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Q. W
Why did you decide to reetreat to a 12’
1 by 12’ ho
ouse with n
no
electtricity or ru
unning wateer?
nton. The firrst time I met
m this sligh
ht sixtyA. Beecause of Dr. Jackie Ben
yearr-old physiccian, in Marcch 2007, shee was strokiing a honeyy bee’s
winggs in front of
o her twelve-foot by tw
welve-foot, off-the-grid
o
home on
No N
Name Creek
k in central North
N
Carolina. She stru
uck me as ssomeone wh
ho had achieeved self-mastery in
thesse confusing
g times, but discoveringg how she’d done this w
would provee to be a rid
ddle intricately
nected to th
he house itseelf.
conn
To my su
urprise she invited me to stay, alon
ne, in her tw
welve by tw
welve for a seeason. That’s how the
adveenture begaan.
Q. Bu
ut we can’t go back to living
l
in cav
ves and eatin
ng roots and
d berries. Isn’t that wh
hat you’re arguing
heree?
A. Not at all. Thee idea is to find
f
the elusive contou
urs of enouggh—and livee there. Eno
ough is the ssweet spot
betw
ween too litttle and too much.
m
Not everyone
e
wiill live twelvve-by-twelvve as Jackie does. But alll of us can
ask: What’s my twelve by twelve?
t
I liv
ve in New Yo
ork City now
w. So my tw
welve by tweelve is taking public
nsport—I do
on’t own a car because it’s not need
ded there—
— and by gro
owing my ow
wn food in a small city
tran
gard
den. Someon
ne else’s tweelve by twelve might be very diffe rent.
What is a wildcrafter?
Q. W
A. W
Wildcrafters quietly go about
a
creatiing a durablle vision of w
what it meaans to be an
n American aand a global
citizen. These are the peop
ple whose sp
pirits nourisshed me as I hoed the rrows at Jack
kie’s place:
perm
maculturistss, biodiesel brewers, beeekeepers, spiritual
s
teaachers, and so on. As th
he world flatttens, they
give hope. They
y shape their inner and outer world
ds to the floow of naturee, rather thaan trying to mold the
natu
ural world in
nto a shape that is usab
ble in the industrial woorld. Wildcraafters leavee a small eco
ological
footp
print. They don’t confo
orm to any outward
o
pro
ogram, man
nifesto, or orrganized gro
oup, but con
nform only

2
to what Gandhi called the “still, small voice” within. I consider much of the dispersed “antiglobalization,”
prosustainability movement to be connected to wildcrafting. Wildcrafters inhabit the rebel territory
beyond the Flat.
Q. Why are you so opposed to Thomas Friedman’s “Flat World”?
A. New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman presents the Flat World in a positive light in his
bestselling book The World Is Flat. Technologies like the Internet, he observes, are breaking down
hierarchies. Thanks to bandwidth, companies can easily outsource certain jobs to India, China, and
elsewhere; hence, people now compete on equal footing, according to talent, on a globalized economic
playing field. World capitalism, guided by government incentives, will save us from environmental
collapse, Friedman further argues, by inventing clean technologies to allow for the increased global
consumption.
It’s not an argument to be taken lightly, and there is a level of truth to it. However, the metaphor
suggests a darker truth about the way we’ve have come to imagine the twenty-first century: the world
has hit a flat note. Industrial agriculture creates a flat taste, and multinational corporations flatten our
uniqueness into homo economicus serving a OneWorld ™ Uniplanet. A once natural atmosphere has been
flattened by global warming: every square foot of it now contains 390 ppm of carbon dioxide, though up
until two hundred years ago the atmosphere contained 275 ppm (and 350 ppm is considered the safe
upper threshhold for our planet). Rainforests are flattened to make cattle pastures; a living ocean is
depleted and flattened by overfishing; vibrant cultures are steamrolled to the edge of extinction. Have the
well-rounded objectives of America’s Founding Fathers — life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness —
been flattened to a single organizing principle: the unification of greed?
Q. So what is the “Soft World” antidote that you propose in Twelve by Twelve?
A. It’s by nature difficult to articulate in a crisp definition. The Soft World, you might say, is what is being
steamrollered by the Flat World: the uniqueness and creativity of individuals and local communities; a
well-rounded biosphere; a creative, collective imagination about what comprises happiness. Wildcrafters
on North Carolina’s creative edge are finding the soft within the flat.
Q. Isn’t clean technology the way to slow global warming? We need scientists, not philosophers to help us.
A. We need both. And a lot of the emerging policies around the clean economy and green jobs are coming
directly out of a change in consciousness about our relationship to Mother Earth. We see it increasingly
bubbling up into mainstream culture, from James Cameron’s film Avatar to Al Gore’s An Inconvenient
Truth to Eckhart Tolle’s A New Earth. Changes in norms that displace humans as the crown of creation—
that’s a big part of what spurs the well toward investment in green tech.
Q. Isn’t this just another stunt—living 12x12—like No Impact Man?
A. Jackie lives in the 12 x 12 year round. She has no place else to go. As a senior physician she could earn a
quarter million dollars, but instead only accepts $11,000—the amount she needs—and lets the health
care system have the rest. Her neighbors—Paul Jr. and Sr. and their partners—have sold their home three
years ago and moved into 12 x 12s and are finding a whole texture to life unavailable to them in the
suburbs. These and dozens of others I met are living on the radical edge of simplicity in an advanced
industrial economy, while remaining active participants in it.
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Q. Yo
ou talk abou
ut FLO—fair, local, and
d organic—b
but isn’t opp
posing globaalization ak
kin to oppossing
earthquakes? Itt’s inevitablee.
A. Th
hat’s Flat World
W
thinkin
ng. Soft Worrld thinkingg sees new p
possibilitiess. Just to tak
ke one exam
mple:
farm
mers marketts. Farmers markets aree like an em
merging sociial contract between tw
wenty-first-ccentury
poliss and dumos; country folks
f
producce healthy foods
f
in an eearth-friend
dly way and
d townspeop
ple pay a
littlee more. The number of farmers maarkets in thee United Staates has more than dou
ubled, from 1,700 in
1994
4 to 4,300 in
n 2006. Theey provide a lot more th
han food. Th
hey heal thee edges of our über-ind
dustrialized
econ
nomy, allow
wing a less ch
hemical- an
nd fossil fuell-intensive eeconomy to
o flourish. Th
hey heal our
relattionships with
w each oth
her as we reeconfigure the
t buying aand selling o
of food arou
und fresh airr and
com
mmunity. Mo
ost importan
ntly, they heeal our spiriits, because if somethin
ng pays, it sttays, and byy shopping a
therre you vote for
f a kind off independeence: the rigght to farm.
Q. W
What is the Leisure
L
Ethic?
A. Att the 12 x 12
2, I noticed, part of wild
dcrafting involves reclaaiming the rright to be idle — ratch
heting down
n
from
m overdeveloped to dev
veloped, from too much
h to enough
h. Jackie expressed it to me once lik
ke this: partt
of th
he joy of sim
mplifying one’s materiall life is that you don’t h
have to work
k long hours to buy and
d maintain a
buncch of stuff. This
T leaves time
t
for opeen-ended ch
hats — likee the kind I b
began to have in North Carolina.
Doin
ng nothing is a carbon neutral
n
activ
vity!
This “leisure ethic,” as I’ve com
me to dub it, isn’t lazinesss; it is an in
ntelligent, h
holistic balan
nce
betw
ween doing and being. It
I is embodiied by the Aymaran
A
phiilosophy off “living welll,” which inccludes
enou
ugh (and no
ot more) foo
od, shelter, fresh
f
air, an
nd friendship
p.
Why do you argue
a
that developmen
d
nt aid “punisshes peoplee for living ssustainably??”
Q. W
A. Id
dleness has been underr threat at leeast since we
w stamped ““underdeveeloped” on tthe majorityy of
hum
mankind, mo
ost of whom
m actually liv
ve in enough
h. Harry S. T
Truman, in h
his 1949 inaauguration speech,
declared that th
he era of “deevelopmentt” had begun
n, and used,, for the veryy first time in such a co
ontext, a
w word: “und
derdevelopm
ment”
new
Suddenly
y two billion
n people wh
ho had been
n doing alrigght — like m
my Mayan frriends in Gu
uatemala —
weree no longer doing alrigh
ht. They weere underdeeveloped. An
nd in one off the most sp
pectacular m
missionary
efforrts in historry, the rich nations
n
henceforth stro
ove to lead tthe underdeeveloped off the world tto a
paraadise of development, where
w
they too
t would be
b domesticcated and teethered to a logic of Tottal Work.
Truman might havee more accurately called
d these “und
derdeveloped” people the planet’ss Idle
Majo
ority, the billlions who reject
r
the Pu
uritan work
k ethic and eextol balancce.
Abou
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or
William Powerss has led dev
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of th
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P
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W
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on E
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W
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y Institute. Powers
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k City. His website
w
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www.williampowersbooks.com. For more information or to arrange an interview, please contact Dan
O’Connell at 617-480-6585 or dan@danoconnellmedia.com.
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