


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IMPRINT 

 

 

The Journal of Regenerative Theory and Practice  

Copyright © Lively Worlds, 2021 

Lively Worlds · 1267 Willis St. · STE 200 · Redding, CA 96001 · USA 

Facts and opinions in articles published in the Journal of Regenerative Theory and 
Practice are solely the personal statements of the respective authors. Authors are 
responsible for all contents in their article(s) including but not limited to accuracy of 
the facts, statements and citing resources. 

 

 

 

https://www.livelyworlds.org/  



 
 

 

 

Preface from the Lively Worlds Team 

 

Designing social systems and practices that take a holistic approach to 
solving environmental, social, and economic problems is the foundation 
of Lively Worlds. 
We strive to show how systems and daily practices that restore, 
rejuvenate, and liberate are essential for addressing the greatest 
challenges of our time, from climate change to social inequality to health 
and well-being. We want cultural, economic and political systems that 
give back more than they take. 

Yet we do not need to begin from scratch: there is a long history of many 
people, communities, and organizations who have already implemented 
this approach, or are working tirelessly every day to do so.   

The Journal of Regenerative Theory and Practice brings together some 
of these practices in conversation with theory and deep reflection. We 
want to share knowledge and inspiration on how we might move toward 
socially & ecologically regenerative systems. 

Thanks to the hard work and dedication of the authors and editors in this 
journal, we are proud to feature stories from around the world of 
regeneration happening at individual, collective, and systemic scales. 
The pieces in this issue touch on diverse themes, ranging from how we 
can learn from soil keeping for whole systems regeneration, to the role 
of superhero narratives in reinforcing social and economic inequalities, 
to the promise of Community Action Networks emerging in South Africa 
amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These pieces are based on the understanding that people and planet can 
only thrive if they thrive together. 

Our vision is for our societies to be more sustainable, flourishing, and 
just. We hope you enjoy reading the journal and are inspired and 
emboldened to deepen regenerative thinking in your own lives, 
organizations, and change efforts. 

 

– Lauren Xie, Simone Askew, Stephanie Wolff, Eleanor Wolff, Alexis 

McGivern 
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For regenerative impact, 
social entrepreneurs must 
first become system 
entrepreneurs 

Shanley Knox and Felicity Tan 

In Kibera, Africa’s largest urban slum, 
thousands of artisans access 
international markets through a digital 
manufacturing center that informs them 
of open, informal job opportunities. The 
social enterprise that launched it several 
years ago tells a powerful story of its 
success in fueling remote workers’ 
entrepreneurial ambitions through craft. 
 
Some of the artisans themselves, though, 
tell a different story1. While the company 
pays workers more than what they would 
make in local markets, workers do not 
necessarily see increased profits out of 
increased revenue. One recounted how 
often he has come out “losing money.” To 
optimize margins, others said they work 
out of terrible conditions. “You’re 
squeezed and dusty and there is no 
ventilation,” one artisan explained2. 
 
And yet, the solution for artisans in 
Kibera isn’t as simple as raising prices. 
Instead, it falls under what is known as a 
systems problem: a compounding of 
issues which, in this case, include 
inefficient supply chain operations, cross-
border trade conflicts, systemic 
oppression of informal workers, and a 
lack of design education or proper 
machinery3.  
 
The Kibera enterprise isn’t alone: in an 
increasingly complex and interconnected 
world, there is a rise in systemic, multi-
faceted societal problems. And yet, the 

logic of today’s capitalist markets 
pressure companies to focus on scalable 
but single-point solutions. Social 
enterprises are no exception. 

The limits of social business as 

usual 

Today’s rise in social entrepreneurship 
answers a powerful call for a new kind of 
success: one rooted beyond self-
interested, capitalist gains, and into 
social well-doing. It offers a “path that 
promises opportunities to save the world, 
gain social status, and earn money, all at 
the same time,” writes Daniela Papi-
Thornton, former deputy director of the 
Skoll Center for Social 
Entrepreneurship4.  
 
Its potential to re-write the rules of the 
capitalist game is so appealing that half as 
many new ventures in 2015 saw 
themselves as purpose-driven, compared 
to those that identified as purely 
commercial5. A 2018 Deloitte report calls 
this growth a “seismic change” for 
business6.  
 
Globally, the capacity-building ecosystem 
has responded by supporting social 
entrepreneurs on their journey to impact 
with workshops and support groups, 
tools, models, incubators, and degree 
programs. And yet, according to Papi-
Thornton, these “mostly focus on training 
people with the skills they need to start a 
social business, neglecting the many 
other skills required to fully understand a 
problem and fuel social change”7.  
 
The skills-first approach to raising social 
entrepreneurs is arguably a product of 
what we as a society know how to do best: 
educate and equip our best and brightest 
with a compendium of tools we have 
honed over centuries of creating 
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successful businesses. The implicit 
assumption is that, if tweaked for social 
purpose, impact will follow.  As Michael 
J. Roy and Suzanne Grant point out: 
 

“Within many of the mainstream 
conceptualizations of social 

enterprise, there is an implicit 

assumption that ‘the market’ – that 

is, the capitalist metaphor of the 

market – is a positive (or, at worst, 

neutral) force that can be readily 

and unproblematically harnessed 

for the common good of society”8. 

 
The market is indeed the primary driver, 
bolstered by the wealth of standards and 
metrics we have for measuring business 
success, compared to only nascent tools 
to measure societal change – and even 
less to prepare for its complex nature. The 
result is a focus on the means (social 
enterprise) rather than the ends 
(common good).  
 
This focus on the means more so than the 
ends puts enormous pressure on the 
entrepreneur to become an archetypal 
hero. Heropreneurship, as Papi-
Thornton calls the phenomenon, is 
partially driven by principles of market 
competition, where ostensibly limited 
funding and customer bases force social 
enterprises to compete with one another, 
or sacrifice good intentions in pursuit of 
scale.  
 
Perhaps even more dangerously, the 
allure of saving the world from its most 
intractable problems through market 
mechanisms leads social entrepreneurs 
to design solutions for problems they 
don’t fully understand, let alone 
experience.  
 

“More and more students focus 

their ventures on problems they 

haven’t lived, such as building an 
app for African farmers when the 

founding team has neither farmed 

nor been to Africa,” observes Papi-
Thornton.9 

 
The market paradigm further incentivizes 
many social enterprises to emulate the 
models and modus of their commercially 
driven counterparts, such as scaling 
fast10. And as demonstrated by well-
documented cases like Uber, in the 
mainstream paradigm, the interests of 
the community that drive success end up 
as collateral damage11. Unlike commercial 
ventures, social enterprises are 
inherently addressing complex problems, 
because social and environmental 
challenges are necessarily woven by 
compounding dynamics as we’ve seen in 
the Kibera example. As such, the stakes 
for social entrepreneurs are even higher 
than purely market-oriented businesses, 
and therefore the risk of far-reaching 
consequences is intensified.  
 
These traps are not inevitable. Social 
entrepreneurs have an enormous 
opportunity to engage with, understand 
and approach the complexity and very 
nature of the problem meant to be 
addressed, and with it, an understanding 

Figure 1 Artisans in Nairobi work to craft items from brass 

and horn. Photos by Osheen Harruthoonyan © 2019 - used 

with permission 
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of what it might take to actually solve the 
social challenge. Social entrepreneurs are 
invited to approach social problems from 
a systems mindset as a first step in the 
entrepreneurial journey. 

A new lens: From self to system 

“How does one help people 
collectively tap into the real 

reserves that exist for profound 

change, for facing things which 

seem insoluble, impossible to 

alter?” 

– Peter Senge, Theory U: Leading 

from the Future as it Emerges 

 

For the Anishinaabeg, a group of 
culturally inter-related people in tribal 
lands that straddle parts of modern-day 
Canada and the United States, one 
answer to this question may be found in a 
prophecy: one that speaks to the 
intersection of ideas and worlds that have 
previously been siloed into their own 
unique approaches. When sharing this 
prophecy, Melanie Goodchild of the 
Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation 
& Resilience has suggested that this 
integrative, systems-wide change begins 
with the self12. 
 
To discover how lived experience affects 
our way of understanding, approaching a 
social problem requires looking outside 
the social entrepreneur’s own point of 
view. One approach: looking to 
anthropological or cultural perspectives 
from other cultures or individuals outside 
your own background13. From their 
perspective, what elements of your 
upbringing, privilege, or experience 
might be influencing your approach? 
 
Market-based approaches to solving the 
intractable problem of plastic waste in 
Southeast Asia are instructive in this 
regard. With half the world’s marine litter 

coming from three Southeast Asian 
countries plus China, market-based 
interventions are becoming more and 
more popular. And yet, most are not 
showing effective results. Among other 
reasons, many of these solutions are 
transported from Western contexts and 
thus struggle to take root in the region. 
One innovation came from social 
entrepreneurs who sought to launch 
plastic ATMs in malls and food courts 
where customers could deposit used 
plastics in exchange for commercially 
redeemable points. Their idea failed to 
catch on, however, as they were unable to 
address the resultant loss of livelihoods 
for waste-pickers, who make up about 1 
percent of the urban population14. 
Corporations hoping to move away from 
single-use sachets for shampoo and 
conditioner are likewise hard-pressed to 
shift away from such packaging, because 
millions of low-income consumers can 
only afford to pay for incremental volume 
at a time15.  
 

These examples shine a light on a 
potential shift for social entrepreneurs 
from heroes that must own the solution, 
to a model in which the problem 
accurately reflects the experience and 
input of the problem-owners, and indeed 
include them in the development of 
solutions.   
 
To contextualize to the experience of the 
problem-owner requires moving beyond 
self-defined attributions into developing 
shared meaning. Interpretations 
reflected in mission statements, for 
example, often speak to the 
empowerment of communities or the 
sustainability of resources. But we must 
question whether there is shared 
consensus on their measurement or 
meaning16. Otherwise, organizations, and 
certainly social entrepreneurs, are free to 
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attribute their impact goals with 
whatever meaning is most useful for their 
particular work17. According to Jo 
Rowlands, who extensively researched 
approaches to empowerment in 
Honduras, “the term [empowerment] 
may be used merely to communicate good 
intentions”18. Intent, as the saying goes, 
does not necessarily equate to impact. 
 
To move from intent to impact takes 
understanding the problem from 
multiple perspectives from across a 
system of interplaying factors that 
include people, institutions, traditions, 
belief systems, and nature. Indeed, one is 
encouraged to also view the planet as a 
problem-owner. The Environmental 
Health Journal notes that Western 
science traditionally siloes human and 
ecological issues as independent issues, 
and invites deeper exploration of 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), 
which is maintained by Indigenous 
nations that consider the environment 
and the associated human population as 
needs that must be addressed 
simultaneously19. A 2010 coastal study in 
Ghana supports this view, noting that 
with simultaneous approaches, 
 

“human communities like plant 

and animal communities, are 

interdependent and interact with 

their physical environment to form 

distinct ecological units called 

ecosystems… These units...provide 
the basis of all life and humanity 

itself, typically cut across existing 

political and jurisdictional 

boundaries and are therefore 

subject to multiple management 

systems”20. 

 
Others, such as Hillary Bradbury, founder 
of the participatory action research group 
Foundation AR+, suggest that our own 

experience of power may also be a 
valuable way to examine ourselves in 
dynamics with others. These expressions 
can be seen in our invitation for, and 
experience of, feedback. Does the thought 
of feedback make us anxious? Do we 
welcome feedback only if it helps us reach 
our goal? Our behaviors can also be 
telling: from demonstrations of charisma 
to diplomacy, less obvious forms of 
manipulation or a singular dependency 
on logic or analysis – and even, at times, 
actions that seem to be in coordination 
with others, can all point to an 
inadvertent expression of individual, 
dominant power dynamics21. 
 
Moving from ‘I’ to ‘We’ 
 
Once we are aware of the ‘I’ spaces we 
occupy as individuals, we have the 
opportunity to move into what Bradbury 
calls “relational space”: a space defined 
through mutual trust that allows for a 
multiplicity of perspectives, models and 
approaches to collectively inform a vision 
for change.22,23 As Adrienne Maree Brown 
argues in Emergent Strategy, this shifts 
us from the arena of “competitive 
ideation....to collective ideation. It isn’t 
about having the number one best idea, 
but having ideas that come from, and 
work for, more people”24. At WeSolve, 
which incubates cross-sector 
collaborations for systemic change in the 
Philippines, this is described as 
transforming our view of Self from 
superheroes to “co-heroes”25. 
 
With shared power, we are able to inquire 
into social phenomena alongside others 
in a way that invites the collective to spot, 
articulate, and correct incongruities 
between what we say and what we do. 
Brown suggests gathering the collective – 
which would include actors representing 
the interests of the environment – around 
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a strategic intent rather than a plan, the 
latter tending to be a top-down affair.26 
This decentralizes authority and naturally 
increases integrity as well as the efficacy 
of our interventions27. 
 
With a shared lens comes new, 
systemic solutions  
 

“If you want to go fast, go alone. If 
you want to go far, go together.” –  

African Proverb 

 

The limitations of the single-point 
solutions rather than systemic 
approaches can be seen in the rising 
tension between rural, impoverished 
ranchers that are both in desperate need 
of increased income, and responsible for 
the welfare and protection of many the 
world’s indigenous cattle breeds.  
 
One such breed is the Ankole cow, whose 
keepers, the Bahima, are said to have 
migrated with their longhorn cattle into 
East Africa’s grasslands more than a 
thousand years ago. Partners such as 
Land O’Lakes Venture 37, the aid arm of 
the Minnesota-based butter company, 
have worked to help ranchers artificially 
inseminate indigenous breeds, 
developing a cross-bred Holstein cow 
able to produce 20-30 times as much milk 
as the Ankole and, thus, revenue for 
impoverished ranchers.28 
 
And yet, “without the Ankole, we have no 
culture,” one herdsman shared.29 While 
increasing revenue matters, ranchers, 
local horn artisans, and abattoirs also 
shared that they also care deeply about 
cultivating holistic value inclusive of the 
deeper meaning of the Ankole to the tribe. 
ABLE, a digital platform for informal 
workers to organize around shared 
resources, defines such value as one that 
grows for the individual through their 
connection to a shared system, ultimately 

resulting in the scalability of the value 
being bounded to, and facilitated by, the 
growth of shared benefit for all across the 
resource.30 For the Ankole cow and their 
stewards, this points to shared economic 
growth that integrates economic, cultural 
and sustainable equity through both 
preserving rancher’s livelihoods, and the 
cattle breed itself.  

Systems entrepreneurship: From 
mindset to practice 

“If a factory is torn down but the 
rationality which produced it is left 

standing, then that rationality will 

simply produce another factory...If 

a revolution destroys a 

government, but the systematic 

patterns of thought that produced 

that government are left intact, 

then those patterns will repeat 

themselves...There’s so much talk 
about the system. And so little 

understanding.”  
– Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of 

Motorcycle Maintenance. 

Through examining, diagnosing and 
interacting with the system holistically 
before designing solutions, the social 
entrepreneur has the opportunity to 
understand the role she plays, become 
accountable to those within the system, 

Figure 2 Ranchers in Western Uganda bring their cattle to 

be sold at a local marketplace. Photos by Osheen 

Harruthoonyan © 2019 – used with permission 
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and positions herself to create solutions 
that are likewise accountable to a more 
inclusive range of stakeholders and 
factors, instead of a singular viewpoint. In 
effect: she has the opportunity to shift 
from a social, to a systems, entrepreneur. 
 
The Omidyar Group shares resources to 
enable the social entrepreneur to first 
inquire into the nature of the problem 
itself, the social dynamics around it, and 
the broader context it sits within.31 Their 
complexity challenge chart above helps 
define, on a complexity spectrum, when a 
systems practice may be a good match. 
 
The further to the right the answers sit, 
the more the challenge lends itself to a 
systemic approach that engages with the 
root causes of the undesirable social 

phenomena, as opposed to mere 
symptoms better suited for single-point 
solutions. At best, the latter temporarily 
alleviates a social challenge, and at worst 
encourages the growth of other 
undesirable changes in the system, as 
witnessed in the “race to the bottom” 
dynamics in Kibera.  
 
To answer questions of complexity, the 
practice of shifting from I to We is 
especially enlightening. Social 
entrepreneurs can begin to unearth 
answers from a multitude of perspectives 
and interests that reveal a more holistic 
view of the forces that currently drive the 
system. Borrowing from the wisdom of 
seasoned systems entrepreneurs, we offer 
some helpful questions to ask on the pre-
entrepreneurial journey: 

Figure 3 The Complexity Challenge Chart. The Omidyar Group 
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● What is the individual ‘I’ 

observing? What is the collective 
‘We’ observing? 

● What are the historic and present 
dynamics that perpetuate this? 

● What are previously unseen or 
unacknowledged social and 
environmental forces that drive 
this?  

● What power dynamics (of your 
own, or others) lend to this 
dynamic? 

● Who stands to gain, and who 
stands to lose in the current 
configuration?  

● What is emerging as disruptive 
forces? 

● What questions have not been 
asked, and which individuals have 
not been engaged?  

 

Conclusion 

With a new appreciation of the Self 
relative to the system, entrepreneurs can 
begin to unlock new perspectives that 
allow them to approach solutions with a 
new lens. By expanding our view from the 
‘I’ to the ‘We,’ social entrepreneurs invite 
the collective to weigh in on a diagnosis of 
the problem through lived experience and 
local wisdom, unearthing critical insights 
we might not otherwise have accessed.  
 
The expansion from single-point 
entrepreneurial approaches to one of 
system entrepreneurship begins with 
asking, in the words of Roy and Grant, 
“whose ‘truth’ is being perpetuated, 
privileged and positioned” in the context 
the social entrepreneur is engaging in, 
and why.32 Hence the very process of 
engaging the collective as not merely 
problem-owners for social entrepreneurs 
to save but as problem-solvers, shifts 
power dynamics in a co-creative, co-hero 

process, as well as configures solutions in 
such a way that addresses the very root 
causes of a societal problem: the power 
dynamics that have privileged dominant 
perspectives and interests at the expense 
of the rest of the system.  
 
By becoming systems entrepreneurs first, 
social entrepreneurs can design 
interventions that aim toward sustained, 
regenerative change over short-term, 
hero-centric solutions. 
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Working Across Scale: 
Lessons from Community 
Action Networks  

Ncedisa Nkonyeni, Ella Scheepers, and 

Kentse Radebe 

 

Introduction 

For millions of South Africans, the reality 
and the impact of the 2020 COVID-19 
pandemic exacerbated the economic and 
social inequalities that were already deeply 
entrenched in South Africa. In historically 
unequal cities like Cape Town, the 
government failed to adequately address 
issues relating to food insecurity, 
joblessness, homelessness, rising levels of 
gender-based violence, and the knock-on 
effects of a strained health system. The 
government’s intervention of a $26 billion 
stimulus package did not slow down rising 
unemployment levels, which rose to just over 
thirty percent in 2020, nor did it address the 
impact of a stalling economy1,2.   
 
This disruptive time sparked a groundswell 
of inspiration with community-driven 
networks mobilizing to support the wellbeing 
of their communities and seed examples of 
systems change3. Numerous community-
based organizations, street committees, and 
NGOs mobilized to respond to the impact of 
the pandemic and find value in the praxis of 
regenerative sustainability. Suddenly there 
were communities asking themselves: who 

are we and how can we do this better, 

together? This collective spirit was 
contagious, and inspired whole communities 
to reflect and draw on their own sources of 
energy and resources, reigniting interest in 
local food gardens as well as entrepreneurial 
endeavors. Communities started building a 

collective vision for the future grounded in 
the principles that small is good, 
collaboration is key, solidarity and empathy 
are foundational, and power must be 
distributed4,5.  
 
Regenerative sustainability calls for shifting 
mindsets and paradigms and co-creating 
newly imagined capacities at different scales, 
for self-organization, cultural practice, and 
ways of being4. We draw on Riddell and 
Moore’s concept of scaling up, out and deep 
to reflect on South Africa’s Cape Town 
Together (CTT) movement and the 
subsequent formation of Community Action 
Networks (CANs). Riddell’s and Moore’s 
notion of scale provides us with a framework 
to understand the regenerative processes 
that CANs implemented as they expanded 
across Cape Town.   
 

Figure 1 Community Action Network Map, Conor 

Ralphs. 

Scaling Out, Up and Deep: Riddell & 

Moore’s Framework  

We draw on Riddell and Moore’s three 
typologies: scaling up, out and deep5 to 
unpack the interconnected organizing that 
occurred at different levels of the system in 
response to the pandemic. 
 
In Table 1 below, we detail the CANs’ actions 
at each level of scale and connect them to the 
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forms of regenerative practices that emerged 
from CANs. This allows us to illustrate the 
utility of Riddell and Moore’s framework for 

understanding the story of CANs and their 
growth in Cape Town. 

 

Table 1 Forms of scale and regenerative practice in CANs 

Type of 

Scale  
Scale Characteristics*  Regenerative Practice in CANs** 

Scale 
Out 

Impacting greater numbers 
Replications and dissemination, 
increasing number of people/ 
communities impacted 

x Distributed leadership 
x Being inclusive 
x Building common language 
x Facilitating knowledge sharing, 

co-creation & co-learning 
x Prioritizing self-organizing  
x Centering diversity  
x Dispersing community-driven 

values & beliefs  
x Practicing social care & empathy  
x Building in flexibility, adaptability 

& slack in the system 
x Curating engagement that is 

inspiring & motivating 
x Building new connections & 

relationships 

Scale 
Up  

Impacting laws and policy 
Changing institutions at the level of 
policy, rules and laws.  

x Disrupting ‘old’ ways of doing 
x Interrogating inefficient 

bureaucratic processes  
x Leveraging personal connections 

& relationships to open channels 
of communication and action 

x Calling for increased 
accountability  

x Embedding inclusive innovation 

Scale 
Deep  

Impacting cultural roots 
Changing relationships, cultural 
values, beliefs, hearts and minds.  

x Changing narratives about 
community level organizing 

x Building thriving living systems  
x Dealing with complexity & 

emergence  
x Emphasis on whole systems  
x Solutions & potential-focused  
x Developing deep leverage points  
x Building & sharing collective 

intelligence  
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x Transformational  
x Strengthening resilience 

*Adapted from Riddell and Moore’s “Scaling Out, Scaling Up, Scaling Deep Framework5  
** Adapted from Leah Gibbons: “Regenerative – The New Sustainable?”6 

Riddell and Moore5 offer us a framework to 
understand the development and 
interconnected impact of CANs in Cape 
Town.  This is important because of the 
emergence of CANs as regenerative actors re-
imagining dynamic and emergent 
community development. Their 
participatory and co-creative approach 
underpinned their ability to mobilize 
communities beyond a political or racial 
base, and to organize across a number of 
socio-economic issues including access to 
water and sanitation, safety, homelessness, 
food insecurity and others7. Riddell and 
Moore’s framework allows us to organize and 
unpack the story of CANs in a meaningful 
and coherent manner. 

Scaling Out: Cape Town Together, a 

regenerative governance 

experiment 

Scaling out involves replicating a particular 
model or intervention and increasing the 
number of participants or beneficiaries of a 
program. It is important to note that scaling 
out does not always mean disrupting how a 
system operates. So far, scaling out in the 
capitalist world has often meant more 
consumption and more exploitation of 
natural resources for more profit as opposed 
to developing whole and living systems 
which center interconnected social systems8. 
But scaling out can also mean the scaling out 
of ways of thinking and regenerative 
practices of adaptation, self-organization, 
and co-creation. The early growth and rapid 
response of CANs is an example of scaling 
out. 

As the World Health Organization declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic, South Africa 
entered a national state of disaster, 
announced by the President, Cyril 
Ramaphosa in March 2020. Extensive 
measures were introduced resulting in the 
closure of national borders, internal travel 
restrictions, closure of schools, bans on the 
sale of alcohol and cigarettes, prohibition on 
large gatherings such as funerals, and only 
essential services were allowed to operate8. 
Cape Town Together (CTT) emerged during 
this period as a recognition that communities 
were not adequately prepared to respond to 
the ripple effects that the lockdown would 
create. CTT evolved as a connecting and 
catalyzing node of the CANs which were 
organized at the local neighborhood level – 
community-based, community-grown, and 
community-led. Importantly, CANs were 
intentionally designed to act locally whilst 
being interconnected to the larger CTT 
network9. 
 
CTT began with approximately a dozen 
activists, public health researchers, 
community organizers, teachers and artists 
who came together to think about how to 
share accurate and relevant information 
about the spread of COVID-19 and how 
ordinary people could leverage resources in 
their immediate communities to reduce the 
spread of the virus. In a few weeks, the CTT 
Facebook group morphed into a rapidly 
growing group of volunteers who were 
forming or joining CANs in their own 
neighborhoods and developing strategies for 
how to support their neighbors. To date, the 
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Facebook group has just over 19,000 
members.   
 
Each CAN looked different because CANs 
responded to localized issues arising in their 
neighborhoods; this included reducing the 
spread of misinformation by distributing 
flyers at public transport hubs and local 
shops,  painting lines outside the local clinic, 
spaza shop or community kitchen to ensure 
safe distancing, setting up mask making 
projects, providing alternative 
accommodation for those who could not self-
isolate safely at home, sharing resources like 
vehicles to transport goods within the 
network, supporting the local school feeding 
scheme, or checking in on elderly neighbors. 
 
The power of the CANs lies in the inherent 
local and community intelligence that is held 
and shared across the network. This fractal 
network is self-learning, self-organizing and 
self-reproducing because each CAN operates 
independently but also feeds back into the 
larger network. This collective approach 
manifested in different participatory 
processes and socially focused rituals. For 
example, numerous CANs cross-
collaborated with public health professionals 
to develop different resources such as the 
Community Kitchens Safety Guide co-
developed by numerous CANs and public 
health professionals to ensure practical, 
feasible COVID-safety tips that were 
evidence-based, which were then shared 
with other community kitchens across the 
city. The network also organized weekly co-
learning sessions on Zoom, the 
videoconferencing platform, which became 
weekly rituals for coming together to discuss 
and learn about issues emerging from the 
network. The sessions focused on sharing 
experiences and stories across the network 
and covered topics from access to food and 
water, sharing lessons about starting 
community food gardens, to alternative 

economies, unemployment and organizing 
for work. This collective knowledge sharing 
became a feedback loop amongst CANs, 
reflecting on what was happening as well as 
what the network hoped for in the future. 
Importantly, those organizing the co-
learning sessions were very conscious about 
how inclusivity was being experienced. 
Knowing that data costs and Wi-Fi access 
were a challenge, whose voices were being 
heard, how different languages and 
perspectives were invited in – inclusivity, 
diversity and process-orientation were 
deeply considered before, during, and after 
each session. The sessions were framed with 
compassion, generosity, questioning and 
reflexivity, which encouraged all participants 
to ask questions and share their stories. This 
approach challenged the predominant 
perception that online spaces were only for 
the more privileged.  
 
CANs were also able to adapt and respond 
quickly, thereby showing the value of being 
involved in a neighborhood CAN. All this was 
possible because the organizing principles of 
the network promoted self-organizing and 
agency. There is no centralized decision-
making body within the network, which 
means that each CAN defines its own actions, 
ideas, and interventions. The network itself 
is resilient because it is dynamic and 
responsive to events unfolding locally and 
nationally. CANs are also unique because 
unlike political or long-standing forms of 
organizing, they do not belong to anyone. 
The underlying principles of solidarity and 
inclusivity created an opportunity to 
accommodate plurality and, subsequently, 
CANs became a less politically charged space 
where civic participation trumped political 
party affiliation. The diversity within the 
volunteer base has also meant that CANs 
have been able to connect people across race, 
gender, geography, and class in ways that are 
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unusual in Cape Town, which is renowned 
for its race and class divides10,12.  
 

Figure 2 Uncle James at the Bonteheuwel Community 

Care Centre with the Bonteheuwel and Joint Peace 

Forum CAN, Leanne Brady. 

Scaling Up: Attempting co-creation 

with government 

Scaling up, on the other hand, is a process 
that is directly interested in changing the 
“rules of the game” by altering policy, laws, 
and regulations within a system. The 
regenerative emphasis is placed on the 
“outer” transformations in policies and 
economics that shape our world6. Scaling up 
encourages us to consider the deepest 
leverage points in systems required for 
lasting transformational change, including 
values and behaviors as well as policies and 
processes5,11. 
 
To have a system-wide impact, CANs were 
aware that national policies and perspectives 
were greatly impacting (and in some cases 
restricting) their ability to mobilize and 
organize resources for the communities. 
CANs had varying levels of success when 
engaging with government structures. 
Through the broader network, CANs have 
been able to leverage their collective 
community intelligence to support the 
provincial department in collecting and 

sharing information that partly informed the 
provincial health department’s public 
communication11. For example, CANs shared 
their knowledge about how local corner 
shops and informal traders could encourage 
social distancing; how families living in 
single room dwellings could implement 
measures that could reduce the spread of the 
virus; and how those utilizing public 
transport could remain safe whilst travelling. 
The ‘Keeping your Community Kitchen 
COVID-free’ guidance produced by CANs 
was later used as a basis to develop official 
Department of Health guidance for 
community kitchens. CANs provided 
relevant information where the government 
either did not have access or did not act and 
thereby provided a more nuanced picture of 
the pandemic experience. They also 
developed creative neighborhood-based 
alternatives to provide care for COVID-
positive folks and worked alongside public 
servants, medical doctors and scientists to 
build on models previously used in Sierra 
Leone during the Ebola pandemic of 2014.  
 
Through various network-wide CAN co-
learning sessions, public health officials were 
invited to engage with CAN volunteers to 
understand what was happening at the local 
level and to discuss emerging issues that the 
government may not have been privy to. 
These co-learning sessions were beneficial 
because they allowed CANs insight into the 
priorities and decision-making processes at 
the provincial and local levels. They also 
provided CANs with an opportunity to 
engage directly with those in power to raise 
some of the issues arising that CANs did not 
have the capacity to address. For example, 
during a Facebook Live session organized 
with the Premier of the Western Cape, Alan 
Winde, CANs raised the pressing issue of 
rising food insecurity in the city. The 
outcome of this was that the Western Cape 
Economic Development Partnership 
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compiled a case study of the various CAN-
level interventions to address food 
insecurity, which ultimately led to the 
formation of the Food Relief Forum that 
included the Western Cape Government and 
the City of Cape Town11,15.   
 
Another form of direct engagement with the 
government included organizing protests 
against the city’s refusal to deliver running 
water to informal settlements just days after 
the national lockdown was announced12. The 
lack of running water would make it 
impossible for residents to follow the 
government’s guidelines about regularly 
washing one’s hands to reduce the spread of 
the virus. The Khayelitsha CAN led the 
protests with informal shack dwellers where 
it pushed city administrators to ensure that 
informal settlements would have access to 
clean running water during the lockdown12. 
The city initially refused to provide water, 
declaring that the informal settlements had 
formed as a result of illegal land invasions 
which made it impossible to deliver basic 
services like sanitation. However, due to the 
advocacy and campaigning by the 
Khayelitsha CAN, the city eventually did 
deliver water tanks to informal settlements 
that had been struggling to access water. 
 
Riddell and Moore state that scaling up also 
includes redirecting institutional resources 
towards new initiatives and programs5. The 
examples above did not result in direct 
changes to laws; however they are useful 
examples of scaling up because they 
illustrate how the advocacy of CANs led to 
responses from government. The work of 
CANs resulted, in some instances, in the city 
redirecting its efforts and resources to 
directly respond to the work that CANs were 
doing and advocating for. The work of CANs 
also highlighted the numerous social 
problems within the city that affect 
neighborhoods, and sensitized volunteers to 

the importance of building solidarity across 
CANs.  

Scaling Deep: Regenerative 

community development in the 

Woodstock CAN 

Scaling deep entails much more difficult 
work because it requires changing the values, 
belief systems, and cultural mores within a 
system. Riddell and Moore refer to this 
process as changing the hearts and minds of 
people and organizations5. Gibbons refers to 
actions and processes at this level of scale as 
work that influences “inner” transformations 
– changing the way we see and understand 
ourselves and our world6. Scaling deep 
focuses on ensuring that ideas about social 
change are deeply rooted in communities 
and relationships. Below, we detail how the 
Woodstock CAN engaged in similar forms of 
inner transformation.  

  
The Woodstock CAN, one of the first CANs to 
be formed, represents a microcosm of South 
Africa’s deeply unequal and divided society: 
those who were forcibly evicted due to racial 
segregation polices such as the Group Areas 
Act eventually settled in Woodstock during 
apartheid14. Today, Woodstock’s residents 
have been fighting to stay as new forms of 
exclusion linked to the housing crisis and the 
rising cost of living reshape the lived 
experiences of being Capetonian15, 17. 
 
The Woodstock CAN is an illustrative 
example of how to use relationships to scale 
deep because it engaged in work that agitated 
existing and deeply rooted forms of 
segregation. This happened primarily 
because the CTT invitation to respond to the 
pending COVID-19 crisis brought together 
an assortment of Woodstock residents who 
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otherwise may never have engaged with 
each other because they have come from 
very different backgrounds and share 
different histories and lived experiences. 
This diversity of humans, combined with 
the neighborhood’s history of inequality 
and exclusion, meant that as a collective 
the CAN had to confront its own history. 
The members consciously worked from a 
place of empathy, deep care, and service. 
Often the power dynamics and clashes 
played out in interactions on a daily 
basis, particularly on the Woodstock 
CAN WhatsApp group which was mainly 
used to communicate and organize. But 
with conscious members, the group was 
able to guide and gently hold each other 
to account for the work they were trying 
to do despite the tension and feelings of 
urgency in the face of a global pandemic.  
 
The Woodstock CAN was also successful in 
scaling deep because it managed to build 
different forms of engagement within the 
CAN where people were invested in learning 
from each other and learning to be in a 
community of practice. Initially, the CAN 
was built off existing personal relationships 
but as the group grew, it also shifted focus to 
deepen connections between those in the 
CAN and build trust between people who 
really did not know each other. This began 
through weekly Zoom check-ins and then 
expanded to include setting up affinity 
groups where issues that required nuance 
could be debated more openly. All of this 
required trust, and one of the core principles 
that the CAN took on the ability to ‘move at 
the speed of trust’, meaning that space was 
created for people to act and intervene based 
on the assumption that trust already existed 
within the CAN. This ensured that those with 
resources or ideas were not hindered by any 
rules and could simply get on with what 
needed to be done. 
 

 
The experience in the Woodstock CAN 
exemplified collective inner sustainability 
through deepening existing relationships 
and sparking new ones through participatory 
processes. These invited people in and gave 
them a sense of place that helped respond to 
the needs of the community during the 
pandemic4,6,16.  

CANs as Regenerative Practice 

Where large-scale disruptions like a 
pandemic necessitate new ways of 
responding, the question arises as to what a 
social system needs to let go of and what new 
ways of working could be 
institutionalized. This is particularly 
relevant where we want to build regenerative 
societies; below are a few key insights that we 
can take forward as lessons from the 
emergence of CANs:  
 
 
 

Figure 3 Woodstock CAN WhatsApp guidelines 
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1. Small is good 

If COVID has surfaced inequalities, what 
direction can CANs provide us on 
distributing power and agency differently at 
the local level?  How can we start to connect 
differently across racial and class lines? 
What the CANs have shown, despite each 
being unique in make-up and strategy, is that 
a group of localized, passionate and 
committed humans are able to mobilize and 
shift resources in essential ways to combat 
the worst of the crisis. They were potential-
focused not problem-focused6. This meant 
prioritizing relationship-building and action 
over politicking and division; it meant 
inviting in excluded voices rather than 
assuming what was needed; and it meant 
finding belonging. The value was in the small 
because it was led by the people in the 
neighborhood for the people in the 
neighborhood. As building blocks of cities, 
the neighborhood communities stimulated 
change at the city level, which can stimulate 
change at the national level, and so on. 

2. Collaboration is key  

Collaboration across CANs was essential to 
ensure fair distribution of resources and for 
longer lasting transformation across the 
system – from CANs that had access to food 
and medical supplies to CANs that had 
access to power/voice. Resources came in 
many forms; other CANs were rich in 
knowledge around community activism and 
mobilization, which they shared. Through 
co-learning spaces and cross-CAN 
partnerships, prioritizing collaborations was 
a key part of the COVID-19 response and 
embedded a different sense of 
interconnectedness across the broader 
system. This grows the regenerative capacity 
of the system, connecting more parts of the 
system and adding value in the process. 
 
 

3. The role of solidarity  

Solidarity is a fundamental framework of 
CANs. One of the slogans shared 
continuously between members is the 
concept of “solidarity not charity.” This is 
built on the premise that CANs are a space 
for people to share resources, practice radical 
generosity, and find ways where they can 
make meaningful contributions within their 
own communities. The formation of 
community kitchens and gardens, the 
distribution of food vouchers across the city, 
and the sharing of resources within the 
network illustrated how CANs called on 
individuals to recognize the needs in their 
own community and to think of productive 
and meaningful ways of getting involved that 
went beyond simply giving a donation. This 
shifted the paradigm around ‘community 
development’, activating community 
members to understand not just their 
immediate environments but also others 
with deep care, encouraging the growth of 
capabilities of all those in the system. 

4. Self-organizing: distributed 

power and agency 

With the catalytic spread of CANs across the 
city, their ability to remain decentralized has 
ensured that power within the network is not 
concentrated in one or two nodes. Each CAN 
acts locally with decision-making power on 
how to organize and with whom to 
collaborate, which ensures that CANs are 
able to respond quickly to changes in their 
own communities. The lack of hierarchies 
within CANs has also ensured that there is 
slack built into the network providing 
opportunities to practice distributed 
leadership. As CANs better understood their 
own systems, they were able to co-create 
local responses and relationships and 
emergence occurred. And this feedback loop 
became iterative as the pandemic unfolded, 
with new information, possibilities, and 
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drawbacks constantly arising. It was the 
ultimate test in responsive adaptive, 
organizing. 

5. Empathy: Elevating 

invisibilized voices 

When CANs began organizing across the city, 
one of their first acts of mobilization was 
around the lack of access to water in informal 
settlements at the beginning of lockdown. 
For many communities in informal 
settlements, not having access to water 
actively undermined their ability to follow 
government guidelines about regularly 
washing one’s hands and maintaining social 
distancing in a community where many have 
to share communal taps and toilets. Later, 
during the height of the pandemic when food 
security became one of the most pressing 
issues for many CANs, volunteers reflected 
on how many of the social challenges within 
the city initially seemed to be problems that 
were far removed from their daily reality. 
However, the impact of having a neighbor 
down the street without enough to eat forced 
volunteers to confront the many narratives 
about inequality that had long been ignored 
or maligned across the city. Inclusivity 
became not just a word but a practice within 
CANs, with individuals reflecting on their 
privilege and moving from a place of deep 
care, and the collective prioritizing of deeply 
participatory processes. 

Conclusion 

Community-driven responses to COVID-19 
have offered us new ways to think about 
shifting systems towards regenerative 
sustainability. The pandemic has amplified 
the need to re-organize our local systems in 
order to respond to a crisis that makes it 
impossible and even dangerous to organize 
in conventional ways. As the pandemic has 
instigated deep loss and fear, it has 
resurfaced aspects about our system that are 

often overlooked: inadequate access to care, 
homelessness, job insecurity, a fragile 
economy, and deep social inequality. It has 
also amplified resources that we had 
overlooked such as community-driven 
innovation, the ability to mobilize resources, 
solidarity across scale, and learning how to 
build trust across disparate communities. 
Riddell and Moore’s framework allows us to 
understand why and how CANs have 
managed to be so effective during the 
pandemic.  
 
One of the limitations of Riddell and Moore’s 
framework is that it does not offer any 
indication about how movements like Cape 
Town Together can sustain their momentum 
and continue to advance social change. 
However, the framework does provide an 
opportunity for social systems actors to pay 
close attention to the CANs, identify what we 
want to seed into our current systems, and 
what in our current systems we need to 
release to make way for the regenerative. 
 
Where CANs organized differently to identify 
and address these externalities, they offered 
a real-time modality built on re-humanizing 
the peripheries of society, delegitimizing old 
ways of thinking that had pushed people to 
the peripheries, and elevating power and 
agency that had been invisibilized. In this 
sense, the CANs embody regenerative 
practice in the present that could bode well 
for the future.  
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Farms of the future 

Hannah Louise Brown1   

    

A dark warehouse filled with rows of racks. 
At first glance it may look a little bit like a 
storage facility but instead of shelfs filled 
with goods, the racks are lined with LED 
lighting and stocked with trays of lettuce and 
herbs. It is a vertical farm, a way of 
cultivating crops in a protected environment. 

Current food systems are confronted with 
many challenges. The world’s growing 
population is estimated to reach 10 billion by 
2050. Feeding all those people requires an 
increase of food production by at least 50%2. 
However, 50% of arable land is already used 
for agriculture and this area is decreasing 
due to impact of climate change and 
urbanization3. In the context of climate 
change, transformations of many current 
practices are required to ensure a healthy 
planet and society. This also applies to the 
agricultural sector, which is responsible for 
about 25% of global emissions4. At the same 
time, climate change impacts small-scale 
farmers and food processors that produce 
around 80% of the food consumed globally 
and represent over 80% of the 570 million 
households that live from agriculture5. This 
leads to issues of food security and social 
welfare, but is also an issue of social justice, 
with climate change being mostly attributed 
to overconsumption and the burning of fossil 
fuels of industrialized nations, while people 
living in rural areas which are dependent on 
agriculture tend to suffer more, with their 
livelihoods being threatened by climate 
change.  

To face these challenges, the food system 
requires transformation to contribute to 
social welfare and justice, and planetary 
health at the same time. To do so, 
agricultural practices are needed that 

produce more food with less land, use fewer 
resources and create fewer emissions. 
Further, the food needs to be produced in a 
way that it is healthy, meets the dietary 
requirements, and is accessible and 
affordable for all. 

Can vertical farming contribute to solving 
these challenges as a sustainable farming 
method and, going a step further, can it also 
contribute to a regenerative agriculture? 

Vertical farming for a sustainable 

food system 

According to the High Level Panel of Experts 
on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE), a 
sustainable food system can be defined as “a 

food system that delivers food security and 

nutrition for all in such a way that the 

economic, social and environmental bases 

to generate food security and nutrition for 

future generations are not compromised.”6 

Of course, the global food system is very 
complex and influenced by many factors. 
Due to this, a sustainable food system can 
only be achieved through a combination of 
different solutions and transformations not 
only in the agricultural sector but throughout 
economic, social, and environmental 
structures. However, we can explore to what 

Figure 1 Biotech Specialist Examining Living Lettuce at 

Vertical Farm. ©AzmanJaka, Getty Images Signature 
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extent vertical farming can play a part in 
these solutions for a sustainable food system. 

The vertical farming environment has many 
advantages over open-field or greenhouse 
production: for one, it can be built anywhere, 
requiring neither solar light nor soil. This 
means vertical farms can be built near urban 
areas, reducing energy needed for 
transportation. Further, they are 
independent of the outside climate and soil 
fertility. Food can be produced all year 
round, with productivity levels over 100 
times higher those of field production. The 
cultivation in vertical farming requires no 
pesticides, and the produce has a longer shelf 
life. Furthermore, resources are used very 
efficiently, with up to 95% less water being 
required and 90% less space7.  

The minimal use of fertilizers and the short 
transport routes involved in vertical farming 
reduce the emissions of pollutants and CO2 
to the outside environment. While this has a 
positive effect on the environment, it also has 
economic advantages, with lower costs for 
resources and transportation, and less food 
getting lost in the supply chain8. Food that 
can be grown locally can be transported 
directly to farmers markets, restaurants, or 
grocery stores. Social advantages include 
that vertical farming provides new jobs in 
fields such as engineering, biochemistry, 
construction, and research and 
development9. Moreover, it can enhance 
food security and provide ways to secure food 
supply even in difficult climatic conditions. 
The access to healthy and nutritious food 
today and in the future is also an issue of 
social and intergenerational justice. 

There are, however, also disadvantages to 
this kind of cultivation practice, the greatest 
being the high initial and production costs10. 
While initial costs can be reduced through 
better design, production costs can be 
reduced through, inter alia, more efficient 

lighting systems, increasing the number of 
rack levels, or reducing labor costs11. 

Vertical farming as a regenerative 

practice 

While the goal of sustainable development is 
meeting the “needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”12, a 
new stream of research is promoting an 
approach that goes beyond sustainable 
development, aiming not just at maintaining 
capacity but at building it. 

An example of a company following this 
approach is 80 Acres Farms, which aims at 
making food better by creating a new kind of 
farm: 

“We built a farm where robots do the 

heavy lifting, so the humans can focus 

on growing the freshest, most 

nutritious food possible. A farm that 

can produce over 300 times more food 

than an ordinary farm. With 100% 

renewable energy. And 97% less 

water”13. 

Their practices demonstrate significant 
impacts with 366,527 miles of trucking 
saved, 204,175 pounds (lbs) of food waste 
avoided, and 12,109,289 gallons of water 
saved14.  

This approach is called regenerative 
development which is “the use of resources 
to improve society’s wellbeing in a way that 
builds the capacity of the support systems 
needed for future growth”15. Applying this to 
agriculture, a regenerative practice would 
mean increasing the quality and quantity of 
e.g., soil after harvest, instead of keeping it at 
“replacement levels”16 as sustainable 
agriculture would. Following this definition, 
vertical farming is not only a sustainable but 
also a regenerative practice. It not only helps 
prevent further degradation of ecosystems by 
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reducing emissions and resource use, but 
also leads to an enhancement of water, soil, 
and air quality. Furthermore, it builds 
capacities for feeding the population in the 
future, by providing a solution for the 
cultivation of crops which is independent of 
climatic changes and soil quality. With no 
pesticides being used and the production 
taking place locally, it can also offer produce 
which is fresher and of higher quality. 

The road ahead 

For vertical farming to truly become 
regenerative, many changes are still 
required. Vertical farming will be needed on 
a larger scale to not only meet the increasing 
demands for food but also to lessen the 
demand for high-yield, open-field 
agriculture and facilitate a transformation of 
agricultural land from conventional to 
sustainable to regenerative use, increasing 
water and soil quality and even biodiversity. 
Already, there are companies all across the 
globe that have realized the potential of 
vertical farming and are using these systems 
for the local cultivation of lettuce and herbs. 
Big players in the industry include Plenty and 
Aerofarms from the United States of 
America, Germany-based Infarm, Crop One 
in the United Arab Emirates, and Spread Co., 
Ltd. in Japan. 

A great challenge at the moment is the 
development and enhancement of vertical 
farming systems to profitably grow crops 
other than lettuce, herbs, and leafy greens. 
Most vertical farmers grow these crops 
because they require comparably low 
amounts of energy, space, and personnel. 
However, this will not be sufficient to solve 
the problems of feeding the world in the 
future, as a healthy diet requires the intake of 
diverse fruit and vegetables17. Other crop 
types such as strawberries or tomatoes need 
more energy, and cutting unwanted shoots, 
pollinating, and harvesting also makes their 

cultivation a lot more labor-intensive. This 
increases costs, making it difficult to operate 
a vertical farm profitably. 

To tackle this challenge, together with my co-
founders Dominik Feiden and Marian Bolz, I 
created the company Organifarms. 
Organifarms develops robotic farming 
stations for vertical farming systems to 
automate the complete growing cycle of 
different kinds of fruit and vegetables and 
enable the profitable cultivation of labor-
intensive crop types. Our goal is to further 
food production that does not have negative 
impacts on the planet and is in line with the 
needs of a growing population. In addition to 
this, we want to enhance the access to 
healthy and nutritious food and contribute to 
food security. 

However, the understanding and acceptance 
of produce grown in vertical farms needs to 
increase for the industry to further develop 
and grow. When speaking about vertical 
farming I frequently encounter skepticism 
about food being grown in a “factory”, in an 
“unnatural” and “artificial” environment. 
Many seem to forget that there is not much 
that is still “natural” about food being grown 
with conventional agricultural practices, 
which are dominated by monocultures, 
extensive use of fertilizer and pesticides, and 
often long transport routes, with crops being 
harvested before they are ripe to make sure 
they do not go bad before arriving to 
consumers. Moreover, species are very 
limited because they have to deliver 
maximum yield and withstand 
transportation and storage, while still 
looking fresh and tasty to consumers. Food 
being grown naturally under the sun is a nice 
image, but with the growing population and 
the impacts of climate change, this can 
hardly be done in a sustainable, let alone a 
regenerative way. Vertical farming offers 
ways to feed the growing population while 
pursuing regenerative land use.  
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A ballad for two boys 

Keshav Krishnamurty 

 

Out came two boys from a rust-belt town 
Which used to have everythin’ 
But over the years it all came down  
Everyone felt like a has-been 
Livelihoods vanished all around 
Folks said, “Wish it was a bad dream!” 
 
One boy wanted to go into space 
Be the first man on Mars. 
He spoke to his living elder kin  
Who weren’t in the grave or jail  
Living out hand to mouth, in debt 
Running a corner store about to fail 
 
What’s wrong if a black kid could become the first on Mars, when 
Lieutenant Uhura was on the bridge of the starship Enterprise in 
1966? 
 
“I want to be an astronaut, how do I begin?” 
Came the reply, “Forget the dream,  
It’s ‘cause black’s the color of our skin  
We’re either debt slaves or in prison 
Look at your uncle, killed for no sin  
Of his own, now he’s gone, he’s no more.” 
 
No way, the boy said, “I’m gonna be the astronaut 
The first boy to step on Mars, but how?”  
He asked teachers for help, they laughed, 
“You savages do drugs and get arrested, now 
Keep your place and don’t dream, shit-skin!  
We’ve seen your kind, they all live in sin.” 
 
What if the American school-to-prison pipeline for kids of color 
didn’t exist? 
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He took science classes hoping for scholarships 
But was bullied for it, looking so uncool 
Even other black kids thought he was a fool. 
He wanted friends, and to fit in, but even so  
He wanted to see his big dream all the more  
And then came catastrophe and hardship.  
 
His mother fell ill, and family had bills  
He had to work a job for long hours, little pay 
Didn’t want to drop out, but dream  
“I wanna be that astronaut”, he would scream. 
Nobody heard his cry, helpless mother aside 
The rest of his elders couldn’t help, besides. 
 
What if he had been white?  
 
All he could do was sell stuff in the store  
His folks sayin’ “That’s a good show, 
Pays well, you see? Folks trust this, y’know 
Sell this stuff, pay off mother’s bills 
Get your family out of the boondocks in a year 
And then you get to be an astronaut and chill.” 
 
A white kid from the same old town 
Loved to sit back and gaze up at the sky 
He wanted to join the Air Force and fly high  
But Dad kept calling him back down  
“Son, you need to leave this place 
Find a job, make money, win the rat race.” 
 
“The world’s a competition, kid,  
Nothing’s ever good enough  
It’s my eternal shame I never could  
Be rock hard and steely tough  
You my son, you’ll live for me 
Make my dreams your reality.”  
 
What if Dad hadn’t tried to live his failed dreams through his 
son?   
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He trusted his father’s words, 
Tried hard. Dad wasn’t satisfied  
School was as fun as an empty coffin, 
Sports were good but not enough 
Teachers knew little, cared for none 
But Dad always told him to go on.  
 
Life went upside-down when his dad  
Lost his job in the great recession 
Deep in depression drank too much 
Took the easy way out, a gun to his head 
“I wasn’t man enough,” his suicide note said. 
Son is shocked beyond words, Dad’s no more. 
 
What if Dad faced his failure and helped Son understand it’s a 
part of living?  
 
Inside Son is a deep cold rage  
On his face it doesn’t show.  
“Was I not man enough? Is Dad dead 
Because I failed? I really don’t know!” 
Along comes a man with a shaved head 
And tattoos of things not meant to be seen. 
 
He tells the kid “Dad threw away his life 
Because of yellow, brown and black people 
To whom he was nothing alike 
Those filthy scum steal our women and jobs 
They’re parasites who mooch from us good white folk 
Pay no taxes, and have more babies to be on welfare.” 
 
What if we tried to stop such people, wherever they may be?  
 
Son says, “But hate’s wrong, Christ says,  
Love those who are your enemies 
Turn the other cheek, forgive.” 
The tattoo man laughs and responds  
“You’re a mamma’s boy, but that I can fix. 
To make your Dad proud, kill to live!”  
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White boy wants to be a man 
Talking to his mom isn’t manly, he thinks. 
Nobody warns him that tattoo man is depraved 
Anger and fear and sadness inside 
Which has nowhere else to go  
Boils over, becoming hate. 
 

What if the kid connected with his mother and stuck to what he was 
taught? 
 
He wants to make his father proud, he does, 
Wants to show he’s a man, he can fight 
Takes up tattoo man’s hate and his advice 
Shaves his head, takes shooting lessons at a gun fest. 
One day finds the black kid’s store business 
Doesn’t like his face, pulls out his gun, oh yes! 
 
Aims, pulls the trigger, ballistics does the rest. 
The black boy’s a blood-red mess 
His murder brings mother no redress. 
White kid’s another murderer, yes 
He’s only too happy to confess. 
The tattoo man evades arrest. 
 
What if this tragedy could be stopped?  
 
This kinda thing happens with young men 
Who are told again and again that they’re  
Not meant to be hurt, not women 
One’s now in prison, tossed over there  
And the other one’s buried in the dirt 
One’s the sin, the other is sinned against. 
 
They were both poor and kept that way 
Couldn’t rise, couldn’t leave, and couldn’t stay 
The door to college was slammed in their face  
Stranding them in an unending rat race 
One is dead, the other sentenced to die 
What about the dreams of space and sky?  
 
What if someone spoke to these kids and found them a way out?  
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How to be a Soil Keeper: 
Reparative Justice and Whole 
Systems Care 

Kiley Arroyo 

Have you ever sat in a forest and marveled at 
the beauty of its self-sufficiency? No one 
waters the trees or fertilizes a meadow, yet 
abundance is everywhere. Forests operate in 
harmony with the laws of nature, which 
enable diverse elements to find right-
relationships and shared purpose. Unlike the 
subjective truths that guide human behavior, 
these are the universal principles or simple 
rules that all living systems use to maintain 
fertile conditions in which life can flourish1. 
 
Living systems are superb organizers that 
build and distribute power across flexible 
networks, united by a shared purpose—to 
ensure all life thrives. These diverse 
communities adapt dynamically in dialogue 
with place and time. Living systems sustain 
their vitality by working in solidarity across 
difference, enabling them to continually 
discover novel ways to circulate power, 
wealth, and wellbeing. Fertile soil 
demonstrates these characteristics 
exquisitely. Consequently, the principles and 

patterns found in healthy soil offer practical 
lessons in reparative justice and whole 
systems care and, as such, an elegant 
blueprint for a regenerative society. 

One teaspoon of healthy soil contains more 
living organisms than there are people in the 
world. This dynamic society below our feet is 
the original mutual aid network and circular 
economy, woven together by long strands of 
hyphae, or subterranean fungi. Soil's power 
and regenerative capacity emerge from this 
vast web of interdependent relationships 
that collectively determine how best to 
sustain the whole’s vitality2. Diverse 
microorganisms are empowered to 
participate in the robust exchange of insights 
and capabilities, experiment, and discover 
limitless ways to care for the common good. 
The “solutions” found are inherently 
impermanent and continually evolve as 
resource availability changes. This perennial 
cycle of renewal represents emergence, 
which is how every living system, from the 
human body to forests, adapts over time to 
maintain conditions that enable life to 
flourish. 

Soil fertility, like justice, is a dynamic 
condition that enables life to thrive. 
Maintaining both requires whole systems 
care in which diverse entities intentionally 
recalibrate how they behave in step with 
shifting circumstances, led by those most 
impacted by these changes. Collaborative 
learning that is context-sensitive enriches 
this adaptive capacity, inspiring the 
equitable distribution of vital resources and 
enhancing the wellbeing of the whole—in 
healthy soil and just societies alike.  

The practice of soil keeping provides 
individuals committed to realizing a 
regenerative global society with a compelling 
basis for imagining their work. More 
specifically, the principles used to restore 
fertility to soil can be extended to heal 

Figure 1. Deep perennial roots strengthen soil near Salina, 

Kansas. Photograph by Jim Richardson. 2018. 
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communities harmed by the same 
underlying forces, supporting reparative 
justice and collective self-determination. Soil 
keeping teaches the craft of cooperation, 
trust, and the value of subsidiarity. Rather 
than imposing changes to the soil, 
investments focus on cultivating fertile 
conditions in which the diverse communities 
closest to the ground can determine how best 
to circulate resources and adapt over time. 
Adopting a soil keeping approach to social 
investment can democratize power, wealth, 
and wellbeing. Doing so generates conditions 
in which new relationships, ideas, and ways 
to maintain justice can continually emerge.  

Entering into dialogue with nature, of which 
humanity is an intrinsic part, reveals insights 
that those committed to actualized justice 
seek. Many Indigenous cultures and wisdom 
traditions have embodied this knowledge 
since time immemorial, suggesting that a 
soil-keeping ethos can facilitate the deep 
cultural and social healing necessary for our 
collective liberation3. By embracing a more 
expansive perspective that recognizes the 
power of diverse ways of knowing and being, 
the practice of soil keeping begins to 
decolonize the mindsets that hold injustice in 
place.  

A Just Society Cannot Grow in Toxic 

Soil 

Transformational change begins deep 
beneath that which we can see. Our beliefs 
shape our identities, just as soil health 
shapes plant life, and paradigms shape 
societal systems and structures. If we don't 
like what we see, then we need to look below 
the surface of things and remediate the 
grounds from which it emerges. Realizing a 
regenerative global society requires us to 
address inequities embedded in our soils, 
societies, and selves—however, this work 
often stops short of including all of these 
nested domains.   

A holistic approach to transforming unjust 
systems and addressing complex issues has 
gained momentum in recent years. From 
climate change to human rights, various 
issue areas believe that systemic change is 
essential to advancing a regenerative society. 
I appreciate the impetus of much of this 
work; however, I've observed a strange yet 
familiar pattern persisting as it evolves. It 
seems that many of those engaged in social 
transformation efforts continue to center a 
Western understanding of how change 
happens. As a result, interventions tend to 
feel mechanistic, and like byproducts of the 
same worldview they aim to upend. After 
witnessing this phenomenon with greater 
frequency, I became troubled by the paradox 
it seemed to represent.  

All systems arise from paradigms that tell 
stories describing who and what belongs—is 
seen, protected, and empowered to thrive—
othering all else4. Many believe that an 
anthropocentric (or human-centered) 
paradigm that promotes a white, Western, 
patriarchal worldview sits at the base of 
oppressive systems, embedding this logic in 
the unspoken rules that govern the whole. A 
system that privileges a singular worldview 
fosters a culture of supremacy that enacts 
and extends colonial histories of extraction, 

Figure 2 Fertile soil in the West Dry Creek Valley of Sonoma 

County, California, ancestral homelands of the Pomo 

peoples. Photo by Kiley Arroyo. 2020. 
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exploitation, and accumulation. These 
patterns of harm generate disparities in 
power, wealth, and wellbeing. These 
dynamics are as evident in human systems as 
in nature, of which we are an inherent part. 
Monocultures, like white supremacy, rob 
their environments of the fertility generated 
when diverse entities enjoy shared 
prosperity. 

These phenomena demonstrate the 
pervasive force of colonialism and the depths 
to which it permeates our inner and outer 
worlds. Colonization represents the 
hegemony Antonio Gramsci envisioned 
when he described how power filters through 
society, bending behavior by normalizing 
expectations in ways that reinforce 
inequitable social arrangements5. By 
influencing the shape and substance of 
policies, practices, places, and even our 
personal beliefs, the colonial story 
automatically reproduces cumulative and 
durable injustices. Therefore, decentering 
this story in favor of a more expansive 
narrative that recognizes the intrinsic value 
and interdependence of all life is a 
prerequisite to realizing transformational 
change. 

Why, then, are some transformation efforts, 
particularly those oriented towards 
advancing just and regenerative societies, 
continuing to center a Western paradigm? 

How can efforts to disrupt the harmful legacy 
of colonization succeed if they remain 
anchored by the very worldview in question? 
It seems these measures, well intentioned as 
they may be, fail to realize their liberatory 
potential to empower us to see the world, 
each other, and ourselves in profoundly 
different ways. Behavioral psychologists and 
spiritual leaders alike believe that 
individuals cannot support efforts that run 
counter to their worldviews; however, 
transformational learning can facilitate their 

reconstruction6. Wanting to test this idea, 
I've set out to better understand the 
worldview I have historically operated within 
and explore whole systems care from a more 
expansive range of cultural perspectives. 
Like any inspiring voyage, this one is 
motivated by curiosity. 

What Does Colonization Mean, 
Literally?  

Many trace the origins of myriad injustices 
back to colonization, not only in terms of the 
social production of wealth, but more 
insidiously, as an imposed worldview. I find 
solidarity with this perspective and believe a 
more literal interpretation of the word might 
deepen our understanding of degenerative 
practices and reveal new healing pathways. 
Viewing this term’s etymology from other 
cultural perspectives has heightened my 
consciousness of this potential in ways I 
would have otherwise missed. 

The anthropological term colonization 
comes from the Latin words colere, meaning 
“to till,” and colonia, “the soil”7. The Western 
imagination tends to associate tilling by 
mechanical plows as the hallmark of 
industrial progress and evidence of cultural 
superiority. However, Indigenous land 
stewards and a growing movement of natural 
farming advocates know that tilling soil 
destroys the very source of its power and 
regenerative capacity8. 

Tilling soil severs the diverse web of 
relationships responsible for maintaining its 
fertility. By tearing soil’s social fabric, tilling 
disrupts life-supporting processes causing 
vital resources to become concentrated, 
creating disparities of power, wealth, and 
wellbeing. As a result, a destructive spiral is 
set into motion. Degraded soils become 
compacted—unable to breathe, and 
vulnerable to disease, erosion, displacement, 
and desertification. Such soils become 
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dependent upon artificial inputs to sustain 
their capacity to support life in a perverse 
attempt to replicate the natural processes 
that tilling destroys9. 

By tilling the soil of communities, 

colonization has had an equally 

damaging effect. 

Colonization severs sacred relationships 
between people and place, separating groups 
from how they produce and preserve cultural 
knowledge. Many believe that those with 
more intimate proximity to ecological cycles 
develop distinct place-based expertise, 
refined over time through observation, 
experimental learning, and the transmission 
of ancestral wisdom. The correlation 
between the loss of many Indigenous 
languages and global biodiversity 
demonstrates this relationship well10. The 
underlying cause of this biocultural trauma is 
the inequitable concentration of power 
colonization generates.  

Colonization also restricts humanity’s access 
to the source of its collective power and 
regenerative capacity, the world’s diverse 
ecologies of culture. Humanity’s capacity to 
address complex issues from racial injustice 
to climate change relies on our ability to 
envisage, assess, and realize alternative 
futures cooperatively. By separating people 
with varying worldviews, colonization limits 
groups from productive encounters with one 
another and discovering novel ways to care 
for the common good. This phenomenon is 
antithetical to everything that we know about 
the value of diversity in living systems. 
Ultimately, and somewhat ironically, the 
imposition of a Western worldview on others 
creates conditions that intensify the need to 
restore the diverse web of relationships, 
cooperation, and meaningful exchange it 
marginalizes. Therefore, to become a society 
in which all life can flourish, we must first 
heal the damages inflicted by colonization. 

Many cultures know how to repair lands 
damaged by colonization, presenting a 
compelling opportunity to apply the same 
restorative practices to heal communities 
harmed by the same underlying paradigm.11 
However, the colonial worldview has 
marginalized, if not erased, many of these 
groups. Therefore, deep cultural and social 
healing is necessary before this knowledge 
can be shared equitably. Recognizing the 
incompleteness of any of our truths and the 
life-sustaining value of other ways of being, 
knowing, and world-building begins to 
restore fertility to humanity and our 
relationships with all life, allowing access to 
new tools and techniques.  

Reparative Justice—In Soil and 

Society—A Prerequisite for 

Regeneration 

A family of restorative principles is used to 
rebuild vibrant soil, rooted in the law of 
return, which means whatever is taken from 
the land must be replaced in equal measure12. 
This expression of reparative justice ensures 
that vital resources, diverse relationships, 
and meaningful exchanges increase over 
time, enriching life.   

Principle 1: Do no harm  

Soil restoration involves deep observation, 
listening, and honest accounting of the 
“disturbance regime” or pattern of harm that 
has impacted a particular place. These 
shocks can be human-made or naturally 
occurring. Some disruptions such as 
controlled fires can rejuvenate soil fertility, 
while others, principally industrial 
agriculture, accelerate its degradation with 
extractive practices informed by the colonial 
worldview13. Observing these patterns from 
diverse perspectives allows us to organize a 
meaningful response. 
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Limiting harmful practices involves 
truthtelling from the perspective of those 
most impacted, which begins to reconcile our 
relationship with the land and each other. 
Culturally safe responses are rooted in 
community voice, values, and vision to 
ensure restorative practices acknowledge 
past harms, shift power, and mitigate future 
damage through meaningful accountability 
mechanisms14. Identifying patterns we wish 
to amplify and dampen reveals what aspects 
of the systems need to change to support life. 

 

Principle 2: Rest 

Colonization permits extractive practices 
such as industrial agriculture that traumatize 
soil. Hyperproductivity depletes soil of 
nutrients and relationships, eventually 
exhausting its life force completely. For soil 
to heal, it must rest, disrupting these 
patterns of harm. Sleeping soil is blanketed 
in nutrient-rich plants, providing reparative 
nourishment, and enabling it to preserve 
power and prosperity for future generations.  

Colonization produces norms and 
expectations about what constitutes 
appropriate behavior. Some view habitual 

productivity as one such artifact of white 
supremacy culture. Tricia Hersey, Founder 
of the Nap Ministry, suggests, “Rest is a form 
of resistance because it disrupts and pushes 
back against capitalism and white 
supremacy”15. Rest provides spaciousness for 
healing and dreaming of alternative futures. 
As such, ease provides a critical 
counternarrative essential to liberation 
movements, including efforts to advance 
regenerative societies. By modeling new 
forms of creativity and care that don’t 
sacrifice our wellbeing, we can undo past 
harms and preserve the energy needed to 
realize our vision with pleasure. 

Principle 3: Protect 

Water is essential for life: slowing, sinking, 
and circulating, it equitably binds soil to the 
land, mitigating its displacement. Now in 
place, care is required to protect the diverse 
microorganisms being born. Cover crops 
blanket this community, maximizing 
sunlight capture (its primary energy source) 
and carbon sequestration, and enhancing 
soil’s absorptive power. Their deep taproots 
decompact soil, creating space for air, water, 
and nutrients to flow, nourishing the 
budding web of relationships burgeoning 
underground. No-till techniques protect 
soil’s social fabric and crop roots, providing 
future plants with easy passage to more 
distant nutrients, strengthening its structure 
and fertility. As these crops decompose, they 
enhance the soil with organic matter, the 
revolving loan fund that enriches the web of 
life.  

Just societies protect diverse communities, 
providing safe places to live, dream, grow, 
and realize their fullest potential through 
meaningful relationships and a culture of 
belonging. As with water, we can ensure the 
equitable distribution of financial 

Figure 3 Example of no-till soil keeping, which protects the 

deep roots and diverse web of relationships responsible for 

maintaining its fertility, allowing power and wealth to build 

up over time. Photo by Kiley Arroyo. 2020 
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investments through structures like credit 
unions that recirculate capital through 
cooperative governance. We can cultivate 
cover crops or entities and activities that 
intentionally protect vulnerable groups from 
oppressive systems, facilitate the robust flow 
of resources, ease mobility, and expand 
opportunities to enhance communities' 
regenerative capacity.  

Principle 4: Reforest 

Trees are keystone species, nature’s anchor 
institutions upon which the health and 
biodiversity of complex ecosystems depend. 
Trees such as the California live oak play 
multiple roles and provide habitats for 
astonishing biodiversity, contributing to the 
ecosystem’s health. Trees like the oak 
facilitate the equitable distribution of wealth, 
particularly to the most vulnerable elements 
of an ecosystem, empowering inclusive 
participation in the whole’s 
governance16. Trees fuel a circular economy 
by turning carbon into sugars that nourish 
soil’s subterranean society that reciprocally 
feeds the trees. Tree roots reinforce soil’s 
structure, preventing erosion and drawing in 
replenishing resources from far-off reserves. 
Tree canopies protect soil, creating islands of 
intensified fertility in which seedlings can 
prosper. Many global cultures have practiced 
agroforestry, or the intentional integration of 
trees into agriculture to maintain soil 
fertility, for thousands of years. 

Efforts to advance regenerative societies 
invite institutions to act more like oak trees. 
Dissatisfaction with democratic institutions 
is shared globally17. Many societies express 
frustration with institutions that impose an 
idea of the future, leaving little room for 
citizen participation. We need new 
organizational structures that encourage 
widespread civic engagement and amplify 

society’s most abundant source of ideas—its 
people.  

Participatory processes that shift power and 
center subsidiarity enable inclusive 
governance and the emergence of 
imaginative interventions. Creating space for 
a more diverse range of worldviews to inform 
the shape and substance of public problem 
solving helps restore trust and revitalize 
modern democracies. Future-facing 
institutions’ primary task would be to create 
fertile conditions that enable diverse entities 
to exchange ideas (seedlings), experiment, 
and continually learn how best to distribute 
vital resources so entire ecosystems thrive. In 
short, to facilitate whole systems care. 

Principle 5: Foster polycultures 

and diverse relationships 

Nature rebuilds soil fertility through 
awesome cooperation, enabling diverse 
elements to thrive, learn, and contribute to 
the whole’s wellbeing. Therefore, restoring 
soil’s fertility is fundamentally about 
weaving a diverse social fabric with 
empowered participation, particularly at the 
edges of systems, where dominant patterns 

Figure 4 In Marin County, the California Oak tree is playing 

a critical role in ecological restoration efforts, including the 

rewilding of public land in San Geronimo. Photo by Kiley 

Arroyo 
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are weakest and opportunities for 
experimentation greatest. 

Restorative practices emphasize the 
cultivation of polycultures and symbiotic 
partnerships. In healthy soil, bacteria, fungi, 
plant roots, and other microorganisms 
exchange life-supporting resources across a 
web of mutuality. Above ground, 
intercropping species with companion 
plants, especially native varieties adapted to 
place, increases fertility and resilience. 

In societies marked by division, efforts to 
advance regenerative cultures must include 
opportunities to develop meaningful 
relationships across all lines of difference. 
Cultural rights and creative strategies 
support this process by shifting the 
atmosphere, enabling individuals to 
encounter difference, engage in intercultural 
dialogue, develop tolerance, and find 
common cause—the foundation of collective 
action and whole-systems care.18 In addition, 
cultural strategies and radical imagination 

can facilitate transformational learning, the 
means by which individuals can reconstruct 
their worldviews.19 Consequently, space, 
ideologically and physically, must be 
preserved for this virtuous cycle to occur.  

Principle 6: Grow and nourish 

Building soil fertility involves transforming 
death into life through decomposition, 
fermentation, and digestion, making 
nutrients bioavailable. The diverse 
community you have been cultivating is 
responsible for this regenerative cycle.  

Soils gain vitality from food and culture, 
which compost provides. Compost revitalizes 
soil by increasing its organic matter, 
strengthening its structure and absorptive 
capacity. Joy Harjo, an elder of the Muscogee 
Creek Nation, believes, “The land is a being 
that remembers everything”20. Like cultural 
memory, compost enriches soil with place-
based knowledge that supports learning, 
energizes adaptation, and nourishes future 

Figure 5 This cycles demonstrates how creative strategies can foster emergence and facilitate transformational learning, 

which remediates the mindsets that hold injustice in place. This cycle mirrors the ways living systems operate. 
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patterns of being. Inoculated compost 
embeds beneficial bacteria that facilitate 
healing and mitigate disease. By digesting 
minerals and nutrients, these 
microorganisms make the benefits of 
compost accessible to other life forms, 
accelerating fertility.  

Regenerative societies leverage the 
evolutionary power of cultural diversity. 
Seeing the world through an alternative lens 
can inspire the imagination and ignite the 
sense of agency necessary to transform one’s 
beliefs. By shifting our perspectives, we 
develop the cognitive flexibility needed to 
accommodate others’ truths and grow, 
individually and collectively. Embedded 
artists, designers, and culture bearers can 
facilitate these exchanges across groups, 
sectors, and disciplines—inoculating against 
attitudes and actions that enable patterns of 
harm to persist.  

Principle 7: Embrace 

Impermanence 

Finally, restoring soil fertility requires we 
embrace impermanence and the fallacy of 
infinite growth in a finite world. All living 
systems transform to sustain conditions 
conducive to life. Planting a succession of 

species provides evolving opportunities for 
soil to receive different enrichments 
throughout its restoration. As diverse species 
decompose, they enrich what is emerging. 
This perennial cycle prompts regular 
assessment of past arrangements and creates 
space for liberation from patterns that no 
longer support the whole’s vitality. Fertility is 
the energy that enables this ongoing 
regeneration, and it can only be created 
through diverse cooperation.  

Justice is not a static goal but a dynamic 
condition that requires radical imagination, 
diverse cooperation, and a willingness to 
evolve. What works today may not work 
tomorrow. What works in one place may not 
work in another. Centering community voice 
enables partners to continually learn how the 
world is changing and care for the common 
good. Embracing the possibility that 
genuinely responsive solutions can never be 
permanently relevant encourages curiosity, 
ongoing dialogue, and co-creation across 
increasingly diverse lines of difference. 
Transcending fixed notions of what’s 
possible invites us to reimagine our 
relationship with vulnerability—not as a 
weakness, but as a malleable space in which 
we can reconstruct how we want to show up 
in the world.   

Embracing impermanence allows us to 
inhabit time more spaciously and move in 
sync with nature’s rhythms. By slowing 
down, we can expand our consciousness of 
time and feel continuity with past and future 
generations. In seeing our impact on the 
earth and each other, we can begin to 
appreciate how our fates are intertwined. In 
recognizing life’s fragility, we can develop the 
capacity to practice whole systems care in the 
present and in ways that resonate across 
time. Impermanence illuminates what has 
been lost, but also what wants to be found. 

Figure 6 Inoculated compost enriches the vitality of soils in 

Sonoma County by transforming locally sourced elements 

into new life. Photo by Kiley Arroyo. 2020. 
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Humanity is on the cusp of recreating how 
we live in relationship with all life. This 
liminal space we’re moving through invites 
us to embody the future to which we aspire – 
this is the self-work of transformational 
change, and it’s within reach to all of us. 

 

  

Figure 7 The long-term resilience of any living system can 

only be sustained through polycultural collaboration. Photo 

by Kiley Arroyo, 2020. 
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Notes 

1 The Human Systems Dynamics Institute defines 
simple rules as the agreed-upon guides that inform 
behavior and interactions among members of a 
Complex Adaptive System. These rules shape the 
conditions that characterize the dominant patterns 
of the system.  

2 In Latin, the terms potentia and potestas both 
translate into power. In this context, “power” refers 
to potentia, or the inherent capacity of all living 
entities to adapt, create, and evolve organically, as 
opposed to potestas, which refers to exercising 
power over others. Source: Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy.  

3 Vandana Shiva, an Indian activist and scholar, 
reminds us, “All sustainable cultures, in their 
diversity, have viewed the Earth as terra 

mater (mother earth). The colonial construct of a 
passive Earth and the subsequent creation of the 
colonial land designation of terra nullius (nobody's 
land), served two purposes: it denied the existence 
and prior rights of original inhabitants and negated 
the regenerative capacity and life processes of the 
Earth.”  

4 John Powell, Director of the Othering and 
Belonging Institute at the University of California at 
Berkeley, defines “othering” as “a set of processes, 
structures, and dynamics that engender marginality 
and persistent inequality across any of the full range 
of human differences, from race and ethnicity to 
religion, gender, or ability.” 

5 In his Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci, an 
Italian Marxist theorist, articulates his theory of 
cultural hegemony, which describes how the state 
and ruling capitalist class—the bourgeoisie—use 
culture and cultural institutions to maintain power 
in capitalist societies by controlling dominant 
ideologies, values, and beliefs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 In 1978, renowned adult learning scholar Jack 
Mezirow introduced his groundbreaking theory of 
transformational learning in the paper “Perspective 
Transformation,” which he elaborated on in the 
Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning in 
1991. Mezirow’s theory complements Buddhist 
philosophy, well demonstrated by angel Kyodo 
Williams, a Zen priest and activist: “For us to 
transform as a society, we have to allow ourselves to 
be transformed as individuals. And for us to be 
transformed as individuals, we have to allow for the 
incompleteness of any of our truths and a real 
forgiveness for the complexity of human beings.” 

7 This etymology source came from the 1879 
publication, A Latin Dictionary, and definitions 
included in the Oxford English Dictionary Second 
Edition and Etymology Online. 

8 Around the world, traditional farmers would have 
been unable to retain the regenerative capacity of 
their land without understanding the functions of 
soil. The importance of soil fertility and structure to 
crop yield is fundamental to the complexity and 
sophistication of soil restoration and culturally 
informed land management systems globally. 

9 A global consortium of scientists project that if 
current rates of degradation continue, the world’s 
topsoil will be gone within 60 years. The primary 
driver of this loss is industrial agriculture, which is 
a central element of colonialism globally. Maps of 
global inequality and soil degradation exhibit 
marked similarities, alongside the erosion of 
traditional cultures and knowledge. In 2020, the 
United Nation’s Global Biodiversity Outlook 
reported insufficient progress towards the 20 Aichi 
Targets.   

10 The United Nations reports that two Indigenous 
languages are lost per month. Linguists anticipate 
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humanity will lose 75% of the world’s 6,800 
languages by the end of the century. The UN has 
designated 2022–2032 the International Decade of 
Indigenous Languages to draw important attention 
to and action on this critical issue.   

11 Throughout this journey, I have compared 
restorative justice, transitional justice, and 
ecosystem restoration frameworks, including those 
centering Traditional Ecological Knowledge as well 
as Western approaches. Their natural 
complementarity is remarkable, further suggesting 
the relevance of a soil-keeping ethos in advancing 
transformative change and facilitating the deep 
social and cultural healing needed to enable 
effective regeneration efforts.   
12 Liz Eglington, “Soil and the Law of Return,” Green 

Times, June 5, 2014, 
http://thegreentimes.co.za/soil-the-law-of-return/  

13 Extractive practices include tilling; monoculture 
crop cultivation; the use of petrochemicals; 
privatization of seeds; and associated destruction of 
diverse peoples, local cultures and livelihoods. 

14 The concept of cultural safety is gaining 
increasing resonance in public health, stemming 
mainly from work with Indigenous communities—
though the idea is highly relevant to racial justice 
efforts more broadly. Culturally safe practices invite 
philanthropic professionals to act with self-
awareness of how their worldviews and those of the 
institutions they sit within may cause harm. This 
process supports decolonization, the minimization 
of power differentials, trust building, and respect 
for cultural differences. Cultural safety facilitates 
ongoing self-reflection and a commitment to 
restorative interventions, as defined by 

communities and measured through progress 
towards equity.  

15 Tricia Hersey, The Nap Ministry, 
https://thenapministry.wordpress.com/  

16 Trees are the largest and oldest living organisms 
on the planet with fossils dating back 385 million 
years. Forests make up the vast majority of living 
matter found on Earth—humans only account for 
0.01 percent. These ancient guardians enjoy 
memory capacities, communication skills, and 
symbiotic ability. Trees regulate the climate, clean 
the air and water, create soil structure and fertility, 
and in some cases, demonstrate the rejuvenating 
power of crisis—as can be seen in the ways some 
respond to wildfire. Trees provide food habitats to 
diverse creatures, including the building materials 
and substance enjoyed by humanity. 

17 Richard Wike and Shannon Schumacher, Pew 
Research Center, “Global Attitudes and Trends: 
Satisfaction with Democracy” (February 27, 2020), 
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/02/27
/satisfaction-with-democracy/  

18 Article 27 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights states: “Everyone has the right freely to 
participate in the cultural life of the community, to 
enjoy the arts and to share in scientific 
advancement and its benefits.” Cultural rights are, 
therefore, inseparable from human rights. 

19 Adult learning experts demonstrate how 
individuals can reconstruct their worldviews 
through transformational learning. Their theory 
proposes that a worldview can change when an 
individual encounters a disorienting dilemma that 
does not fit within their existing mental model. This 
decentering encourages critical reflection about 
their assumed beliefs and exploration of new ways 
of seeing, and builds their confidence and 
competence in playing a new role. Seeing the world 
through an alternative lens can inspire the 
imagination and ignite the sense of agency 
necessary to transform one’s most deeply held 
beliefs and behaviors. Furthermore, by shifting our 
perspectives, we develop the cognitive flexibility 
needed to accommodate others’ truths. 

20 Joy Harjo, Conflict Resolution for Holy Beings 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2015). 
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Regenerative Gastronomy in 
the Anthropocene 

Eleni Michael 

Abstract 

The emergence of the global food system has 
shaped our dietary health, nutritional 
inequalities, food safety, and environment. 
Humanity is at the risk of reaching the 
tipping point of the Anthropocene, with life 
expectancy gradually descending for the first 
time after several million years of existence 
and the current generation being the first not 
to outlive the ones that preceded. The world 
shouts for sustainability, falling down the 
rabbit hole of short-term adjustments, 
deflecting long-term systematic change. How 
can we shift from degeneration to 
regeneration? How can we nudge consumers 
towards better choices and producers 
towards better practices? For the purpose of 
answering these questions, I define the 
distinction between sustainability and 
regeneration. In identifying the most 
influential factors in making food choices, 
this article explores the unexamined role of 
the Chef and the centrality of gastronomy in 
leading change. I exemplify how theory can 
efficiently be put into practice by drawing 
examples from case studies on international 
culinary patterns, manifestos, and systems 

that are revolutionizing the way we eat, 
making us realize that food is bigger than the 
plate.   

Note from the author 

When I get asked about the most memorable 
moments of my career in food, before the 
pleasant throwbacks to working alongside 
famous Chefs and creating wow moments to 
guests, come the moments of truth. The 
times where two-thirds of the parts of the 

vegetables or meats were discarded because 
using them up was “too much effort”; the 
moment my service manager would come up 
to me telling me to “top encouraging people 
to taste the charred leaf, they don’t know it's 
edible and they won't like it. Tell them it's 
only there for decoration”. I am thankful to 
those moments of truth that enabled me to 
question the status quo and open my eyes to 
solutions, beyond the norm. 
 

 
Figure 1  Morning harvest at the Farm of Ideas (author’s 
collection) 

I sought to meet revolutionary Chefs across 
the world, who are actively regenerating the 
system. First and foremost, Dan Barber, 
Owner Chef at Blue Hill Stone Barns, one of 
the World’s 50 Best Restaurants1 and co-
founder of Row 7 Seeds, “a seed company 
dedicated to deliciousness”2. There I was, 
from London to New York City, taking a train 
on a stormy day from Grand Central 
Terminal to Pocantico Hills, Upstate NY. 
“Somebody pinch me”, I thought, witnessing 
the ‘Cooks meeting’ at 1pm with Chef Dan 
and his team talking through the produce of 
the day, followed by a fully booked evening in 
the restaurant and a buzzy dining room and 
kitchen.  I still remember the service Captain 
walking through the dining room with a 
whole tree in hand, from root to leaf, for the 
purpose of explaining the story of a dish to a 
table; that has definitely been the most 
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transformational moment of truth since 
which I have never  been able to look at food 
in the same way again. 
 
In a continuous search for Dan Barber’s Row 
7 Seeds, I ended up in Denmark, 
volunteering for Relæ Community’s ‘Seed 
Exchange’3 Festival 2019. The founder Chef, 
Cristian Puglisi, had developed a circular 
system between their foodservice outlets and 
their ‘Farm of Ideas’. There I met his fellow 
culinary heroes, including: Matthew 
Orlando, Chef Owner at Amass; Claus Meyer, 
Co-founder of restaurant Noma; and Magnus 
Nilsson, known for his former restaurant 
Fäviken in Sweden and his most recent 
position as the Director of the MAD Academy 
in Copenhagen. From fermentation and 
solitary bees, to foraging and hunting, that 
was a festival not merely for exchanging 
seeds, but rather an exchange of heritage, 
passion and ideas for a regenerative future.  
 

 
Figure 2 Heirloom tomatoes at the Farm of Ideas 

(Courtesy of Relæ Community, author’s collection) 

When it came to applying the elements of a 
circular food system within the metropolitan 
City of London where I could no longer 
access farms and bees, I got thinking about 
how to deal with the ongoing issues of carbon 

footprint and waste in particular. There I 
found myself, managing the opening of Ugly 
Butterfly, a zero-waste restaurant, as the 
regenerative platform of three already-
established restaurants of Chef-Owner Adam 
Handling. Not only was I carrying food on a 
bicycle, but I was also tearing apart hessian 
sacks to staple the restaurant’s wooden 
floors, cutting water bottles up to use as 
vases, and giving out flyers at the local 
farmers’ market on Sloane Square in 
Chelsea, trying to convince London’s richest 
neighborhood to come taste waste!  
 
Following that, I participated in an online 
boot-camp with the Future Food Institute 
and the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO) on Regenerative 
Food Systems4. “Learning to UnLearn” was 
the title of the project I pitched at the boot-
camp Hackathon, aspiring to put 
regenerative theory into a systems-thinking 
practice. I was inspired by the words of guest 
lecturer Dr Christopher Gardner, Nutrition 
Scientist at Stanford University, who 
stressed the importance of making nutritious 
and environmentally sustainable food the 
default “unapologetically delicious” choice 
for all5. Likewise, Dr Peter Klosse, Founder of 
TASTE Research Institute highlighted the 
historical interconnection between “resto-
ration and a restau-rant", ultimately 
suggesting that people who understand taste 
can take the culinary responsibility in 
making change6.  
  
I am currently on a new journey at SOAS 
University of London, reading for a master’s 
degree in Anthropology of Food, seeking to 
understand the historically and culturally 
variable forms of food production, exchange, 
preparation and consumption as means 
through which both individual and social 
bodies are constructed and reproduced. 
From this perspective, gastronomy can be 
assessed by the formation of social identities, 
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relationships, and hierarchies, from 
microenvironments to global economies. 
Besides, I have joined Oxford University’s 
Environmental Change Institute program of 
Interdisciplinary Food Systems Teaching 
and Learning (IFSTAL). 
 
Most recently, I have been involved with The 
School of Conscious Eating of Charles 
Michel, a multi-disciplinary expert in Food 
Education, combining culinary expertise, art, 
and multi-sensory science. Michel has served 
as Chef-in-residence at the Department of 
Experimental Psychology at the University of 
Oxford. I led a conference discussion on the 
topic of this paper, together with fellow Food 
Anthropologist Bee Farrell. Our two guest 
speakers have achieved a synergy between 
food, science, and design – these being 
Douglas McMaster, Founder Chef of Silo, a 
zero-waste restaurant, and Dr Johnny Drain, 
a PhD holder of Material Science from the 
University of Oxford, Co-founder of MOLD 
Magazine – whose work I come back to in the 
pages to follow.  

Introduction 

Over the last three centuries, our diets have 
changed more drastically than ever before. 
The invention of cooking enabled evolution 
through a trilogy of forces: environmental, 
biological, and social7. Alongside the 
formation of bio-cultural contexts, genetic 
concordance or discordance has been 
susceptible to the changes in the 
environment8. Nutrition has transitioned in 
such as a way that humans are now suffering 
from degenerative diseases reflected in 
structure and body composition, shaped by 
demographic and socioeconomic changes, no 
longer specific to low versus high-income 
populations but rather a shared threat to 
all9. As expressed by Preventive Medicine 
Specialist Dr. David Katz, the truth about 
food-related chronic diseases and premature 

death in developed countries is that 
consumers have good choices to choose from 
but routinely make bad ones10.  
 
The Anthropocene is often considered to be 
the result of an “unintended consequence of 
human choices,”11 including but not limited 
to biomass dilution, biological species mass-
extinction, and militarily-like uniformity of 
crops. Agro-food corporations are using laws 
to establish their goals, covering land with 
green layers of green temporal profits, 
dismantling our livelihoods in the name of 
progress and efficiency instead of diversity. 
As the formal sector relies upon traditional 
agricultural practices, it appropriates 
selective seasonality in product trades and 
labor, to relationships of ‘co-development’ 
between states. In accordance with 
neoliberal logics, states seem to be ‘stepping 
back’ and ‘moving in’ by withdrawing from 
regulatory roles in agri-food systems on one 
hand while also developing policy and legal 
pathways attached to the discourses of 
sustainable development and public health 
on the other12.   
 
The interplay of dynamics between 
agriculture and the state dates far back in 
history, as seen for example, in the case of 
Ancient Egypt where the Pharaonic state 
adopted agriculture to increase productivity, 
by extracting surplus of both food and 
labor13. The extraction of surplus on a global 
scale was achieved through colonialism, 
which accompanied the dismantling of 
agrarian societies. With the end of the 
Second World War, the Green Revolution 
became the model for the future successes by 
introducing industrialization of agriculture14. 
Under this model, land was transformed into 
a financial asset: energy resources were 
excessively used; millions of farmers were 
forced off-land; the ‘uninhabited and wild’ 
land was turned into subsidized fields of 
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monocultures and genetically modified 
crops.  
 
The siloed specialization of farms found 
synthetic fertilizers made from fossil fuels as 
their savior. Nitrogen became the king of the 
land, with single crops as its servants. 
Intensification and mechanization of 
production resulted in higher yields and 
productivity.  Commodification of crops was 
followed by commodification of labor 
through bilateral agreements and supply 
chain figuration. By hiding the social cost 
embedded in the food system, underpriced 
food was made accessible to all. Social 
relations of exploitation were shaped by the 
appropriation of surplus on unproductive 
enterprises and ruling classes, transforming 
subsistence farmers into commodity 
producers and wage laborers whose 
surpluses were monetized in the form of 
taxation and indebtedness. The perceived 
control of domestic price fluctuations led to 
domestic farmers' reliance on centralized 
systems while also undermining farming 
livelihoods in other countries through food 
aid and price undercutting15. Capitalist 
production and technological advancement 
together homogenized a global culture where 
one consumes the ‘other’16.  
 
The Coronavirus pandemic has made it 
clearer that populations are at the mercy of 
‘big food’ – the few, big companies that 
dominate production and distribution of 
food – sourced by a handful of even larger 
companies that are in control of raw 
materials. Four chemical companies now 
control more than 60% of the world’s seeds, 
uprooting ecologies and replacing them with 
monocultures; two in every three vegetable 
and grain variety has been lost in just 100 
years. These corporations own genetic 
characteristics for ‘pleasant tasting’ crops17, 
defining flavor and controlling the food chain 
from soil to plate. By increasingly detaching 

the values from production and by adopting 
financial mediating instruments, 
capitalization of food supply chains 
transformed the definition of globalization, 
to financializaton1819. “Supply Chain 
Capitalism”20 is the term Anthropologist 
Anna Tsing uses to describe such commodity 
chains based on subcontracting, 
outsourcing, and allied arrangements, 
whereby labor, nature, and capital are 
figurated in fragmented structures of power, 
under the veil of diversity.   

From Degeneration to Regeneration 

In order to overcome the challenges faced in 
the Anthropocene, Tsing invites us to analyze 
the landscape in order to understand multi-
species gatherings and negotiations of 
collaborative survival and ways of being21. 
She describes sustainability to be “the dream 
of passing a livable earth to future 
generations, human and nonhuman”. 
However, “the term is also used to cover up 
destructive practices”, addressing the extent 
to which the notion of sustainability has 
become so prevalent it no longer serves its 
purpose. It can therefore be argued that if we 
want to come back to place and create 
conditions conducive to life, we must re-
inhabit and re-indigenize our bioregions. 
This is the process of regeneration22, whose 
roots are traced backed to the principles of 
permaculture23. Established by the natural 
farming philosophy of Japanese Agricultural 
Scientist Masanobu Fukuoka24, this 
approach stemmed the emergence of 
‘regenerative agriculture’, a concept 
pioneered by ecologist Allan Savory, who 
advocates for herbivores grazing on prairie, 
under a rotational and periodic system, as 
the means to reversing climate change and 
land desertification25.  
 
Leveraging livestock to sequester carbon 
from the atmosphere to the soil is just one 
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part of the system; indigenous practices 
included the cultivation of legumes, whose 
bacteria convert atmospheric nitrogen from 
the air into a natural fertilizer26. French 
biochemist André Voisin stressed the link 
between soil, animals, and humans27 while 
English botanist Sir Albert Howard was one 
of the first to advocate for organic agriculture 
and soil health.28  
 
In adopting a radical perspective away from 
the binary positions of objectivity and 
relativism29, I borrow the theory of 
‘Sympoiesis’ of anthropologist Donna 
Haraway of ‘making-with’; collectively 
producing systems that allow situated 
knowledges from an outside vision which 
may facilitate more symmetric and just 
relations within societies and the wider 
ecosystem. This requires the modernist, self-
conscious individual that monopolizes the 
future for itself30 to transform temporal 
reactions into transformative actions.  
 
Shifting from an ego-system, to an eco-
system, regenerative theory addresses a 
holistic, systems thinking approach to 
reversing the ‘wicked problem’ of the 
Anthropocene, restoring our relationship 
with nature and with one another. This can 
only be achieved by challenging assumptions 
and incremental improvements, putting the 
principles of sustainability into regenerative 

practice31. As regenerative food educator 
Charles Michel puts it: “Regeneration is a 
mindset, where we transition from an ego-
system to an eco-system, where we create 
systems and processes that don’t degenerate 
but rather increase diversity”32. 

Regenerative Gastronomy in 

Practice 

For achieving diversity, emphasis is drawn 
upon the unexamined role of the Chef, whose 
craft derives from thousands of years of 

culinary tradition. Gastronomy may be 
compared to architecture, with seeds being 
the blueprint, breeders being the architects, 
and Chefs being the craftsmen that build on 
the foundations the breeders and the farmers 
have constructed in the field. According to 
Anne McBride and Roberto Flore, “Chefs 
today must opine on cultural and policy 
questions, understand complex 
sustainability and nutrition issues, take 
stances in their restaurants and through 
direct political action, and be keenly aware of 
societal shifts that influence their customers' 
values”33.  
 
Once chefs were no longer able to shake 
hands with producers due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the farm-to-table movement was 
put to question34. Nevertheless, at Blue Hill 
at Stone Barns in New York, farmers’ 
produce is being saved through the 
“ResourcED” campaign, where fresh produce 
is delivered in boxes, bundled with creations 
from the restaurant35. Ultimately, the 
resilience of this model lies in the adaptation 
of kitchens into ‘processing’ facilities: 
instead of getting rid of the middleman, 
Chefs turn into middlemen processers 
themselves, creating a regional processing 
system that adds value to the produce. At the 
same time, the “Kitchen Farming Project” 
was initiated, instructing hospitality 
professionals to grow their own edible 
gardens. These started in New York and 
spread across the world, also being adopted 
by some of the changemakers mentioned in 
this paper.  
 
Dan Barber supports that the principles of 
farm-to-table are not enough to sustain good 
agriculture, as it sets Chefs as the end users. 
Rather, he suggests a collective effort 
together with breeders and producers in 
curating an eating pattern that represents 
diverse ecologies and varied cultural 
traditions – one that can be replicated and 
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sustained in everyday kitchens as a hyper-
regional context where cuisine reflects the 
terroir. Even though the combination of 
varied grains and cover crops may become 
complex and ‘inefficient’, such a system is 
what proves to stand resilient at times of 
crisis.36 Chef Dan exemplified that just like 
and Nouvelle Cuisine Chefs rejected 
outdated traditions and launched modern 
gastronomy, they can act as catalysts for 
change. When Chefs are chasing the best 
flavor, they are on search for the best 
ingredients, which can only result from great 
farming”37.  
 
Michael Mazourek, an intelligence partner at 
Blue Hill Stone Barns’ Centre of Agriculture 
and plant breeder scientist at Cornell 
University, sees this search for beauty as an 
expression for our yearning for authenticity 
and originality. “On the same land that 
thrived under the Three Sisters38, a different 
triumvirate for our food system is emerging, 
built on the foundation of seed breeding, 
regenerative farming and gastronomy”39.  

The ecology of flavor sees food as a dynamic 
network between culture, community, and 
resilience. Jack Algerie, Farm Director at 
Stone Barns describes farming as a 
holistic, embodied experience of the 
senses that enables an intuitive 
philosophy of treating the land, plants, 
animals, and people in a way that 
maximizes health of all together. This 
community- and ecology-based 
approach to farming, stems delicious 
and nutritious foods “that spark a 
dance between farmer, chef and 
community” where diet, cuisine and 
culture become an “artistic expression 
of place”40. The success of breeding for 
flavor, is expressed from the interpretation 
and translation of the Chef as a co-artist in 
the field41. 

“Chefs to champion diversity. To 
illuminate and mobilize our 

communities. To take control of our 

neighborhoods. To reject the idea that 

seed companies have the right to 

dictate from up high, to build these 

ridiculous monoculture highways 

through our rich ecologies. To refuse 

their claim that they own taste. To 

reject the notion that seed is software 

fit for a box. To protest and protect the 

seed for what it is: dynamic, living, 

delicious.”42 ― Dan Barber 

The way Dan Barber has sought to redefine 
fine-dining, for redefinition of every day 
eating, “takes creativity, and technique, and 
that can only advance with culinary 
application”43. However, truly delicious and 
nutritious food today, is not necessarily 
achieved by celebrating flavors of the past – 
ancient recipes should be honored by being 
updated. I found Chef Dan’s statement to be 
in agreement with Chef Magnus Nilsson who 
in the process of documenting Nordic 
Cuisine quoted that “the only way for food 
traditions to be kept alive is to let them 
adapt, because if you keep them in a museum 
they will eventually die”44. 

 
In Copenhagen, The Nordic Cuisine 
Movement initiated at Noma, established a 
nation-wide, inclusive democratization of 
the principles of fine cuisine. Founder Chefs 
René Redzepi and Claus Meyer attribute 

Figure 3 The Nordic Cuisine Movement, sister restaurants Noma, Copenhagen 

(left) and Inua, Tokyo (right) 
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their culinary success to concentrating on the 
long-term benefits of the industry, the 
community and the world, through a form of 
gastronomy that embraces the local 
ecosystem, expressing unique taste and 
character45. Former Noma Chef Thomas 
Frebel successfully transferred this 
manifesto to Japan, establishing a sister 
restaurant INUA, where micro-seasonalities 
and artisanal products from different 
prefectures are celebrated in each dish.  

“Chefs now have a new opportunity – 

and some say even an obligation – to 

inform the public about what is good 

to eat and why. But we ourselves need 

to learn much more about issues that 

are critical to our world: culinary 

history, native flora, the relationship 

between food and food supply systems, 

sustainability and the social 

significance of how we eat”46.― René 
Redzepi 

In London, British Chef Douglas McMaster 
has invented “a systemic intervention for 
extracting the DNA of a problem”, through 
his zero-waste restaurant Silo, “a system with 
no loose ends”47. He differentiates 
sustainability as the way to tackle the 
problem versus regeneration, which is about 
preventing the problem from rooting in the 
first place.  

At Silo, by-products are turned into compost 
while the majority of the food is upcycled 
through fermentation. Local foods are 
sourced directly through partner farmers; 
imported exotic ingredients are shipped in 
on a carbon-emission-free ship; crockery is 
made of upcycled plastic; and any glass from 
bottles is turned into forms of equipment 
used in the restaurant including wall lights. 
Most importantly, Silo has recently launched 
the world’s first Zero-Waste Cooking School. 

“Waste is a failure of the imagination… 
Just like we have designed waste into 

this world, we can design waste out 

again”48 . ― Douglas McMaster 

 

Lastly, in reasserting the holism required to 
achieve regeneration, I would like to 
highlight the importance in cooperation of 
gastronomy with other disciplines. As 
proposed by Charles Michel, “We need 
everyone to be involved—from soil to gut—
consumers, farmers, activists, chefs, artists, 
scientists, politicians, and entrepreneurs”49.  

 

The need for this synergy is reconfirmed by 
Dr. Johnny Drain, who clarified that 
“different constraints on those types of jobs 
and frameworks of thought are often 

Figure 4 Pirate Chocolate Cake, Crème Fraiche. 

Chocolate is one of the very few imported ingredients 

used in Silo’s kitchen and it is imported on a zero-

emissions ship (author’s collection) 

Figure 5 Siloaf and aged butter served on a dish 

made of upcycled plates (author’s collection) 
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responsible for different outputs and 
outcomes, by understanding and 
acknowledging those differences we can 
optimize outcomes for all”50. Johnny has 
been travelling around the world aiding 
culinary laboratories with regenerative 
preparation and preservation techniques, 
including Silo. When I asked for his view on 
regenerative gastronomy, Johnny proposed 
the value of flavor in transforming “waste, 
trim and offcuts” in delicious, sought-after 
foods, as “most of what we discard is full of 
the same chemical compounds that create 
our most cherished and delicious foods; they 
are there, just waiting to be saved, 
transformed, savored if we only take the time 
to treat them with some love and care”51.  

Conclusion 

All aforementioned Chefs, apart from 
technique and passion, have the following 
beliefs in common: the protection of 
indigenous species over short-term returns 
in quantity and profits; the root-to-stem and 
nose-to-tail approach to cooking; the 
utilization of whole grains whose nutritional 
benefits can only be gained when all the 
edible parts are consumed together; the 
appreciation of every individual in their 
teams and the knowledge, culture, and 
values they bring with them; the education of 
young generations in cultivating change at an 
early stage; and the holistic approach to 
regenerating gastronomy and ultimately the 
world, through their respective patterns, 
manifestos, and systems. The resilience of 
these models arguably lies in the cooperation 
between Chefs and experts of other 
disciplines, regenerating the system and co-
creating the future together. 
 
In preparation of unexpected times of crisis 
of the Anthropocene, we must adopt a 
mindset and collection of practices which 
bring a different framing to the way we 

evolve, learn, and respond to complex 
challenges. We must acknowledge the world 
as an ecological-social-psychological-
economic system and its complexities52. 
When thinking about the future of dining, 
the future of cooking as an art, the future of 
all living species, we need to not only think 
about cooking for flavor but also cooking for 
health, for social justice, and the natural 
environment we live in. In addressing the 
bidirectional link between ecological and 
social crises, we must adopt a holistic 
approach to preventing externalities by 
designing systems and practices that aim to 
restore, rejuvenate, and liberate at an 
individual, collective, and systemic level53. 
There is need for a complex biological system 
for which no linear language has the answer. 
 
The solution to an improved ecological 
landscape cannot be merely address through 
technology. Instead, embedding cultural 
knowledge, including ancestral methods of 
processing food, can enhance flavor and 
maximize value throughout the whole supply 
chain. Kitchens must be considered as 
creative studios that enable creative 
experimentation, where ideas are 
prototyped, tested, and formulated into 
patterns that can enable regeneration of our 
systems. We must embrace prosperity 
leadership from the stewards of our food 
system – breeders, farmers and chefs – as 
well as scientists from all disciplines, and 
nurture the future-thinking yet present-
conscious approach of collective food 
activism.   

Regeneration should be the ideal practice of 
every actor of the food system in order to 
achieve this interchangeable benefit between 
human health and the environment. 
Gastronomy in all its languages can act as 
catalyst to bridging the gap between 
evolution and revolution, converting 
degeneration to regeneration. 
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Jedi, Wizards, Superheroes, 
and the Tolerance of 
Inequality 

Keshav Krishnamurty and Maureen 

Scully 

Introduction  

The quest to be among the chosen in a so-
called ‘meritocracy’ can create ambition, 
anxiety, and disappointment, especially for 
many young people around the world 
figuring out how to launch their lives and 
livelihoods. The few who are the chosen 
prompt a mix of admiration, envy, and 
sometimes even disdain. Where steep 
inequality leaves open fewer and fewer top 
spots to get a good education and do 
interesting work, how do people make sense 
of the magic of being chosen?  
 
We explore how the idea of specialness is 
propagated in comic book, cinema, and 
television portrayals of various fantastic 
heroes, drawing children and adults alike 
under their sway. The many fans of these 
superpowered individuals seem quite happy 
that their favorite Jedi, wizards, and 
superheroes are truly superior, even if their 
abilities have no basis in anything in real life. 
Somehow people do not resent their 
stratospheric status, wide admiration, or 
great riches. Instead, superheroes are 
celebrated. They are ‘winners’ in life in 
general and widely loved for it. The sting of 
not being chosen might be momentarily 
forgotten when people immerse themselves 
in these tales of glorious beings. 
 
How to stem resentment against those who 
are chosen for the few good spots is an age-
old societal problem. Societies hold together 
when an idea like meritocracy makes 

winners appear worthy and inequality 
appear legitimate1. Americans have been 
oddly comfortable with inequality, as the 
correlate of having great faith in meritocracy, 
the ideal that anyone can make it on their 
own merit.  
 
Globally, a wide array of systems permits 
inequality to flourish. In India, high status 
post-secondary institutes have rigorous 
exams that focus the attention of young 
people for years, with some of the most 
selective processes for being chosen – a 
system that is a mix of exports from the U.S. 
and indigenous notions about elites and 
worth2. Life in a meritocracy is a constant 
scramble to stand out as special. The 
invitation to youth is at once a mix of urging 
them to strive for the highest level and 
‘cooling out’ their aspirations, diverting them 
to more realistic dreams of places 
somewhere in the bottom or middle of the 
steep pyramid, as Steve Brint and Jerome 
Karabel explain in The Diverted Dream. 
How, then, to make sense of who become ‘the 
chosen’3 and what qualities they have or what 
gauntlets they have run? 

Admiring the Chosen Ones 

Old or new, the theme of being chosen for 
some kind of virtue or special quality unites 
all kinds of superheroes. Superman’s 
scientist father chooses to send his son to 
Earth, where he survives and gains 
superpowers. Thor and Black Panther are 
each chosen to be superpowered royalty by 
birth. Other superheroes begin as weak, 
nerdy kids, and become chosen to rise to 
power by a higher authority or through their 
destiny unfolding in pseudoscientific or 
mystical ways. The rise of these unlikely 
characters into superheroes may help young 
fans fulfill deep-seated wishes and fantasies 
of being strong and popular. Nerdy, geeky 
Peter Parker is chosen by science in the form 
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of a radioactive spider bite and becomes the 
ever-popular Spider-Man. Steve Rogers 
begins as a weakling with a good heart, but a 
refugee German scientist, representing the 
‘system’, recognizes his virtue and turns him 
into Captain America, the ultimate Nazi-
thumping American soldier. Even Bruce 
Wayne / Batman, the one major superhero to 
choose his own path, was born into all the 
wealth, privilege, and resources needed to 
become a high-tech detective superhero. And 
for those who are not so imbued with 
specialness, does the ‘special’ life remain out 
of reach? This fantasy world dangles the 
additional option that an ordinary young 
adult might be chosen as a superhero’s 
sidekick (think of Robin to Batman) or ally 
and love interest (Lois Lane for Superman), 
in the process gaining riches, access, status, 
and maybe even immortality.  
 
Outside of traditional superheroes, there are 
the Jedi order from Star Wars, who are 
chosen as children for their innate 
connection to the mystical galaxy-spanning 
energy of the Force, inducted into an elite 
order, and primed for adventures a long time 
ago in a galaxy far, far away. For those who 
envision Britain’s hallowed halls of 
education, Harry Potter and the Hogwarts 
School of Witchcraft and Wizardry await, so 
that legions of fans across the world can 
dream of being told “Yer’ a wizard!” and be 
spirited away to a charmed version of a 
British-style boarding school on account of 
their magical birth. Everyone gets chosen by 
an enchanted hat for the ‘house’ that suits 
them. For students whose parents have no 
magical heritage, there is room for ‘Muggle-
born’ students who can leave behind 
mundane lives where they may have been 
neglected by family or picked on by 
schoolmates; ahead lies a world of magic and 
adventure that they will forever be a part of, 
and returning to the ‘Muggle’ or non-magical 
world is effectively no longer an option.  

We invite you to ponder with us. When 
people seem to be willing to identify with 
fantastical heroes, get lost in these worlds, 
and even save their pennies to buy 
trademarked merchandise, is what is being 
offered a way to imagine a world in which 
they have a place? Perhaps the Jedi, wizard, 
and superhero stories provide comforting 
ideas about being chosen, an escape from the 
incessant competition for scarce spots 
through tests, grades, and more tests, that 
lead only to uncertain career paths and an 
increasingly precarious global job market, 
even for the well-trained.  
 
Making sense of inequality requires gazing in 
two directions. Are the people in higher 
positions somehow especially deserving? Are 
the people in lower positions less special in 
some way? Some superheroes aim their 
energies at serving the greater good and 
squashing evil villains, spending little time 
flaunting their superiority. Perhaps that is 
why they are acceptable as superheroes, 
leaving us only to admire them. What we 
wonder is whether that response conditions 
a reflex toward accepting the status of elites 
in the everyday world. 

The Fantasy Elite and the Veil over 

Inequality 

The superheroes occupy exalted positions in 
one way or another. They may be billionaires, 
genius inventors, royalty, members of elite 
warrior or magical groups, bioengineered 
wonders, or sparkling individual mavericks. 
At the same time, regular people are looked 
down upon in many of these tales. All the 
Jedi, wizard, and superhero stories cast the 
everyday folks as ‘lacking’ in the special 
talents and gifts that can save the world, at 
best irrelevant and at worst helpless and 
pitiable.  
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Harry Potter and his fellow wizards are 
treated with all the privilege of upper-class 
English students, while the entire novel 
series is extremely condescending on a whole 
to those of non-magical ability, effectively 
creating a class distinction between those 
who can and cannot use magic. The evil 
Voldemort’s magical victims are mourned, 
but meanwhile, non-magical victims are 
sorry statistics. 
 
In another imagined world, ordinary citizens 
in Metropolis and Gotham routinely suffer 
from the diabolical schemes of Lex Luthor or 
the Joker and receive no economic benefit 
from Batman apart from some noblesse 

oblige, with no thought given to how they feel 
about their supervillain-infested cities. The 
Jedi order seems content to retain their 
exalted position as ‘Guardians of the 
Republic’ while the galaxy far, far away 
remains visibly plagued by poor governance, 
crime, corruption, conflict, inequality, and 
general misery.  
 
We wonder here if fans are not willing to 
examine whether these are the right fantasies 
to indulge in – or more deeply, to consider 
the effects that these fantasies may have in a 
society riddled with inequalities. When 
fantasizing about superheroes and wizards, it 
is easy to look up to them or take part in their 
adventures. But as a corollary, do fans then 
actually collude in diminishing themselves, 
by looking down upon their own lives while 
fantasizing about being special, being part of 
a better-than-the-common-crowd elite?  
 
In an inverted sort of way, identifying with 
superheroes and getting drawn into 
justifying their powers, positions, and 
sometimes dubious detours from protocol 
might be a form of identifying with 
oppressors. As the story lines of all these 
imagined worlds become more and more 
elaborate, over the decades, there is more 

and more effort to romanticize them and 
accept how they secure their status and fulfill 
their destinies at any cost. The stories ask us 
to imagine that the ‘chosen’ are anointed to 
do whatever is necessary because they 
ultimately serve the greater good, and mere 
mortals cannot begin to understand the 
dangers, risks, skills, and duties of 
superheroes.  
 
Perhaps in being taught to exalt superheroes 
of higher status than ourselves, fans of all 
ages around the globe come to accept the 
idea that some people are meant to be 
special. Higher than others, better than 
others, it is best just to accept their seemingly 
benign superiority, which is not attainable 
through effort (except for those already 
privileged) but as a result of being chosen by 
the powers that be. 

 
This willingness to anoint the ‘special’ as 
deserving of their rank at the top of an 
unequal society may be making it especially 
difficult at present to summon the political 
will and collective urgency to address steep 
inequality. Superhero myths could be 
steering the young away from rallying 
against the inherent unfairness of the 
globalized American-style meritocracy, 
which makes systems established to sort, 
judge, and rank people feel natural, normal, 

Figure 1 Alfred, Robin and Batman.  

Source:https://www.flickr.com/photos/5710119

6@N06/43993606155 
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and good. Comic books only reinforce that 
pop culture wizards are rich and powerful 
geniuses who are better than everyone else. 
They devise fancy gadgets, which are less and 
less likely to find their way to average 
households. Or superheroes fight off ‘bad 
guys’ and guarantee ‘freedom,’ just like 
Captain America’s rise in the 1940s 
coincided with the idea that a nation like the 
United States could be a superpower that 
would hold fascism and later communism at 
bay. Wildly successful superheroes, in 
popular culture and fantasy, deserve their 
riches and happiness by protecting us from 
these pervasive and lurking evils, like 
characters in a phantasmagoria, a medieval 
morality tale of pre-ordained ‘good’ 
triumphing over ‘evil.’  
 
In contrast, intellectual treatises about 
systemic advantages and the ongoing 
reproduction of inequality remain boring 
and backstage. It is almost sacrilegious to 
question the idea of meritocracy. It sounds 
like sour grapes to question whether 
privilege is earned. The quiet – or not so 
quiet – subtext is that those who lack special 
qualities should accept their place graciously. 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.4 expressed this 
view, from his position of privilege, “I have 
no respect for the passion of equality, which 
seems to me merely idealizing envy.” With 
superheroes, genuine adulation quells envy. 
How can one envy or resent a superhero? A 
patina of fairness is painted over the ugly 
lines of inequality. 
 
Of course, the sober economic data show that 
the putative meritocracy, rather than being 
fair, continuously reinforces inequality, as 
the privileged amass more privileges. The 
poor grow poorer and the rich grow richer. 
Over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the world’s top five billionaires have amassed 
over one trillion U.S. dollars in wealth, a truly 
jaw-dropping figure. Grasping this fact can 

only trigger discontent and protest. Yet while 
protests are indeed calling more and more 
people to the streets to speak out, they rarely 
mobilize outrage against the highest placed 
elites who gain the most. It is perhaps easier 
for people to keep playing the game than 
question the game, to stick to ideas that they 
have been trained to relate to since 
encountering and anointing whoever their 
personal favorite Jedi, wizard, or superhero 
might be. 
 
Superhero stories are incredibly enduring, 
and a rather small cast of well-known 
superheroes dominates globally, with 
children from a wide range of cultures and 
circumstances following the same 
characters. The 2020 movie ‘Wonder 
Woman 1984’ is deservingly praised for 
featuring a woman superhero, who actually 
burst onto the scene some fifty years before 
the ‘1984’ of the movie title. Jill Lepore notes 
that female superheroes, back in 1934, were 
representative of a growing feminist desire 
for women to use their right to lobby and to 
vote, granted in the U.S. in 1920. But these 
images were eventually subject to increasing 
sexualization and a reactionary misogynistic 
backlash in the U.S. by the 1950s. A carefully 
planned global rollout had this latest Wonder 
Woman movie premiering around the globe 
at a rapid pace, in Belgium, Egypt, and South 
Africa, then China and Nigeria, then Canada, 
Slovenia, and Venezuela throughout 
December 2020, followed by Italy, the 
Philippines, and Turkey in January 2021, as 
reported in Variety. The dominance of 
economic elites is robustly global and the 
diverting joy in superheroes appears to have 
a global reach as well. 

Bending the Stories 

However, as Chimamanda Ngozi Adiche 
warns, if we are all taught to look at a single 
story rather than a diversity of stories we run 
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the risk of being confined to a very narrow 
point of view – often the point of view of 
those seeking to exploit us. Interestingly, 
early superhero stories originated in 
American immigrant communities in the 
1920s and 1930s5. While they represented 
progressive and aspirational themes for poor 
immigrants seeking to find opportunities in 
the U.S. at the time, they largely tended to 
reproduce class and race discrimination and 
reified the existing social structure. Modern 
superheroes of varied backgrounds have 
been co-opted by a corporate push for 
‘diversity’ to increase profits. Superheroes 
have wound up being the unwitting 
supporters for an oppressive system, where 
returning to the past is no option. If our 
heroes become our oppressors rather than 
our allies and liberators, we need to change a 
few things.  
 
While superheroes are usually portrayed as 
saving the city or the planet rather than 
serving their own ends, the tendency to 
admire serving the greater good over 
pursuing personal profit is being turned 
upside down. In the book Excellent Sheep, 
author William Deresiewicz explores how so 
many people follow like sheep the dictates of 
competing in the meritocracy by jumping 
through hoops. He shows how morality is 
turned upside down through admiration of 
the rich and successful who ‘win’ in the 
meritocracy. Recounting a conversation 
about recent top university graduates, he 
talks about how an alumnus who had gone on 
to start a multi-million-dollar company was 
seen as ‘wonderful’ and a ‘great contribution’ 
to society, while another who had given up 
the prospects of such a career to work for a 
non-profit and help people in need was told 
they were being ‘selfish.’ If helping yourself is 
heroic and helping others is selfish, society’s 
moral compass is upside-down. 
 

The punchline of critiques like the one in 
Excellent Sheep is often that life in a 
meritocracy becomes a harsh grind, a 
constant contest of everyone competing 
against everyone for accolades, and a life 
with a troubling ‘moral tenor’6. But a 
different critique of meritocracy is that it 
draws all the contestants into a kind of awe 
at the biggest winners. Is it any wonder that 
we view those who are most successful in 
society as our heroes, even if their gains come 
at a huge social cost? The question is: How 
do we break away from viewing those 
responsible for social inequality and 
oppression as heroes?  
 
Because notions of heroism are increasingly 
wrapped in the spectacle and glamour of 
power and riches rather than substance, 
what if we were taught to think twice about 
what is heroic? The very word ‘hero’ comes 
from Ancient Greek, and it simply means 
‘protector.’ The key element of heroism is not 
specialness, but rather compassion and a 
desire to protect others. Heroism need not be 
a mantle to don, but might be something that 
has been, and can be, taught. As Christopher 
McDougall points out in Natural Born 

Heroes, the hero Theseus was not the 
mightiest of Greek heroes, and he was not a 
son of the god Zeus like Hercules. But when 
the mighty Hercules was condemned by 
everyone else for a divinely instigated fit of 
madness, it was Theseus who, out of 
compassion, took him in. It was Theseus 
whose compassion for his friend Pirithous 
brought him forgiveness from the wrath of 
Hades, the God of Death. Greek myths about 
heroes consistently made the same point: 
compassion was heroic, and people could 
choose to be heroes rather than be chosen by 
someone else, whether gods or the system. 
This belief was a jolt to those myths in which 
the heroes were of divine or royal heritage, 
thereby providing a counterpoint to ideas of 
inherent superiority. 
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Certainly, our popular culture should have 
room for the Ancient Greek understanding of 
heroism, and it is not unheard of. The 
original Star Trek, which is admirable even 
with some flaws from a present-day 
standpoint, dared to provide a lucid critique 
of the American system of the time. Captain 
Kirk is a protagonist who, as Erin Horakova 
notes, fights against genocide and believes 
that the words ‘Let me help’ are more 
important than ‘I love you.’ The ongoing 
science fiction TV show The Expanse 
features working-class heroes, elite 
corruption, and a study of class divisions and 
racism based on planet of birth, although it 
too does not shy from heroizing and 
glamorizing its own ‘good’ elite characters or 
excusing their extra-institutional actions as 
necessary. Alan Moore’s 1986 comic 
Watchmen deconstructs the ideas behind 
superheroes in the context of the Cold War at 
the time, and demonstrates how 
problematic, even dangerous, the very idea of 
a superhero is.  
 

Rather than glorifying strongmen, we could 
share stories about common individuals 
taking upon heroic deeds, or feature heroes 
who are vulnerable, who have suffered in 
their lives without being treated as 
‘spiritually corrupt’ for having become 
victimized. We could talk about how the 
compassion of a stranger might do more to 
restore a human being’s life than a wizard or 
superhero ever could. 
 
Since antiquity, cultures and communities 
have shaped their stories and their myths 
according to their present circumstances and 
understandings. If ‘myths are songs of the 
imagination’, and ‘myths make people’ 
rather than the other way around7, then each 
generation and each culture retains the 
ability to remake future generations and 
possibilities through altering the myths and 
stories that they share and pass down. Just as 
the ancient epics of India and China have 
dozens of local retellings, so can we engage in 
a process of shaping stories to fit our own 
understandings.  
 
Modern fanfiction is a phenomenon where 
fans write fiction featuring the characters, 
situations, and imagined worlds of their 
favorite comic books, movies, or TV shows, 
but with many twists and turns independent 
of the original authors. The best fanfictions 
often succeed in exploring ideas or elements 
of the world and characters that the original 
creator scarcely explores and can be 
surprisingly elucidating. However, 
fanfiction, ironically in its very 
egalitarianism, has been criticized for being 
of uneven quality, sometimes pushing 
alternative narratives and sometimes stuck 
in vain self-insert tropes. It might reify the 
source text, but it can also push, provoke, 
and revise. 
 
 

Figure 2 William Shatner as Captain Kirk. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Star_Trek_Wil

liam_Shatner.JPG 
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Verfremdunsgseffekt 

Instead of reading or re-writing wish-fantasy 
fiction, another avenue is to seek to adopt 
fictions and stories that feature Bertholt 
Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt (V-effekt, or 
‘estrangement effect’)8, which causes viewers 
not to identify with their heroes, but rather to 
distance themselves from them and watch 
them as observers. Rather than allowing the 
audience to immerse themselves in a story, 
the V-effekt relies on subverting conventions 
of the theater, with actors covering their 
faces, switching roles, and deliberately 
drawing attention to the fact that they are in 
a play, addressing the audience directly, or 
talking about their choices and actions with 
respect to their sociopolitical context. The 
effect is to make us as the audience think 
about what we are witnessing. 
 
What would happen if our stories featured 
superheroes who broke the fourth wall and 
addressed us as the reader or the viewer, 
spoke about their decisions and the 
reasoning behind their choices, and laid out 
what the real odds look like in their quest?  

 

Figure 3 Harry Potter Fan Art.  

Source: https://pixabay.com/vectors/harry-potter-

fan-art-the-wizard-owl-4077473/ 

 

Imagine how a young reader would feel if 
Harry Potter turned to them and said, ‘I’ve 
discovered I’m rich and I’m going to a school 
for wizards that’s like an elite boarding 
school but I’m going to pretend that I’m still 
middle-class, because most people wouldn’t 
want to be me otherwise. And I know that if 
you’re not rich already, you’re not likely to 
become rich because, well, I’m afraid the 
world isn’t fair.’ Pause for a moment and 
think about what effect that would have on a 
10-year old. Saying outright and plainly that 
the world is not fair, that the odds are stacked 
against you? Usually, stories follow and 
glorify individual protagonists instead of 
taking a hard look at the surrounding societal 
conditions and deconstructing them. 
Competitors in the meritocracy are told to 
take the reins for themselves, in pragmatic if 
not heroic ways, essentially to ‘manage your 
own employability’ in a world where 
employment systems are no longer secure. 
Career coaches do not often pivot to the 
viewer and explain that actually, their 
chances of getting a job in the current 
opportunity structure are rather slim. But if 
our heroes turn around and explain that the 
story is just a bit of ridiculous fun and the 
circumstances are actually quite impossibly 
absurd, then some reframing and 
reawakening might become possible. 
 
Along with breaking the construction of the 
fictional world, fans collectively could help 
create a new one. What happened if we told a 
different Harry Potter story, one in which 
Harry Potter talked a number of evil wizards 
into reforming themselves, and had arch-
villain Voldemort surrender and be brought 
before a non-magical criminal court to be 
tried for mass murder? How would it be if 
Batman decided to cease beating up 
criminals and instead let everyone in 
Gotham have a basic income out of Wayne 
Enterprises’ profits? Or if the Avengers 
talked supervillain Thanos out of ‘snapping’ 
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half of life in the universe out of existence in 
favor of better population control and 
stewardship of resources – in the process, 
talking to the audience about how to do so on 
Earth, for real? All of these ideas might seem 
absurd, even childish, but the first and 
greatest step towards an equal world is to 
imagine it is possible, and then work toward 
it happening.  
 
We close without any grand proposals. No, 
really, that is not our aim. We as authors and 
academics often do better with an exposé 
than a grand societal design. But the written 
word also has a certain magic of its own, so 
with this essay we offer a little nudge that 
might push some different thinking in years 
ahead, and might invite more authors to 
write their own stories in their own voices. 
Please, pause, just for a moment, and 
imagine your favorite superhero leaping off 
the page to try something different. 
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Notes 

1 Scully (2000) explains that a meritocracy allows 
those on the top to claim they earned their place by 
merit and leaves others to accept individual 
responsibility and even blame for their lower 
position. 

2 Krishnamurty (2020) documents the influence of 
American meritocracy on Indian management 
education. 

3 Karabel (2006) examines the history of 
admissions and exclusion at Harvard, Yale, and 
Princeton, in his book, The Chosen. 

4 Holmes (1841-1935) was a U.S. Supreme Court 
Justice and one of Boston’s social elite. 

5  Robert Weiner’s (2007) review of Simcha 
Weinstein’s (2006) book Up, Up and Oy Vey 
explores this now-forgotten aspect of superhero 
history, using Superman as a prime example of an 
immigrant hero. 

6 Scully (2015) critiques the judgments cast upon 
those who are not successful in a meritocracy, which 
create a negative ‘moral tenor’ in a stratified society. 

7 The Power of Myth (1988) by Joseph Campbell, 
Bill Moyers, and Betty Sue Flowers as well as The 

Myth Gap (2018) by Alex Evans explore these 
themes. 

8 Learn more in Fredric Jameson’s (1998) 
book, Brecht and Method. 
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