
Johnnie Freeland describes these squares and circles as symbols of 
a worldview, paradigms of thought that frame the way we view and 
engage with the world. 

Looking through a square lens, the world is a machine. It can be bro-
ken down into parts and silos, which can be worked-on in isolation 
and then reassembled. Things are individualistic and transactional. 
There are singular pathways, set ways of doing things, best practice, 
‘one way… the way’. Through this lens, the way to create change is 
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to ‘fix things’. People, communities, and places are primarily seen 
for what they lack—their deficits and illnesses. Any new ideas or 
changes born from this rather bleak viewpoint are achieved through 
commanding, controlling and programming. 

This way of seeing is totally appropriate when looking at non-liv-
ing objects, like cars, microwaves, digital devices, etc. But humans, 
families, communities, cultures, economies, organisations, places, 
plants, animals, wetlands, forests, and rivers, behave very differently. 
We need different lenses if we are to see them clearly and engage 
with them meaningfully.

I am practising how to look through a circular lens in my studies with 
the Regenesis Institute, where Johnnie and I now co-teach. Looking 
through a circular lens, the world is alive. It is in constant motion 
and shifting states of evolution. The parts of a living system cannot 
be understood in isolation. For example, the heart only makes sense 
in the context of the circulatory system, which in turn only makes 
sense within the context of a body. And not just any body. The heart 
of an Olympic sprinter will develop differently to that of a librarian. 
Context matters! 

Diverse and distinct patterns of activity co-exist and work in harmony 
towards the health of a larger system, no matter the scale. In a forest, 
fungal pathways of mycelium below the ground transport minerals, 
pollinator pathways above are alive with the wing beats of insects, 
chemical communications pass between trees, migratory cycles of 
birds trace through the landscape, and the land cultivation practices 
of Indigenous cultures are essential to the functioning of the overall 
ecosystem. Johnnie often references the interconnection between 
‘people, place and nature’ when looking through a circular lens. We 
cannot work with one without considering the other. 

In Johnnie’s diagram of the binocular concept for Aotearoa, the left 
circle represents regenerative and circular thinking and practice from 
Tangata Tiriti lineages (eg. Regenesis Institute, Circular Economies, 



etc.). The circle on the right represents Te Ao Māori. The arrows rep-
resent the journey of those finding themselves thinking and seeing 
through square lenses (“squarisied” as Johnnie calls it) but wanting 
to shift or return to the circle. 

“Re-circularising is what the elders are calling it.”—Johnnie 

The important thing to remember, he says, is it’s not about focus-
ing our attention on the lenses, which often results in competition 
and comparison. It is about coming into partnership and looking 
through two (or more) circular lenses to truly see the future potential 
of people, place and nature. This is what helps us grow our ability 
to ‘co-navigate’ as he puts it. He has worked hard to bring this con-
cept to life through the work of the Puhinui Regeneration. You can 
hear more about this place-sourced approach to socio-ecological 
development by checking out Johnnie’s Camp Wired presentation: 
communitythink.nz/campwired2024
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