keyword searches and 

counting their occurrence, shown in Table 4.7 below. Again, the single word that 

occurred most often was ócommunityô. 

Keyword Count % of Total 

Green/Ecol/Enviro/Sustainable 147 45% 

'Activist' 17 5% 

Friends of the Earth 17 5% 

Greenpeace 5 2% 

   Teach/Educator/Instructor/Student 78 24% 

Business/Engineer (12)/Bank (2) 49 15% 

Council 35 11% 

Consultant 25 8% 

Health/Medicine/Nurse 23 7% 

Social/Psych 16 5% 

Retired 16 5% 

   Community 97 30% 

Allotment/Food 58 18% 

Permaculture 46 14% 

Peak Oil (11)/Climate Change (12)/Both (13) 36 11% 

Resilience 2 1% 

Table 4.7: Keyword analysis of biographies , in how many profiles did the keyword occur  
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Sample profiles  

A small sample of profiles is included below and more are included in Appendix  VIII . 

While no definitive conclusions can be drawn from the biographies, the overall  

impression is that they are as we would expect for an environmental movement, the 

well -educated middle -class (Cotgrove & Duff, 1980, 1981; Searle -Chaterjee, 1999)  

 

Retired banker (27years), energy bundle, Toastmaster president (public speaking)  

 

Eco worrier, allotment slave, pacifist  

 

... moved here two years ago, partly to be close to eco -community, having learnt about Peak Oil. 
Has been instrumental in distributing information about Peak Oil  and encouraging people to 
engage with the issue. This work  led to the formation of our Transition Initiative.  

 

Degree in Chemical Engineering and Fuel Technology, worked 20 years in industry, now self 

employed doing Freight Facilities Grant applications (gets lorries off roads). Active in Greenpeace 
(as volunteer  activist and as UK board member) and Amnesty International (chairs local 
campaign group) and has an allotment. Publicity experience, public speaking, good contacts with 

local community.  

 

... has lived downtown for 30 years. He is president of [company] .  F rom the beginning his 

practice is based on holistic integrative principles of design. He has been incorporating 
Permaculture principles in his work since 1997.  He has attended several Permaculture 
workshops.  He has been aware of Peak Oil since 1980 when he  established his first business 

Energy Management Center that provided energy reduction strategies, sold solar hot water 
panels, and designed passive solar homes.  

 

I believe that transition Whitstable is the way forward for our community and believe that  oil has 
really peaked.  

 

New Zealand (South Island) I am 45 years old, married with 2 children 9 and 5. I first learnt 

about Peak Oil 3 years ago. Since then, and in response to reading and understanding the 
consequences of Peak Oil, my wife and I have mov ed out of the city and bought a property with 
half an acre of land. I did a Permaculture course last year and together my wife and I are 
developing our property to grow food for us and our neighbours. I hav e sold my car and now bike 
and t rain to work. I we nt to the Eco show in [town]  last year and learnt about Transition Towns 

at Richard Heinbergs talk. Since then I have been actively involved in promoting TT and helped 
to run a TT stall at the Organic River Festival in January this year. I believe that bui lding strong 
communities is the only way to have a healthy vibrant Humanity and a future for my Children.  
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5.Discussion  

Inspired by the recent publication of the WWF Report Weathercocks and Signposts , this 

thesis set out to answer a series of questions about  the Transition Town movementôs 

vision and values.  

Specifically it asked how the Transition vision compares with other ecotopian visions 

and if the values of the people drawn to this vision differ from what might be expected. 

As the Transition Town movemen t is unique among environmental movements in the 

prominence it gives to Peak Oil  it is desired to know what difference this strategy is 

making in the effectiveness of delivering their message or the people they are 

attracting. Finally, it is desired to ass ess the Transgressive Potential (Sargisson, 2000) 

of the movement to pull mainstream society towards realising its vision of the future.  

Vision s of Ecotopia, Values of Ecotopians 

"The problems of the world cannot possibly be solved by sceptics or cynics whose 

horizons are limited by the obvious realities. We need men who can dream of things 

that never were."  

John F. Kennedy  

 

"We need a myth to be created, a modern myth that people can identify with which 

actually explains this future that weôre heading into"  

Minister Eamon Ryan TD (ASPO6 2007)  

 

Is Hopkinsô vision of an ecologically benign society a radical break from those of his 

predecessors, Callenbach and Bookchin in particular? While all journeys to Ecotopia are 

as unique as the individuals that go in search of it, for a place that exists only in the 

heads of its explorers, the place they arrive at remains remarkably consistent. And so 

the simple answer is no, Hopkins vision is consistent and , if anything, much less radical 

than that of Callenbach or Bo okchin. But then, he doesnôt need it to be. F or him it is the 

only rational way to deal with the ólimits to growthô imposed by Peak Oil  and is the only 

place a rational person would want to go in light of the other dystopias on offer. While 

he likely belie ves that Peak Oil  will be the end of globalisation and neo - liberal market 

capitalism out of which a new social paradigm will hopefully, and not inevitably 38 , 

emerge he, in keeping with the recommendation of Nardhaus and Shellenberger 

(2004), focuses on a po sitive vision of the future.  

Peak Oil  is not the reason Hopkins has a fifteen year career in Permaculture and any 

reading of environmen tal literature since the early seventies forewarned its imminent 

arrival. Discovering Peak Oil  and the work of ASPO 39  prov ided new motivation, new 

urgency, a re - invigorated belief that Permaculture was not only the answer but that 

business as usual will end in his lifetime and itôs either ecotopia or dystopia.  

Hopkins makes the argument (2008, p. 39) , admittedly cautiously, that Peak Oil  ócan 

do more to engage and involve people and communities than climate change ô. This is 

not borne out by the evidence thus far presented. And the economic argument is a 

rational self - interest one, n ot one of enlightened belief in Peak Oil  or the benefit of 

resilience and  stronger communities.  
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Likewise for those who appear to be drawn to the movement based on an analysis of 

how they describe themselves. In the main they are the well -educated middle -class 

that one expects to find in an environmental movement, confirming the argument that 

only post -materialists can afford to care about the environment  (Cotgrove & Duff, 

1981; Nordhaus & Shellenberger, 2007) . Only a very few articulated the kind of 

profound paradigm shift (Kuhn, 1996)  that suggests Peak Oil  has been some sort of 

new enlightenment or conversion event  (Cotgrove, 1982, p. 33) . For the rest, their 

value system, most likely well established by their teens has meant that theyôve been 

environmental activists for some time and Peak Oil  is something which simply conforms 

with the ólimits to growthô paradigm that theyôve already accepted. It may bring this 

belief into sharp relief and provide enhanced motivation but its acceptance is because 

of predisposition not because of new awareness or the ófact - laden ô, rational way itôs 

been explained.  

Transgressive Potential  

ñBut the conclusions from political reality is that in order to have real movement the 

public has to be hit over the head with a two -by -fourò 

James R Schlesinger  (ASPO6  2007 )  

 

"...there are two possible courses to affluence. Wants may be 'easily satisfied' either by 

pro ducing much or desiring little. The familiar conception, the Galbraithean way, makes 

assumptions peculiarly appropriate to market economies: that man's wants are great, 

not to say infinite, whereas his means are limited, although improvable: thus the gap 

between means and ends can be narrowed by industrial productivity, at least to the 

point that 'urgent goods' become plentiful. But there is also a Zen road to affluence, 

departing from premises somewhat different from our own: that human wants are finite 

and few, and technical means unchanging but on the whole adequate. Adopting the Zen 

strategy, a people can enjoy an unparalleled material plenty, with a low standard of 

living."  

Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics, 1972 (2003)   

 

Ultimately the potential weakness of the Hopkins strategy is that , as many hope, oil 

prices may fall or our economy adjusts in some other way that means that globalisation 

can somehow sputter along putting off until tomorrow those fundamental changes that 

increasing numbers of env ironmentalists state as required to mitigate the worst effects 

of Climate Change. Even if oil production does max out under 100  m illion barrels per 

day  (current production is around 80) , some models suggest that rather than a peak in 

the production profile  there will be a plateau which could be maintained for a number of 

years such that price rations demand to that level and as the wealthy West can afford 

to pay that price it just means that those in the developing world wonôt get access. 

With regard to Climate Change , t he issue, as many recognise, is coal  (Kharecha & 

Hansen, 2008) . The world needs to be convin ced to leave it in the ground, e ither 

through a mass conversion to Voluntary Simplicity  (Elgin, 1981; Doherty & Etzioni, 

2003)  or Trainerôs óSimpler Wayô (2007)  or through a mass conversion to affluence and 

post -material values through a massive investment in the  clean energy economy 

(Nordhaus &  Shellenberger , 2007 ).  

Rather than the whole of civilisation deciding en -masse to this binary option it is likely 

each will choose the path that makes most sense to them, the one that appeals most to 

their values. Ironically, if Inglehart is correct, the e nd result of modernization is 

Voluntary Simplicity . The double irony is that voluntary simplicity  may become 

involuntary simplicity  through destruction of our ecosystem.  
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The Rocky Road to a Real Transition 40 

Pepper, speaking frankly in interview, noted that óthe green movement is very good at 

recycling and one thing it recycles a lot is ideas, and not only other peopleôs ideas but 

their own ideasô. And on the surface of it, as this thesis has attempted to show , there is 

nothing new in the philosophy of the Transition Town movement nor in the kinds of 

people it ôs attracting. Yet this is despite Hopkinsô admission, speaking equally frankly, 

that óif all that Transition projects do is to make a nice cosy club for people who are 

already on board to hang out and talk then I would regard it as a complete failure ô. He 

wants nothing less than the radical transformation of society that environmentalists 

have been demanding for over forty years.  

Returning to where I start ed with the WWF report and The Death of Environmentalism  

two critical issues emerge. The first is regarding the view expressed by Nordhaus and 

Shellenberger in Break Through  that in order to solve the ecological crisis we face we 

must stop talking about li mits and get to the end of history (Fukuyama, 2006)  or 

modernisation (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005)  through a massive investment in creating a 

clean energy economy 41  such that we can all have post -ma terial values and with our 

collective new -found affluence and resultant óincreased sense of freedomô choose to 

stop damaging our environment (see Figure 5.1, Figure 5.2. below).  

In Hopkins view however, Peak Oil  will not only mean that the developing world will not 

move up the óGNP per capitaô and óSurvival and well-beingô curve but that the 

developed world will slip down, t he implications of which are far from trivial.  

 

 

Figure 5.1: Socioeconomic change, growing freedom, and rising happiness: The human 

development path.  (Inglehart et al, 2008)  

 



Transition Towns: Ecotopia Emerging? 

 Page 31 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Economic development leads to a shift in survival strategies. From 

Modernization and Postmodernization: Cultural, Economic, and Political Change in 43 

Societies, by R. Inglehart, 1997 (Inglehart et al, 2008)  

 

The second issue, which has within it the kernel of hope, is from the WWF report. I t 

refers to recent work on the nature of óintrinsicô and óextrinsicô values and goals. 

óIntrinsicô values are those oriented towards personal growth, relationships, and 

community involvement versus óextrinsicô values which are status oriented related to 

the acquisition of material goods. óThere is a great deal of evidence that an intrinsic 

value orientation leads to higher levels of we ll -being, and that such orientations also 

lead to greater engagement with pro -environmental behaviour.ô(WWF UK, 2008, p. 30)  

Intrinsic goals are inherently rewarding to pursue , while the pursuit of extrinsic goals 

ódoes not lead directly to the satisfaction of innate psychological needs (such as 

belonging) ï rather, the satisfaction they confer is contingent upon the responses of 

others.ô  

The outputs from both the EDAP Scenario Planning exercise and the keyword analysis 

of the Transition core team members ô biographies both point to the importance of 

community which would indicate that peoples ô involvement is satisfying an intrinsic 

value and goal to belong to a community. If that is the case and through the 

movements succ ess it can cultivate a desire to satisfy this need among those outside 

the movement in mainstream society, then that could be the answer to Pepperôs 

question as to where lies ótrue transgressive potentialô. 
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6.Conclusion  

Rob Hopkin's vision for 2030 fits neatly into exi sting literature on Ecotopias  of sufficiency  

(de Geus, 1999) . That Hopkins calls it abundant stems from his Zen  (Sahlins, 1972) , itôs 

abundant because h e wants less and feels  compensa ted by rich and rewarding 

community relationships . Because of the external pressure from Peak Oil  he feels no 

need to call for a radical change in society as his predecessors have done. He simply 

argues to prepare for its eventuality. As long as oil prices  go up and oil production goes 

down, his strategy may prove  correct.  

 

However, the evidence all points to the nature of our social paradigms precluding us from 

rationally arriving at his vision of the future. You are either predisposed to believing the 

ólimitsô argument or you believe that human ingenuity will continue to deliver, and which 

you believe is a matter of where your faith lies.  

 

The people currently drawn to the movement match Cotgrove's profile for 'post -

materialists' -  their  values do not ref lect the continued hegemony of mainstream market 

values. The evidence would suggest that such a 'transition' by mainstream society is far 

from trivial and likely to require an external shock -  undermining/d estr oying  the  current  

paradigm. If Peak Oil  is suc h a catalyst for paradigm collapse then, as Hopkins contends , 

we don't have a choice, it's his way or Mad Max. óConvertingô the public en-masse to a 

new faith of limits in advance of its reality arriving looks like it might take the Second 

Coming . Failing that, continuing to work as they are on satisfying their intrinsic goals to 

be members of a community , they may cultivate a similar desire in mainstream society 

and pull it  towards Transition.  

 

I will conclude with a conclusion drawn a quarter century ago:  

 

óIt would seem prudent, for the long term interests of us all, to pay particular attention to 

the warnings of the Catastrophists. The cards are stacked against them: their view of 

reality must struggle against considerable odds. But they could  be right. And if their 

vision of the future is closer to reality, and if we ignore it, then the results could well be 

disastrous for the future of civilization as we know it today.ô (Cotgrove, Catastrophe or 

Cornucopia: The environment, politics, and the future, 1982, p. 120, concluding 

sentences .)  
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Afterword  

The Scorpion and the Frog  

A scorpion and a frog meet on the bank of a stream and the scorpion asks the frog to 

carry him across on its back. The frog asks, "How do I know you won't sting me?" 

The scor pion says, "Because if I do, I will die too."  

The frog is satisfied, and they set out, but in midstream,  the scorpion stings the frog. 

The frog feels the onset of paralysis and starts to sink, knowing they both will drown,  

but has just enough time to gasp "Why?"  

  Replies the scorpion: "It ôs my nature..."  

 

 

One afternoon a fisherman was lying on a beautiful beach with his fishing pole propped 

up in the sand and his solitary line cast out into the sparkling blue surf. He was 

enjoying the warmth of the after noon sun and the prospect of catching a fish. About 

that time, a businessman came jogging down the beach trying to relieve some of the 

stress of his workday. When he saw the fisherman sitting on the beach with the one 

line in the water he said: "You aren't  going to catch many fish that way, you should be 

working r ather than lying on the beach!"  

The fisherman looked up at the businessman, smiled and replied , "And where will that 

get me?"  

"Well, you can get more fishing gear and catch more fish! " was the busi nessman's 

answer.  

"And where will that get me?" aske d the fisherman, still smiling.  

The businessman replied, "You will make money, from the extra fish you catch, and you'll 

be able to buy a boat which will then res ult in larger catches of fish!"  

"And where  will that get me?" asked the fisherman again.  

The businessman was beginning to get a little irritated with the fisherman's questions. 

"You can buy a bigger boat and hire some pe ople to work for you!" he said.  

"And where will that g et me?" repeated the fis herman.  

The businessman was getting angry. "Don't you understand? You can build up a fleet of 

fishing boats, sail all over the world, and let all your  employees catch fish for you!"  

Once again the fisherman asked , "And where will that get me?"  

"The busines sman was red with rage and shouted at the fisherman, "Don't you 

understand that you can become so rich that you will never have to work for your 

living again! You can spend all the rest of your days sitting on this beach looking at 

that sunset. You w on't h ave a care in the world!"  

The fisherman, still smiling, simply looked up, nodded and said: "And how is that 

different than where I am now?" He then turned, looked at the sunset, with his pole in 

the water, and smiled. The business man jogged off, without a  clue.  

 

"Everyone should believe in something. I believe I will go fishing"  

Henry David Thoreau  
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APPENDIX 

I. Physics and Politics  

Power is the subject under study in politics. In the context of energy and energy 

security, polit ics plays a very central role. The politics of Climate Change is 

intrinsically bound up in energy, to use or not to use coal, nuclear , the extent of 

renewables. However, energy, power, and force, in physics have very specific 

meanings and it might be insightful to reflect on them. The reader is directed to 

'Sustainable Energy -  without the Hot Air' [www.withouthotair.com ] for a fuller and 

enlightening treatment . 

Energy : Å noun  (pl. energies ) 4  Physics the property of matter and radiation which is 

manifest as a capacity to perform work. OED Measured in joules  
Power: Å noun  9  Physics the rate of doing work, measured in watts or horse power. 

OED Measured i n watts = joule/second  
Force: Å noun  2  Physics an influence tending to change the motion of a body or 

produce motion or stress in a stationary body. OED Measured in newtons = 

joule/meter  

Crudely, force needs energy, the faster the force the greater the pow er.  

Oil is energy, one barrel containing approximately 5.7GJ or 1.4 million Calories. If 

you enjoyed a daily food intake of 2 ,200 Calories and could eat oil, one barrel would 

keep you alive for 623 days, almost two years! Oil is currently consumed at a rat e 

of approximately 85 million barrels per day (mbpd). This is a measure of power, 

energy per unit time. 2 ,200 Calories per day is the power required to 'drive' a 

healthy human being, or about 100 watts (think of a light bulb). 85 million barrels 

per day is  equivalent to 5.6 tera watts, TW (tera = 10x12), which is a number too 

enormous to conceive, but if it were humans, it would be 56 billion of them, or nine 

times the worlds current population. And that's only oil. According to the IEA only 

34% of World Pri mary Energy Supply in 2004 was from oil, 25% from coal. The 

total figure: 11, 059 million tonnes of oil equivalent in one year (again, energy per 

unit time = power) using the crude converter above, is about 147 billion people. 

And that's a significant unde restimate of the human equivalent of the energy 

services we enjoy today. If we had humans provide us with all those energy 

services, as in the Wachowski brother's 1999 movie 'The Matrix', only a fraction of 

the energy they consume is available to do work, equivalent to about 40 watts.  

Recalling Newton's Laws of Motion, to get a car to move requires a force to 

overcome friction and the car's inertia. If you want the car to go faster you need to 

apply a greater force, requiring greater power. If you want the car to go up a hill at 

the same speed you need to apply a greater force. If you've driven a small car you 

will probably have experienced its speed drop as it climbs a hill and putting the 

accelerator to the floor makes no difference. You're at the cars max imum power. A 

maximum in global oil production is equivalent to reaching this maximum power. 

That there is still lots of oil in the ground is of little consequence, the issue is how 

quickly you can consume it, that's power. If you can't consume it at the s ame rate 

you simply have less power for a longer period of time. Alfred Lotka developed a 

theory called the 'Maximum Power Principle' in which he proposed that natural 

selection was, at its root, a struggle among organisms for available energy; 

organisms t hat survive and prosper are those that capture and use energy at a rate 

and efficiency more effective than that of its competitors.  
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II.  The men behind Carbon Lock -in  

ñIn the excitement over the unfolding of his scientific and technical powers, modern 

man has built a system of production that ravishes nature and a type of society that 

mutilates man. If only there were more and more wealth, everything else, it is thought, 

would fall into place.ò  

Schumacher E. F., 1973  
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