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Abstract: 

The contribution looks at ecovillages – commonly defined as human-scale settlements consciously 
designed through participatory processes to secure long-term sustainability – as first, communities 
where the human-nature relationship is being re-presented, and second, active minorities engaging in 
prefigurative politics seeking to make an impact in the world.  

It is expected that within this process ecovillages are actively striving to resolve the tensions between 
different dimensions of the social representation in order to effectively put it in practice. Additionally, 
it seems that they have also incorporated the psychological construct of spirituality, as one’s striving 
for an experience of connection with what is within and outside oneself, which includes feelings of 
connectedness with nature.  

In order to see how ecovillages are re-presenting the relationship with nature and the role spirituality 
plays in it, an exploratory ethnographic study of two ecovillages (Damanhur, Italy and Braziers Park, 
England) has been performed. Modelling approach was used, comprising participant observation, semi-
structured interviews, document analysis and a short analysis of community art. Additionally, in order 
to evaluate how ecovillages are perceived as political actors in the wider political arena, a media 
analysis of both Italian and British newspapers was incorporated. 

Results show that while both selected ecovillages are challenging the current hegemonic representation 
of the human-nature relationship based on modification and science, they are addressing the tensions in 
different ways, and are therefore using two alternative prefigurative paths. These conclusions underline 
the role of normative facets in regulating stress fields in social representations. Moreover, they not only 
pave the way to further investigations concerning issues of similarity and diversity, individual vs. 
collective, and implicit vs. conscious intentionality within prefigurative movements, but also the 
interesting role spirituality can play in environmentalist movements. 
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Introduction 

The current societal system is being increasingly challenged on multiple fronts in terms of 
both its efficiency and rationale (Stigitz, 2012), among which the issue of environment 
seems to be the fastest growing concern (Ortiz, Burke, Berrada, & Cortés, 2013). The 
current predicament suggests that the tensions have become so unbearable that we need to 
drastically re-evaluate not only the role environment plays in society but also the position 
human-beings hold within nature (Eurobarometer, 2011). 

According to Moscovici (1968) we can ascribe the current tension to an impending 
epistemological shift in humanity’s relationship with nature. This conflict is due to general 
aspirations to move towards more environmentally significant behaviours (Stern, 2000) as 
well as the on-going re-elaboration of social representations of the human-nature 
relationship and establishing a ‘society for nature’. This shift is nothing new; our 
relationship with nature has been re-elaborated multiple times in the past. Throughout this 
progression of the relationship between society and nature, certain groups took the lead as 
the ‘carriers of invention’ guiding the society towards the next state of nature. In the 
ancient world, it was the artisans; in the modern era, the mechanical engineer; today, 
scientists (Moscovici, 1968). If it is true that we have now again reached another stage, 
there are two questions that arise:  

1. In our current predicament, who are (amongst the) the contemporary ‘carriers of 
invention’ guiding the society towards the next state of nature? And how are they 
doing it? 

2. What type of a relationship with nature are they proposing? And how does it differ 
from the hegemonic representation the society holds today? 

Even though “a general environmentalist attitude is becoming more and more prevalent” 
(Kaiser, Ranney, Hartig, and Bowler, 1999, p.59), it is pro-environmental practices that 
still seem to be lagging behind (i.e. Rouquette, Sautkina, Castro, Felonneau, & Guillou-
Michel, 2005). Even though politics of demand have become somewhat of a trend, merely 
voicing dissatisfaction does not bring about actual alternatives. However, these are 
necessary in order to truly achieve change (Žižek, 2011). 

In this contribution we will be looking at ecovillages, defined as “human-scale 
settlement[s] consciously designed through participatory processes to secure long-term 
sustainability” (GEN website), as one of these alternatives, contemporary pioneers, who 
have moved beyond protest, aspiring to prefigure a more sustainable world for the future. 
While some environmentally oriented political movements have been focusing on politics 
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of demand (Mare, 2000), ecovillages have been gradually building a new ‘society for 
nature’ “in the shell of the old” (Day, 2011, p. 108). 

In the process of practicing a more healthy relationship with the environment, ecovillages 
have not only been focusing on sustainable technologies or individual significant 
behaviours, but have been experimenting with different social systems and using complex 
community processes to try and achieve the best possible social models that could be 
continued into the indefinite future (Dawson, 2010). Interestingly, besides pro-
environmental ideas, most ecovillages seem to have also included in their worldview a 
fondness for spirituality (Litfin, 2009). Spirituality can be defined as “one’s striving for 
and experience of connection with the essence of life, which encompasses three main 
dimensions: connectedness with oneself, connectedness with others and nature, and 
connectedness with the transcendent” (de Jager Meezenbroek, Garssen, Tuytel, van 
Diererdonck, Visser, & Schaufeli, 2012, p.338). Some ecovillages even refer to 
‘spirituality’ as their value base. This is a noteworthy fact, as spirituality has been 
associated with feelings of connectivity with nature (i.e. Lee & Grouzet, 2014; Taylor, 
2001a; 2001b; Harper, 2011), which have in turn showed a high correlation with pro-
environmental behaviour (i.e. Dutcher, Finley, Luloff, & Johnson, 2007; Clayton, 2003; 
Stets & Biga, 2003).  

Hereby, this contribution will be firstly looking at ecovillages as specific context where 
the new human-nature relationship is being re-presented and practiced, at the same time 
paying attention to the role spirituality holds within it, and secondly evaluating ecovillages 
as active minorities trying to achieve change by means of prefigurative politics. 

In an attempt to portray how ecovillages are re-presenting the human-nature relationship 
and prefiguring the possible future ‘society for nature’, we will be looking at two different 
eco-villages: Braziers Park in United Kingdom, and Federation of Damanhur in Italy.  In 
order to gain an insight into the processes of social construction within ecovillages and 
between ecovillages and their surroundings, the theory of social representations will be 
utilised as an overarching framework. 

Social Representations as a Compelling Framework 

One of the theories that have addressed the dialogical relationship between society and 
environment is the theory of social representations (Marková, 2000). Social 
representations are elaborated in de-traditionalised societies, characterised by “mobility, 
[…] the diversity of social groups, a high degree of reflexivity, […][and] the massive and 
widespread circulation of information” (Jovchelovitch, 2001, p. 171). In this unstable 
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social arena, objects that are perceived as problematic, shared by a community in given 
contexts can be put into question and may become objects of representations (Farr & 
Moscovici, 1984).  

The theory allows for understanding the dynamics of human-nature relationship because it 
encompasses both processes of stability and change. Indeed, it takes into account the fact 
that communities need a common ground that provides structure as well as the fact that 
transformation and novelties constantly challenge this shared reality. In fact, social 
representation approach suggest that the articulation between global and local 
environmental concerns, between old and new practices, between expert and lay thinking 
“is about collective resistance and social change, as much as about collective oppression 
and social reproduction” (Elcheroth, Doise, & Reicher, 2011, p.747; Castro, 2015). 

Finally, it should be noted that social representations are not aimed at establishing the 
truth, which is typical of scientific thinking: social representations are specific forms of 
thinking; they are ‘warm’ structures of knowledge and practices, which also include 
emotional features and symbolic values (Moscovici, 1961/1976; 1989). In this sense, 
social representation theory gives a different perspective on practices, recognising their 
role as carriers of meanings. Therefore, “social representations are not only embedded in 
social practices but are constitutive of these practices – and hence the social reality” 
(Elcheroth et al., 2011, p. 743). 

Social Representations and Politics of Participation  

The theory of social representations is in its essence a theory about politics and social 
change, more specifically about political construction of social realities and social 
relations (de Rosa, 2013; Elcheroth et al., 2011). Howarth, Andreouli and Kessi (2014, 
p.23) expand this statement by clarifying the double role representations play in world 
making: Within the politics of knowledge by either extending or limiting possibilities for 
social actors (participating within social relations) in the field of social change, social 
representations both “naturalize and legitimize relations of domination and challenge the 
status quo and stimulate innovation”. This understanding is especially important because it 
gives an insight not only into “how social reality is reproduced, but also how it can be 
transformed” (Elcheroth et al., 2011, p.747).  

When it comes to political participation, transformation is key; when communities stop 
simply ‘adjusting’ to the existing dominant order and start resisting (Castro, 2015, p.2) by 
producing alternative positions (Staerklé, Clémence, & Spini, 2011). Nevertheless, 
political participation, as it is usually perceived, seems to be “too narrowly focused on 
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[its] mainstream forms”, centring mostly on more traditional concepts like voting and 
protest (Howarth et al., 2014, p.20). This is why Howarth and colleagues adopt a broader 
approach to participation, conceptualizing it as “the power to construct and convey 
particular representations over others”, or in other words, “the symbolic power to 
construct legitimate social knowledge, norms and identities, and to disregard, marginalize 
or silence alternative ways of knowing and being” (ibid., p.3).  

In the process of political participation, it is communities as opposed to individuals that 
play a key role: When individuals resign, groups can mobilize (Wright, 1997). Howarth, 
Wagner, and Sen (2012) agree that community has meaning in how people develop 
possibilities for participation, because they do not only present contexts where 
collaborations and experience can take place, but also where new knowledge actively 
becomes re-presented. Indeed, the term ‘social’ within the concept of social representation 
implies that it is “a collective phenomenon pertaining to a community” (Wagner, Duveen, 
Farr, Jovchelovitch, Lorenzi-Cioldi, Marková, & Rose, 1999, p.95), where relations 
present the locus for meaning making (Castro, 2015). Hence, not only do communities 
possess their own particular representations, which exist on the operational level, they also 
form their own metasystems, which rework the interpretation into normative relations – 
functioning as a type of social regulations (Clémence, Doise, & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1993). 

By helping “take on particular ‘presentations’ of socially significant objects and re-
interpret them to fit with what [they] know ‘already’”, social representations thus enable 
communities to achieve a shared social reality (Sammut & Howarth, 2014). Nonetheless, 
since not all social groups share the same values, standards, ideologies or experiences, 
social representations on the one hand mark “the social membership of the individuals 
who adhere to them and give them their identity, and on the other allow these same 
individuals to distinguish ‘others’” (Rateau, Moliner, Guimelli, & Abric, 2011). 

As groups are not static contexts and are almost never completely isolated, over time one 
can observe different social representations merging and coexisting to “form a larger 
system, characterised at different times by mutual conflict, cooperation, and indifference” 
(Bauer & Gaskell, 1999, p.171). Within the increasingly diverse and mobile contemporary 
societies, communities no longer exist as single, homogenous groups, holding collective 
and stable social representations. The modern day of life that supports an active transition 
through different communities brings with it also a proliferation of diverse social 
representations (Howarth, Cornish, & Gillespie, forthcoming 2015). 

Even though community could be simply seen as a matter of identity (Howarth, 2001), 
“identify[ing] as a group does not always lead to acting as a group” (Howarth et al., 2015, 
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p.6). Community can therefore be “claimed for different strategic purposes” (ibid., p.4), 
which also include political action. For example, there are times “when communities are 
brought together by people who may not in fact identify as one” but feel the need that 
“there is something to be done”. These types of communities are formed around a joint 
project (ibid., p.5), which is what Bauer and Gaskell (1999) actually consider the engine 
of social representations.  

This is also the case of prefigurative political movements (i.e. Boggs, 1977; Nettle, 2009), 
in which projects and practice play a key role, and in case of which resistance also 
becomes an important aspect of participation (Howarth et al., 2014, p.29), a practical act 
of world making, a physical enactment of new social representations. As a matter of fact, 
“words are not always required to change beliefs about how relevant others experience the 
world, and positions themselves in the world. […] Sometimes acts can be even more 
influential when they are silent” (Elcheroth et al., 2011, pp.740-741). 

Therefore, while in some cases commonality or even identity could serve as the basis of 
community, Howarth and colleagues (2015, pp.8-9) suggest “interdependence of different 
actors around a common activity or project [as] a profound basis for community”. They 
go on to further elaborate that “even when people’s interest are not exactly the same, or 
where they do not subscribe to a shared identity, a meaningful community may be forged 
around collective practice”. Communities are therefore “not found, but are made, stated, 
contested, defended, transformed. These processes ultimately rest on the tensions inherent 
in social re-presentation, tensions which simultaneously conventionalise and transform 
communities” (ibid., p.12). 

In order to be successful in their influence and be able to participate in the process of 
‘imagining’ (Anderson, 1991), communities participating in politics of change need to 
first be “recognized as legitimate political actors” (Andreouli & Howarth, 2014). Social 
recognition is the most important step towards influence, and can take place “within the 
interpersonal space and within the social space” (Orfali, 2002, p.398). This means that 
recognition is “not only a matter of state institutions, but also a matter of lay social 
relationships and interactions” (Howarth et al., 2014, p.25). 

As the most important step in the process of recognition, communities (as politically 
active minorities) need to take an active stance and become committed advocates in their 
cause. Kerr (2002, p.471) defines an active advocate as “one that is aware of the level of 
support for his/her position, expresses his/her position openly, whose outcomes may 
depend on others’ agreement/disagreement”. This means that, simply participating and 
developing a way of knowing about itself and others, a community is institutionalizing 
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itself and “actualizing the power it holds to participate in shaping a way of life” (Campbell 
& Jochelovitch, 2000, p.267). 

Nevertheless, institutionalisation and active contribution in shaping social reality is a 
multi-step process. The theory of minority influence (i.e. Moscovici, 1976a, Moscovici & 
Pérez, 2007) gives an insight into how active minorities can achieve influence by 
proposing a two-step process: 1) positioning itself in direct and visible conflict with a 
majority, and 2) adopting a successful behavioural style that demonstrates certainty and 
commitment. 

Firstly, by putting effort into their conflicting position and therefore disrupting the 
‘illusion of uniformity’ (Kerr, 2002), active minorities can create an open antagonism with 
the powerful majority (Chryssochoou & Volpato, 2004). By creating a conflict and putting 
forth the notion of “the impossibility of consensus”, minorities create dialogue (Marková, 
2008, p.424) and establish a starting point for their negotiations. Thus, the establishment 
of an apparent conflict in representation – by underlining the dualist principles – 
minorities initiate cognitive activity (Marková, 2006; Wagner & Hayes, 2005), which can 
activate certain possibilities for alternative ways of thinking and knowing (Marková, 
2008) and therefore a way towards participation, social recognition, dialogue, and social 
change. The introduction of an oppositional theme therefore not only provides a base for 
resistance but also an occasion where an alternative perspective or version of the world 
can be put forth. The active minority is hereby actively partaking in “the process of 
participation that forms the on-going arena that allows social representations to be 
expressed, reaffirmed, and if necessary, renegotiated” (Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000, 
p.266), and therefore provides an opportunity for contestation and potential change 
(Howarth et al., 2014).  

Secondly, by gaining attention through conflict, the minority must then present itself as a 
legitimate alternative by demonstrating certainty and commitment – both in their social 
visage as in their communication style. 

In order to maintain the most constructive level of conflict, minorities must decide the best 
way to present their position and achieve their goals. The process of influence requires 
active minorities to portray an optimal social exterior achieved through consistency, as 
this creates an image of soundness (Moscovici, 1976a).  However being consistent is not 
easy; it is not mere repetition. An affective consistent style is based on ‘systematically 
patterned behaviour’ (Maass & Clark, 1984), which complies minorities to walk the fine 
line of consistency, without being either too lax or too rigid. For example, by being to 
rigid (utilizing the extreme form of consistency) minorities risk “getting out of dialogical 
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space and instead […] present themselves to the majority in a monological fashion” 
(Orfali, 2002, p.409). On the other hand, by being to lax (or overly flexible) minorities 
again risk existing the dialogical space and loosing their position as political actors all 
together. 

Consistency requires the minority to have a clear set of positions that it wishes to propose 
in the debate it has created. The antagonistic categories portrayed during discussion and 
debate are “based on conceived conformity or transgression with shared norms and 
values” (Staerklé et al., 2011, p.762). Therefore in this battle of values and norms, when 
the minority introduces the conflict, it is key that the minority also provides a consistent 
alternative norm of its own. Kincaid (2004) believes that the minorities who have the 
biggest chance of influence are those who manage to maintain a ‘bounded normative 
influence’. In other words, the minority must in itself hold a generally accepted set of 
norms in order to be able to survive, and consequently recruit converts and “establish its 
behaviour as the norm for the network as a whole” (ibid., p.37). 

For communities participating in prefigurative politics the absence of “common rules, 
norms and sanctions amongst community members” (Howarth et al., 2014, p.31) poses a 
specifically difficult issue as a lot of their form of resistance and potential influence rest 
on practices. Reconciling some of these diversities in order to normalize a form of a 
coherent social representation (including collective practice) in order to appear consistent 
enough is a challenge – as well as an opportunity! – of participating in contemporary form 
of politics. 

Social Representations and the Environment 

As mentioned previously, social representations research has already acknowledged 
environment as a legitimate object of research, as it not only provides a function for the 
concept, and “is related to the emergence of specific behaviour”, but also presents “a 
salient matter in private and public communications” (Rouquette et al., 2005, p.115).  

Besides stressing the importance of contextual factors, the theory introduces a more 
societal perspective, and therefore a link between social and cognitive. In this sense it 
recognize the fact that our transitions with the environment are always mediated (i.e. by 
culture, set of values, identity) and therefore so are our meanings of it (ibid.). In addition 
to acknowledging the variances of social representations between different contexts, the 
theory firstly allows for and understands the existence of contradictory and inconsistent 
ideas pertaining to singular concepts (i.e. cognitive polyphasia) within communities. 
While these inconsistencies often baffle researchers in the mainstream environmental 
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psychology field, researchers using the social representation theory regard them as an 
extensive reservoir of common sense for thinking and arguing (i.e. Castro, 2006).  

Indeed, social representations can be seen as molar concepts that are more inclusive than 
frequently utilised notions like attitudes or beliefs (Castro, 2006). They present an 
umbrella concept, where different notions can be connected and interpreted collectively. 
Besides yielding richer descriptions of the issues, this also allows for a greater chance at 
producing more effective explanations (Rouquette et al., 2005) as well as forging some 
new questions. For example, social representation theory acknowledges the fact ecocentric 
and anthropocentric beliefs do not simply substitute each other but are integrated in 
complex systems of beliefs, which point towards prudent or confident views on human 
capacity to deal with nature (Castro & Lima, 2001; Moscovici, 1976b). While this 
coexistence of different, opposing views, incongruent norms and lagging practices puzzles 
mainstream environmental psychology, social representations theory accepts them 
willingly. 

It should be acknowledged that when it comes to the issue of nature, it is inherently 
multifaceted. Studies have found different representations of nature both within (i.e. 
Keulartz, van der Windt, & Swart, 2004) and between different groups (i.e. Figari & 
Skogen, 2011). For example, in their research on social representations of nature within 
Natura 2000 sites, Castro and Mouro (2011) found completely different representations of 
nature among the studied population. People saw nature as fragile; as robust and un-
spoilable by industry or intensive farming; and robust, but only to a point. Additionally – 
and because of these inconsistencies –, general norms and local practices were often 
incongruent. Even though locals did not blatantly contest the importance of biodiversity 
conservation, “the exact meaning of various, specific conservation norms and the 
stringency with which these should be implemented in concrete cases were highly debated 
and contested issues” (ibid., p.369). 

Secondly, the theory encompasses both the process of stability and change, 
acknowledging the fact that communities need a common ground that provides structure 
as well as the fact of transformation and novelties constantly challenging this shared 
reality.  

If social representations of nature are already multifaceted in one context and at one 
crucial point in time, when the dimension of time is intentionally added to the inquiry, 
things become even more complex (i.e. Hovardas & Stamou, 2006; Wagner, Kronberger, 
Gaskell, Allansdottir, Allum, de Cheveigne, Dahinden, Diego, Montali, Thing, Mortensen, 
Pfenning, Rusanen, & Seger, 2001). For example, in their study of the Chiampo river in 
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Italy during a period of 30 years, Brondi, Sarrica, Cibin, Neresini, and Contarello (2012) 
helped to illustrate that even though social representations as whole concepts change in 
time, this does not mean that all their constructs change simultaneously. By capturing 
three different moments in time (first when pollution regulations were introduced, second 
some years after the implementation, and third, when EU regulations were adopted), they 
discovered that even though images of river became more positive over time, practice 
continued to be one of avoidance and distrust of the quality of river water.  

Thirdly, communities play a key role in distinguishing between actors and their differing 
social representations of singular concepts. This situation opens opportunities for 
confrontation and conflict when different social representations pertaining to different 
communities collide. For example, in the study conducted by Figari and Skogen (2011) 
the growth of a wolf population on the Scandinavian Peninsula in Norway the conflict 
arose between representations among different social groups – nature managers and sheep 
farmers, conservationists and local residents, and biologists and hunters. On one hand 
supporting groups perceived wolves as endangered animals, while on the other wolf 
adversaries saw them as a menace to rural life. Nevertheless, even though there was a 
strong antagonism between groups who supported the wolf population and those who did 
not, they all shared the essence of the representation of wolves as that of pertaining to the 
wilderness (Buijs, Hovardas, Figari, Castro, Devine-Wright, Fischer, Mouro, & Selge, 
2012). Similarly, in the case of communities living in Natura 2000 sites, the conflict 
emerged between the newly introduced environmental laws for biodiversity conservation, 
and local knowledge and positions. Three different representations of nature emerged, 
each supported by a specific actor: proponents of the new law, opponents to the new law, 
and people who believed in the adjustment of the new law to local specificities (Castro & 
Mouro, 2011).  

Looking at these examples, it can be seen that the theory of social representations has 
offered a lot to the field of the environment. Nevertheless within the theory affective 
elements of the representations have been somehow under examined. This is odd, as the 
reason why environmental issues become so heated is because they are rarely found in 
their pure form (Buijs et al., 2012), involving conflicting (Keulartz et al., 2004) ideas that 
can only be truly understood when not only descriptive (i.e. cognitive) beliefs are taken 
into account, but values and feelings as well (Fischer, Peters, Neebe, Vávra, Kriel, Lapka, 
& Megyesi, 2012).  

And while cognitive beliefs and norms have often claimed an important role within both 
mainstream areas of psychology (i.e. Steg & Vlek, 2009; Dupler, 2003; Stern, 2000; Shan 
& Shei, 1995, Ajzen, 1991) as well as social representations theory research (i.e. Figari & 
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Skogen, 2011; Hovardas & Stamou, 2006), emotions have by comparison been quite 
neglected (Ruggieri & Rochira, 2013; Joffe, 2002; Scherer, 1995). This is surprising, since 
by definition social representations are seen as complex systems, which besides attitudes 
and judgements also include emotions (Moscovici, 1988; 2000; Höijer, 2010). As a matter 
of fact, it has often been noted that social representations are “infused with emotional 
valence” (Joffe, 2002, p.568), which “play a decisive role in sense making dynamics” 
(Ruggieri & Rochira, 2013, p.15.7; Guimelli & Rimé, 2009). 

Furthermore, even though the concept of spirituality has proven to be somehow linked to 
our perceptions of the environment (i.e. Lee & Grouzet, 2014, Keulartz et al., 2004; Reser, 
1995), it has rarely been addressed head on. For example, research conducted by Wagner 
and colleagues’ (2001) on the topic of genetic modification showed that the public 
employed the ‘spiritual argument’ against genetic modification. The spiritual form in 
which nature was viewed by the participants of the study rarely had religious 
connotations, but was rather expressed as an argument for “inexplicable moral sentiment 
or gut reaction against human hubris” (ibid., p.86). This connection between nature and 
spiritual forces has also been observed by Lindeman, Pyysiäinen, and Saariluoma (2002). 
Their research on social representations of God has linked ideas about God with the 
general concept of nature, which, among others, included attributes such as life itself, 
living wind, pure existence, and nature in general. Nevertheless, the issue of (nontheistic) 
spirituality in general has rarely, if ever, been addressed in the area of social 
representations, much less so in the research on environmental issues.  

The Three Dimensions of Social Representations  

Buijs, Arts, Elands, and Lengkeek (2011) have taken stock of some of these issues; 
proposing that in order to try and gain an insight into this complexity of social thought 
related to and (re)produced in social practices (Moscovici, 2000), a conscious assessment 
of elements with different and sometimes conflicting roles and connotations (Buijs et al., 
2012) should be recognised. This means that in order to achieve new insights, besides 
focusing on normative and cognitive elements of social representations, more expressive 
dimensions should be addressed as well. Taking into account the research conducted by 
Keulartz and colleagues (2004), they tried to address the potentially complex, and 
multifaceted nature of people’s understandings and perceptions by mapping the 
“interactions between values, beliefs and emotions” (Fischer et al., 2012, p.163). As a 
result they conceptualized social representations as comprising three main dimensions 
(Fischer et al., 2012; Buijs et al., 2011): cognitive, expressive, and normative dimension.  
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Within this categorization, the cognitive dimension is related to beliefs and conceptual 
boundaries, dealing with what are and what are not (parts of) certain issues or 
phenomena, and what causal relationship might exist between them. The expressive 
dimension relates to the more affective aspect of issues, specifically how we experience 
them via our emotional responses. It evaluates, for example, “what we find beautiful and 
ugly, what awakens our admiration, inspires aversion, or leaves us entirely indifferent” 
(Keulartz et al., 2004, p.90). Finally, the normative dimension consists of value 
orientations, responsibilities and the need for action, with what ought to be, and what is 
right or what is wrong, i.e. “what forms of management are consequently desirable or 
unwanted (ibid.). All these three dimensions form a complex and dynamic structure, 
where all three components are in constant state of interaction (i.e. Höijer, 2010; 
Antonaccio, 2001; Ratner, 2000; Scherer, 1995; 1992), never existing without confronting 
one another. 

Because of its complexity, this ‘multifaceted field’ (Fischer et al., 2012, p.170) created by 
the three dimensions is not always in complete accordance. Because of “contradictions 
between different beliefs at the cognitive level, due to the mismatch between strong norms 
and lack of corresponding beliefs or feelings, or simply due to the moral and cognitive 
complexity of the decisions required”, they can sometimes create coexisting, multiple, and 
sometimes even opposing rationalities. 

Within the social representation theory the co-presence of different kinds of knowledge, 
possessing different rationalities living side by side is termed ‘cognitive polyphasia’ 
(Moscovici, 1984). But while “cognitive polyphasia implies that different and potentially 
incompatible systems of knowledge can co-exist within one social group and can be 
employed by one and the same individual” (Sammut & Howarth, 2014), it does not 
specifically deal with the issue of tension they may induce (Fischer et al., 2012) or how 
this tension is attempted to be solved. 

In their study, Fischer and colleagues (2012) proposed that the inconsistencies between 
the three dimensions create so-called ‘stress fields’ in which the participants need to 
negotiate their responses. As a method of ‘solving’ these tensions, certain coping 
mechanisms, like denial and problem-focused coping, can be triggered to help deal with 
the situation. If these conflicts are not confronted and somehow consolidated, the use of 
coping mechanisms alone might result in lack of action all together, as “reason without 
emotion does not lead to action” (Höijer, 2010, p.728). 

Nevertheless, it is often the case when the leisure of inaction cannot be afforded. Avoiding 
certain tensions may be easier, but it does not lead to consistent action. However, for 
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active minorities using prefigurative politics continuous and consistent practices are 
especially important. In fact, they are their main method of influence. Hereby, it is 
proposed that in order to achieve this consistency, the tension in the relationship between 
the dimensions needs to be consolidated and, optimally, normalised in order to secure 
consistency.   

Staerklé and colleagues (2011) believe that it is the normative processes that regulate the 
functioning of antagonistic categories. In light of this, it could therefore be surmised that 
within the continuous process of re-elaboration it is the normative dimension that could be 
considered the one that strives to mediate, re-structure and regulate the (often antagonistic) 
‘cognitive-emotional process’ (Marková & Wilkie, 1987) between the cognitive and 
expressive dimension. 

Gorgorio and Planas (2005, p.101), agree that in the course of this so-called ‘social 
mediation’ process, norms take up a role as mediators, “interposed in a process of change 
that can affect its path, either facilitating or hindering it”. In their opinion, it is the norms 
that “contribute to give shape to the way a person or a group makes sense of […] practice, 
interactions and communication acts”. Clémence and colleagues (1993) introduce a 
similar point when talking about metasystems. Or in the words of Staerklé and colleagues 
(2011), the normative perspectives of people’s own communities (or in this case the 
normative dimension of the social representation) are decisive during the elaboration 
processes. 

In summary, social representations are constantly re-elaborated during the processes of 
communication and mutual interaction both between and within individuals and 
communities (in particular contexts and histories), which in turn form more concrete 
‘normative expectations’ (Howarth et.al, 2014) or ‘normative representations’ (Doise, 
Spini, & Clémence, 1999) that help to guide opinions and social acts.  

Even though this model offers us a promising alternative with which to look at the social 
representation of the human-nature relationship in the context of ecovillages, it does not 
unfortunately give any insight into where one can fit the concept of spirituality. Is 
spirituality primarily an emotional experience, is it based on cognitive ideas, or does it 
have a normative function? Therefore, one of the questions aiming to be addressed is also 
what role spirituality plays in the life and practices of ecovillages. 
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Research Aims / Objectives 

The study will be looking at ecovillages as prefigurative movements that act as pioneers 
within a broader societal shift towards a new ‘state of nature’. Specifically, ecovillages 
will be examined as:  

- particular contexts of re-presenting the human-nature relationship,  
- communities in which cognitive, expressive and normative dimensions of the 

shared representation are challenged, 
- settings where different levels of conflicts are expressed and attempted to be 

solved, and 
- as prefigurative active minorities using minority influence behavioural strategies in 

order to institute themselves as political actors. 

By looking at two different examples of ecovillages, it is expected to find diverse ways of 
managing the tension between the three dimensions of the social representation as well as 
between the in-group and the broader society. Additionally, the two ecovillages could for 
this reason also pursue different prefigurative practices that may lead to similar re-
presentations of the human-nature relationship. In order to examine these expectations, 
first the two ecovillages will be presented in their contexts and later compared in some of 
their features. 

Participants and Procedure 

Even though ecovillages are a global phenomenon, a specific focus was directed to the 
European context, where two ecovillages were selected to serve as a type of case studies – 
Braziers Park in United Kingdom and Federation of Damanhur, specifically CambioIdea 
nucleo, in Italy. The two case studies were selected from the list of European ecovillages 
participating within GEN (Global Ecovillage Network) because of both their similarities 
as well as differences. 

Both ecovillages present one of the oldest European communities, share the general size 
on the operational level, and ideally define themselves as prefigurative movements. Indeed 
at their heart both communities hold quite similar fundamental aims: Braziers Park as a 
“continuing experiment”, striving to “understand more fully our relationships with each 
other and with nature and society so that we can co-operate in taking constructive action in 
the world today” (Braziers Park website), and Damanhur as a “laboratory for the future of 
humanity”, “experimenting with sustainable ways of living, in harmony with nature and 
its elements and forces” (Damanhur website). 
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Yet their normative and institutional organization and processes are quite different. In 
particular, Damanhur is a federation of 25 smaller ‘nucleos’1 and is well recognised, while 
Braziers Park is a less known single community.  

Moreover, it was deemed useful to choose one ecovillage that overtly promoted its 
‘spiritual’ status (Damanhur) as well as one that insisted on its secular position (Braziers 
Park) (Litfin, 2007). 

In order to examine the different facets of representations as well as their interaction, the 
research utilised the modelling approach (de Rosa, 2013) incorporating multiple methods 
on both levels of analysis. This article will be focusing on the results of participant 
observation complimented by analysis of community art, community documents, and 
notes from community meetings and interviews conducted from February to March 2014 
in Braziers Park and mid-April to mid-June 2014 in CambioIdea nucleo in Damanhur. At 
the time of data collection, both ecovillages were home to all three generations, with 
residents ranging from 1 to 93 years of age. The cumulative average (mean) age was 43 in 
Braziers Park and 49 in Damanhur respectively. Women presented a majority (around 
65%) in both cases with around 57% of female residents living in Braziers Park and 78% 
in CambioIdea nucleo in Damanhur.  

In the case of prefigurative movements, ethnographic approach is deemed to be 
particularly insightful (i.e. Graeber, 2009; Lichterman, 2002) as it recognises the 
important role practices play in political action. Together with participatory observation 
and collection of community documents, notes from community meetings and analysis of 
community art, 19 interviews (10 in Braziers Park and 9 in CambioIdea, Damanhur) were 
conducted and audio-recorded with the communities’ inhabitants to gather their own 
insights. Most of the interviews were conducted in English, while 6 (with members of 
CambioIdea, Damanhur) in Italian. Transcripts from interviews and meeting notes were 
used to complement the ethnographic data. 

In order to assess the perception of ecovillages as political actors in the eyes of the general 
(British and Italian) public, an additional media analysis of articles from six different 
newspapers with a general thematic orientation and a high on-line and print circulation 
were retrieved in both national contexts was conducted. Papers were chosen to reflect a 
generally well-educated and aware readership (Carvalho & Burgees, 2005), and in the 
case of the British media, only broadsheet newspapers were taken into account, as Italy 
did not have a comparable classification of newspapers.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 'nucleos', as opposed to 'nuclei', is the plural version of 'nucleo' (community) colloquially used in Damanhur. 
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Newspaper articles were retrieved from the on-line newspaper databases using 
‘environmental’, ‘spiritual’ and ‘intentional’ connoted keywords, which included all the 
variations of the name ecovillage, including ‘spiritual community’ and ‘intentional 
community’ and all the specific names of ecovillages within both GEN (Global Ecovillage 
Network) and RIVE (Italian Ecovillage Network).  

While the British media corpus consisted of the Daily Telegraph, the Guardian, the 
Independent (dailies), the Observer, the Economist (weeklies), and National Geographic 
(monthly), the Italian corpus included Repubblica, Corriere della Sera, La Stampa 
(dailies), L’Espresso, Panorama (weeklies), and Focus2 (monthly).  

The corpus contained all together 1,111 articles, published during the period of 2000 to 
2014. Among them 968 were published by British and 142 by Italian media. All articles 
coded and submitted to lexicometric analysis supported by Iramuteq software3. Both, 
British and Italian media corpus proved fit for further analysis; UK with an excellent 
2,00% Hapax (<50%) and 4,11% type/token ratio (<20%), and Italian with a 6,23% Hapax 
(<50%) and 12,06% type/token ratio (<20%). 

A basic cluster analysis based on simple text segments was performed on both corpora to 
see how ecovillages in general were presented in the national media. Afterwards, a 
correspondence analysis was run on all segments to determine how the two selected 
ecovillages fared as political actors in their national context (i.e. compared to other 
ecovillages in the GEN network). 

Results: One movement, two case studies 

Case study 1: Braziers Park, UK 

Who are we? 

Braziers Park is one of the oldest secular communities, located in the Oxfordshire 
countryside (between Oxford and Reading) in England. Home to around 15 people 
including three small children, it consists of a mansion house, 55 acres of land, organic 
kitchen garden and livestock. It was founded by psychiatrist John Norman Glaister (1883-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 It should be noted here that in the case of selecting a monthly magazine, National Geographic Italia was not chosen as an Italian 
counterpart, because a general search revealed that a fair amount of articles were translated into Italian from English editions of the 
magazine. Focus, a general scientific magazine was chosen instead. 
3 Iramuteq is a free, open source software (in its function comparable to Alceste) for conducting statistical analysis on different textual 
corpora. Iramuteq, as well as Alceste, utilizes “the algorithm of descending hierarchical classification (DHC) […]. It is a classification 
based on lexical proximity and the idea that words used in similar contexts are associated to the same lexical worlds and are a trace of 
specific mental worlds (or systems of representation)” (Mutombo, 2013, p.8). 
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1961) in 1950 as an educational trust, and is a continuing experiment in the advantages 
and problems of living in a group. 

When asked why they joined the community, residents reported a wish to experience 
community living or recall that this was their only option available at the time. Most of 
them do not wish to stay within the community indefinitely (with rare exceptions), but 
rather see it as a short-term arrangement. At the time of observation, the average duration 
of stay in Braziers Park was around 5 years. 

The feeling of identification with the community is quite low. Most residents do not feel a 
strong sense of belonging to the community. In fact, residents commonly state that 
Braziers Park could hardly even be considered a community: 

“I don't think this is a very good community. So it's hard to have a sense of 
belonging to a community that hardly exists” (BP-R8). 

In general, the residents have trouble defining the community’s common values. For 
example, spirituality is seen as an individual and private experience, not a part of the 
community’s public image. In this context, spirituality and connectedness with nature 
function within the domain of the expressive dimension of the social representation of the 
human-nature relationship. Additionally, even though almost every resident in Braziers 
Park (if not all of them) feels a strong connection with other people as well as nature 
(which, according to de Jager Meezenbroek et al., 2012, are constituting parts of 
spirituality), this is not recognised as something the community shares as a common 
value. Additionally, albeit participatory observation suggests that most residents also share 
pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours, non-materialistic values, etc., when asked 
directly, the only value that they (jokingly) agree to share is anti-authoritarianism. 

What are we doing here? 

Generally, practices in Braziers Park are pro-environmentally oriented, i.e. the community 
recycles, uses ecological products, grows and buys organic (and mostly vegetarian) food, 
uses green electricity and biomass heating, etc. Nevertheless, residents do not see the 
community as sustainable: 

“I don't think it's really true that Braziers is moving towards sustainable living at 
all, no. You could do a lot more, a lot more” (BP-R8). 

“As a whole, I think we’re pretty bad” (BP-R3).  
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This unexpected result could be interpreted in at least three ways. First, their perceived 
un/sustainability depends on the processes of social comparison within the British cultural 
context: Braziers’ move towards sustainability is compared with the wider cultural debate 
as well as other environmentally sensitive British communities. It seems that residents do 
not perceive Braziers Park as a pioneer, ahead of the rest of society.  

A second explanation has to do, once again, with the individualistic stances of its 
residents. There is, in fact, a clear dichotomy between the perception of community and 
individual pro-environmental practices. Even though the community is not perceived by 
its residents as pro-environmental, the majority of residents do think of themselves as 
being pro-environmental in their private lives. One resident explains the distinction 
between these two different rationalities – individual vs. community: 

“I don't know, there's two, yeah, there's two different consciousness going on here, 
and probably more than that again. But the individuals and then the group” (BP-
R12). 

The third explanation concerns the critical de-construction of the concept as practiced by 
Braziers Park residents. The community does not seem to associate itself with any 
particular environmental movement, although quite a few residents have been active in 
different environmental movements as individuals. There seems to be a general aversion 
towards advocating pro-environmental practices. Most residents also prefer using the term 
pro-environmental behaviour instead of environmentalism; in fact some label 
environmentalism as “green fascism” where one is “pushing for other people to make 
changes” (BP-R3). On the contrary, at the very essence of the community one can find the 
idea that societal transformation starts from individual action and personal development:  

“And the education ... the catch phrase for that was [...] ‘teach by doing, learn by 
being’ or it might be the other way around. [laughing] I forgot. It could be ‘teach 
by being, learn by doing’. It might have been it” (BP-R 8). 

How are we doing it? 

Braziers Park is a community with a lack of a strong normative structure. Their main 
normative document, the Code of Conduct, is very basic. Community’s most important 
decisions are made within meetings via consensus with agreed levels of autonomy. 
Residents meet twice a week as a community for a ‘sensory’ and ‘sub executive’ meeting, 
though there is a morning meeting held at 9 AM almost every day when the day’s work is 
allocated. The ‘sensory meeting’ is held in order to ‘contemplate’ issues that have arisen 
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within the community. No decisions are made during this meeting; rather ‘sub executive’ 
meeting is decision-making focused, informed by the feelings expressed during the 
‘sensory meeting’. 

Analysing these negotiations give us the possibility to examine how practices challenge 
the equilibrium among normative, cognitive and expressive facets of the representation, 
causing the entire representation to be re-discussed and transformed. An example is 
provided by the heated debate about what is better: organic or local food?  

The food at Braziers Park used to be almost completely organic and at the time the 
research was conducted organic food was (almost) uniformly preferred. When it came to 
children, this choice was particularly evident: 

“I feel really strongly that if you’re eating certain things, especially the kids, 
everyday […], those things have to be organic” (BP-R12). 

According to the shared representation, organic food is less toxic and therefore better and 
healthier. This representation fits with those, which – since the first roots of Greek 
medicine – connect the vital aspect of nourishment and the well being of people (Lahlou, 
1995). However, in Braziers, this vitality is extended to include the environment. 
Nevertheless, when it comes to the production process, conflict emerges between two 
basic norms: what is good and what is fair. Residents are mainly dwelling on the issue of 
the “massive mark-up on organic food” (BP-R3) and how the “farmers who are actually 
growing organically can't afford to get the organic certification” (BP-R12).   

“I see the organic food issue, like it’s good: It’s good for your body, for your 
heath, for the environment […] but it’s vey, very unfair. […] In Braziers I have 
mixed feeling because I love organic food but I don’t really like the fact that we 
are spending that amount of money on food” (BP-R2). 

In the debate between organic and local food we can see a generally clear preference for 
the vitality ascribed to organic food. But even though there is an expressive preference for 
organic food, it is rationally seen as too expensive, and cognitively considered as being 
unfair for both the consumer as well as farmers who cannot afford the certification. 

Another clash is observed within the sphere of garden maintenance practices, in particular 
in the case of the felling of a tree. One of the residents in charge of estate maintenance – 
as a part of their resident duties – cleared a tree they said was already horizontal. This 
brought on some negative emotional reactions among some of the other residents. 
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During the debate trees were recognized as being especially effective in eliciting 
emotional responses. For the resident who was most hurt by the act of cutting the tree, the 
place where the trees once stood was a place of learning, a magic place. So when the trees 
were ‘chopped down’, so were the memories.  

“The tree was chopped down … what I was really, really upset about” (BP-R10). 

On the other hand, the resident who cut the tree, tried to explain that the tree needed to be 
cleared as it was already on the ground. During this discussion the ‘chopped down tree’ 
becomes a ‘fallen tree’: 

“The trunk was horizontal. You know, they were on the floor. And what can you 
say; […] it’s not even that I cut the tree down. I just cleared up a fallen tree” (BP-
R8). 

As in the previous case, the expressive dimension tries to be appeased by changing the 
perspective. Additionally, normative arguments are added to strengthen this perspective, 
for example that cutting trees is the way “you look after even the most special woodland”, 
that it is a duty, which execution is overseen by English Nature (BP-R8).  

How do we manage tensions? 

As the two examples show, practice continuously challenge the stability of representations 
and bring forth inconsistencies among their normative, cognitive and expressive 
dimensions. Individuals, however, do not escape the ‘stress fields’; they negotiate their 
responses in order to manage tension within the community and between the community 
and the ‘outside’. In Braziers Park, after the confrontation between the expressive and 
cognitive dimension, one – usually the more rational – wins and sets the stage for new 
norms. 

For example, in the case of the debate between organic and local food, a decision was 
made that instead of only buying organic food the community would start eating also 
locally grown food that might not be organic. Even though for some of the residents this 
was a big compromise, the rational argument of the cost of organic food prevailed. 

An alternative solution to the resolution of the conflict between the cognitive and 
expressive dimension is avoidance. This choice was made in the case of the felling of the 
tree. During the ‘sub executive’ meeting the arguments were revisited and it was decided, 
“there was a misunderstanding in the estate meeting regarding whether the two leaning 
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larches qualified as ‘fallen’”. Because the expressive dimension could not be appeased, 
the tension was avoided by deciding “there [needed] to be more consultation in future 
regarding the need to maintain the trees” (‘sub executive’ meeting minutes).  

How do we relate to our surroundings? 

As other ecovillages in the GEN network (including Damanhur), Braziers Park 
“facilitate[s] the flow and exchange of knowledge about ecovillages and demonstration 
sites” (GEN website) by organising and running their own courses. However, its residents 
do not really see these community activities as political practice; furthermore political 
engagement in protests is – similarly to other community issues like spirituality, pro-
environmental behaviour – only seen and carried out in the private sphere. 

For example, this can be seen in the case of community art, which could theoretically be 
considered one of the modes of influence, a way to disseminate their re-presentations. 
However, community art in Braziers Park is actually more of an individual form of 
expression rather than a community project, and is usually carried out in private. Quite a 
large number of residents could be considered artists in their own right, but due to the 
space restriction only two pieces of work will be presented here. 

The following two figures picture two collages. In the first one (Figure 1), we can see the 
juxtaposition of nature and society, a contrast between frogs and a group of cheerers and a 
steel city. In the middle a swimmer is portrayed, actively navigating his way between the 
two worlds, the more rational and the more expressive.  

 

    
                              Fig. 1: Collage: Frogs vs. city   Fig. 2: Collage: Nature and Society at war 



	  
	   	   	   	  

	   21	  

In the second collage (Figure 2) a similar duality can be observed. However, here both 
sides are portrayed in their most violent aspects. The flowers are thorny and the people 
seem to be at war. In the background there is a lot of movement; it is full of confusion. If 
nature and society are at war, it is nature that is winning, as it is people who have 
casualties, while butterflies can be seen flying above the chaos.   

How are we perceived as political actors? 

Even though the cluster analysis of the British media corpus generates four distinct 
clusters (Figure 4), these can be further grouped into two poles, revealing two distinct 
actors operating on two different levels (Figure 3). On one hand, the term ecovillage is 
associated with the government’s concept of ‘sustainable communities’, a top-down 
scheme proposed by the British Labour party, specifically the former deputy Prime 
Minister John Prescott. One of the examples of government led ‘sustainable communities’ 
is also Thames Gateway. This perspective on ecovillages is aimed principally towards 
public sphere issues, specifically social and economic.  

  

 
 
Fig. 3: Four clusters positioned in a diagram for the British media corpus 
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Interpreting the information in the clusters, we can deduce two dimensions, which 
organize the media discourse on ecovillages in United Kingdom. The x-axis pictures the 
opposition between governmental top-down and bottom-up actions, while the y-axis 
highlights the opposition between the private and the public, social sphere. 

 

 
 
 
Fig. 4: Cluster dendrogram phylogram for the British media corpus 

However, the government’s hegemonic representation is anchored in more ‘ecological’ 
conceptualization of ecovillages. On the other side, although not opposing the general 
concept of sustainability, we see a more expressive, even spiritually characterized (Figure 
5), position towards this issue. Findhorn ecovillage emerges as a key actor (including 
some other slightly less known ecovillages in the GEN network), focusing not on top-
down perceptions of sustainability, but a more bottom-up approach (Figure 4). Within the 
group of primary actors, families become key players, centring around positive emotions, 
including spirituality. This actor sees ecovillages as private sphere entities, where the 
attention is given to more basic ideas of sustainable communities, focusing on very 
simplistic material concepts, like home, garden and roof. 
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Fig. 5: Four clusters based on search keywords positioned in a diagram for the British media corpus 

Within this discourse, Braziers Park has technically identified itself more with Findhorn’s 
position (Figure 6).  
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Fig. 6: Correspondence analysis based on the location of different ecovillages / sustainable communities for 
the British media corpus 

However, compared to other British ecovillages, Braziers Park is portrayed more as a 
venue, a host to different music festivals and similar events (Table 1, left column). Even 
though it has managed to enter the sustainability discourse, and to a point associate itself 
with the polemic representation established by other British ecovillages belonging to GEN 
(Table 1, middle column), Braziers Park is not really recognised as an actor within the 
ecovillage movement. This seeming anonymity has been confirmed also in interviews 
with the residents, some of who (i.e. BP-R6) stated they did not know there was a 
community living on the venue grounds before they made an active enquiry.  
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Tab. I: Word forms correlated with Braziers Park (left column), other British ecovillages within GEN 
(middle column), and other ecovillages (right column) in the British media corpus 

In summary, British ecovillages within GEN, specifically Findhorn, have managed to 
establish themselves as an alternative (polemic) to the official (emancipated) 
representation of ‘sustainable communities’. While the government as a social actor 
promotes sustainable communities as government-supported developments, British 
ecovillages within GEN see them as family and nature-friendly communities, with strong 
emotional and spiritual ties. This polemic representation is stressing the more emotional 
dimension of the representation, not necessarily opposing the entire representation 
established by the government, but only its dimension. 

Case study 2: CambioIdea nucleo in Damanhur, Italy 

Who are we? 

Damanhur is a federation of around 26 communities distributed over a radius of around 15 
kilometres in the region of Piedmont (between Turin and Aosta) in Italy. With a total 
population of around 600, Damanhur is divided into distinct areas where several so-called 
nucleo communities are grouped together in regions. CambioIdea is one of those 
‘nucleos’, based in the village of Vidracco and home to 11 adults and one child. The 
community was founded by Oberto Airaudi aka Falco Tarassaco (1950-2013) in 1975 on 
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the principles of self-refinement through positive thinking, promoting diversity, 
embracing change and pursuing one's dreams with a sense of humour and adventure.  

When asked about their choice to join Damanhur, residents answer it was mostly because 
they ‘fell in love’ with Damanhur and the way life is lived there. Specifically, they were 
attracted to the community’s spiritual vision; and they plan to be a part of it as long as 
possible. In fact, the average length of stay at the time of observation was 22 years. 

Damanhurians actively promote a strong common identity, to which they refer as ‘group 
spirit’. A part of the integration process is also a name change, where residents adopt a 
name of an animal, plant, mineral and a deity, which should be approved by the whole 
community. Not surprisingly, residents of CambioIdea feel a very strong sense of 
community and belonging to Damanhur.  

What are we doing here? 

Damanhur calls itself firstly a spiritual community, and secondly an ecological 
community, where the ecological aspect is seen as a consequence of their spiritual 
orientation. Even the Damanhurian constitution relates environmental behaviour with 
spirituality:  

“Spirituality, research and ecology inspire all relationships with the environment, 
also through the use of appropriate technologies” (Article 6). 

This vision is highly shared among residents: they consider themselves environmentalists 
because they are spiritual. 

“So for us spirituality is an equally responsible way of thinking and ecological way 
of thinking and also respect towards ourselves. […] So respect all around, 360 
degrees” (D-R1). 

“Spiritual self-sufficiency comes before energy self-sufficiency” (D-R15). 

“Yes, [I am an environmentalist], because I feel what I do” (D-R6). 

Different ‘nucleos’ run specific projects, also in the field of pro-environmental behaviour, 
i.e. research in sustainable energy, heating, organic agriculture, etc. and the rewards of 
these experiments are reaped by the whole community. In Damanhur it is the collective 
that matters; in comparison, the individual is not as significant.  
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As opposed to Braziers Park, even though the community does engage in pro-
environmental behaviour, not all individual practices could be considered pro-
environmental. For example, during the observation it was noticed that the individual 
transportation is Damanhur is quite unsustainable, centred on auto transport. This issue is 
well recognised by the Damanhurians themselves, who have developed a concept of 
‘synchronic rides’, where one can test their luck (by standing at appropriated places, like 
in front of the ‘synchronic rides’ board) to get a free ride to their destinations. However, it 
seems that it is mostly the newcomers that use this method of transportation4.  

Again, similarly as in the case Braziers, we may interpret this inconsistency between 
individual perception and actual practices by taking into account the comparisons 
available to Damanhurians within their cultural context, the prevalence of collective over 
individual, and the spiritual and holistic approach to environmentalism in which individual 
inconsistencies are seen to be marginalised.  

How are we doing it? 

Besides the ‘Meditation school’ practice every Monday evening, Damanhurians attend 
two other community meetings every week in the evening: the social meeting on 
Wednesdays and ‘esoteric physics’ discussions on Thursdays. Additionally, each week 
every nucleo holds a general community meeting. 

Despite all these meetings, the discourse in Damanhur is mostly monological, based on 
strong, ‘locally’ hegemonic representations. This can, for example, be observed when 
discussing Damanhurian food. Even though residents are ready to assure that all the food 
in Damanhur is organic and locally produced, i.e.: 

“We don’t have anything that is not organic. No, no, I swear, we don’t have 
anything that is not organic!” (D-R1). 

This initial certainty later comes to also allow for the inclusion of personal preferences: 

“Everything has to be biological, everything has to be GMO-free. So that is the 
first thing. After that, so you choose on what is good for you or what it makes you 
feel good about yourself. And after that, it’s always better that this is 0 kilometres, 
that everybody talks about” (D-R1). 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Similarly, on the individual level, Damanhurians do not seem to be that environemntally concerned when it comes to using ecological 
cleaning products or wearing sustainable clothing (i.e. second hand). Even though Damanhurians do produce these products locally, the 
members of CambioIdea were rarely, if ever, seen to use them. This decision could be again explained by the fact that these practices – 
compared to the British context – are not that salient in the general Italian context. 
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It was observed and residents have admitted to eating food that is neither local nor 
organic, even if organic and/or local produced counterparts were available (i.e. D-R3, D-
R4, D-R5). This decision does not cause any tensions, as it is easily incorporated into the 
spiritual outlook of the community. 

“For us - as Damanhur - there is this big importance of diversity. […] It's not 
always right to eat just one type of foods. It’s not right for you, for your soul 
structure” (D-R1). 

A similar deduction occurs when reflecting on vegetarianism: 

“Consider that Damanhur was born from a spiritual idea and this idea is to […] 
improve your insight of the life in the universe. So if you can eat also by meat, you 
can have a better, widest experience of the life. And so this is not an environmental 
choice but a spiritual choice” (D-R3). 

In this vision, food becomes a way of both personal and community development: by 
incorporating a greater variety of food, people can extend their soul structure, similar to 
socialising rituals summarised by Lahlou (1995) under the metaphor of ‘communion’ 
where development is achieved by incorporating ‘others’. 

This line of reasoning can also be observed when it comes to education of Damanhurian 
children. In this case, the general state curriculum is enhanced and incorporated into the 
Damanhurian vision of reality, shifting the view of diverse subjects and incorporating 
them into one harmonic outlook. 

“We have integrated the general culture with aspects related to Damanhur, a 
unitary knowledge and knowing. The teachings outside keeps everything separate, 
especially in the medium-level but also in elementary school, all disconnected. The 
idea of combining the knowledge, finding that all the aspects that you know are 
connected; […] so every project is addressed through many subjects, three at least, 
four subjects. And then the spiritual aspect, the aspect that seizes the hidden 
meanings, language ... what tells beyond the surface” (D-R2).  

“Children are educated in a way where they can experience Damanhurians’ own 
achievements ... [their] spiritual journey, [their] knowledge, all this in a natural 
way” (D-R10).  
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How do we manage tensions? 

Damanhur’s main normative document is its constitution. The last version that is currently 
in force dates from 2007 and has 15 articles addressing general principles of the 
federation, which are based on their common spiritual outlook. As any constitution, it 
serves as a basic guideline for all community practices. 

“Damanhur is based on action, doing practical things, that can be seen ... therefore 
there is action and it is realized ... in time ... it is a spiritual action” (D-R5). 

“[Spirituality] is life. Spirituality is what we do here. […] It is trying to create a 
world where everyone can live” (D-R6). 

When addressing specific issues, the normative role is played by spirituality. It is invoked 
to integrate cognitive, behavioural and effective features into higher-order decisions. In 
Damanhur, spirituality is seen as a practical experience, consciously incorporating the 
logical and the more emotional interpretations. 

The meetings and discussions are rarely focused on questioning the ideas themselves, but 
rather their aspects, elaborating on what has already been said and how it can be further 
put into practice. Rules are clear, and their worldview is set. Conflicts mostly arise when 
rules are either not completely understood (i.e. by newcomers) or they are perceived to be 
changing. 

How do we relate to our surroundings? 

Besides their participation within GEN and WoOOF5  organisations (comparable to 
Braziers Park), Damanhur is very politically active in various other national and 
international organizations, like RIVE and Conacreis6. Additionally, the community has 
opened a number of information centres all around the world, and is also involved in 
regional politics by establishing its own political party. Moreover, the residents are active 
volunteers within national organizations like the Civil Protection, the Fire Department and 
the Red Cross. Their efforts have also gained them recognition and award by the United 
Nations sustainable community project. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms, or Willing Workers on Organic Farms 
6 National Coordination of Associations and Communities of Ethical Spiritual Research (Cordinamento Nazionale Associazioni e 
Comunita di Ricerca Etica Interiore e Spirituale) 
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One of the ways Damanhur is spreading their vision is also through their art. Community 
art in Damanhur carries a very literal meaning. Damanhurian art is actually a product of 
the whole community, with members frequently working together on one piece of art. 
During one of the lectures, Resident D-R24 stated that art in Damanhur has a particular 
function: building an identity for the purpose of distinguishing itself from the rest. Anyone 
can recognize himself or herself in this collective identity. 

The most famous Damanhurian work of art are the Temples of Humankind, a large 
subterranean cathedral “created entirely by hand and dedicated to the divine nature of 
humanity” (Temples of Humankind website). Every room or hall is an extensive 
collection of different works of art, full of symbolic meaning that would take require an 
article on their own. Unfortunately, here only one of the pieces will be presented. 

 

 
Fig. 7: Temples of Humankind in Damanhur, hall of Earth, upper part 

In Figure 7, we can see a golden representation of a human being of no particular gender 
bathed in bright light with one hand holding something and with the other reaching 
towards the sky, connected to the physical realm of the material world and reaching 
towards a higher, more spiritual, plain. On the right we can see a representation of a 
woman looking over humanity and nature; on the left a representation of a man working 
with more abstract concepts, represented by depictions of galaxies and planets. We can see 
this duality, not in competition but as two parts of one whole. It is often mentioned by 
Damanhurians that uniting the female and male energies inside of us is part of the quest to 
enlightenment (i.e. R-D22). We can see this in their art, where both male and female 



	  
	   	   	   	  

	   31	  

figures have their back to the androgynous golden human being, showing trust and 
recognition of their interconnection.  

This duality – using multiple layers of symbolism – bears a striking resemblance to the 
cognitive and expressive dimensions working together, side-by-side. In the middle, there 
is a figure keeping everything in balance, normalizing the dualistic relationship between 
the two, representing a connection to a higher, spiritual ideal.  

How are we perceived as political actors? 

Generally, within the Italian media the discourse on sustainable communities or 
ecovillages takes place between three to four political actors (Figure 8).   

 

 
 
Fig. 8: Three/Four clusters positioned in a diagram for the Italian media corpus 

Interpreting the x-axis as a continuum between leisure and activity, and y-axis as a 
continuum between the private and public sphere, ecovillages can be seen from two 
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perspectives: as places of leisure or as places of work; and as in the British media, a 
project either pertaining to the public or to the private sphere. Nevertheless, ecovillages in 
general are associated more with leisure activities; only one actor is described more in 
business terms (Figure 9). 

 

 
 
Fig. 9: Cluster dendrogram phylogram for the Italian media corpus 

Where ecovillages are perceived as a place of leisure and relaxation, one depiction is 
specifically focused on ecovillages as vacation or WwOOF-ing sites. The second leisure-
oriented view of ecovillages portrays ecovillages as places to live, where matters like 
community, religion and philosophy become of vital importance. In this group we can find 
most of the ecovillages within the GEN and RIVE networks, including Damanhur. The 
third interpretation of ecovillages is based specifically on Libera Università di Alcatraz 
ecovillage, associated with a famous family of Italian artists (theatre performers, actors, 
writers). This depiction of ecovillages is mostly focused on their promoters and their 
activities (i.e. shows) and their role in the public sphere, not so much on the environmental 
aspect of the community. 

Whilst the first three groups mostly represent ecovillages belonging to the GEN network, 
the fourth group takes a more work-oriented approach towards ecovillages, seeing them as 
projects. In this group we can find international projects like Tribewanted and some other 
smaller development plans within the public sphere.  
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Similar to the British sample, two viewpoints can be extracted: one dealing with 
sustainability and economy within local contexts, and another one looking at a different, 
more emotionally and spiritually-oriented factors, focused on a community way of life in 
nature. In Figure 10 we can see that the representation of ecovillages as projects within the 
public, business sphere has been anchored more in a rationally 'ecological’ viewpoint. On 
the other hand, the Italian ecovillages within the network have chosen to associate 
themselves with concepts of nature, leisure, art and spirituality; similarly to British 
ecovillages within the network they are therefore introducing a polemic side of the issue 
of sustainability.  

 

 
 
Fig. 10: Three/Four clusters based on search keywords positioned in a diagram for the Italian media corpus 

While Damanhur belongs to the second leisure-oriented group within the Italian media 
corpus, most of the articles referring to Damanhur specifically are descriptive, focusing on 
the location and the founder of the community (Table 2, left column). This is probably due 
to the fact that the founder passed away in 2013. The representation of the community is 
anchored in fear, and it can be seen that some delegitimising techniques have been used 
while portraying the community. Besides the death of the founder, most articles refer to a 
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case of the disappearance of a local teenager and how it could have been tied to the New 
Age community.  

 

     
 
Tab. II: Word forms correlated with Damanhur (left column) and other Italian ecovillages within GEN (right 
column) in the Italian media corpus 

Interestingly, Damanhur appears also in the British media corpus, where it is widely 
associated with other British ecovillages within the GEN network. But while the most 
prominent British ecovillages, like Findhorn, have anchored their position in the context 
of spirituality and leisure activities, Damanhur has been labelled more in terms of religion 
(specifically paganism), idealism and the search for utopia, as well as a cult (Figure 6). 
Here we can see that Damanhur as a special political actor has again been somewhat 
delegitimised.   

Articles mentioning other Italian ecovillages (Table 2, middle column) also focus on 
specific actors linked to these projects, specifically meditative and artistic activities (i.e. 
yoga, theatre, dance). On the other hand, articles referring to other ecovillages, in general 
or those that are not a part of the ecovillage network (Table 2, right column), talk about 
concrete topics associated with sustainability-focused projects, i.e. energy, climate and 
emissions, transport. They also focus more on industry and urban areas. Interestingly, 
there is almost no societal aspect visible in this group.  
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Generally, ecovillage within Italian media are always linked to specific projects and actors 
participating in them. In contrast with other projects, ecovillages that are part of a network 
(which also includes Damanhur) are associated with different artistic activities and 
spiritual and philosophical outlooks. This also gives them a more societal aspect. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The contribution has looked at ecovillages as one of environmentalist prefigurative 
movements, which could be considered pioneers within a broader societal shift towards a 
new ‘state of nature’; practicing in the present the new ‘society for nature’ they would like 
to see in the future (Moscovici, 1976b).  

By conducting an ethnographic study of two different examples of European ecovillages – 
Braziers Park in United Kingdom and CambioIdea Nucleo (as one of the representatives 
of the Federation of Damanhur) in Italy –, the research takes into account not only verbal 
and textual data, but also more unconscious modes of social representations like 
community practices (Jodelet, 1991). 

The contribution investigated if, in the process of challenging the established relationship 
with nature, ecovillages are indeed opposing the current ‘state of nature’ where the natural 
environment is seen as something to be ‘modified’ in order to suit the needs of society. It 
was expected that ecovillages are providing an alternative to the current ‘scientific’ view 
of the human-nature relationship. In this sense, ecovillages are not just contesting the 
current ‘state of nature’; they are attempting to envision a new possible ‘society for 
nature’ by re-presenting the human-nature relationship (Moscovici, 1976b). 

The emphasis ecovillages give to the embodiment of alternative modes of living, similarly 
to other prefigurative movements (Boggs, 1977; Leach, 2013; Litfin, 2009), highlights the 
crucial role played by practices. If social representations are constitutive of practices 
(Elcheroth et al., 2011), it is in the locally enacted practices that one can find processes of 
resistance and change of the current ‘state of nature’. For this reason this contribution tries 
to portray how these communities are re-presenting the human-nature relationship by 
looking at their everyday activities. Additionally, special attention was paid to those 
specific instances where tension between different dimensions of the social representation 
(cognitive, expressive and normative; Fischer et al., 2012; Buijs et al., 2011) emerged in 
the process of re-presenting, needing to be addressed in order to help normalise consistent 
action. 



	  
	   	   	   	  

	   36	  

Looking at these three dimensions as three different facets of the representation does not 
only provide a deeper understanding of the representation itself, but also the functioning 
of the re-presentation process, as these three dimensions inevitably interact and create 
‘stress fields’. In order to achieve consistent action these tensions need to be resolved. 
This contribution proposes that it is the normative dimension that strives to regulate the 
expressive and cognitive one, attempting to normalise it and realise consistent practice.  

In line with expectations, the examples of community practices (food, nature management 
and education) selected from the life of two selected ecovillages reveal that ‘stress fields’ 
emerge whenever the question of ‘modifying’ nature arises. 

For example, when residents of Braziers Park discuss the choice between organic and 
local food, this discord is extended to include food production. The line of reasoning 
includes the issues of what is healthy and what is fair, incorporating the micro and the 
global visions of environment. Organic food, which is produced without any modification, 
is healthy for the single individual, whereas local food, which limits modification of the 
environment, is healthy for both people as well as nature. The conflict between the 
dimensions is clearly visible, specifically between the expressive and cognitive 
dimensions, between what is good and what is right. Even though when it comes to 
children, the argument of health still prevails, it is the more rationally oriented perception 
of fairness that is more thoroughly taken into account when it comes to confronting the 
‘stress field’. Similarly, in the case of the felling of the tree, we can see the conflict 
between duty of managing the forest (i.e. modifying nature) and the emotional attachment 
to specific trees as well as nostalgia induced by their removal. In the second case the 
tension is rather avoided, by reframing the cutting of the tree into a limited modification 
on a tree that was already ‘fallen’. Nonetheless, in both instances the normative dimension 
seems to favour the rational reasoning demonstrated by the cognitive dimension. To help 
the process along the facets of the expressive dimension on the one hand try to be 
appeased, and on the other, they are pushed into the sphere of private individual 
experience. 

The discussion on organic and local food emerges also in Damanhur. Even though 
Damanhurians state that the food they consume is primarily organic and locally produced, 
this is later extended to include the ‘other’. As in Braziers Park, the debate encompasses 
the processes of production, where the community members promote the use of 
specialized agricultural techniques (using their own technology and spiritual knowledge). 
Additionally, before consuming the food Damanhurians ‘purify’ it; using a special ritual 
they align the frequencies of the food with that of the person who is about to consume it 
for the purpose of assuring the maximum absorption of energy. These diverse aspects of 
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the issue are integrated into one all-encompassing spiritual practice. Similarly, in the case 
of children’s education, the community school aims to not only merge the national 
curriculum with the spiritual vision of the community, but also merge different subjects 
and experiences of nature in order to achieve a more holistic perspective. Children (as well 
as adults as part of their courses) do not only learn how to intervene in nature and modify 
it, they learn how to listen to nature, how to merge with it (this communion with nature is 
also expressed through the choice of their new names). Even though these instances create 
tensions, they are not perceived as conflicting; rather they are merged and unified under 
the umbrella of ‘spirituality’, which becomes the norm.   

In both ecovillages it is the question of ‘modifying’ nature in practices that creates areas 
of tension between affective and cognitive dimensions of the representations. These 
tensions give an insight into the ways ecovillages are re-presenting the human-nature 
relationship: from the current ‘state of nature’ based on modification and science, to 
alternative ‘state of nature’ where this situation is put into question (Braziers Park) and/or 
is re-organised under the frame of spirituality (Damanhur). 

Initially, it was expected to find that Braziers Park and Damanhur utilise diverse ways of 
managing the tension between the three dimensions of the social representation as well as 
between the in-group and the broader society. In fact, even though both ecovillages are 
opposing the hegemonic representation of the human-nature relationship, the ecovillage 
movement is known for both its unity as well as diversity (Litfin, 2009; Blewitt, 2014). 
The results support the expectations; the re-presentation processes of the two ecovillage 
case studies seem to be quite different. 

Even though both selected ecovillages belong to the same network (GEN Europe), they 
seem to be employing two very different ways of re-presenting the new human-nature 
relationship. In other words, while both communities challenge the currently hegemonic 
view of nature as something to be modified, they are using different techniques to address 
the arising tensions between dimensions of the representation.  

Braziers Park seems to operate like an individualistic society (Oyserman, Coon, & 
Kemmelmeier, 2002). Within the community the residents primarily emphasize their role 
as individuals; the community as a collective is hardly recognized. Feelings of belonging 
are low, and similarly so is the perception of the common values within the community. 

The process of change occurs on the practical and individual level. For example, while the 
community is not seen as sustainable, most residents do think of themselves as pro-
environmentally oriented. This can be due to both high individual expectations of 
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community life as well as social comparison with other similar groups within the British 
cultural context.    

When addressing and aiming to resolve the ‘stress filed’ created by the clash between 
different dimensions of the representation of the human-nature relationship, Braziers Park 
residents utilize a confrontational style of negotiation (Leung, Au, Fernández-Dols, & 
Iwawaki, 1992). On the one hand there is a search for diversity, on the other a preference 
to rationally solve the tension by enforcing and normalising the cognitive dimension of the 
representation. As mentioned, the experience of the expressive dimension is driven into 
the private sphere.  

Even though the normative dimension in Braziers Park seems to favour the rational facets 
within the ‘stress field’, the community’s outlook on norms is leaning more towards 
anarchy with issues being solved one step at a time, one by one.  

One the other hand, Damanhur operates like a collectivist society (Oyserman et al., 2002), 
where the individual is integrated and almost seems to disappear within the collective. In 
fact, the community is perceived as a ‘Super Individual’. Not surprising, the feelings of 
belonging to the community are high, and so is its cohesion. We can see this in the 
similarity of opinions between members, for example when it comes to their reasons for 
joining, but also in the generally accepted spiritual stance on different issues. 

In this case the process of change is a collective endeavour. For example, even though the 
Federation of Damanhur could be objectively considered collectively sustainable, 
individual members might not be as pro-environmental in their own practices. This 
discrepancy could be explained by the ‘rebound effect’ (for more see Girod & de Haan, 
2009; Berkhout, Muskens, & Velthuijsen, 2000). In addition, while even though some 
community pro-environmental practices are lagging behind, the cultural context of the 
community has to be taken into account. For example the use of organic cleaning products 
is not salient in the wider Italian context. 

In the process of resolving the ‘stress filed’ within the human-nature relationship, 
Damanhurians, rather than trying to regulate which dimension is more important, aim to 
establish unity between all three: cognitive, expressive and normative dimension. 
Negative effects of the tensions are avoided by promoting harmony and similarity (Leung 
et al., 1992). In this process ‘spirituality’ plays a key role; it becomes a widely established 
norm, aiding in the process of bringing together the cognitive and expressive dimensions 
of the representation.  
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Consequently, Damanhur has a well-defined normative structure, clearly outlined in their 
main normative document, the Damanhurian Constitution. This outlook on norms 
provides a basis for the institutionalization of the community.  

Additionally, it is the concept of spirituality, specifically the feelings of “connectedness 
with oneself, connectedness with others and nature, and connectedness with the 
transcendent” (de Jager Meezenbroek et al., 2012), which brings with it some interesting 
insights. Even though sometimes these feelings are not openly acknowledged, especially 
on the community level as in the case of Braziers Park, they do still play an important role 
within the re-presentation of the human-nature relationship. While in Braziers Park these 
feelings are associated with the expressive dimension, in Damanhur they have been 
elevated to the position of a general norm. There also seem to exist some interesting 
parallels when it comes to open acknowledgement and practice of spirituality on the 
community level and the general perception of cohesion within the community, as well as 
stronger feelings of group identity. 

Also, in regards to the relationship with the broader society, the expectations were 
confirmed: the two ecovillages seem to be pursuing two different ways of prefiguration as 
a form of political participation with the outside. 

Both communities “facilitate the flow and exchange of knowledge about ecovillages and 
demonstration sites” (GEN website) by organising and running their own courses. 
However, the residents of Braziers Park do not really see these community activities as 
political practice. Their engagement in politics with the outside community, like taking 
part in other similarly-minded organisations (i.e. Greenpeace, etc.) or protests, is – again – 
only seen and carried out in the private sphere. Besides their membership within GEN and 
WwOOF, the community as a collective does not associate itself with any specific 
political movement. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily contradict their potential 
influence in theory. Even though the community might not be trying to consciously appear 
political, they can still be (and sometimes are) perceived as such. 

On the other hand, Damanhur is very politically active. They have several offices both in 
Italy as well as multiple other countries across the globe. Besides GEN and WwOOF (like 
Braziers Park), Damanhur actively participates in various other national and international 
organizations, like RIVE and Conacreis. Community members are also involved in 
regional politics and have even established their own political party.  
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This development brings up the question of intentionality as well as minority influence: 
two crucial aspects if ecovillages are to be conceived as primary movers in our current 
transition towards a new ‘state of nature’.  

In Yates’ (2015) opinion one of prefigurative movement’s main aims should be an active 
diffusion of their perspectives and conducts. And while the global ecovillage movement 
does in fact hold this aspiration (GEN website), and while Damanhur is clearly striving to 
disseminate their re-presentations, Braziers Park does not seem to consciously hold this 
intent, at least not as a community. If intentionality or conscious effort to disseminate the 
movement’s perspectives and practices is a key characteristic of prefiguration, could and 
should Braziers Park in this sense even be considered prefigurative?  

Braziers Park does belong to a prefiguratively oriented network, and their practices could 
and sometimes do appear political from the outside. Could we therefore surmise that 
besides conscious intentionality, the term could be extended to include also the appearance 
of intentionality? 

Further research is needed at this point. However, it should be noted that, within the social 
representations theory, practices are one of the more unconscious modes of social 
representations, presenting its culturally more deeply engrained levels (i.e. Jodelet, 1991). 
In fact, the founder of Braziers Park, John Norman Glaister, was in his time quite 
politically active; the formation of Braziers Park community in 1950 was also in a sense a 
political experiment of living together and taking action. This could possibly mean that 
Braziers’ political intentions have become so deeply engrained and have in time moved 
from conscious to unconscious practice. The role of consciousness in prefigurative action 
may thus be much more complex than the one traditionally recognised by social 
movement research. 

When it comes to the capacity to influence the ‘outside’, the results could theoretically 
indicate that Damanhur should be more successful when it comes to its political 
aspirations. According to ‘bounded normative influence’ (Kincaid, 2004), based on 
Moscovici’s theory on minority influence (i.e. Moscovici, 1976a; Moscovici & Faucheux, 
1972; Moscovici, Lage, & Naffrechoux, 1969), because Damanhur has been able to 
establish strong feelings of belonging and identity between its community members, the 
community in itself should have a greater chance of surviving and exerting its influence 
by recruiting converts and establishing its behaviour as the norm outside of its confines. If 
‘bounded normative influence’ does in fact play a key role in the success of minority 
influence strategies, does this put Braziers Park at a disadvantaged position? 
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In an attempt to determine the success of the two diverse behavioural styles of minority 
influence employed by the selected ecovillage case studies, media analysis was conducted, 
comprising of 969 British and 142 Italian newspaper articles published between 2000 and 
2014 (from 3 daily, 2 weekly and 1 monthly newspaper/magazines in United Kingdom 
and Italy, respectively).  

The results show, that even though Braziers Park has managed to secure a position within 
the political discourse on ecovillages, it has not really managed to establish itself as an 
independent political actor. In fact, in the eyes of the media Braziers Park is seen only as a 
venue.  

However, British ecovillages in general have managed to take advantage of the favourable 
Zeitgeist (Maass & Clark, 1984), creating a discourse by focusing on the more expressive 
dimension of the representation. By anchoring their position in the context of the private 
sphere and a bottom-up approach, putting emphasis on family and positive emotions 
(specifically spirituality), they have managed to provide an alternative to the hegemonic, 
governmental position, where ‘sustainable communities’ are defined as top-down political 
projects aimed at primarily addressing social and economic issues. 

Compared to Braziers Park, Damanhur has proven itself as a known political actor in both 
contexts, the Italian as well as the British. However, it seems that in both contexts 
delegitimising techniques have been used to counter the influence of the community. 
Perhaps Damanhur is too provoking in its views. It is true that their view of spirituality – 
compared to the view put forth by the most well-known ecovillage in United Kingdom, 
Findhorn – is based on occult knowledge, which sometimes seems to elicit fear. 
Nevertheless, this does not necessarily counteract their influence. 

Italian ecovillages in general have also managed to anchor their position in a more 
expressive, bottom-up perspective. In contrast to ecovillages, seen as international, 
business-oriented projects, their representation is focused more on ecovillages as places of 
leisure, either as vacation spots or family-friendly communities promoting philosophy, 
religion and art.  

In essence, ecovillages in the European context have managed to establish a discourse on 
environmentalism, proposing an alternative position and a different representation of the 
human-nature relationship. Not only does their representation a priori differ when it 
comes to its practice, but it also acknowledges a more emotional and spiritual dimension. 
Ecovillages have chosen to anchor their representation in the context of the private sphere, 
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putting emphasis on community and family, and activities of leisure, including art and 
philosophy.  

When it comes to the representation of ecovillages in the public arena we can definitely 
see a presence of cognitive polyphasia, where different, sometimes conflicting, elements 
exist simultaneously. In this specific case they have organised themselves in thematic 
poles (Marková, 2003) of public vs. private, top-down vs. bottom-up, rational vs. 
emotional, work vs. leisure, etc.  The results indicate that polyphasia on its own might not 
be a suitable way for ecovillages to be seen as viable alternatives. By instigating conflict, 
ecovillages have to create a ‘stress field’ while exporting their re-presentation of the 
human-nature relationship. The most successful ecovillages – in the political arena – have 
chosen to focus on the contentions of the expressive dimension within the social 
representation, countering the predominant cognitive dimension promoted by the 
hegemonic top-down understanding. 

The conscious incorporation of ‘spirituality’ into the ecovillage daily life therefore does 
not only present a possible way to deal with the tension within the ‘stress field’ and 
elevate group identity, but could potentially also provide an instrument of political 
influence.    

Of course, one must keep in mind the importance of cultural contexts. While certain 
behavioural styles might seem successful in one context, they might not yield the same 
results in another. For example, Findhorn and Damanhur could be considered very close 
when it comes to their behavioural style, but the same could not be said for their success. 
While Findhorn has been quite successful in establishing itself as a viable political 
alternative by stressing the expressive, spiritual elements of their position, Damanhur’s 
position has been somewhat delegitimised in both, the British as well as the Italian 
context. 

Similarly, cultural context should also be taken into account on the level of individual 
behaviours. For example, while certain behaviours might seem extremely pro-
environmental in one context, they can be more critically evaluated in another. The same 
can be observed in the case of spirituality.   

However, even though ecovillages do seem to manage to portray a generally consistent 
front, not enough information is available to reach an overall assessment. More research is 
needed, including a wider range of media sources (including local newspapers in Italy and 
middle-market and tabloid newspapers in the United Kingdom, as well as different on-line 
sources like blogs and social media). Additionally, in order to better address the success of 



	  
	   	   	   	  

	   43	  

different behaviour styles of minority influence, it would be useful to collect more 
information within the general population (with possible in-depth interviews with the 
surrounding population living in the vicinity of ecovillages).  

In summary, the thesis has highlighted that even though the ecovillage movement in itself 
could be considered prefigurative, individual ecovillages taking part in the movement 
seem to utilise very different ways in re-presenting and diffusing their re-presentations.  

Looking at the ‘stress field’ emerging between the three dimensions – cognitive, 
expressive, and normative – within the representation of the human-nature relationship 
does not only help gain an insight into the process of re-presentation, but can also provide 
a better understanding of the processes of minority influence.   

This conclusion opens up an array of new theoretical queries, for example the discussion 
of diversity within single prefigurative movements as well as consequent questions 
concerning the issues of conscious intentionality within them. Additionally, it highlights 
the viable role spirituality might play not only when it comes to community pro-
environmental behaviours, but also in their political participation; finally bringing up the 
question if spirituality could or should become the future of the environmentalist 
movement. 
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