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Abstract 
 
The thesis looks at ecovillages – human-scale settlements, harmlessly integrated into 
the natural world in a way that is supportive of human development and can be 
successfully continued into the indefinite future – 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, 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 the future of the 
environmentalist movement. 
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1 Introduction 
The world is changing. In the past years we have been witnessing a 
proliferation of different kinds of protests all over the world. Even though a 
majority of them have been spurred on by the economic crisis, quite a lot of 
them have specifically acknowledged the issue of environment and the need to 
move towards a more sustainable way of life. As a matter of fact, this seems to 
be their quickest growing concern (Ortiz, Brke, Berrada, & Cortes, 2013). 
 
The topic of environmentalism has been notably gaining in popularity ever 
since the 1970s (and even before that). It seems that our hegemonic 
representation of nature and its value is changing, and so is our relationship 
with it. We have now reached a point where we have been given the 
opportunity to stop working ‘against’ nature and establish a ‘society for nature’ 
(Moscovici, 1976a). According to a wide array of research focused on 
environmental worldviews, this belief has almost become a standard (i.e. 
Eurobarometer, 2011). Nevertheless, pro-environmental practices seem to be 
lagging behind. 
 
The question on everyone’s mind is how do we build a world where pro-
environmental behaviour is a thing of common practice. What would this new 
society for nature even look like? Specifically, what kind of relationship 
with nature are we moving towards? And how is it going to look like in 
practice? 
 
Protesters engaging in the politics of demand do not seem to have the answer. 
Their efforts are focused mostly on voicing their dissatisfactions with the way 
the current system is being run. However, they have not been clear as to what 
type of world they would like. This has also been one of the most common 
critiques aimed at these movements. Nevertheless, the debate regarding 
political movements has always been concerned mostly with politics of 
demand, and not as much with more prefigurative political actions, whose aim 
is to create in the present the world they would like to see in the future. It is 
exactly these movements that make up the arena where ideas about our 
possible future alternatives could be found. 
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When it comes to our relationship with nature, there are groups already 
engaging in prefigurative politics trying to consistently live this new ‘society 
for nature’. Among them we can also find movements like ecovillages, defined 
as “human-scale settlement[s] consciously designed through participatory 
processes to secure long-term sustainability” (GEN). Besides adopting highly 
energy-efficient technologies, these communities have also 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).  
 
If ecovillages present one of the alternatives actively re-presenting the 
relationship with nature in practice, what does this representation look 
like?  
 
Ecovillages present special contexts, where the human-nature relationship is 
not only perceived as a holistic combination of cognitive (i.e. technological) 
and expressive aspects (which among others also include feelings towards 
nature and community), but also practical ones.  
 
Interestingly, in their aim to holistically practice this new way of life, most 
ecovillages have incorporated a spiritual dimension. Spiritual movements (and 
especially nature-based spiritualities) have been developing side by side with 
the environmentalist movement since its upsurge in the 1970s, but the actual 
connection between them, and the role spirituality seems to play in ecovillage 
life, remains unclear.  
 
Consistent practice of a sustainable way of life is the most obvious element that 
differentiates ecovillages from the rest of the society (with an environmental 
worldview). As prefigurative movements, practice is also their main political 
tool, which means it could be seen to posses a kind of normative aspect as well.  
 
Nevertheless, how likely is it that the re-presentation of the human-nature 
relationship ecovillages are practicing could be considered a viable 
alternative? In their quest to influence the views (and practices) of the general 
society, ecovillages must present themselves as committed, confident and 
consistent minorities (i.e. Moscovici, 1976c; Moscovici & Faucheux, 1972; 
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Moscovici, Lage, & Naffrechoux, 1969). But are ecovillages even recognized 
as political actors? What does the general population think of them? 
 
Ecovillages are ideal cases, which lay at the intersection between three of the 
major legacies left by Serge Moscovici: minority influence, our evolving 
relationship with nature, and the theory of social representations. Examining 
them more closely can thus help us in bridging these contributions. Moreover, 
ecovillages as prefigurative movements appear to be based on a particular 
balance of action, feelings and thoughts glued together by spirituality. At the 
theoretical level, ecovillages thus post old and new questions for social 
representations research: How are emotions, cognitions and practices balanced 
within social representations? How are stress and tensions between these 
elements managed and normalised? Which role does spirituality play in 
extending our understanding of such balance? In re-presenting the human-
nature relationship, how are ecovillages trying to export their re-presentation 
beyond their in-group? And how does the general population (in specific 
context in which they are based) perceive them as political actors? 
 
In order to address these queries, one must first understand the larger societal 
framework. Therefore, the first chapter will try to understand the Zeitgeist and 
tackle the larger contemporary social and political context that plays a role in 
determining ecovillage as pioneers. Ecovillages will thus be theoretically 
considered as actors within the wider process of social change towards a more 
sustainable way of life, actively practicing a new relationship with nature. 
Additionally, they will be defined as active minorities, using prefigurative 
politics to exert influence. 
 
The second chapter will focus more extensively on mainstream research of pro-
environmental behaviour in the field of social psychology, as well as some of 
its shortcomings. Special attention will be paid to defining the concept of 
spirituality, which seems to also play a role in the pro-environmental way of 
life within ecovillages. And finally, we will be taking a closer look at 
ecovillages, specifically who they are and what they do. 
 
In the third chapter the theory of social representations will be presented as a 
noteworthy and useful framework to address both the issue of the human-
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nature relationship within ecovillages as well as studying ecovillages as 
political actors within the process of minority influence. 
 
In order to gain a wider perspective of the ecovillage movement, two different 
ecovillages – as case studies – will be presented (one in United Kingdom and 
one in Italy) in the following research chapters. Firstly, the social 
representations approach will be used to examine the human-nature 
relationship looking at practices, specifically in relation to the interaction 
between three different dimensions – cognitive, expressive, and normative 
(Buijs, Arts, Elands, & Lengkeek, 2011; Fischer, Peters, Neebe, Vávra, Kriel, 
Lapka, & Megyesi, 2012). Additionally, a special focus on spirituality and the 
role it plays in this interaction will be considered. Secondly, ecovillages will be 
examined as political actors, specifically how they are portrayed in the media 
and therefore how they are seen by the general public. 
 
The research will be utilising the modelling approach (de Rosa, 2013) 
incorporating multiple methods on both levels of analysis. A combination of 
participant observation, interviews, discussion groups, examination of 
community art as ethnographical artefacts, and document analyses will be used 
to gain an insight into the re-presentation of the human-nature relationship (and 
its three dimensions) within the context of ecovillages. Additionally, in order to 
determine ecovillages as political actors in the public arena, media analysis, 
interviews, participant observation, and web-based analytical tools will be 
used.  
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2 Defining the Context  
2.1	  The	  Zeitgeist	  	  

2.1.1	  Time	  of	  Crises	  
 
The beginning of the 21st century seems to have been marked by an onset of 
growing dissatisfaction with the state of the world as it is. This inner frustration 
has hardly stayed suppressed. It seems there is a new protest in preparation 
almost every other week, and instead of showing any signs of decline in their 
numbers, they only seem to be proliferating. As a matter of fact, in their 
analysis of 843 world protest movements2 taking place between the years of 
2006 and the first half of 2013, Ortiz and colleagues (2013) have been able to 
outline a steady rise from 59 protests in 2006 to 112 protests only in the first 
half of 2013 (Figure 1). 
 

 
 
Fig. 1: Number of world protests by main grievance/ demand, 2006-2013 (exact duplication 
from Ortiz et al., 2013, p. 13)3 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Types of protests movements that were included in the study were: marches, protest assemblies, occupations, civil 
disobedience/direct action, strikes/walkouts, blockades, formal statements, educational actions, violence, 
vandalism/looting, internet activism, general assemblies, political stunts, hunger strikes, hacking, 
whistleblowing/leaks, noisemaking, celebrity endorsements, forming a new political party/movement, legal/electoral 
redress, petition drives, mutual aid, street theatre and music, boycotts, “merchants” strike, self-inflicted violence, and 
religious processions/public prayer (Ortiz et al., 2013, p. 33). It has to be noted here that even though this list is quite 
extensive, it does not cover all types of possible political participation strategies. 
3 Source: Ortiz and colleagues’ (2013) analysis of world protests in media sources 2006-2013, as of July 31st 2013 
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No continent, and almost no country, has been able to successfully avoid this 
trend (Figure 2). And even though Ortiz and colleagues hardly take into 
account every protest that took place between 2006 and 2013, their data – 
consisting of news reports available online within the span of seven and a half 
years that included 84 countries and encompassed 91.9% of world population – 
shows a clear picture of the widespread trend of dissatisfaction among the 
world’s citizens.  
 

 
 
Fig. 2: Countries with protests covered in media sources between 2006 and the first half of 
2013 (exact duplication from Ortiz et al., 2013, p. 10)4 

 
In their search to identify the drivers of social unrest, Ortiz and colleagues 
(2013, p. 12) try to obtain information on the profile of people protesting and 
their reasons for doing so. They come to the conclusion that “while protests 
occur in all world regions and across all income levels” (Table I), there seems 
to be a greater prevalence in high-income, more developed countries.  
	    

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Source: Ortiz and colleagues’ (2013) analysis of world protests in media sources 2006-2013, as of July 31st 2013 



	  
	  

	   7	  

 
 Total 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013*  

High-Income (region) 304 17 25 25 35 44 57 60 41 

Latin 

America/Caribbean 

141 14 12 15 12 21 22 25 20 

East Asia/Pacific 83 3 8 10 9 12 20 11 9 

Sub-Saharan Africa 78 7 6 8 8 5 18 15 11 

Middle East/North 

Africa 

77 3 11 6 7 11 18 15 6 

Global 70 7 5 8 8 8 10 14 10 

Europe/Central Asia 47 3 4 4 4 8 2 9 6 

South Asia 43 5 5 5 4 4 8 2 9 

World Total 843 59 77 80 87 116 153 160 111 

Tab. I: Main protests by region (Ortiz et al., 2013, p. 13)5 

 
The main demands seem to vary; and albeit they might have sequentially 
followed the onset of the global financial and economic crisis (hence spurred 
on by economic reasons), their grievances and causes span well beyond short 
term-austerity measures. In fact, they can be grouped into four different main 
categories (Ortiz et al., 2013): 
 

• Economic justice/ anti-austerity: reform of public services; jobs, higher 
wages, labour conditions; tax/ fiscal justice; inequality; low living 
standards; agrarian/ land reform; fuel and energy prices; pension 
reform; food prices; and housing; 

• Failure of political representation: real democracy; corporate 
influence/deregulation/privatization; corruption; justice; transparency 
and accountability; citizen surveillance; anti-war/military-industrial 
complex; and sovereignty; 

• Global justice: anti-IMF/ECB/other IFIs; environmental justice; anti-
imperialism; anti-free trade; global commons; and anti-G20; and 

• Rights of people: ethnic/indigenous/racial justice; to the commons; 
labour; women; freedom of assembly/speech/press; LGBT; religious; 
denial of rights; immigrant; and prisoner. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Source: Ortiz and colleagues’ (2013) analysis of world protests in media sources 2006-2013, as of July 31st 2013	  
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From the list of demands we can surmise that the current crisis is definitely not 
just a crisis of economics, but includes an array of issues ranging from the 
environment, gender, race, politics, work, sexual orientation, religion, etc.  
 
This diversity and co-occurrence can be seen as a representation of different 
interconnected and overlapping segments, belonging to one single course 
towards a change within wider society; they are different outlooks on one 
crisis, which essentially boils down to an overall crisis of societal values.  
 
In the words of Occupy Wall Street protesters, the problem is the system itself. 
It is clear people’s worldview is changing. They are unsatisfied, the system is 
not working anymore and something needs to change (Žižek, 2011).  
 
People all over the world are recognizing this need and are taking power into 
their own hands. From research conducted by Ortiz and colleagues (2013, p. 
32) we can see they seem to be utilizing very diverse ways of making their 
voices heard. The most common methods employed by the protesters are 
“marches, followed by protest assemblies (or rallies), occupation of public 
spaces and other kinds of civil disobedience/direct action (including by 
computer activists of ‘hacktivists’)” (Figure 3).  
 

 
Fig. 3: methods of protests 2006-2013 (exact duplication from Ortiz et al., 2013, p. 99) 

 
Even though this research encompassed a big part of possible tools that citizens 
can utilise to voice dissatisfaction and participate in politics, they did not 
include every tool available in making impact. While discussions about 
‘activism’ are “frequently dominated by protest, particularly on the large-scale, 
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confrontational, and heroic kinds” (Nettle, 2009, p. 327), we must keep in mind 
that there are also other ways of political participation. Besides “voting, 
campaigning, or becoming involved in a pressure group” (Haste, 2004, p. 416), 
citizens can also turn towards more pioneering, conscious and pragmatic 
responses (Litfin, 2009) of building alternatives.  
 
In fact, Žižek (2011) sees the creation of alternatives as a necessity. In the case 
of the Occupy Wall street movement, he explains that protest creates vacuum, 
“a vacuum in the field of hegemonic ideology” that needs to be filled as it 
provides an “opening for the truly New”. At this point “we are obliged to think 
about alternatives” and ask ourselves the truly difficult questions – “questions 
not about what we do not want, but rather what we DO want. […] What new 
positive order should replace the old one the day after, when the sublime 
enthusiasm of the uprising is over”?  
 

2.1.2	  Society	  in	  change	  
 
Crises and different social upheavals do not present anything new. In fact, they 
are a necessary component of societal progression, seemingly a part of 
continuous evolution of general worldviews, values, and consequent norms etc. 
In fact, our history has been “marked by pivotal years” – i.e. 1789, 1848, 1939, 
1968, 2001 – when people all over the world seem to have risen up, “to say 
that something is wrong and to ask for change” (Stiglitz, 2012, p. 1).  
 
These events have been most thoroughly recorded in European and North 
American contexts; nevertheless, they are not specific to them. In the post-
modern era of international media coverage we can see these shifts occurring 
all over the world, in some cases even spurred on by each other.  
 
While societal transformation has often been a part of a slow and steady 
progression, these more turbulent times that have profoundly altered the course 
of human history can be seen as an attestation of an occasional need for a 
quicker, more disruptive shift. For example, “both 1848 and 1968 came to 
signify the start of a new era” (ibid.), the next steps in society’s evolution.  
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As previously mentioned, even though the instigations may have seemingly 
stemmed from a general dissatisfaction with the economic and political system 
– seen within and between individuals and communities –, they were in all 
actuality aimed at the system as a whole, a system generally perceived as 
broken. This is why these times were also an era of proliferation of social 
movements trying to tackle diverse issues like gender, race, sexuality, 
environment, spirituality, etc. Ultimately, a change in the system as a whole 
spurs on a change in its components (and the other way around) considering 
society functions like an organisation, “definable as a network of 
intercommunication” (Wallace, 1956, p. 266). 
 
Of course, it must be acknowledged at this point that the need for change is 
always accompanied by resistance, however small it may be. Social change is a 
messy process, marked by conflict (in both its positive and negative form), 
where mainstream movements coexist with their countercultural counterparts, 
occupying different positions and managing different amounts of social power. 
 
One of the most recent, and most often referred to, examples of a period when 
society went through such a change is the period of the late 1960’s to the early 
1970’s. Diverse countercultural movements that formed from the widespread 
social tensions of that period put it on themselves to confront diverse social 
issues. Among others they included topics of anti-war, and anti-nuclear 
objectives that were accompanied by spiritual (i.e. New Age, neo-paganism, 
shamanism, Buddhism, Hinduism, etc.) and environmental views as well as 
feminism, civil rights, human sexuality reflexions and so forth. Even though 
the most important movements of that time could now be considered as stand 
alone examples, they all represented a relevant part of the whole era, which 
sparked a reconsideration of the direction of society’s development as a whole.  
 
To help us imagine it better, every such movement or process can be pictured 
as a single helix (big or small, strong or weak) flowing through time, 
interacting and adapting to other flowing processes, their every turn presenting 
an opportunity for possible evolution. The helix image has often been used to 
portray social processes in time. By compounding different processes into a 
double, even triple helix the resulting visualisation can describe a relative 
stable trajectory of two or more sub-dynamical movements shaping each other 
in co-evolution (Leydesdorff, 2013). This model indicates that the progression 
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of movements is not linear, where each sequential level contains the previous 
one and does not replace it. 
 
Interestingly, in his quest to map the patterns in human development, 
psychologist Clare W. Graves also employs the model of a helix or a spiral to 
visually illustrate the advancement of the individual and society in time. 
Graves initially used the theory to help explain the development of individuals 
through time, upgrading Maslow’s hierarchy of values. He proposed that as 
individuals change psychologically through their life, so do societies, and 
further added to the model, making it a double helix in order to portray the 
relationship (and the consequent process of coping) between the individual and 
his or her larger context, i.e. country, company, group etc.  
 
The spiral and the helix actually represent the same shape viewed from 
different points in space: while the spiral represents a view from the bird’s 
perspective, the helix represents the view from the side. In his theory of Spiral 
Dynamics (Beck & Cowan, 1996), Graves (1974, p. 72) proposes society is a 
part of “an open, constantly evolving” course of evolution, “an unfolding, 
emergent, oscillating, spiralling process, marked by progressive subordination 
of older, lower-order system behaviours to newer, higher-order systems as 
man’s existential problems change”. 
  
As societies and the challenges they face change, so do their values, 
behaviours, norms, etc. In this sense societies, as a collection of psychological 
constructs, could be seen transitioning form one system (characterized by one 
specific set of characteristics) to another, from one phase of evolution to 
another – all within one spiralling movement (Figure 4). Every one of these 
phases is characterized by their own organising principles or worldviews.  
 
However, because this process is characterized more as a flow than a 
succession of steps, individuals (as well as cultures or societies) do not usually 
fall clearly into one single phase or level. In reality, they embody a mixture of 
different-level value processes. Nonetheless, a prevailing set, which can be 
generally attributed to an individual or a society in a specific time and space, 
can still be surmised among this mixture.  
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Ede (2013) further elaborates that the higher stages “represent increased 
complexity, not enlightenment or anything else”. In other words, by moving 
from one phase to another societies do not become ‘better’, just more complex. 
In this sense, they expand society’s “conceptual space, broadening their 
perceptives and increasing their options to act appropriately in a given 
situation”6.  
 
Building upon Graves’ research, Beck and Cowan (1996) add the idea of 
‘memes’ to the theory of Spiral Dynamics, and colour coding these levels or 
phases (Lucas, 2006). It should be stated here that the concept of ‘memes’ 
introduced by Beck and Cowan is different from the one from Dawkins’ (1976) 
theory. While Dawkins sees a ‘meme’ as a complex of units of cultural 
information (comprising ideas, skills, behaviours, fashions) that can be copied 
from one person to another (Encyclopaedia Britannica), Beck and Cowan see 
them as specific ways of thinking.  
 
Hereby, the levels can be quickly described as followed (Ede, 2013; more in 
Figure 4): 
 

• Level 1 – Beige – existential/ instinctive worldview: focus on 
survival, biogenic needs satisfaction, reproduction, and satisfying 
instinctive urges. Focus on: ‘me’. 
 

It is reactive, biologically driven, living in a state of nature, and has limited 
sense of cause and effect. 
 

• Level 2 – Purple – animistic worldview: focus on the placate spirit 
realm, honouring ancestors, protection from harm, and family bonds. 
Focus on: ‘us’. 
 

It is subsumed in the group; there is no separate identity of ‘I’ – the focus is on 
co-operation, sharing, and ritual. Conflict is seen as endangering the tribe, who 
have the forces of nature to contend with. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 On the topic of spirituality, “Graves’ view was that the spiritual is wrapped within the systems and tehir worldviews 
and expressed through them as biopsychological system’’ (http://spiraldynamics.org/). 
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• Level 3 – Red – egocentric worldview: focus on power/action, 
asserting oneself in order to dominate others, exercising control, and 
seeking sensory pleasure. Focus on: ‘me’. 
 

It is about breaking away from the tribe; being impulsive, seeking respect, 
honour and avoiding shame and establishing the self, where might is right. The 
world is adversarial, uncaring, and only raw power will let one prevail. 
 

• Level 4 – Blue – absolutistic worldview: focus on stability/order, 
obedience in order to earn reward; fostering meaning, purpose, and 
certainty. Focus on: ‘us’. 
 

It emerges from the chaos of Level 3/Red meme to a place where obedience to 
rightful authority is crucial; it promotes binary thinking, categorising, and 
denying oneself for ‘the one right way’. Stability and security is achieved 
through sacrifice and submission. Things are done by the book/manual; 
bringing in new norms is only seen as undermining control/authority. 
 

• Level 5 – Orange – multiplistic / materialistic worldview: focus on 
opportunity/success, competition in order to achieve results, influence, 
and autonomy. Focus on: ‘me’. 
 

It emerges from the rigidity of Level 4/Blue meme, looking to manoeuvre 
rather than comply. Many ways and criteria are preferred rather than one right 
way or set of standards. It is goal directed, independent, self-sufficient, 
confident, and experiment to find the best among many possible choices, future 
oriented and competitive. Work in order to achieve a good life and abundance; 
the winners deserve their rewards. 
 

• Level 6 – Green – relativistic/ humanistic worldview: focus on 
harmony/love, joining together for mutual growth, awareness, and 
belonging. Focus on: ‘us’. 

 

It emerges in response to the excesses of Level 5/Blue meme, as one cannot do 
it on their own and collaborate with others is needed. Group membership is 
highly valued. Ambiguity through encountering diverse perspectives is 
tolerated; it requires trust. Does not want to hurt others, and is highly empathic 
and sensitive to others – everybody counts. 
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• Level 7 – Yellow – systemic worldview: focus on independence/self-
worth, fitting within a living system, knowing, and asking good 
questions. Focus on: ‘me’. 
 

It demands flexibility, and autonomy, accepting paradoxes and uncertainties. 
There is self-interest, but without harm to others. It promotes curiosity, and 
learning from a variety of sources, where the thinkers are contextual, and can 
see things but not always feel the need or be able to explain them. There is 
great awareness of what they do and do not understand, punished by 
conventional education and corporate structures. They are not motivated by 
fear of survival, God or social approval. Guilt and reward motivators do not 
work – people seek to do well without compulsive drives and ambitiousness. 
 

• Level 8 – Turquoise – holistic worldview: still focused on developing 
global community/life force; survival of life on a fragile Earth; and 
consciousness. Focus on: ‘us’. 

 
As previously touched upon, one can attribute one predominant meme can not 
only to individuals (in certain periods of their lives) but also to societies. 
Hence, the Theory of Spiral Dynamics has tried to correspond each meme to a 
specific period in time in human history (and the periods where the worldview 
of the ‘new’ meme seemed to have first surfaced), tracing the movement by 
observing the prevailing thinking patterns (i.e. instinctive, animistic, 
egocentric, absolutistic, materialistic, humanistic, systemic, holistic) and 
targets (‘me’ or ‘us’). The general orientation/behaviour pattern of the meme 
moves similarly to Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs7, firstly focusing on very 
basic needs, social relationship, power, authority and dogma, success and 
acquisition, and then moving on to community, flexibility and competence, and 
compassion and interconnectedness, etc. (Lucas, 2006). More details can be 
gathered from Figure 4 bellow. 
 
In his essay Ken Wilber (2000) describes another level of this spiralling 
process, the tiers: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Graves’	  reserach	  was	  initially	  focused	  on	  validating	  Maslow’s	  theory	  of	  needs.	  However,	  his	  results	  revealed	  
that	  human	  development	  was	  much	  more	  complex	  than	  Maslow’s	  theory	  permitted,	  and	  Maslow	  himself	  later	  
ackgnowledged	  the	  supriority	  of	  Graves’	  model	  over	  his	  own	  (Ede,	  2013).	  
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“The first six levels are ‘subsistence levels’ marked by ‘first-tier 
thinking. Then there occurs a revolutionary shift in consciousness: the 
emergence of ‘being levels’ and ‘second-tier thinking’”.  

  
 

 
Fig. 4: Spiral Dynamics model (duplication from Roemischer, 2002) 
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Graves’ (1974, p. 72) concept of transformation, preceded by “quantum jumps 
from one steady state to the next”, is not a new idea. For, example these 
patterns have been noticed by other scholars in different contexts (i.e. Kuhn’s 
paradigm shift, 1970; and Wallace’s revitalization movement, 1956).  
 
This process of change and continuous transformation, movement from one 
phase or ‘meme’ to another is complex, it can be both gradual as well as 
radical. Change in itself has never been very easily defined or even 
experienced, and even less so at the societal level. Looking back in history it 
seems that wider social change rarely, if ever, occurred over night. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean that it was not radical.  
 
Many have tried to understand the processes that take place when wide social 
change occurs. One of these theories is also Wallace’s (1956) revitalization 
movement theory, where he tries to describe the wide need for change and the 
processes that shape them. Even though the theory of revitalization movements 
was initially based on a dataset of several hundreds of religious movements, it 
could well be applied to a wider array of other movements. In fact, it delves 
more into the social aspects of change, specifically the deliberate push for 
change. Ultimately, it recognises ‘uniform processes’ that are a part of 
“innovation of whole cultural systems, or at least substantial portions of such 
systems” (Wallace, 1956, p. 264).  
 
Orr (2003, p. 895) stresses the intention behind the revitalization movements 
by conceptualizing them as seeds of “deliberate, widespread efforts to change a 
culture’s worldviews”. In Wallace’s (1965, p. 265) opinion that makes 
revitalization: 
  

“a special kind of culture change phenomenon: the persons 
involved in the process of revitalization must perceive their 
culture, or some major areas of it, as a system (whether 
accurately or not); they must feel that this cultural system is 
unsatisfactory; and they must innovate not merely discrete 
items, but a new cultural system, specifying new relationships 
as well as, in some cases, new traits”. 
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And like seeds, they evolve through different stages (Wallace, 1956, pp. 268-
275): (1) steady state; (2) the period of increased individual stress; (3) the 
period of cultural distortion; and finally (4) the period of revitalization. In the 
first stages of the revitalization process the stress and dissatisfaction levels in 
the society are limited to a smaller number of people, and are somewhat 
bearable. In time, they become too much to handle, and the people who 
recognize the problems slowly gain support. During the last stages, the rift 
between people who want change and those who want to keep the status quo 
only intensifies. At that point the general dissatisfaction of the society reaches 
peak levels. Theoretically, Orr sees this as a kind of tipping point of the 
movement – the point where society either changes or seizes to exist, as it is no 
longer able to cope with the situation at hand.  
 
In practice it rarely occurs that one single movement is responsible for 
completely changing the status quo. More often we see a collection of different 
(sometimes even opposing) movements trying to make their voices heard and 
exert their influence within the process of social change. Things rarely go 
smoothly and are more often than not quite messy. Actually, the line between 
success and failure of a movement can sometimes be blurred. 
 
Returning to our current predicament, it seems that we are now again at the 
point where an ever-growing numbers of people seem to agree that it is time to 
re-evaluate the direction our society is taking. It seems that the process of 
revitalization has begun; some people have begun seeding new ideas. The 
numbers of people who are recognizing the problem within the system is 
growing, anomalies are amounting to their peak, and a general paradigm shift 
appears to be underway. But what is our next step? What worldview is in the 
process of becoming obsolete, and to which new higher-order system will these 
now lower-order system behaviours subordinate?  
 

2.1.3	  Environmentalism	  –	  a	  growing	  concern	  
 
In his correspondence with integral philosopher Ken Wilber, researcher and 
social activist Bill Moyer (2002) writes, 
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“I believe that one of the key aspects of modern society, 
beginning with the founding of the U.S. and especially since 
1960, has been the emergence of citizen-based social 
movements addressing […] the overwhelmingly unhealthy 
aspects of Orange [Meme] which has grown exponentially 
since the takeoff of U.S. Global power and technology, 
especially since WW II”.  
 

He is specifically referring to the “unstable political economy and culture of 
material growth of production, consumption, and waste, the throw-away 
society, pollution, destruction of the environmental life support systems, using 
non renewable resources, global warming, etc.”, which in turn impoverishes 
Third World nations due to the demand of “massive amounts of cheap natural 
resources, agricultural products, labour and capital”.  
 
In the Spiral Dynamics theory, the next meme following the Orange is the 
Green Meme. This new meme is supposed to take up the task of better 
addressing the challenges that have arisen through the course of Orange Meme, 
by providing more appropriate options to act. Every meme has good and bad 
aspects. For example, while the Orange Meme is focused on scientific 
achievement that helped us “escape(s) from the ‘herd mentality’ of blue” 
(Wilber, 2000), its unhealthy aspect results in often-criticized global 
capitalism, exploitation as well as environmental degradation. 
 
Moyer (2002) agrees that the issue of environment doesn’t come into 
discussion until the emergence of the Green Meme worldview. In fact, one of 
its main functions is addressing the negative, unhealthy aspects of the previous 
Orange Meme. The Green Meme therefore offers a more communitarian 
perspective, focused on ecological sensitivity but also on human bonding and 
networking. For example, within the Green Meme we can find movements 
such as deep ecology, Greenpeace, ecofeminism, human rights issues, diversity 
movements, cooperative inquiry, ecopsychology, humanistic psychology, etc. 
(Wilber, 2000).  
 
This trend of environmentally, socially and ethically oriented goals can be 
readily observed in society today, especially when looking at contemporaneous 
protests. Ortiz and colleagues’ (2013) results show that one of the most rapidly 
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growing demands within the contemporary movements is in fact focused on 
environmental issues (categorized under global justice). Ever since before the 
1960’s, the topic of environment has been “increasingly present in protests 
around the world, [in recent years] rising from only 10 in 2006 and 2007, to 28, 
24, and 26 in 2011, 2012 and 2013”, and as of 2013 consisting of 17% of all 
protests (Ortiz et al., 2013, p. 26). 
 
This supports Kaiser, Ranney, Hartig, and Bowler’s (1999, p. 59) claims that 
over the last thirty years, our ecological concern has been widening, and 
currently “a general environmentalist attitude is becoming more and more 
prevalent”. Even the 2011 special Eurobarometer survey on attitudes of 
European citizens towards the environment has confirmed these assumptions, 
showing that the environment is “a major preoccupation for most Europeans”, 
with 95% of EU citizens believing that protecting the environment is important 
to them personally and with 58% considering it to be very important.  
 
Nevertheless, 69% of European citizens still believe that people are “currently 
not doing enough to use natural resources efficiently” (Eurobarometer, 2011, p. 
7). 
 
These social trends, which have only intensified from the time following the 
Second World War, have sprouted interest also among social scientists, who 
tried to “monitor and understand them and the unfolding transformations that 
followed (Castro, 2015). The opportunity to address these issues officially – by 
establishing a new, specially focused subfield within social sciences – arrived 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, during the time when social psychology as 
well was experiencing a crisis in confidence. Within this period the entire field 
was confronting two basic concerns, realizing (Hogg & Vaughan, 2011, p. 23): 
 

“1. It was overly reductionist (i.e. by explaining social behaviour many 
in terms of individual psychology it failed to address the essentially 
social nature of the human experience”). 
2. It was overly positivistic (i.e. it adhered to a model of science that 
was distorted, inappropriate and misleading”. 

 
The period of self-doubt provided an opportunity to not only address “the 
radically charged ideas of going beyond laboratory studies in psychology”, but 
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also the ever-pressing issue of the environmental crisis (Gieselking, 2014). 
“The acknowledgement that if we are to change in a more pro-ecological way, 
the environmental worldviews that prevail in our societies should be better 
understood” (Castro, 2006, p. 248), have therefore managed to spark efforts in 
scientific research to better understand the human-nature relationship, people’s 
views, opinions and attitudes towards the environment. And it was also this 
that “provided a groundswell for the congealing of environmental psychology 
as a sub-discipline unto itself”, where the interplay between individuals and 
their surroundings could be more openly addressed (Gieselking, 2014).  

 
Specifically, this occasion presented academics, who were already engaged in 
environmental research, with the opportunity to broaden the definition of the 
term ‘environment’, to not only include built environments and social settings, 
but also natural environments. In other words, besides architecture, family life, 
neighbourhood culture, or even macro-scale city planning, and how they affect 
people’s behaviour, the term was broadened to also refer to other versions of 
environment like the natural environment or nature and people’s relationship 
with it.  
 
Today, classic research focusing on environmental characteristics, like lighting, 
and their effect on people are still present. However, since the 1970’s research 
on the human-nature relationship has bloomed, spreading itself and giving birth 
to additional and diverse fields like conservation psychology, deep ecology, 
ecopsychology and more.  
 

2.2	  Relationship	  between	  Society	  and	  Nature	  

2.2.1	  Co-‐evolution	  of	  Society	  and	  Nature:	  Relationship	  in	  Time	  
 
We tend to interpret that the environmental degradation is the sole reason the 
re-evaluation of our relationship with nature has been brought to the forefront 
of our minds. But in fact, like our society has been and still is evolving through 
time, so is our relationship with nature – as a part of this process. Therefore, 
this transformation does not really present anything new. Throughout history 
the relationship between society and nature has been in constant flux, moving 
from one stage to the next as a part of a process of continues change.  
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Moscovici (1976b) terms this ‘succession of stages’ a series of ‘states of 
nature’, which taken together constitute the ‘history of nature’ (Whiteside, 
2002, p. 51). Every historical period has therefore been marked by its own 
‘state of nature’, distinct from the one that came before as well as the one that 
would come after. For example, in the ancient world, the nature was seen as 
something mystical, something bigger than humanity as well as something to 
be feared. Through time our understanding of nature has allowed us to copy its 
patterns and use its resources to our advantage. Now, in the modern era, our 
understanding of nature has reached new levels – where we are now able to 
control natural processes at will (i.e. though genetic engineering) (ibid., p. 53). 
 
Simply looking back at this relationship as it has unfolded in the time until now 
– as well as the terminology used by some of the authors addressing this 
relationship – we might be given the illusion that the steps from one ‘state of 
nature’ to the next are clear-cut and well-defined. But this is not really the case. 
We have to understand that “social change is a complex process unfolding 
gradually, or in phases” and it is not an “on/of accomplishment” (Castro, 
2015).  
 
Like within the theory of Spiral Dynamics, a double helix model or spiral 
could be used to portray the evolution of concepts (i.e. nature, society) and 
their relationship through time (Figure 5). With this model we can first gain an 
insight into the ‘how’ (the process), in order later fully understand the ‘what’ 
(the substance). 
 

Fig. 5: Different stages of nature: Society’s changing relationship with nature through time 

 
The ‘what’ or the substance does not refer to actual physical qualities of the 
concepts, but their interpretations. In fact, throughout history the key (physical) 
aspects of both nature and society have remained almost essentially the same. 
Therefore what actually changes through time is our understanding of society, 
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of nature, and of their relationship, so how we think and communicate about 
these concepts. This means that what we are actually looking at is the changing 
of our constructions and the relationship between them through time. This 
means that in order to truly understand the changing relationship between 
society and nature, we must look not at the change of our actual physical 
reality but our interpretation of it. As these interpretations are mental 
phenomena, they become conceptualized and spread via language. We must 
therefore put our attention to communication, intersubjectivity and the 
dialogical relationship between humans and between humans and their 
environment. Narratives are therefore the means for our social construction 
(Forsyth, 2013), as “our encounter with the world is always already rendered 
through our interpretation of it” (Clingerman et al., 2013, p. 3).  
 
In Moscovici’s opinion we are now in the midst of another re-interpretation, 
facing another ‘epistemological shift’. And this one “is more radical than any 
previous change in humanity’s relationship to nature” (Whiteside, 2002, p. 50). 
The various political debates (that include, but are not limited to, the 
previously mentioned protests) attest that a re-elaboration of the human-nature 
relationship is definitely underway.  
 
The most common debates in the environmental arena are centred on two lines 
of thought: ecocentric and anthropocentric. Both perspectives agree on the fact 
that when it comes to the environment it is best that a more sustainable course 
of development is taken. Nevertheless, the core rationale of these two 
perspectives differs: whereas the former sees the need to conserve nature 
because of its intrinsic value, the latter believes this needs to be done mainly 
because a healthy environment is good for human well-being. 
 
Discussing the centrality of either nature or humanity can lead us to a 
stalemate. Nevertheless, French ecopolitics seemed to have managed to 
circumvent this issue. They believe that the question of centrality of either 
nature or society is irrelevant; what truly matters is their interaction through 
time (Whiteside, 2002). 
 
The debate between ecocentric and anthropocentric views demonstrates that in 
our current stage “nature and society are still dichotomized. The difference is 
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only that now we are invited to side with nature ‘against society’” (Whiteside, 
2002, pp. 56-57).  
 
The first task of such a ‘society for nature’ would therefore be to redirect the 
current inner movement. The contemporary society should “seek not to arrest 
growth but to challenge the necessity of technologies and products that are 
destructive or polluting or that are likely to exacerbate social stratification” 
(Whiteside, 2002, p. 56).  
 
Moscovici (1976b, pp. 123-129) commends a ‘re-enchantment of the world’, a 
world that would aim to dismantle needles prohibitions on individual 
experimentation, stimulate creativity, and value diversity of ethnic 
communities (Moscovici 1976b, pp. 123-129). The values that this re-
enchanted world would exhibit are very similar to Wilber’s (2000) description 
of the Green Meme worldview, often referred to as pluralistic relativism. For 
example, its organizing attributes include pluralistic values, social construction 
of reality, diversity and multiculturalism, communitarianism, emphasis on 
relationships, ecological sensitivity, as well as refreshed spiritual focus and the 
enriching of human potential (Lewis, 2008). 
 

2.2.2	  Primary	  Movers:	  Exhibiting	  Society’s	  New	  Relationship	  with	  Nature	  
 
Throughout the “process of moving society from one ‘state of nature’” 
(Whiteside, 2002, p. 53) to the next, Moscovici (1976b) identifies certain 
groups as the primary movers, who are the ‘carriers of invention’ helping to 
lead the society into the next stage (or meme). Thorough out history we can 
observe many such movers. For example, in the ancient world these were the 
artisans; in the modern era it was the mechanical engineer; today, this role has 
been passed on onto scientists. 
 
Even though certain groups might be perceived as more influential, there is 
never just one group trying to influence the course of development. This power 
is re-distributed within different groups, with different methods and sometimes 
even radically different perceptions. 
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Observing the current shift, Moscovici (1974, p. 32) looks back to the 1970s 
and bows to France’s alternative groups: the groups that fought for peace, 
justice, human rights, the environment, etc. He “praises their heterodoxy, their 
communitarianism, their desire to experience life intensely, their interest in 
manual arts. Properly understood, their “return to nature” is not backward-
looking. It expresses rather a will “to adhere tightly to the ground of society, of 
nature, and to challenge them violently, and to provoke history” (Whiteside, 
2002, p. 57).  
 
For this reason, in 1978, Moscovici urges ecological activists to overcome their 
distaste for organization, to form local action groups, and to seek connections 
with heterodox new social movements: urbanists, feminists, organic farmers, 
regionalists – to protest the practices of productivism.  
 
Organizing on a more local level would give these groups more political power 
to influence their surroundings. Gaining larger numbers and better organization 
is one of the ways to achieve this objective. In fact, the movements already 
have quite a lot in common as they share core characteristics in spite of the 
diversity in their programs: all of them are ‘naturalistic’. All are protesting how 
a society dedicated to technological rationality stamps out individuality, how 
maximizing productivity rides roughshod over a goal of optimizing the 
conditions for the generation of life. Their goal is not a ‘cult of nature’; it is 
‘praxis of nature’ (Whiteside, 2002, p. 57).  
 
Even though the times of the 1970s are long gone, a movement that has 
(consciously or not) taken on Moscovici’s headings has been slowly but surely 
gaining support, proliferating all over the world. It has tried to organise itself 
and attempted to move “beyond protest and create models of more sane, just 
and sustainable ways of living” (Dawson, 2010, p. 38). This small, but steadily 
growing group of people belong to the so-called ecovillage movement. 
 
Overall, ecovillages are international or traditional communities “using local 
participatory processes to holistically integrate ecological, economic, social, 
and cultural dimensions of sustainability in order to regenerate social and 
natural environments” (GEN website) (more in Chapter 2). They have been 
striving, since the beginning, to do exactly what Moscovici (1976a) proposed 
the up-and-coming ‘society for nature’ should be aiming to do – siding with 
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nature against society. Essentially, they are problemizing the ‘natural 
categories’, or the human medium through which nature evolves, of today’s 
societies. Their way of life would qualify them as one of the groups that could 
belong to today’s array of ‘primary movers’, contemporary ‘carriers of 
invention’ in the process of moving our society into the next ‘state of nature’ 
(Whiteside, 2002, p. 53). 
 
With their “small, dense and rich concentrations of activity whose aim is to 
transform the nature of that which surrounds them”, ecovillages “can be 
likened to yoghurt culture” (Dawson, 2010, p. 66), and can be realistically 
considered credible solutions to the major problems of our time. In 1998 they 
were even officially named among the United Nations’ top 100 listing of Best 
Practices as excellent models of sustainable living (GEN website). Even the 
first GEN (Global Ecovillage Network) T-shirt, printed in the mid-1990s when 
GEN was created and formally launched, boldly declared “Welcome To The 
Future!” (Dawson, 2010, p. 67). 
 
Taking all this information into account, we could consider ecovillages as 
innovators (Rogers, 2003) within the revitalization (Wallace, 1956) of our 
human-nature relationship that have been slowly proliferating and gaining 
support with the mainstream population since the late 1960s. 
 

2.3	  Movements	  of	  change	  

2.3.1	  Ecovillages	  as	  Prefigurative	  Movements	  
 

Looking at the contemporary movements we can see that there the attention is 
focused primarily on the politics of demand (Day, 2005). Nevertheless these 
movements are often criticised for focusing their efforts on complaining and 
not putting in the work to actually propose a new solution. This is where both 
sides need to make room for (and recognize the efforts of) more prefigurative 
movements. These movements aim to transcend protest and focus on pursuing 
alternative routes to social change; they practice a type of politics which take 
direct action aimed at creating change in the ‘here and now’ (Dixon, 2014). 
 
Boggs (1977, p. 100) defines prefigurative politics as “the embodiment, within 
the ongoing political practice of a movement, of those forms of social relations, 
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decision-making, culture, and human experience that are the ultimate goal”. 
Therefore prefigurative politics are the ways people organize and create 
models that reflect the future they seek, where means and ends of the 
movement overlap (Leach, 2013). A prefigurative movement is therefore 
politics of both creation and one of breaking with hierarchy (Breines, 1980), 
taking the shape of counter-hegemonic social, political, or economic 
institutions, or alternative modes of interaction that reflect a given movement’s 
desired social transformations (Yates, 2015). Prefigurative movements pursue 
social change through “disengagement and reconstruction, rather than by 
reform or revolution,” as a means to gradually build a new and better society 
‘in the shell of the old’ (Day, 2011, p. 108). Or in the words of Ghandi, they try 
are actively trying to be the change they wish to see in the world. 
 
Because prefigurative movements take place partly in private spaces, reject 
hierarchy, and avoid state- or majority-targeted demands, they may be often 
overlooked or seen as unappealing, given a perception of inadequate 
organizational or ideological coherence (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014). 
Nevertheless, they bring an important contribution to the political table by 
creating dialogue and multi-voiced conversation. Since organisations emerge 
through the process of communicating, and therefore exist at the level of 
‘becoming’, rather than ‘being’ (Taylor & Van Every, 1999), discourse is an 
important part of prefigurative movements on both internal (within the 
movement itself) and external levels (in their efforts to influence the common 
reality). 
 
Among the more enduring prefigurative experiments (where one can also find 
timebank systems and cooperative enterprises) that are actively trying to “be 
the change” by developing and experiencing alternative modes of organising 
societies and economies one can also fit the ecovillage movement (Litfin, 
2009).  
 
Even though single ecovillages operate on a local scale, like the majority of 
other similar movements, they are not based on the infrastructure of one single 
organisation, but are often a part of networks of organizations (Diani, 2003). 
Most of them are linked together as a global movement through the constantly 
expanding Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) (Litfin, 2009, p. 128), vision of 
which is the “emergence of a diverse yet shared global pool of wisdom for 
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sustainable living” by utilizing good intentions and creativity of citizens and 
their willingness to make a difference. GEN “promotes the building of 
community and solidarity as core to transition to resilience”, bridging all 
cultures and continents (GEN website).  
 
According to Litfin (2009, p. 126), the ecovillage movement can be understood 
as a “conscious and pragmatic response to the material crisis of modernity” 
utilizing a systemic and holistic approach to the global problematique 
(addressing it on the ecological, social, economic and spiritual levels).  
 
These activities usually have “less to do with making life comfortable for 
ecovillage residents than demonstrating the viability of new, more ecologically 
benign approaches that they then promote and disseminate” (Dawson, 2010, p. 
43). In this aspect, they could be seen to represent an effective, accessible way 
to combat the degradation of our social, ecological and spiritual environments 
(Kanaley, 2000). Ecovillages demonstrate how we can move toward 
sustainability in the 21st century (Agenda 21). This is the reason why they 
could be seen as “examples of how action can be taken immediately” (GEN 
website) and can be particularly “effective as catalysts for change” (Dawson, 
2010, p. 43). 
 
Ecovillages, as a movement, perceive themselves (as well as sustainable 
communities in general) as a “‘necessary yes’, a positive solution to mounting 
the global problem, in contrast to organisations like Greenpeace which are the 
‘necessary no’”. In this sense they are seen “as taking all the no’s and turning 
them into yes’s”. Sustainability in itself is not seen as a good enough end in 
itself, it is “only about stabilizing the global phenomenon through applied 
negative feedback” (Mare, 2000, p. 6) 
 
Even though GEN’s main aim is focused on supporting the movement 
internally, (i.e. supporting and helping evolve sustainable settlements across 
the world), this does not negate the possible wider political effect that 
ecovillages may achieve. According to Yates (2014), a prefigurative movement 
has to aim to consciously “consolidate, proliferate, and diffuse their 
perspectives and collective conducts” (p. 19). By facilitating “the flow and 
exchange of knowledge about ecovillages and demonstration sites”, sharing 
information via networking forums and webinars, “promoting partner programs 
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and social actions that effect GEN’s [ecological, economic, social and 
cultural/spiritual] core values and fostering global cooperation/partnerships”, 
GEN is doing just that. Moreover, the network has formed an “NGO with 
consultative status at the UN-Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
commission, and a partner of United Nations Institute for Training and 
Research, UNITAR” (GEN website). 
  
Of course, even though particular ecovillages belong to the same network that 
does not mean they all have the same political goals or that they enact them in 
exactly the same ways. As a matter of fact, the ecovillage movement is known 
for both its unity as well as diversity (Litfin, 2009). Blewitt (2014) 
acknowledges that while some ecovillages have been “overtly political and 
intentionally prefigurative”, others have preferred to focus more on meditative 
and spiritual practices.  
 
However focusing on practices does not necessarily negate political action. 
There is a growing emphasis on practices, as central elements of social life, the 
real “building blocks of society”, based on collective intentionality and 
collective acceptance, expressed in mutual beliefs and joint actions in recurrent 
social activities (Tuomela, 2012). In the field of environment specifically, 
increasing attention is being placed on the local level, in terms of explicit ways 
in which communities develop place-based cultures in order to guide 
individual and social actions towards the environment, improve their resilience 
by pursuing sustainable lifestyles, and maintaining and improving personal and 
social well-being (Pretty, 2011). 
 
Ecovillages are first and foremost communities, and as stated by Wehr (2011), 
the goal of communities, including ecovillages, engaged in prefigurative 
politics is often based on raising awareness by demonstrating their often-
unconventional ways of living.  
 
Still “some observers are critical of ecovillages’ ‘life-style strategies’ as a 
means of building sustainable democracies (Fotopoulos, 2000)” (Litfin, 2009, 
p. 133). Nonetheless – and at the very least –, one could consider ecovillages 
lifestyle movements with prefigurative possibilities as ‘collective action 
reservoirs’ (Haenfler, Johnson, & Jones, 2012, p. 13).  
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Anyhow, if one is to justly assess the political power of ecovillage movements, 
there is a need for:  

• a more systemic approach – as opposed to the one privileging state-
centric understanding of politics; 

• the recognition of both ecovillage holistic worldview where “leftists 
strategies of seizing state power have no place” (Litfin, 2009, p. 140), 
and 

• acknowledgement of the diversity of local practices of creation and 
resistance (Nettle, 2009). 

 
Ultimately, it should be acknowledged that “the ecovillage movement seeks to 
address not just one problem, but for the problematique as a systematically 
linked nexus that includes environmental degradation, hunger, war, social 
alienation and North-South inequality” (Litfin 2009, p. 139).  
 

2.3.2	  Minority	  Influence	  and	  Diffusion	  of	  Innovations	  
 
Our society is constantly changing and with it so are our worldviews, values, 
norms and behaviours. Ever since the 1970s the attention has been increasingly 
focused on our environment and our relationship with it. According to Moyer’s 
(2002) interpretation of the Spiral Dynamics model of human evolution, the 
majority of societies all over the world are in the process of moving from the 
Orange to the Green Meme. Moscovici (1968) sees this as society’s shift from 
one state of nature to the next, where people are now again re-defining the 
relationship with nature. This transition is not automatic; throughout history it 
has usually been pioneered by different movers, minorities leading different 
movements for change. 
 
Besides all the proliferating protest movements, we can also find more 
prefigurative movements that do not only oppose the current state of affairs but 
also go the extra length in proposing as well as practicing the suggested 
solutions. Among them we can also find ecovillages, who are actively living 
and thereby prefiguring the new human-nature relationship.  
 
Even though the number of ecovillage projects in the world is still quite small, 
and definitely in minority, this does not mean they do not exert any sort of 
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influence. In fact, according to Moscovici’s (1976c) theory of active 
minorities, it is innovation that is the key when it comes to social change. 
 
Applying this line of thought to the ecovillage movement, Kunze (2015) 
believes that ecovillages posses the power to “contribute to societal 
transformation because they create living laboratories”. She goes on to 
elaborate that, “[i]f innovation is defined in terms of social practices and new 
social relations, ecovillages are ‘all about social innovation’”. Besides 
developing, testing and using sustainable technologies, ecovillages have been 
successfully experimenting with different social systems, using complex 
community processes, including fostering common identities, promoting 
common values and emotional connections (also referred to as “spirituality”). 
In fact, all these activities are meant to help achieve the best possible social 
models that could be continued into the indefinite future (Dawson, 2010). In 
their holistic outlook on change (Litfin, 2009), ecovillages do not only innovate 
when it comes to ‘reinventing community’ by including ‘modern 
individualism’, but also by recognizing our relationship with nature, actively 
including it into their experiment towards new forms of cooperation (Kunze, 
2015).  
 
In this sense ecovillages could be seen as innovators. And as with most 
innovations, the natural social (as well as physical) phenomenon requires a 
desire for it to spread. In the case of ecovillages this aspiration to disseminate 
and upscale the ecovillage model (Kunze, 2015) can be observed through their 
processes of engaging outsiders and diffusion of ‘their lessons learned’ (Boyer, 
2015).  
 
The theory (or rather a model, framework, or paradigm) that actively seeks to 
explain these processes – of how, why, and at what rate new ideas spread 
through cultures – is the theory of diffusion of innovations, popularized by 
Rogers (2003). Even though the framework has been used in an array of 
different fields, the general model consists of “at least four interrelated, but 
quite distinct components: 

1. The familiar “S” curve, the cumulative increase in adoption as a 
function of time, and external and internal influences [(Figure 6)], 

2. The nature and attributes of the innovation itself, 
3. The social-cultural context in which diffusion occurs, and 
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4. The staged model of the decision to adopt” (Kincaid, 2004, p. 39). 
 

 
Fig. 6: Diffusion of innovation (exact duplication from Higgins & Clark, 2013, p. 7) 

 
One must keep in mind that this model is only an approximation of how 
change occurs in the real world, as a “variety of conditions – individual, social, 
cultural, economic, and political – will effect the direction and rate of change, 
and eventual outcomes of the diffusion process” (Kincaid, 2004, p. 39).  
 
In any case, “every innovation begins as a deviation from existing social 
norms” (ibid., p. 37). This is also the case when it comes to the ecovillage 
movement. However, “given the strong effect of social norms and social 
pressure, how can any innovation […] ever diffuse to the point where it 
becomes a social norm?” (ibid., p. 38). “From this […] perspective, innovation 
becomes a question of how a minority influences outgroup members in its near 
surround, gradually expanding its boundaries to include more and more 
members over time” (ibid., p. 41). 
 
Reversing the usual conformity paradigm, Moscovici, Lage, and Naffrechoux 
(1969) demonstrated that a consistent minority is able to exert a remarkable 
degree of influence even when it is not equipped with such characteristics as 
power, status, competence, or idiosyncrasy credits.  
 

“A minority which truly innovates, which transforms social reality, 
only rarely has power at the outset. In addition, it is to be noted that the 
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individuals or subgroups who change rules, values, or knowledge, are 
not judged as being superior to others insofar as competence is 
concerned” (Moscovici et al., 1969, p. 336).  

 
Any minority that wishes to exercise influence needs to be “consistent, 
confident and committed in their judgements” (Martin & Hewstone, 2012, p. 
92). When people are faced with this type of minority, they  
 

“want to avoid being seen as a part of a deviant group but, at the same 
time, they are intrigued by the minority’s views and want to understand 
why it holds a different view from the majority. This leads to a detailed 
consideration of the content of the minority position, to evaluate its 
arguments, resulting in public rejection but private acceptance and 
change” (ibid., p. 93). 

 
This process of weighing is acknowledged also within the theory of diffusion 
of innovations where every innovation is evaluated by possible adopters on the 
relative advantages that it might present compared with the already existing 
solutions, for example, its: 

• compatibility with the pre-existing system,  
• knowledge requirements,  
• complexity or difficulty to learn,  
• testability,  
• potential for reinvention (using the tool for initially unintended 

purposes),  
• observed effects,  
• fuzziness of its boundaries (i.e. small core and large periphery),  
• riskiness, and  
• disruption to routine tasks (Rogers, 2003). 

 
But before this process can take place, a confrontation of the innovation with 
the existing systems has to take place. “In his original account of these 
findings, Moscovici (Moscovici, 1976c; Moscovici & Faucheux, 1972; 
Moscovici et al., 1969) proposes a two-step model of minority influence. 
According to this model, the minority must initially induce a conflict with the 
majority by openly challenging the majority norm. In other words, it has to 
provide a consistent and stable alternative norm. Both goals are achieved by 
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showing a behavioural style that indicates certainty and commitment. Although 
Moscovici (1976c) listed a number of potentially relevant behavioural styles 
(consistency, investment, autonomy, rigidity, and fairness), consistency has 
become the cornerstone of minority influence research during the last decade 
of research (Maass & Clark, 1984, p. 428). There are a number of 
qualifications that are relevant of the consistency notions, among others: 

• Rigidity, 
• Discrepancy of opinion, and 
• Normative context / unfavourable zeitgeists. 

 
Minorities that are most successful in producing attitude changes are the ones 
that are consistent; it is through the perception of consistency they are 
attributed certainty and confidence (Maass & Clark, 1984, p. 429). Consistency 
within a group could be seen as a consequence of normalization. “A minority 
position can become a social norm by means of the process of bounded 
normative influence. As long as a minority maintains its majority status within 
its own, locally bounded portion” of society, it can survive and begin to exert 
its influence by recruiting converts and establishing its behaviour as the norm 
(Kincaid, 2004, p. 37). 
 
However, consistency cannot be exchanged with mere repetition. A successful 
minority has to be flexible rather than rigid. Ricateau (1971), for example, 
observed that “as minorities were perceived more dogmatic by the majority, 
they exerted less influence”. Rigid minorities were perceived as less competent 
and confident, and therefore inspired less change. It is also interesting that 
minorities that used a rigid style of communication were generally quite 
disliked, and sometimes even threatened by the majority. Nevertheless, flexible 
minorities had to be systematically patterned in their behaviour, as it is a well-
defined position (and not repetition) that leads to the perception of consistency 
and consequent influence (Maass & Clark, 1984, pp. 429-430). 
 
When deciding the best possible styles of negotiation, it was discovered that:  
1) when differences in opinion were large it was best to utilise a flexible 
negotiation style (Mugny, 1975);  
2) when there was only one minority present it was more influential if it used a 
flexible style of negotiation, instead when there were two minorities present 
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utilising different styles they were equally successful (Mugny & Papastamou, 
1980); and  
3) when the minority’s behaviour style could be easily ascribed to the 
idiosyncratic psychological characteristics of its members, a rigid style of 
communication was counteractive (Mugny & Papastamou, 1980, Maass & 
Clark, 1984, pp. 430-431). 
 
And as previously acknowledged by Kincaid (2004), processes of influence 
(and diffusion of innovations) never occur out of context. Therefore it is 
important to recognise the effect context can have on minority’s desire to 
influence. Paicheler (1976; 1977) observed that if the minority opinion was 
supported by the evolution of the zeitgeist, specifically the direction in which 
the norm trend evolved, it was more successful and its influence was therefor 
bigger. Additionally, a consistent minority was more persuasive and “produced 
greater changes in the majority’s responses when the normative context 
favoured originality and creativity than when it favoured objectivity” 
(Moscovici & Lage, 1978; Maass & Clark, 1984, p. 432). 
 
Even though they are important, consistency and single-mindedness are not the 
only requirements of a successful minority. The outcome of social influence 
depends on other factors as well, “such as frequency of communication and 
location in the network”. Social factors, that have been largely overlooked due 
to focusing on psychological factors dominating this area of research, are also 
important, specifically the location and size of social support (Kincaid, 2004, p. 
54). 
 
Both theories, the diffusion of innovations and minority influence, can shed 
some light on ecovillages as minority (prefigurative) movements seeking to 
make a difference in the world today. As a movement admired for its inclusion 
and diversity, ecovillages could still generally be considered a consistent 
minority, though this assessment could differ from case to case. Since one can 
find ecovillages all over the world, in an array of contexts, it would be hard to 
decide if they, as a movement, have managed to achieve the golden balance 
between rigidity and flexibility. Nevertheless, the movement definitely seems 
to have found its place in the Zeitgeist. As a part of society that seems to be 
shifting from the Orange Meme of capitalism towards the environmental 
perspective of the Green Meme, ecovillages might have found their 
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opportunity. If engaged properly and effectively, they have a chance to diffuse 
their innovative model of living and “recruit[ing] converts in the near surround, 
and establish[ing] its behaviour as the norm” (Kincaid, 2004, p. 37). 
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3 Defining the Key Concepts 
3.1	  Pro-‐environmental	  Behaviour	  
 
The theory and research focusing on environmental problems has focused its 
efforts primarily on identifying environmentally significant behaviours and 
their causes. Within this focus, Stern (2000, p. 408) distinguishes between two 
basic groups of environmentally significant behaviour: impact-oriented 
behaviour and intent-oriented behaviour.  
 
While impact-oriented behaviours are oriented towards directly or indirectly 
causing environmental change (by shaping the context that influences the 
choices for direct influence), intent-oriented behaviours are focused more on 
the intention to influence environmental change (which may not necessary 
make any impact).  
 
Both definitions are important in their own right. The use of one over the other 
should depend on ones goals: when trying to identify and target behaviours that 
could make a difference the impact-oriented definition should be used, and 
when trying to understand and change those behaviours, the intent-oriented 
definition of behaviour should be employed.  
 
In this thesis both aspects of pro-environmental behaviour are acknowledged. 
Nevertheless, recognizing that the main objective of ecovillages already is the 
practice of pro-environmental behaviour that has an impact of the environment, 
this research will be taking a closer look at the intent and causes of this 
behaviour. 
 
Besides the different definitions, there are also different types of 
environmentally significant behaviour. Stern (2000) distinguishes between 
environmental activism, non-activist behaviours (like signing petitions and 
supporting environmental policies) in the public sphere, private sphere 
environmentalism and other environmentally significant behaviours (i.e. 
recycling, consumerism). Taking all these forms into account, a common 
definition can be established where: 
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“[e]nvironmentalism may be defined behaviourally as the propensity to 
take actions with pro-environmental intent” (ibid., p. 411). 

 
However, acknowledging the different types of environmentalism, the thesis 
will be looking at pro-environmental behaviour from a holistic perspective, 
mainly because ecovillages present special contexts, where private as well as 
political life overlap. In these contexts, besides practicing private sphere 
environmentalism, people often simultaneously engage in public sphere 
environmentalism, both activist and non-activist. Just by practicing this way of 
life, ecovillages could de facto be labelled as engaging in public sphere 
environmentalism, even though in other contexts the same practices could be 
considered to pertain only to the private domain.  
 
Of course, the general aim of researching pro-environmental behaviours is to 
understand how they operate and try to determine how they can be altered in 
order to support sustainable or green living objectives (Kirk, 2010, p. 6). In this 
quest researchers have been focusing mostly on understanding, which variables 
are linked to them and what is their influence. 
 

3.1.1	  Common	  Concepts	  Linked	  to	  Pro-‐environmental	  Behaviour	  

3.1.1.1	  Demographic	  Variables	  
 
One of the most common and widely used variables that have been utilised in 
order to determine the effect on people acting in pro-environmental ways, are 
demographic variables. Many studies have shown that environmental 
behaviour differs between population groups (e.g. Ignatow, 2006, van Liere & 
Dunlap, 1980, Engel & Pötschke, 1998). The characteristics that have been 
shown to be relevant included age, gender, education, income and country of 
origin (Willuweit, 2009, p. 20), specifically older, female, higher education and 
income populations, from developed countries.  
 

3.1.1.2	  Environmental	  Worldview	  
 
There are quite a few theories that treat environmentalism as a matter of 
worldviews, but perhaps the most well-known and frequently used is Dunlap 
and Van Liere’s (1978) New Environmental (or Ecological) Paradigm (NEP). 
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Using Pirages and Ehrlich’s (1974, pp. 43-44) definition Dunlap and van Liere 
(1978) see worldview as a set of values, attitudes and beliefs “through which 
individuals or, collectively, a society interpret the meaning of the external 
world […] [and] […] [create] a mental image of social reality that guides 
expectations in a society”.  
 
Their model is based on the hypothesis that the environmental problems 
plaguing the planet are compelling the people all over the world to change their 
predominant anthropocentric worldview – a Human Exemptionist Paradigm – 
towards a New Ecological Paradigm based on a greater respect for nature 
(Castro, 2006, p. 250). This emerging worldview (the NEP) recognizes that 
“human activity and fragile biosphere are seen as inextricably interconnected” 
(Stern, 2000, p. 411) and that there are therefore “limits to the exploitability of 
our natural resources if we want to sustain the life support systems of our 
planet” (Willuweit, 2009, p. 17). 
  
Even though the NEP does have its critics (e.g. Lalonde & Jackson, 2002), 
studies show that a person’s worldview strongly influences their behaviour 
(Grunert & Juhl, 1995). Nevertheless, people’s environmental behaviours do 
not always match their worldviews or attitudes (Kaiser et al., 1999, p. 59). 
Stets and Biga (2003) warn that only when certain conditions are met, one can 
achieve a strong relationship between environmental attitudes and behaviour. 
There is still an existing gap that fails to produce a definite causal relationship. 
Consequently, most research in the area of environmental behaviour has been 
focused on closing this attitude-behaviour gap.  
 

3.1.1.3	  Environmental	  Knowledge	  
 
Dupler (2003) sees environmental knowledge as the broad understanding of the 
relationship between humans and the natural world, and the environmental 
issues currently affecting society.  
 
Environmental knowledge has been considered an important variable as 
“environmentalist personal norms and the predisposition to pro-environmental 
action can be influenced by information that shapes these beliefs” (Stern, 2000, 
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p. 414). Shean and Shei (1995) agree on the importance of investigating the 
influence information (and knowledge) has on environmentally significant 
behaviour.  
 
Although there is some evidence to the contrary (Iwata, 1996; Tedeschi, et al., 
1982), most studies have reported a positive relationship between 
environmental knowledge and sustainable practices (Kirk, 2010, p. 6).  
 
For example, when assessing “the relationship between knowledge of 
environmental issues and levels of verbal, actual, and affective commitment to 
environmental issues and their value orientations”, Shean and Shei (1995, p. 
560) concluded that “factual knowledge of environmental problems does not 
necessarily translate into verbal commitment, action, or affective 
involvement”. They further determined that the “effects of information on 
behaviour are moderated by underlying attitudes and values” (ibid, p. 563). 
 
Steg and Vlek (2009, p. 313) complement this conclusion by adding that 
generally information campaigns on their own do not result in behaviour 
changes, but can be effective “when pro-environmental behaviour is relatively 
convenient and not very costly (in terms of money, time, effort and/or social 
disapproval), and when individuals do not face severe external constraints on 
behaviour”.  
 

3.1.2	  Popular	  Theories	  of	  Environmental	  Behaviour	  
 
Barr and Gilg (2007, p. 377) are of opinion that in order to “fundamentally 
change behavioural commitments towards the environment”, “policy needs to 
critically examine the underlying features of a range of environmental 
practices, accepting that changes in attitudes, structures and values may be 
needed in many cases”. However, there is no one general theory of 
environmental change (Jackson, 2005; Stern, 2000). On the contrary, there are 
several models that have tried to take on this challenge. Bellow, two of the 
most popular theories/models will be presented in more detail: Ajzen’s (1991) 
Theory of Reasoned Action/Planned Behaviour and Stern’s Value-Belief-Norm 
Theory.  
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3.1.2.1	  Theory	  of	  Planned	  Behaviour	  
 
The Theory of Planned Behaviour is based on three factors of people’s 
behavioural intentions: attitudes, subjective norms, and the person’s perceived 
behavioural control, where: 

• one’s attitude is driven by their beliefs about the outcomes of their 
behaviour and their evaluation of them,  

• subjective norms are made up of one’s perception of what the people 
who are important to them think they should do (Ajzen & Fishbein, 
1975), and 

• one’s perceived ability to act adds a great impact on actual behaviour.  
 
According Ajzen (1991) these three factors determine the intention to act, 
which in his opinion is the key precedent of behaviour (Willuweit, 2009, p. 
15). 
 
The theory of planned behaviour has proven to be of value in predicting pro-
environmental behaviour in a number of studies (e.g. Oreg & Katz-Gerro, 
2006; Taylor & Todd, 1995; Kaiser et al., 2005).  
 
Of course, some (i.e. Kaiser et al., 2005) have proven that its predictive power 
is limited (Willuweit, 2009, p. 16). Consistent with the view of this theory, 
“Kaiser and colleagues have proposed the troika of environmental knowledge, 
environmental values, and ecological behaviour intentions as the least common 
denominator of most environmental attitude approaches” (Keiser et al., 1999, 
p. 60). And after adding a moral dimension of feelings of responsibility into 
their expanded rational-choice model, they (ibid., p. 59) found that 
“environmental knowledge, environmental values, and responsibility feelings 
together explained 45% (50% in Study 2) of the variance of ecological 
behaviour intention which, in turn, predicted 76% (94%) of the explainable 
variance of general ecological behaviour”. 
 

3.1.2.2	  Value-‐based	  Theories	  
 
When it comes to pro-social behaviour, like pro-environmental behaviour, 
values have become one of the more common concepts researchers have 
deemed important to actively take into account. Research has yielded a 
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classification of values into three categories: biospheric, altruistic and egoistic 
values (e.g. Milfont et al., 2006; Schulz et al., 2005; Schulz, 2001; Stern, 
2000).  
 
People with predominantly biosphereic, altruistic or egoistic value orientations 
judge environmental issues in different ways (Milfont et al., 2006), i.e.: 

• biospheric: on the basis of costs or benefits to ecosystems; 
• altruistic on the basis of costs and benefits to a human group; and 
• egoistic on the basis of costs or benefits to themselves. 

 
While a number of studies have shown consistently strong links between pro-
environmental behaviour and a biospheric value orientation (e.g. Schultz et al., 
2004; Milfont et al., 2006; Deng et al. 2006), the connection between pro-
environmental behaviour and egoistic and altruistic value orientations has been 
inconsistent (Willuweit, 2009, p. 16). 
 
Some other theories have turned their attention to other types of values, 
specifically postmaterialist values (e.g. Ingelhart, 1990), religious values (e.g. 
Schultz et al., 2000; White, 1967), and self-transcendent or altruistic values 
(e.g. Dietz et al., 1998; Karp, 1996; Stern & Dietz, 1994; Stern et al., 1995) 
(Stern, 2000).  
 
Using the Schwartz Value Theory (and Inventory) with the combination of the 
facet theory approach, Grunert and Juhl (1995) focused more exclusively on 
the values correlated with environmental attitudes. They found that the values 
of the group agreeing strongly with the statements of environmental attitudes 
were mainly found in the self-transcendence domains of Universalism and 
Benevolence as well as openness to change represented by Self-Direction, 
while the values of the group scoring low on these attitudes belonged to the 
conservation domains Security, Conformity, and Tradition and the self-
enhancement domain Power. 
 

3.1.2.3	  Value-‐Belief-‐Norm	  Theory	  
 
Linking Schwartz’s Value theory, the NEP perspective and Norm Activation 
Theory, Stern and colleagues (2000, p. 413) developed a Value-Belief-Norm 
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theory (VBN) depicting “a causal chain of five variables leading to behaviour: 
personal values (especially altruistic values), NEP, [awareness of adverse 
consequences] and [ascription of responsibility to self] beliefs about general 
conditions in the biophysical environment, and personal norms for pro-
environmental action”.  
 

	  
Fig. 7: Value-Belief-Norm Theory (exact duplication from Stern, 2000, p. 412) 

 
“The basic premise of the theory is that personal norms are the only direct 
determinants of pro-social behaviours” (Jackson, 2005, p. 54). The acceptance 
of NEP therefore goes through the norm activation process. This leads to one’s 
awareness of the consequence of their behaviour and further to the ascription 
of responsibility for the actions taken. “Once a person has realized that he/she 
has a certain responsibility to adopt or to cease a behaviour there is a 
probability that they will act accordingly” (Willuweit, 2009, p. 18). 
 
Because of the far stronger predictability value of the VBN cluster compared to 
each behavioural indicator that other theories have utilised (Stern, 2000), the 
theory has become one of the most cited models aiming to explain pro-
environmental behaviour (Jackson, 2005). Nevertheless, research has shown 
that VBN is only successful at predicting actual behaviour between 19% and 
35% of the time (Kaiser et al., 2005). For this reason, Stern (2000) stresses that 
while pro-environmental values and attitudes are very important, other factors 
still need to be taken into account (Willuweit, 2009, p. 19).  
 

3.1.2.4	  Cultural	  Theories	  
 
Contextualization of the pro-environmental behaviours goes beyond the 
recognition of influence of simple situational factors. In fact, individuals 
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change their behaviour according to different social contexts as well (Reno et 
al., 1993).  
 

“For example, if a person lives in a community in which most people 
separate waste, that person is far more likely to separate waste than a 
person living in a community where no one does” (Willuweit, 2009, p. 
20).  

 
There are two different types of factors or norms that are of importance:  
1) descriptive norms, specifying what is usually done in a given situation, and 
2) prescriptive or injunctive norms, specifying what is generally approved in 
the society (Cialdini, 2000; Reno et al., 1993).  
 
Different cultures have different values, attitudes, norms, and practices, and are 
therefore likely to have different view of the environment as well (Johnson et 
al., 2004). It is therefore not surprising that there are a number of cultural 
theories that have tried to address the environmental issue.  
 
One of the main cultural theory contributors (Douglas & Wildavski, 1982; 
Douglas, 1985) “came to identify four rationalities or ways of looking at the 
world: Egalitarianism, Individualism, Hierarchy of Bureaucracy, and 
Fatalism”, where for some authors the current environmental debates are seen 
as a dispute between egalitarians and individualists (Ellis & Thompson, 1997) 
(Castro, 2006, p. 250). 
 
Another cultural theory that has been put into an environmental behavioural 
context includes Inglehart’s (1995, 1997) modernist/post-modernist theory, 
which “associates environmental concern with other post-materialist values 
emergent in affluent post-war societies”.  
 
According to it, as a modernist culture fully satisfies its material needs (which 
played a central role to that point in time), can in its post-modernist times focus 
on more non-materialist values (relating more to the quality of life), which 
includes environmental protection (Castro, 2006, p. 251). To put it differently, 
while “modernists may be more concerned about immediate security (thus 
concern for local environmental problems)”, “post-modernists may put more 
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value on future well-being (thus concern for global environmental problems)” 
(Willuweit, 2009, p. 19). 
 

3.1.3	  Effect	  of	  Contextual	  Factors	  
 
As previously mentioned, besides internal causes for pro-environmental 
behaviour, researchers have also acknowledged the importance of situational 
factors, like convenience (Barr & Gilg, 2007). Guagnano and colleagues (1995; 
in Stern, 2000, p. 416), for example, look at behaviour as a “function of the 
organism and its environment”, implying that “the more difficult, time-
consuming, or expensive the behaviour, the weaker its dependence on 
attitudinal factors”.  
 
These contextual forces can include interpersonal influences, community 
expectations, advertising, government regulations, other legal and institutional 
factors, monetary incentives and costs, physical difficulty of specific actions, 
capabilities and constraints provided by technology and the built environment, 
availability of public policies to support behaviour, and various features of the 
broad social, economic, and political context (Stern, 2000, p. 416). They can 
operate in four different ways (Steg &Vlek, 2009, p. 312): 

• by directly affecting behaviour (e.g., Bamberg & Schmidt, 1999; Fujii 
& Kitamura, 2004);  

• by being mediated by motivational factors such as attitudes, affect, or 
personal norms; 

• by moderating the relationship between motivational factors and 
behaviour, where their effects on behaviour may depend on personal 
factors (Geller, 1995); or  

• by determining which type of motivations most strongly affects 
behaviour (Guagnano et al., 1995).  

 

3.1.4	  Environmental	  Identity	  and	  Connectivity	  with	  Nature	  

3.1.4.1	  Connectivity	  with	  Nature	  
 
Some researchers have recently begun to explore more affective influences on 
environmental concern and behaviour, including sympathy for others (Allen & 
Ferrand, 1999), sympathy towards nature (Berenguer, 2007), “emotional 



	  
	  

	   45	  

affinity” towards nature (Kals, Schumacher, & Montada, 1999), and empathy 
with wild animals (Schultz, 2000; Stern, 2000, p. 411). “Several studies 
suggest that inducing empathy or emotions may be a potent technique for 
creating more responsible environmental attitudes and behaviours” (Kirk, 
2010, p. 11) 
 
Additionally, research (Iwata, 2004, 2002, 1992) has shown that people who 
are emotionally sensitive are more likely to engage in pro-environmental 
behaviour. In Iwata’s (2004) opinion emotion can significantly impair 
behaviour; consequently the experience of negative emotions when one 
encounters environmental deterioration should motivate that person to engage 
in behaviour that would stop or reduce this environmental threat.  
 
Besides negative emotions, also triggering positive emotions towards the 
environment can achieve similar effects on increasing levels of pro-
environmental behaviour. Shean and Shei (1995, p. 563), for example, believe 
that “a sense of appreciation for, and pleasure in, nature and the connectedness 
of all life forms are most likely to be effective in increasing environmental 
concern and action”. 
 
Dutcher, Finley and Johnson (2007, p. 478) go further by stating that, “other 
things being equal, environmental concern and behaviour are a function of a 
sense of connectivity with nature”. They add that even environmental values 
derive from the same sense, and that “connectivity with nature differs 
theoretically and operationally from other explanations of environmental 
values, including cultural bias, post-materialism, and social altruism”. In this 
context,  
 

“connectivity describes a perception of sameness between the self, 
others, and the natural world. The experience of connectivity involves 
dissolution of boundaries and a sense of a shared common essence 
between the self, nature, and others” (ibid, p. 474).  

 
It is therefore not only “about seeing the environment as part of ourselves but 
also about seeing ourselves as a part of the environment” (ibid., p. 489).  
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Besides reflecting a sense of empathy (Dutcher et al. 2007), connectivity with 
nature has been shown to have close ties to spirituality. In an effort to get a 
better insight into the relationship between them, Lee and Grouzet (2014) 
conducted a longitudinal experimental study, discovering that the relationship 
between the two phenomena remained strong even after spirituality was 
manipulated. Interestingly, they also discovered that spirituality could predict 
connectivity with nature, while connectivity with nature was not dependent on 
spirituality. 
 

3.1.4.2	  Environmental	  Identity	  
 
Clayton (2003, p. 167) sees concepts such as (and similar to) connectivity with 
nature as a part of what she terms environmental identity. She describes 
environmental identity as  
 

“a sense of connection to some part of the nonhuman natural 
environment that affects the way we perceive and act toward the world; 
a belief that the environment is important to us and an important part of 
who we are”.  

 
On the other hand, Stets and Biga (2003, pp. 401-403) believe that 
environment identity, “or one’s self-meanings in relation to the environment” 
unlike i.e. gender, is linked to a person’s identity and not her/his role in the 
social structure. Keeping with identity theory and upgrading the research on 
the attitude-behaviour relationship, Stets and Biga propose an inclusion of the 
self and one’s identity (on the basis of balance theory) to remedy the common 
disregard of “effects” that the social context has on environmental behaviour.  
 
They (ibid., p. 401) define identity as “a set of meanings attached to the self 
that serves as a standard or reference that guides behaviour in situations”, and 
go on to describe how it functions: 
 

“When an identity is activated in a situation, a feedback loop is 
established. […] The identity system can be thought of as having the 
goal of matching environmental inputs to the internal standard. When 
this occurs, there is self-verification. When a lack of self-verification 
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exists, behaviour is altered to counteract the situational disturbances 
and restore perceptions to match the identity standard” (ibid, pp. 401-
402).  

 
Stets and Biga’s (2003) research shows that environmental identity 
significantly influences pro-environmental behaviour. Once it is formed, 
environmental attitudes and behaviour follow. Additionally, when controlling 
for one’s environmental identity, the ecological worldview attitude has no 
effect on environmental behaviour.  
 
It has to be noted here that the concept of environmental identity differs from 
the concepts of place identity and place attachment8. Alas, put plainly, while 
both place identity and place attachment deal with a sense of connection to a 
specific (geographical) place, environmental identity fosters feelings of general 
attachment to the environment as a whole, belonging to the planet in a union 
along with the animal and plant world. 
 
The concepts of environmental identity and feelings of connectivity with 
nature have been used in numerous research studies, and measured using 
different scales (in which not all of them have defined the concept as identity). 
Some of these scales were focused more on a cognitive connection with nature 
(i.e. Schultz’s INS scale), some on the emotional connection with nature 
(Perkins’ LCN scale), and others with a more general, all-inclusive feeling of 
identification with the environment (i.e. Clayton’s EID scale). 
 

3.1.5	  General	  Critiques	  
 
Research on pro-environmental behaviour has been guided by core concepts 
like values, attitudes, norms, etc. Nevertheless, “this does not mean that the 
field is a unified one” (Castro, 2006, p. 250). Actually, it has often been 
criticized because of its “lack of general theoretical frame” (Stern et al., 1993, 
p. 323), which has prevented “a more integrated understanding of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Place identity, for example, has been described as the individual’s incorporation of place into the larger concept of 
self; a "potpourri of memories, conceptions, interpretations, ideas, and related feelings about specific physical settings, 
as well as types of settings" (Proshansky, Fabian & Kaminoff, 1983, p. 60). The amount of time spent in a specific 
place is important. In order for a person to establish a personal connection he or she needs enough time to create 
memories as well as a sense of belonging and purpose. The amount of time spent in a specific place is also important 
to achieve place attachment. Place attachment deals with an emotional connection with a specific environment (place 
or location), which evokes feelings of meaning, like memories, thoughts and interpretations, within an individual 
(Schroeder, 1991). 
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questions” (Castro, 2006, p. 250). There are still a number of problematic 
aspects that are plaguing research in the field of pro-environmental behaviour.  
 
Besides the on-going quest to fill the attitude-behaviour gap, Castro (2006, p. 
250) tries to summarise the most problematic aspects into four main points:  

• underdeveloped dialog among frameworks; 
• contrasting definitions for the same concepts (also in Kaiser et al., 

1999); 
• methodological fragmentation; and 
• too strong of a reliance on socio-demographic variables. 

 
The “still incipient theoretical integration among the main frameworks 
dominating research” is hindered by “insufficient reflection about the overlap 
of the concepts employed, their measurement and the articulation of the levels 
of analysis that the study of environmental concern implies”. Taking the NEP 
scale as an example, Castro (2006) demonstrates that even though it is 
probably the most widely used instrument in the field, different authors 
perceive it as measuring different concepts. For example, it has been used to 
measure environmental “values (Blake, 2001), tapping environmental concern 
(Schultz & stone, 1994), assessing environmental attitudes (Rauwald & Moore, 
2002), measuring acceptance of an ecological worldview (Hodginkson & 
Innes, 2000), or identifying awareness of the consequences of environmental 
problems (Schultz, Zelezny, 1998)” (Castro, 2006, p. 251). A related problem, 
and an issue possibly making the unification of definitions harder to achieve, is 
methodological fragmentation. Darley and Gilbert (1985) also note that 
researchers in the filed often rely on “multiplicity of scales, often ad hoc ones 
that are used only once” (Castro, 2006, p. 252). 
 
For example, a numerous amount of scales has been used to measure the basic 
and key concept of environmental behaviour: 

• Environmental Behaviours Scale (Dutcher et al., 2007); 
• General Ecological Behaviour Scale (GEB; Kaiser, 1998); 
• Self-Reported Pro-environmental Behaviour Scale (Schultz & Zelezny, 

1998); 
• Questionnaire on Environmental Behaviours (Herrera, 1992); 
• Environmental Behaviour Scale (Barr & Gilg, 2007); 
• Environmental Behaviour Scale (Stets & Biga, 2003); 
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• Pro-environmental Behaviour Scale (PEB; Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 
2010) 

• Pro-environmental Behaviour Scale (Stern et al., 1999, modified by 
Dono et al., 2010). 

 
Additionally, the previously mentioned environmental identity (i.e. Clayton’s 
EID scale, 2003), and different scales measuring connectivity with nature (i.e. 
Schultz’s INS scale, 2002; and Perkins’ LCN scale, 2010) have also been 
known to poses overlapping statements, with no clear theoretical distinctions 
between them. 
 
In her final point, Castro (2006) adds that there is a “need for new research 
questions that go beyond the analysis of the socio-demographical correlates of 
beliefs”. Stets and Biga (2003, p. 417) go further and add that there is a need to 
stop focusing on individuals in general. They believe the current trend could be 
labelled as ‘methodological individualism’, because not enough attention is 
being paid to the context.  
 
Wilber (2000) also criticizes this so-called modern, collapsed viewpoint that 
has gained root in the field of science. He warns that it has a tendency of 
reducing everything to its functional and measurable nature, to the level of 
specimen to be analysed (praising the hard science of external measurements 
and laboratory tests), and denying or marginalizing contributions stemming 
from individual experiences, feelings, values, etc.  
 
Steg and Vlek (2009, p. 311) add to this debate by cautioning that the way the 
current research has been conducted implies the assumption that people only 
make reasoned choices, and not enough attention is being given to habitual 
behaviour.  
 
Additionally, if we are to gain a deeper understanding into the causes of pro-
environmental behaviour, concepts such as emotions and spirituality need to be 
considered and integrated more fully into future research (Lee & Grouzet, 
2014; Dutcher et al., 2007). This negative trend of either completely sidelining 
or only gradually reintroducing emotion into mainstream environmental 
psychology has, among others, been acknowledged by Keulartz, van der Windt 
and Swart (2004). Reser (1995, p. 247), also agreeing with this critique, goes 
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further and adds there is an additional and specific need to recognize the 
particular type of feeling that has been linked to people’s experience of nature, 
“something that goes beyond the self-evident caring and concern […] – there is 
the consciousness of the past, the future, and the nature –and meaning– of 
human connections in this greater web of life”.  
 
In sum, if social environmental psychology research intends to move with the 
times and grasp the complicated relationship between human beings and 
nature, there is a need for social science investigations to: 

1) develop more dialog among different already existing frameworks; 
2) face contrasting definitions of the same concepts;  
3) fuse different methodologies; 
4) evolve from the reliance on socio-demographic variables and static 

questions; 
5) recognize the social and contextual (instead of purely individual and 

reductionist) aspect of certain issues; and 
6) acknowledge the importance of integrating more emotional aspects and 

individual experiences.  
 

3.2	  Spirituality	  

3.2.1	  Connectivity	  with	  Nature	  and	  Spirituality	  
 
The strongest feelings of identification with nature can often be traced to 
profound experiences in nature, sometimes caused by so-called mountain 
epiphanies, desert epiphanies, or hallucinogenic epiphanies (Taylor, 2001a). 
Within the psychological context, Harper (2011, p. 959) finds  
 

“that regardless of race, age, religion, and socioeconomic background, 
nearly all people have spiritual experiences in the natural world – 
experiences that they classify as among the most significant in their 
lives but which they rarely discuss”.  

 
For many of them, these experiences are ones of intense beauty, awe, and 
extended communication, where they feel like they are connected with 
something bigger than themselves. 
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These experiences have occurred during different practices that ranged from 
mountaineering to neo-shamanic rituals, and states of consciousness induced 
by hallucinogens. Despite these significant diversities, these experiences are 
united by “a sense of connection and belonging to the nature (sometimes 
personified as a transforming if not transcendent power)” (Taylor, 2001b, p. 
225). Dutcher and Luloff (2007, p. 490) agree that, as experienced the feeling 
of “connectivity with nature may be an essentially spiritual phenomenon”.  
 
Feelings of connectivity with nature and spirituality seem to be therefore 
somehow linked. Spirituality is experienced within nature (Fischer, 2011) and 
is often operationalized with a component of experiencing oneness with nature 
(Heintzman, 2009; Stillman et al., 2012). The two concepts are so closely 
related that many scales have overlapping items (Lee & Grouzet, 2014). For 
example, in the recently published Spiritual Attitude and Involvement List 
(SAIL) (de Jager Meezenbroek, et al., 2012b) a Connectedness to Nature 
subscale has been added in order to enable comprehensive research on 
spirituality among both religious and non-religious people. 
 
Even the emerging environmental worldview “shows a relatively great concern 
for the meaning of life, and places renewed emphasis on the sacred – though it 
tends to see the sacred in nature rather than the churches” (Inglehart, 1990, in 
Kearns, 1996, p. 66). Orr (2003) agrees and sees multiple similarities between 
the environmentalism movement and past religious movements.  
 

“Connectivity is a broad and integrated concept that applies not only to 
our relationship with nature but also to other aspects of our cultural and 
spiritual evolution. […] Indeed, support for a theory of connectivity 
with nature can be found in arts, cultural anthropology, philosophy, 
religion, socio-biology, clinical and social psychology, and 
environmental and community sociology” (Dutcher & Luloff, 2007, p. 
478).  

 
Likewise, the link between environment and spirituality is not new.  
 

“The evidence that human experience has intertwined spirit and 
environment is present in cultural, historical, philosophical, 
psychological, and organizational contexts” (Crossman, 2011, p. 557).  
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Besides their shared time of origin and gradual acceptance into main stream 
society, new countercultural spiritualities and the environmental movements 
seem to share many other things in common. Like the environmentalism 
movement, “countercultural spirituality can be viewed as contemporary social 
movement” as it is “geared more toward changing social meanings than 
rigorously associating as a collective”. The areas where the two movements 
overlap are numerous. When it comes to their actions and discourse regarding 
environmentalism, they seem to share “a collective purpose and ideology, even 
while they are not framed within the discreet boundaries of any one 
organization or rigorously organized creed” (Bloch, 1998a, p. 59). 
 
Association between spiritualism and environment has also led to more 
organized movements. For example,  
 

“what might be termed ‘nature religion’ has been a major social force 
through U.S. history, both from the influence of the Enlightenment 
(which saw a symbolic connection between nature, the cosmos, and the 
need for just and meaningful human endeavour) and Native 
Americanism (which endowed natural forces with a more mystical and 
personified dimension)” (Bloch, 1998a, p. 57).  

 
Particularly,  
 

“Earth-Based Spirituality’s roots can be traced back to the mid-20th 
century’s Deep Ecology and Radicalism movements, respectively to 
more recent Earth First!, Bioregionalism, Scientific Paganism and New 
Age. Some of these movements, especially the first, often felt that their 
association with religion or spirituality was counterproductive, yet it 
was argued that “greens” must develop a “deep ecological 
consciousness and humans-in-nature spirituality as a basis for 
environmental action” (Taylor, 2001a, p. 181)”.  

 
Taylor (ibid.) believes that we must start looking for “spirituality not only in 
small, marginalised religious sects but also in movement such as Amnesty 
International and Greenpeace” as these movements can be aptly labelled as 
“pagan environmentalism”. He is of opinion that “varied earth-based 
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spiritualities and social movements influence one other, engaging in reciprocal 
religious production”. Consequently, “although participants in [these] 
countercultural movements often eschew the label religion, these are religious 
movements, in which these persons find ultimate meaning and transformative 
power in nature” (ibid., p. 178). 
 

“There is a continuum among earth-based spirituality movements from 
those groups oriented to paranormal and mystical realities to those 
explicitly incredulous about mystical experiences. Some earth-based 
spirituality involves communication with the non-human or 
supernatural beings, paranormal journeys and altered states of 
consciousness. Others express awe and reverence towards evolutionary 
processes that are conceived in purely naturalistic terms” (Taylor, 
2001b, pp. 237-238; see Figure 7). 

	  

	  
 
Fig.7: Trends and Tendencies continuum in Earth-Based Spirituality Movements (exact 
duplication from Taylor, 2001b, p. 239)  
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Therefore it does not seem surprising, that after attending New Age/Neo-Pagan 
fairs and festivals during a period of 18 months within a tri-state area in the 
United States, Bloch (1998a, pp. 58-59)  
 

“repeatedly found that alongside information tables regarding past lives 
or astrological charts there commonly were petitions concerning 
environmental causes, as well as workshops in organic gardening, solar 
energy, wind power, or building ecologically-friendly houses”.  

 
It seems that in some contexts the simple, daily life pro-environmental actions 
could even be considered ‘spiritual activities’.  
 

3.2.2	  Spirituality	  and	  Religion	  
 
Del Rio and White (2012, p. 138) believe that “human beings are spiritual by 
virtue of being humans – because spirituality is truly a human personality 
factor. Johnson and Boyatzis (in Pargament, 2008, p. 23) agree; in their 
opinion humans are “oriented toward expanding our sense of meaning and 
value in connecting ourselves to a wider reality, beyond the perceptually 
given”. In addition, research in cognitive developmental psychology 
demonstrated that even “children, at […] an early age, show evidence of an 
inclination to seek something sacred” (ibid.). 
 
Nevertheless, many people in Western Europe often state they do not believe in 
God. However, de Jager Meezenbroek and colleagues (2012a, p. 337) argue 
that a belief in God is not a necessary prerequisite of spiritual experiences. 
They believe that “both religious and non- religious people could have spiritual 
experiences in which they are, for example, deeply touched by nature or 
cultural expression”. Pargament (2008, p. 22) agrees that,  
 

“there is a basic and irreducible human yearning for a relationship with 
something that transcends ourselves, something sacred. The sacred can 
be understood not only in individual terms, but also in terms of 
relationships, settings, and communities”.  
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Subsequently, Dillon, Wink, and Fay (2003, p. 428) consider the term 
spirituality can be applied to a wide range of people: “a pious individual who 
expresses devotion within the context of a traditional religious institution”, a 
New Age seeker”, “a person who has mystical experiences”, or “a nonreligious 
individual who seeks answers to life’s existential dilemmas”. 
 
This might be one of the reasons, that “today, the phrase “I’m spiritual, but not 
religious” has become almost a mantra” (Pargament, 2008, p. 25). But what 
exactly does it mean to be spiritual? How do we define spirituality? And, how, 
if at all, does it differ from religion? 
 
As there are a lot of different types of so-called spiritual seekers there are also 
quite a few definitions of what spirituality really is. For example, in an attempt 
to capture the meaning of spirituality held by individuals, la Cour and Götke 
(2012) presented a list of 100 words associated with spirituality to diverse 
samples of students and clergy in Denmark. Factor analysis indicated that the 
words fell into six factors: (1) “Spirituality as positive dimensions in human 
life and well-being”, (2) “Spirituality as New Age- ideology”, (3) “Spirituality 
as an integrated part of an established religious life and religious traditions”, 
(4) “Spirituality as a striving”, (5) “Spirituality as selfishness”, ad (6) 
“Spirituality as ordinary, secular inspiration in human activities” (Flannelly, 
2012, p. 95). 
 
On a more theoretical note, de Jager Meezenbroek and colleagues (2012a, p. 
338), adopting the nontheistic approach, define spirituality 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”. 

 
Helminiak (2008a, p. 162), on the other hand, believes that like religion, the 
meaning of spirituality remains uncertain. Even though some suggest that 
spirituality can be separate from religion, spirituality is certainly a facet of 
religion. “In fact, the term spirituality now often serves as a generic and 
politically correct way of referring to people’s religion”. Pargament (2008, p. 
23) has a similar idea; he sees spirituality as “a search for the sacred”. The term 
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“sacred refers not only to concepts of God, the divine, and transcendent reality, 
but also to any aspect of life that takes on extraordinary character by virtue of 
its association with or representation of, divinity”. He describes “two ways that 
people “sanctify” or come to perceive the sacred in their lives: theistically and 
nontheistically”. While the theistic sanctification occurs through religious 
education and ritual by providing a point between the sacred and the human, 
the nontheistic sanctification includes the notion of transcendence – the 
perception that there is an extraordinary dimension to our lives. 
 
In their pursuit of “unfuzzying the fuzzy” in defining both religiousness and 
spirituality by doing a study encompassing different religious, nonreligious and 
spiritual groups, Zinnbauer, Pargament, Cole, Rye, Butter, Belavich, Hipp, 
Scott, and Kadar (1997, p. 557) found that even though both definitions share 
some common features, they do diverge in some aspects. For example, while 
religiousness focuses on “organizational or institutional beliefs and practices”, 
spirituality focuses on the “personal qualities of connection or relationship with 
a Higher Power”. In their study, 99% of respondents identified themselves as 
being spiritual, most of them indicated that they consider themselves both 
spiritual and religious and only a small portion of the sample (19%) identified 
themselves as being spiritual but not religious. 
 
Crossman (2011) summarizes the prevalent view of the distinction between 
spirituality and religion, where spirituality is an un-systemized, individually 
interpreted, private experience, while religion is a public and institutional 
process based on sacred texts and rituals. Zinnbauer and colleagues (1997, p. 
551) extend on this most commonly used distinction, explaining that  
 

“whereas religiousness historically included both individual and 
institutional elements, spirituality is now commonly regarded as an 
individual phenomenon and identified with such things as personal 
transcendence, supraconscious sensitivity, and meaningfulness. […] 
Religiousness, in contrast, is now often described narrowly as formally 
structured and identified with religious institutions and prescribed 
theology and rituals. […] Spirituality has recently acquired a specific 
positive connotation through its association with personal experiences 
of the transcendence. […] Religiousness, in contrast, has been 
negatively tagged by some as a hindrance to these experiences”. 
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“There is a paradox. This explicit flight away from rigid organization 
and dogma provides commonality and social solidarity among 
countercultural spiritualists. Their beliefs are expressed in ways that 
indicate an ongoing critique of the allegedly rigid mainstream society 
that is seen trying to limit one’s ability to partake of the many different 
knowledge claims available. And so despite – or perhaps because of – 
the strong emphasis on individual self- autonomy, these persons can be 
conceptualized as a type of contemporary social movement. Such 
movements are characterized less by explicit political agendas or 
organization than by a dynamic effort to criticize and reconfigure social 
norms and institutions through new codes of communication and role 
enactment. […] In these ways, the contemporary experience of “magic” 
can involve efforts towards shared identity, norms, ethos and 
community. […] However, this paradox is not an anomaly: Technology 
has promoted individual self-autonomy, but it has not eliminated the 
need for shared identity, history and normative belief system with 
others. Social institutions have had to emerge that claim to offer a sense 
of community along these dimensions, while also alleging to feature 
self-autonomy to accommodate diversity. […] Therefore, 
countercultural spirituality might be a salient manifestation of the social 
and private needs that confront the contemporary individual” (Bloch, 
1998b, pp. 287-289).  

 
Empirical studies seem to “indicate that the sacred has powerful implications 
for human behaviour”; at its best “it can be an organizing force and a resource 
for people in the most difficult times, yet in can also be a source of seemingly 
intractable problems” (Pargament, 2008, p. 22). 
 
Pargament (ibid., p. 32) believes that, “we will be at our most effective when 
we approach spirituality as significant in and of itself,” adding that “in 
fostering a more integrated spirituality, we will also foster other pro-social 
goals” as “once goals and values are sanctified, they take on special power – 
people become more likely to persist in their efforts to enact their sacred 
values” (ibid., p. 27).  
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When it comes to the connection between spirituality and different pro-social 
goals, Dillon and colleagues (2003, p. 428) concur with Pargament, stating 
that:  
 

“those who have had spiritual experiences are more likely to value self-
giving than those who have not. Openness and self-growth […] 
[translate] into a predisposition toward more generative personal and 
social relations on the part of individuals who are spiritually engaged. 
On this view, because spirituality usually means the individual has 
developed an awareness of a sense of connectedness between self and 
others and the world at large […], spiritual individualism does not 
necessarily threaten communal involvement”.  

 
Even though many people assume spirituality refers to “an intensely 
intraindividual experience, something that takes place in solitude, exclusively 
within oneself, within the privacy of one’s own home or outdoors”, what it 
“overlooks is the fact that spirituality is always shaped by a larger context, 
even if it’s a context people dislike or reject”.  
 
This is also why Pargament (2008, p. 25) believes community represents a 
(relatively neglected) sacred object and agrees with Dokecki, Newbrough, and 
O’Gorman’s (2001) definition of spirit as 
 

“the energy of relationship that manifests itself in (1) communal 
experiences of being together and bonding with all aspects of 
experience; (2) reflection on ultimate concerns; and (3) service to 
others which enables them to pursue their own ultimate concerns”. 

 
He adds (Pargament, 2008, p. 29) adds that, “much of what we know about the 
sacred comes from studies of individuals. It is time to extend the study of 
spirituality to other levels of analysis, […] including communities”.  
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3.2.3	  Measuring	  Spirituality	  
 
Pargament (2008) reasons we currently have no tools to measure God; this is 
why we can only study perceptions of the sacred and their implications for day-
to-day life. Helminiak (2008a, p. 161) is of the same opinion but adds that,  
 

“misidentification of the spiritual with the divine projects the 
determinants of spirituality into a non-human, vaguely defined, 
ultimately intractable, and non- falsifiable realm. Two other difficulties 
follow: confusion about the essential nature of spirituality and 
indeterminacy regarding criteria to adjudicate true and false 
spiritualities. These three intertwined issues represent unavoidable 
challenges for the social sciences in general and psychology in 
particular”.  

 
He suggests that firstly, psychology needs to bracket questions about God; as a 
psychology of spirituality needs to dis-identify the spiritual from divine. 
Secondly, “spiritually is recognized as one particular engagement of the 
spiritual, namely, the deliberate pursuit of growth in that generic, human, 
spiritual dimension”. And finally, there is a “need to determine criteria to 
distinguish true from false spiritualities” (ibid., p. 162).  
 
The task of the explanatory psychology of spirituality is to move from merely 
describing what people do spiritually, following the so-called shopping-cart 
model, to explaining what they do. Psychologist need to take a stand on 
people’s values not just acknowledge them. Finally, a true psychology of 
spirituality should focus on an inherent human principle of self-transcendence, 
where “religious conversion and mystical experiences would be seen not as 
coming from God or a supernatural realm, but as originating in the deeper 
regions of one’s own mind” (ibid., p. 165). Nevertheless the trend in research 
has not yet undertaken this great task, as connecting spirituality to other states 
has taken precedence. 
 
Nonetheless, in an attempt to find the best existing questionnaire that measured 
spirituality, de Jager Meezenbroek and colleagues (2012a) made a review of 
ten questionnaires that addressed spirituality as a universal human experience 
with regard to psychometric properties, item formulation and confusion with 
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well-being and distress. They separately discussed one- or two-dimensional 
questionnaires (with a global measure of spirituality) and multidimensional 
questionnaires (which delineate the different elements of spirituality). In the 
end, they narrowed their list to questionnaires with the following properties: 
(1) “suitability to a broad group of people with various religious or secular 
backgrounds”; (2) “having a broad scope”; and (3) “at least some psychometric 
data have been published” (de Jager Meezenbroek et al., 2012a, p. 339), and 
evaluated them on the basis of the following three themes: (1) psychometric 
properties; (2) item formulation; and (3) confusion with well-being and 
distress. 
 
The one- or two-dimensional spirituality questionnaires selected were: 

• Spirituality well-being scale of the Functional Assessment of Chronic 
Illness Therapy (FACIT-Sp-12; Brady, Peterman, Fitchett, Mo, & 
Cella, 1999); 

• Spirituality subscale of the Mental, Physical and Spiritual well-being 
scale (MPS; Vella-Brodrick & Allen, 1995); 

• Self-Transcendence Scale (STS; Reed, 1991); and 
• Spiritual Well-Being scale (SWB; Ellison, 1983).  

 
The multidimensional questionnaires selected were: 

• Prague Spirituality Questionnaire (PSQ; Rican & Janosova, 2005); 
• Spirituality Assessment Scale (SAS; Howden, 1992); 
• Spiritual Involvement and Beliefs Scale Revised version (SIBS-R; 

Hatch, Burg, Naberhaus, & Hellmich, 1998); 
• Spiritual Transcendence Scale (STS; Piedmont, 1999); 
• Spiritual Well-Being Questionnaire (SWBQ; Gomez & Fischer, 2003); 

and 
• WHOQOL Spirituality, Religion and Personal Beliefs (WHOQOL 

SRPB; O’Connell, Saxena, & Underwood, 2006). 
 

Although none of the questionnaires fulfilled their criteria, the one that showed 
the most promise was the multidimensional Spiritual Well-Being 
Questionnaire (SWBQ) by Gomez and Fischer (2003). 
 
In their later 2012 publication, de Jager Meezenbroek and colleagues (2012b) 
presented their own questionnaire, the Spiritual Attitude and Involvement List 
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(SAIL), which enables research on spirituality among religious and 
nonreligious people. It consists of seven Likert-type subscales that measure 
connectedness with oneself, with others and nature, and with the transcendent: 

• Meaningfulness (i.e. My life has meaning and purpose); 
• Trust (i.e. Whatever happens, I am able to cope with life); 
• Acceptance (i.e. I accept that I am not able to influence everything); 
• Awareness in the present (i.e. I find myself doing things without 

paying attention); 
• Caring for others (i.e. It is important to me that I can do things for 

others); 
• Connectedness with Nature (i.e. The beauty of nature moves me); 
• Transcendent experiences (i.e. I have had experiences in which all 

things seemed to be part of a greater whole); and 
• Spiritual activities (i.e. I meditate or pray, or take time in other ways to 

find inner peace). 
 

The list demonstrated convergent and discriminate validity, as well as adequate 
internal consistency and test-retest reliability, among different groups. 
 

3.3	  Ecovillage	  
 
Within the environmentalism movement (as well as in academic research) 
communities are becoming of increasing interest. Individualistic environmental 
actions have evolved into environmentally friendly community lifestyles.  
 
Raudsepp’s (2001, p. 226) research reveals  
 

“pro-environmental attitudes tend to have significant positive relations 
with non-individualistic values (universalistic types of values, as well 
as tradition, conformity and benevolence value types), and significant 
negative relations with individualistic ones (stimulation, hedonism, 
achievement and power value types)”. 

 
Similarly, researchers studying concepts of connectivity with nature seem to 
believe that these feelings are what community is all about. They both “involve 
a sense of belonging, and that sense of belonging includes not only each other 
but also some other sense of place, one that exists on a human time scale” 
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(Dutcher & Luloff, 2007, p. 480). Nature as part of ‘community’ can be 
understood intuitively as it “emphasizes the subjective human experience and 
has intrinsic, nonlogical values based more on sentiments than interests, 
whereas nature as a part of society is investigated by observation and rational 
thought (ibid., p. 479). 
 

3.3.1	  Defining	  the	  Ecovillage	  
 
Mare (2000, p. 2) introduces ecovillages as “the latest conceptualization in a 
long history of utopian visions: model living situations that have the potential 
for brining out the best in human nature”. And as it seems that every age has its 
own version of utopia, so does every group of people. Today, we can find self-
identified ecovillages in over 70 countries on six continents (Taggart, 2009), 
communities of all shapes and sizes, with different reasons for inception, and 
with different organisational and leadership structures (Dawson, 2010).  
 
In his survey of different European ecovillages, Kanaley (2000, p. i-ii) 
observed a number of common as well as variable elements in all visited 
communities. While the common elements included: 

• Vision; 
• Recognition of community; 
• Understanding of nature; 
• Application of technology to minimise adverse environmental impact; 
• Use of passive solar design in housing; 
• Some food or other production; 
• Internal decision making system; and 
• Internal disputes resolution system, 

 
ecovillages differed in their: 

• Private ownership of houses versus community ownership of houses; 
• Inclusion of ‘social’ (government) housing and/or rental housing; 
• Spiritual dimension; 
• Population size; 
• Level of government support; and 
• Level of participation in conception, planning, design and construction. 
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Consequently, as there are different types of ecovillages, so are the definitions. 
The many discussions on the topic of what an ecovillage is have generated an 
array of different characterizations (Gaia Education Trust website). GEN, for 
example defines an ecovillage as “a human-scale settlement consciously 
designed through participatory processes to secure long-term sustainability”.  
 
However, the most widely used definition is the one proposed by Gilman 
(1991, p. 10), who defines an ecovillage as “a human-scale settlement, 
harmlessly integrated into the natural world in a way that is supportive of 
human development and can be successfully continued into the indefinite 
future” where: 

• “human scale” refers to the size of the community where members 
know each other and can effectively influence community’s direction of 
development; 

• “full-featured settlement” means encompassing the most important 
functions necessary for normal living (and does not mean that the 
community has to be completely self-sufficient); 

• “in which human activities are harmlessly integrated into the natural 
world” requires incorporating the idea of “equality between humans 
and other forms of life”, “cyclic use of material resources” and 
subsequent “use of renewable energy sources”; 

• “in a way that is supportive of healthy human development” intends a 
“balanced and integrated development of all aspects of human life” 
including physical, mental, emotional and spiritual; 

• “and that can be successfully continued into the indefinite future” 
signifies the sustainability principle which brings with it “a profound 
commitment to fairness and non-exploitation”.  

 
Lucas (Dawson, 2010, p. 9) summarizes this as “a peaceful, socially just, 
sustainable community”, essentially a ‘way of life’ (Kanaley, 2008, p. 8). 
 
An ecovillage can be situated either in a rural or urban area, and can take form 
as an intentional community, a co-housing project or a rural landsharing 
(multiple occupancy) community. Of course, not all intentional communities, 
co-housing projects or rural landsharing communities are ecovillages as “some 
such communities have little or no ecological bases” (Figure 8) (ibid.). 
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Fig. 8: Relationship of ecovillages to intentional communities, co-housing projects and rural 
land-sharing (multiple occupancy) communities (exact duplication from Kanaley, 2000, p. 10)  

 
Additionally, it has to be noted that “ecovillages, unlike earlier intentional 
communities and back-to-the-land experiments, are not isolated enclaves; 
rather, they are, in general, deeply engaged in national and international 
politics” (Litfin, 2009, p. 135). 
 
In his book, Dawson (2010, pp. 34-36) lists five fundamental attributes that, to 
greater or lesser extent, all ecovillages can be seen to share. These include: 

• Primacy of community (also by sharing resources and facilities) 
• Citizens’ initiatives (giving ecovillages a highly libertarian flavour) 
• Business of wrestling back control over their own resources 
• Centres of research, demonstration and (in most cases) training  
• A strong body of shared values, i.e. ecological restoration, rebuilding 

community, service to others (in some ecovillages referred to in terms 
of ‘spirituality’) 

 
Taking into account all these attributes, the existing definitions of ecovillages 
could be upgraded to: “private citizens’ initiatives in which communitarian 
impulse is of central importance, that are seeing to win back some measure of 
control over community resources, that have a strong shared values base (often 
referred to as ‘spirituality’) and that act as centres of research, demonstration 
and (in most cases) training” (ibid., p. 36). 
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The activities ecovillages engage in are extensive and include: 
• The design of low-impact human settlements by adopting “state-of-the- 

art, highly energy-efficient technologies”, where they often “play the 
role of innovators, able by dint of their small scale and strong, shared 
vale base to move more quickly than conventional communities”; 

• Promoting sustainable local economies; 
• Organic, locally based food production and processing; 
• Earth restoration; 
• Revival of participatory, community-scale governance; 
• Social inclusion; 
• Peace activism and international solidarity; and 
• Holistic/whole person education (ibid., pp. 38-65). 

 

3.3.2	  History	  of	  the	  Ecovillage	  Movement	  
 
Communities where people have lived “close to nature, and with supportive 
social structures” have existed for millennia (GEN website). And although it 
might seem that ecovillages just burst into the scene in the past decade, the 
whole concept of an ecovillage is not new at all; its lineage goes back to at 
least the fifth century B.C. (Dawson, 2010). Nevertheless, the term ‘ecovillage’ 
was first introduced by Georgia Institute of Technology Professor George 
Ramsey during an address at the first World Energy Conference of the 
Association of Energy Engineers in 1978 (Ramsey, 1978, p. 229), and later in 
the issue of the journal only In Context only in 1991.  
 
The oldest communities belonging to the ecovillage movement today were 
founded during the post second world war era, most of them in the time (and 
part) of the 1960s’ and 1970s’ countercultural movements.  
 

“Sparkled by a deep dissatisfaction with the prevailing institutions of 
economic materialism and global domination, responsive people 
relocated to the refigure of the countryside in droves to create a better, 
purer lifestyle for themselves. This ‘back-to-the-land’ movement was a 
crude predecessor to the current ecovillage response” (Mare, 2000, p. 
2). 
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The time of the 1960s “was a broad swell of alternative ideas that went way 
beyond just envisioning cooperative, intentional communities; it also included 
and was informed by topics such as ecology and environmentalism, 
ecofeminism, organic farming, renewable energy sources, the integration of 
traditional cultures, the concept of sustainability etc.” (ibid., p. 3). However, 
the communal movement became more focused and organized in the mid-
1980s. And finally, it was in 1991 that Robert and Diane Gilman brought 
ecological and communitarian themes together in their germinal study called 
Ecovillages and Sustainable Communities.  
 
This was followed by the formal establishment of the Global Ecovillage 
Network (GEN) in 1994 (Mare, 2000), which was only internationally 
recognized, and the term ‘ecovillage’ officially coined, during the UN 
HABITAT conference in Istanbul in 1996 (Dawson, 2010). 
 

3.3.3	  Dimensions	  of	  Ecovillages	  
 
Because ecovillages are a distinctly post-industrial phenomenon, facing a 
collection of challenges, like new ecological constraints, new techniques and 
technologies, new levels of consciousness and awareness (Gilman, 1991), they 
are striving to redefine these issues and address them by adopting a distinctly 
holistic approach. According to GEN, ecovillages are consciously enacting this 
holistic vision by mutually reinforcing all four dimensions of long-term 
sustainability: social, ecological, economic, and cultural/spiritual.  
 

3.3.3.1	  Social	  Dimension	  
 
One of the negative consequences of the modern society (in the Theory of 
Spiral Dynamics also referred to as the Orange Meme) is a general alienation 
of the individual – both from her/himself as well as from the others (Beck in 
Roemischer, 2002).  
 

"Among intentional communities, the more socially motivated ones are 
reacting to the alienation of the individual due to institutionalization of 
traditional support functions, the breakdown of the family, and the 
marginalization of the weaker members of society”.  



	  
	  

	   67	  

These communities specifically tend to emphasize the concept of ‘community’. 
(GEN website). 
 
In the context of ecovillages, ‘community’ has multiple implications. It means 
recognizing and relating to others, sharing common resources and providing 
mutual aid, emphasizing holistic and preventive health practices, providing 
meaningful work and sustenance to all members, integrating marginal groups, 
promoting unending education, encouraging unity through respect for 
differences, and fostering cultural expression. In sum, the social dimension 
therefore focuses on (GEN website):  

• Building community; 
• Developing communications skills; 
• Improving decision making; 
• Expanding outreach and acquiring alliances; and 
• Developing politics and attaining influence. 

 
Every ecovillage is faced with the issues concerning their own decision-
making process, enforcement of their conclusions, conflict resolution, roles for 
and expectations of community leaders, and relations with the surrounding 
community. Nevertheless, when it comes to ecovillage governance the ideals 
of fairness and non-exploitation serve as a base (Gilman, 1991).  
 
In order to fulfil the ideal of supporting healthy human development, 
ecovillages need to efficiently balance public and private space, encourage 
community interaction and support a full diversity of activities (ibid.). In facing 
these challenges, ecovillages try to become communities fostering a deep sense 
of belonging to its group where its members can feel “supported by and 
responsible to those around them”. By promoting an atmosphere of safety and 
empowerment, its members are able to effectively participate within its 
decision-making processes (GEN website). 
 
However, even though the ecovillage movement puts a lot of emphasis on 
community, it does not do away with individualism. In its quest for a truly 
holistic perspective, it actually “puts a primary emphasis on the individual 
responsibility while conceiving of the individual as inextricably embedded in 
larger living systems” (Litfin, 2009, p. 127). 
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3.3.3.2	  Ecological	  Dimension	  
 
One of the most outwardly apparent aspects of ecovillages is their sustainable 
use of natural resources. When facing the ecological challenge in order to fulfil 
the ideal that the activities of the eco-village be harmlessly integrated into the 
natural world (Gilman, 1991), ecovillages aspire to incorporate as much as 
possible the following pro-environmental behaviours (GEN website): 
 

• Sustainable agriculture: 
Ecovillages try growing their own food as much as possible within the 
community bioregion, they support organic food production, utilizing 
innovative as well as ancient techniques in the field of gardening, animal 
husbandry, and beekeeping. 
 

• Green building: 
When building, ecovillages try to use locally adapted, natural materials, using 
architectural knowledge and retrofitting techniques. 
 

• Renewable energy: 
Energy used (and produced) in ecovillages ideally comes from renewable 
sources; they mostly use village-based integrated renewable energy systems 
like solar, wind and hydro energy, pedal power, and/or biogas and biofuels. 
 

• Water and sanitation: 
Besides energy, water is equally important. It is most effectively utilized with 
the help of water purification techniques, water catchment, and use of compost 
toilets. 
 

• Ecosystems view: 
Ecovillages aim to protect and effectively manage the ecosystems they are a 
part of, for example by waste management, recycling, reforestation, and urban 
regeneration.  
 
Generally, ecovillages try preserving clean soil, water and air through proper 
energy and waste management, and protecting nature and safeguarding 
wilderness areas (GEN website). And as sustainability does not have to mean a 
return to the past and abstinence from modern hi-tech equipment, ecovillages 
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try to use what current new technologies have to offer and utilize them 
appropriately in order to help them achieve their goals (Gilman, 1991).  
 
Besides these visible ecological practices, ecovillages also try to promote 
personal experiences of connectedness with the living earth. Specifically, daily 
interaction with the soil, water, wind, plants and animals is encouraged, all 
with understanding of the principles of giving and receiving and respect for the 
cycles of nature (GEN website).  
 

3.3.3.3	  Economic	  Dimension	  
 
Economic activity is of significant importance in ecovillages, especially since 
this is usually the way they can finance themselves, survive and therefore fulfil 
one of the community sustainability requirements.  
 
Economic vitality means keeping the money in the community, circulating it 
through as many hands as possible, earning it, spending it, and investing it in 
member-owned retail and service businesses, and saving it in home-grown 
financial institutions (GEN website).  
 
Ecovillages usually sustain their way of life by offering courses, workshops 
and serving as retreats. Additionally they provide for their livelihood by 
producing and selling their own goods (i.e. arts and crafts), opening their own 
businesses (i.e. restaurants, consultant businesses, etc.) or taking part in eco-
tourism opportunities.  
 
On the local level, some communities create their own currencies and open 
their own community banks, learning about “economist’s deepest secret: 
money and information are equivalent --- and neither is scarce!”. On the global 
level, some ecovillages also participate in fair trade9 and cradle-to-cradle10 
designs (GEN website).  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 “A system of trade in which workers receive living wages and employment opportunities for the goods they produce. 
This system serves as an alternative approach to conventional international trade for producers who are typically 
economically disadvantaged artisans and farmers from developing countries” (Dictionary of Sustainable Management). 
10 “This framework seeks to create production techniques that are not just efficient but are essentially waste free. In 
cradle to cradle production all material inputs and outputs are seen either as technical or biological nutrients. Technical 
nutrients can be recycled or reused with no loss of quality and biological nutrients composted or consumed. By 
contrast cradle to grave refers to a	   company taking responsibility for the disposal of goods it has produced, but not 
necessarily putting products’ constituent components back into service” (Dictionary of Sustainable Management).	  
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Ecovillages can also utilize other sources of funding like microcredit11 , 
empowered fundraising 12 , or crowdfunding 13 . All these options make 
ecovillage economy “quite robust and full of vitality compared to other local 
economies” (GEN website). 
 
In their “conscious and pragmatic response to the material and ideational crisis 
of modernity” (Litfin, 2009, p. 126), ecovillage also try to be responsible 
consumers. These communities generally aim to apply the principles of 
sharing, reusing and recycling. 
 

3.3.3.4	  Cultural/Spiritual	  Dimension	  
 
Ecovillages, as one of the responses to the unhealthy aspects of the prevailing 
Orange Meme (focused on “institutions of economic materialism and global 
domination” (Mare, 2000, p. 2), bring a refreshed view on spirituality where 
the human spirit would be freed from greed, dogma and divisiveness 
(Roemischer, 2002, p. 7).  
 
Even though ecovillages generally do not place specific emphasis on particular 
spiritual practices as such, “their religious orientations include all the major 
world religions, plus paganism and atheism” (Litfin, 2009, p. 125). It therefore 
does not come as surprise that a lot of them seem to be so open to different 
countercultural spiritual movements (i.e. a New Age mix of different beliefs). 
Moreover, they often engage in promoting spiritual diversity (GEN website). 
The general term ‘spirituality’ in the ecovillage movement refers to the 
movement’s shared value base, common values and emotional connections 
(Dawson, 2010, 38-65). 
 
Besides the “respect and support for spirituality manifesting understanding of 
the interconnectedness and interdependence of all the elements of life on Earth 
and the community’s place in and relation to the whole”, the focus on the very 
notion of ‘belonging’ to a community – that promotes humanist, socialist and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11  “A small financial loan made to poverty-stricken individuals seeking to start their own business” (Business 
Dictionary). 
12 Epowered fundraising is about ‘building relationships with others and offering them the gift of participating in 
projects which add meaning to their lives. The healing of our relationship to money is the basis of this work. With 
Empowered Fundrasing we can succeed in building an economy of sustainability and mutual respect” (Dragon 
dreaming website). 
13 “The practice of getting a large number of people to each give small amounts of money in order to provide the 
finance for a business project, typically using the internet” (Cambridge Dictionaries Online).	  	  
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ecological aims in a setting promoting heath and healing (GEN website) – in 
itself incorporates a spiritual dimension (Bartkowski & Swearingen, 1997).  
 
Artistic activities as well play an important role in the life of ecovillages. 
Ecovillages promote their cultural initiatives by encouraging shared creativity, 
artistic expression, different cultural activities, rituals and celebrations, as well 
as the cultural heritage and the uniqueness of each community (GEN website). 
 
This shared vision and agreements that express commitments, which also 
contribute to community’s flexibility and successful responsiveness to 
difficulties that arise (GEN website), can be seen as a type of ‘glue’ that holds 
ecovillages together (Gilman, 1991; Dawson, 2010).  
 

3.3.3.5	  A	  Holistic	  Approach	  
 
The previously mentioned dimensions do not exists independently from each 
other but are integrated into “an even deeper, and often unperceived, ‘whole-
system’ (Gilman, 1991). In this holistic, “whole-systems approach to 
sustainable development, ecovillage designers understand ecological, social 
and spiritual issues as fitting together into a holistic unity” (Litfin, 2009, pp. 
132-133).  
 

“Taking a systemic approach to the global problematique, the 
ecovillage movement addresses the interrelated problems of social 
alienation and ecological degradation by building sustainable 
communities locally from the ground up while simultaneously 
constituting a global network for education and social change. 
Combining a supportive social environment with a low-impact lifestyle, 
ecovillages are consciously seeking to birth new ways of living that 
transcend the modern dichotomies of urban vs. rural settlements, 
private vs. public spheres, culture vs. nature, global vs. local, expert vs. 
lay-person, affluence vs. poverty mind vs. body” (ibid., pp. 126-127). 
 

The ecovillage movement therefore does not seek only to address one problem, 
“but the global problematique as a systemically linked nexus that includes 
environmental degradation, hunger, war, social alienation, and North-South 
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inequality” (ibid., p. 139). These high goals require ecovillages to take on a 
heavy burden and find ways to see the big picture. For example, Gaia theory as 
a “powerful scientific expression of a systems approach” (ibid., p. 131) 
presents one of the more popular theories the ecovillage movement has chosen 
to integrate into their worldview. Additionally, their inspirations and tools 
come from an array of other sources, for example (GEN website): 

• Education and pedagogy (children, youth, academic, experimental); 
• Participatory design; 
• Permaculture design; and 
• Monitoring and evaluation. 

 
Permaculture, specifically, promotes the systems approach. Its focus on 
primacy of energy flows, and notions of progress and time has earned it a 
(permanent?) spot on the GEN’s Living and Learning Centre’s courses.  
 
However, despite the conscious acknowledgement of the complexity and 
holistic worldview that requires changes in many different areas of life, 
ecovillages generally have trouble putting their theories and tools into practice. 
“All too often community founders attempt to, or feel forced to, work on all 
aspects of these changes simultaneously”. As expected, these changes take a 
long time to be implemented and usually interact in unpredictable ways, finally 
putting ecovillage resources under a substantial amount of stress. Given all the 
challenges that accompany the holistic approach to sustainability that “needs to 
be part of the thinking and the habits of the group from the very beginning”, 
Gilman (1991) does not find it surprising that as far as he knows there has been 
no community who has managed to “fully express” the ecovillage ideal. That 
does not mean that considerable progress has not been made when it comes to 
one or more of the dimensions (and challenges that come with them). 
 

2.3.4	  Critiquing	  Ecovillages	  
 
The high aspirations of the ecovillage movement have earned them quite a few 
fans, but also a number of critics questioning their effectiveness (i.e. 
Fotopoulos, 2000). “They see ecovillages as self-indulgent, escapist and 
ineffective response to the powerful global structures that perpetuate the 
socioeconomic injustice and environmental degradation” (Litfin, 2009, p. 133). 



	  
	  

	   73	  

In Garden’s (2006, p. 2) opinion ecovillages are not sufficiently involved in 
spreading the idea of ecovillages within the general population. And the GEN 
movement, specifically, is not doing enough to directly address the 
environmental crisis through the means of lobbying governments or trying to 
change the actions of corporations. 
 
Additionally, the inadvertent image of utopia that ecovillages might have 
created often sparks debates about their not-so-harmonious way of life, 
especially when it comes to social relationships. In those instances the critics 
often remind that ecovillages are communities that are often plagued with 
conflicts. Although they do admit that some ecovillages are “less dysfunctional 
then others” (ibid., p. 3) 
 
Garden (ibid., p. 4) is also concerned about the “spiritual overtones of the 
movement”, specifically the one promoted by GEN. She believes that “what 
attracts most residents to alternative communities is the chance to live more 
simply and to be part of a supportive community” where the focus on a specific 
type of spirituality can pose not only a slight hindrance but can also present a 
big turn off.  
 
Litfin (2009, p. 141) admits that because of the ecovillage movement’s loose 
organisation and highly disparate membership as well as incongruent 
approaches to problem solving, “it may not live up to its full potential as a 
global knowledge community”. She realizes that many ecovillages are simply 
“trying to build better circumstances for themselves, often […] in quite self-
indulgent ways” (Trainer, 2000, p. 277). Nevertheless, it has to be 
acknowledged that at the very least these communities demonstrate “that it is 
possible to live well while dramatically reducing consumption and waste” 
(Litfin, 2009, p. 139). 
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4 Theoretical Framework: Theory of 
Social Representations 
In previous chapters we have taken a look at two main lines of thought:  
 

1. There is a rising interest in environmentalism. On a general level, the 
people’s relationship with nature is changing. It seems people have 
started to reinterpret the value nature holds as well as their relationship 
with and within it, looking to turn towards a more sustainable way of 
life. Nevertheless, even though the majority still seems to be lagging 
behind, some minority groups, who could be considered primary 
movers in this shift, have tried to make this vision a practical reality. 
 

2. Society is not stable but ever changing, a part of a never-ending process 
of evolution. Additionally, it is home to a multitude of different kinds 
of individuals, connected in groups and communities, each contributing 
to its development, pushing and pulling in different direction. Among 
the generally known majority influence, some groups have started to 
utilize methods of minority influence, in order to contribute in the 
steering of the society they are a part of towards their desired outcomes.  

 
Interestingly, two of the main theories driving these lines of thought – our 
changing relationship with nature and certain groups who are steering it, and 
the theory of minority influence – have been respectively authored by one and 
the same author – Serge Moscovici. In fact, these two theories have been 
deemed as one of his most famous contributions. 
 
Additionally, Moscovici fathered another equally influential theory – the 
theory of social representations, which could perhaps provide an appropriate 
framework to position and expand them both.  
 
Besides sharing the same author, these three theories have much in common, 
for example they all 1) see society as a dynamic playing filed comprised of 
diverse groups; 2) acknowledge and use the concept of societal transformation; 
and 3) see conflict as something potentially positive. 
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The basic premise of the theory of social representations is that reality does not 
exist objectively, out of context; it is always socially constructed by 
individuals, groups and societies living in it. As people change, power shifts, 
and experience and new knowledge is gained, the interpretation of reality 
changes with it. 
 
Moreover, as society is not uniform, it is made out of different contexts, 
communities where different types of knowledge (scientific and common-
sense) are constructed and shared (and continuously re-constructed) among its 
members. This creates groups who are not only bounded together by these 
shared representations of reality, but also use them to defend their identities. 
 
Even though there are representations – both within and between different 
communities – that are generally agreed upon (they are hegemonic), there 
always exist oppositional representations that contest the dominant 
interpretation of reality. Therefore, social representations “are not a quiet 
thing” (Howarth, 2006); they are essentially also about conflict. In the process 
of creating and defending community identities as well as creating reality 
through representation, different representations cannot avoid but come into 
conflict. This can be observed on smaller, interpersonal levels, as well as wihin 
larger political contexts, where ideas battle each other for supremacy. In these 
occasions opportunity is created, not only for different forms of influence, but 
also for transformation and growth. 
 

4.1	  Social	  Representations	  and	  the	  Politics	  of	  Participation	  	  
 
The theory of social representations is in its essence a theory of politics and 
social change. More specifically, it is about “political construction of social 
realities and social relations” (Elcheroth, Doise, & Reicher, 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 
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reality is reproduced, but also how it can be transformed” (Elcheroth et al., 
2011, p. 747).  
 
The issue of transformation is key when it comes to political participation, 
where communities stop simply ‘adjusting’ to the existing dominant order and 
start resisting (Castro, 2012, 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 mainstream forms of participation”, i.e. focusing mostly 
on the more traditional concepts like voting and protest (Howarth et al., 2014, 
p. 20), which has already been acknowledged in Chapter 1. This is why 
Howarth and colleagues (ibid., p. 3) adopt a broader approach to participation, 
conceptualizing it as “the power to construct and convey particular 
representations over others”, or in other words referring “to the symbolic 
power to construct legitimate social knowledge, norms and identities, and to 
disregard, marginalize or silence alternative ways of knowing and being”.  
 

4.1.1	  Importance	  of	  Groups	  within	  Political	  Participation	  and	  Influence	  
 
In the process of political participation, it is groups of people (or communities) 
as oppose to individuals that play a key role: when individuals resign, groups 
can mobilize. For example, in Wright’s (1997) study (Elcheroth et al., 2011, p. 
737) it was observed that:  

 
“when […] [individuals] faced the situation alone, without any cue as 
to how others interpreted the situation, they reacted with resignation. 
However as soon as there was a minimal breach in their epistemic 
isolation – that is, if they heard, what they supposed to be a fellow 
participant express anger at what he named “discrimination” – then 
they began to mobilize and enlist others in a collective boycott”. 
 

Howarth, Cornish, and Gillespie (forthcoming, 2015, p. 2) agree that 
community has meaning in how people develop possibilities for participation, 
clarifying that: 
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“we see this most vividly in what people do, in social movements and 
in social protest. Hence diverse groups are knitted together through the 
need to be heard, to collaborate, or through sharing the experience of 
crossing boundaries from one community to the other. Furthermore, 
communities are not passively related to social knowledge, do not 
passively take on or pass on knowledge, but rather are active, creating, 
arguing, counter-posting, transforming, re-presenting their knowledge 
against the knowledge of other communities”.  

 

4.1.2	  Communities	  
 
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). Moscovici (1972) 
illustrates this by epistemologically positioning social representations as 
emerging through a dialogical triangle of Self-Other-Object. This 
conceptualization implies that “there is no meaning making outside a culture 
[…] [or] outside a given, interactional, context” (Castro, 2015, p. 6).  
 
Social representations are therefore not the product of society as a whole, but 
of different social groups that have built it. In other words, in regards to the 
object, social representations differ from culture to culture, between social 
categories as well as groups (Rateau, Moliner, Guimelli, & Abric, 2011). 
 
Consequently, multiple different variations of an original idea, multiple social 
representations of the same object, can be observed, moving from one 
pragmatic context to another (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999) – where different social 
groups cultivate their own structure of specific social representation within 
their own communication systems. And while 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. In this sense they function as a type of social regulations (Clémence, 
Doise, & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1993). 
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By helping “take on particular ‘presentations’ of socially significant objects 
and re-interpret them to fit with what we know ‘already’”, social 
representations consequently enable the achievement of 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 et al., 2011, p. 478). 
 
Of course, as no two individuals are alike, even if they belong to the same 
social group, one can also find differences within social groups themselves. In 
general, the consensus observed on the elements of a given representation 
depends on the homogeneity of the group as well as the position of individuals 
within it (Maury, 2007, pp. 238-239; Rateau et al., 2011, p. 478).  
 
Nevertheless, “through communication – and influence, normalization and 
conformity processes that go with it – individual beliefs can be the object of 
consensus at the same time as collective beliefs can impose themselves on the 
individual” (ibid., p. 481).  
 
Furthermore, “groups are not static, they develop, become larger and perhaps 
subdivide”, and are almost never completely isolated. Hence, 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 et al., 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., forthcoming, 2015, p. 6).  
 
Nevertheless, even though individuals may not identify with a community at 
all times,  
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“clearly there are times when we do claim community and affirm a 
sense of belonging, identity and after and also times when we impose 
community onto group of others, asserting that they hold certain (and 
strange) values, practices and identities in common. These really need 
to be sees as two sides of the same coin, two ways in which community 
is defined, claimed, projected and rejected” (Howarth et al., 
forthcoming, 2015, p. 5). 

 
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), considered by 
Bauer and Gaskell (1999) as the engine of social representations.  
 
This is 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. Elcheroth and colleagues (2011, pp. 740-741) 
acknowledge the power of practice in political change: 
 

“words are not always required to change beliefs about how relevant 
others experience the world, and positions themselves in the world. 
There are indeed a number of illuminating examples of how we will 
misunderstand the nature of representations if we look at what people 
say to the exclusion of what they do […]. Sometimes acts can be even 
more influential when they are silent. Discarding speech that could be 
explicitly challenged, they retain the unspoken and, hence, 
incontestable” […] example of “power of ritualized practices” that can 
create “illusion of consensus”. 

 
Therefore,  
 

“while some time, commonality or even identity may be the basis of 
community, at other times, we suggest, interdependence of different 
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actors around a common activity or project is a profound basis for 
community. […] We suggest 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” 
(Howarth et al., forthcoming, 2015, pp. 8-9).  

 
Howarth and colleagues (forthcoming, 2015, p. 12) conclude that 
“communities are 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”. 
 

4.1.3	  Importance	  of	  Recognition	  	  
 
Having established how social representations approach can inform our 
understanding of communities and community action, we must now recognize 
that not all communities hold the power of active minorities, who have the 
ability to efficiently participate within the political process (Campbell & 
Jovchelovitch, 2000, p. 266). “Minoritised groups often lack power to institute 
their vision of the world over others; as a result they are ‘forced’ to accept or 
live by representations constructed by others”. For example, it has been shown 
“that minority groups may hold attitudes which justify the status quo and are 
thus contrary to the group interests” (Howarth et al., 2014, p. 26). 
  
In order to be successful in their influence, communities participating in 
politics of change need to be “recognized as legitimate political actors” 
(Andreouli & Howarth, 2014) where they are then able to participate in the 
process of ‘imagining’ (Anderson, 1991). 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 active 
advocates in their cause. Kerr (2002, p. 471) defines an active advocate as “one 
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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”.  
 

“Whenever a community participates and develops a way of knowing 
about itself and others, it is, by the same token, instituting itself as such, 
inviting a future for what it does and indeed, actualizing the power it 
holds to participate in shaping a way of life” (Campbell & 
Jovchelovitch, 2000, p. 267). 

 
Of course, in some cases – even though social recognition is the aim –, 
misrecognition does not necessarily have to present something undesirable. At 
its best it can induce greater motivation, which can then lead to bigger 
participation as well as agency (Howarth, Wagner, Kessi, & Sen, 2012). 
 
The theory of minority influence (i.e. Moscovici, 1976c, 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. 
 

4.1.3.1	  Instigating	  Conflict	  
 
Firstly, by putting effort into their conflicting position and therefore disrupting 
the ‘illusion of uniformity’ (Kerr, 2002, p. 481), active minorities can create an 
open antagonism with the powerful majority (Chryssochoou & Volpato, 2004). 
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.  
 
It is hereby “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). This also provides an 
opportunity for contestation and potential change (Howarth et al., 2014, p. 30).  
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“This co-reference leads to tension between past elements of 
knowledge and new elements: when a decision is to be taken by the 
group, the choice must be made between old and new elements of 
knowledge. A dialectics is then ongoing within the two forms of 
thinking, one innovative and one related to stability” (Orfali, 2002, p. 
401). 

 
By creating 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 consequently a way towards 
participation, social recognition, dialogue, and social change. These 
oppositional themes can also be referred to as themata (Marková, 2003). 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.  
 
Additionally, in their search for recognition via instigation of conflict with the 
majority, minorities will sometime use provocation. As a response and attempt 
to resist minority influence, majorities could decide to use stigmatization 
(Andreouli & Howarth, 2013; Staerklé et al., 2011; Orfali, 2002) or other 
delegitimizing techniques. 
 

4.1.3.2	  Demonstrating	  certainty	  and	  commitment	  
 
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. 
 
The firm and stereotypical communication style characteristic of active 
minorities utilizes the propaganda dynamic: “minorities propose an alternative 
point of view on a given issue and thereby enter a confrontational relation with 
the majority group in order to achieve social change” (Elcheroth et al., 2011, p. 
765). By using this technique, minorities utilize the ‘yes/no’ contrasting format 
(i.e. “yes, we have to change our behaviour, no, there is no time to waste, no 
compromises to be made”) and avoid using any type of ‘yes, but …’ 



	  
	  

	   83	  

communications (i.e. “yes, ecology is important, but so is economic 
development”, “yes, preserving the birds’ habitat is important, but so is 
building bridges”) characteristic of the propagation style (Castro, 2006, pp. 
258-259).  
 
However, in order to maintain the most constructive level of conflict, 
minorities must decide the best way to achieve and portray their view. That is, 
by walking the fine line of consistency and retaining ‘systematically patterned 
behaviour’ (Maass & Clark, 1984) without being either too lax or too rigid. As 
established in Chapter 1, rigidity is an extreme form of consistency. It is by 
being too rigid that minorities risk  
 

“getting out of dialogical space and instead […] present themselves to 
the majority in a monological fashion […]. Their effort to obtain their 
goal is totally oriented towards visibility even if it is negative visibility” 
(Orfali, 2002, p. 409).  

 
Also, by being to lax (or overly flexible) minorities risk existing the dialogical 
space and loosing their position as political actors. 
 
Additionally, the process of influence requires active minorities to utilize a 
successful behaviour style to present an optimal social exterior. The most 
important and successful behaviour style helping the minority gain social 
influence is consistency, as it is one that creates an image of soundness 
(Moscovici, 1976).  
 
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) found that the minorities that 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 
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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). 
 
However, in contemporary reality where a ‘cosmopolitan outlook’ (Beck, 
2006) actively promotes “the legitimacy of alternative ways of thinking” 
(Howarth et al., forthcoming, 2015, p. 4), instead of more stable, communities 
are becoming increasingly diverse, home to unstable and sometimes conflicting 
representations. In this sense, communities – like representations themselves – 
become an arena for the ‘battle of ideas’ (Moscovici, 1998, Howarth, 2006). In 
these cases the “pressures for [these] diverse groups to assimilate into 
normative practices, often meet with intense resistance and strengthening of 
separatist, identity politics (Howarth et al., forthcoming, 2015, p. 10). 
 
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 coherent 
social representations (including collective practice) in order to appear 
consistent enough is a challenge – as well as an opportunity! – of participating 
in contemporary form of politics. 
 

4.2	  Back	  to	  Basics	  
 
In the previous paragraphs we saw social representations essentially as 
“systems of communication and social influence that constitute the social 
realities of different groups in society” (Sammut & Howarth, 2014, p. 1799). 
From this perspective we saw how the theory of social representations can be 
applied to the field of political participation of different communities in 
general, and minority influence in particular.  
	  
A social representation, however, can also be seen as a shared universe of 
knowledge, as a multifaceted object. As stated by Moscovici (1973, p. xiii), 
social representations are:  
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“a system of values, ideas and practices with twofold function; first to 
establish an order which will enable individuals to orient themselves in 
their material world and social world and to master it; and secondly to 
enable communication to take place among the members of a 
community by providing them with a code for social exchange and a 
code for naming and classifying unambiguously the various aspects of 
their world and their individual and group history”. 

 
Social representations therefore “serve as the principal means for establishing 
and extending the shared knowledge, common practices and affiliations that 
bind social members together (Duveen, 2001a; 2008) and thereby act to 
support systems of identity, community, inclusion and exclusion” (Sammut & 
Howarth, 2014, p. 1799). In this sense, social representations in that “space in 
between” the individual and society (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999); they are 
“simultaneously social and individual” (Howarth et al., 2014, p. 19), and exists 
in the ‘world’ as well as in the ‘head’ (Farr, 1987, p. 359).  
 

4.2.1	  Life	  of	  a	  Social	  Representation	  
 
Social representations emerge in chorus with “an unprecedented situation, 
unknown phenomenon, or unusual event” (Rateau et al., 2011, p. 482), where 
their primary function lies in making the unfamiliar familiar (Moscovici, 1984, 
p. 24). This happens as a part of a process called ‘symbolic coping’ with the 
help of anchoring and objectification, where during anchoring the new idea is 
first classified and named, then solidified and made tangible through images or 
propositions during objectification (Moscovici, 1984; Bauer & Gaskell, 1999, 
p. 172). 
 
Symbolic coping is realised through discourse and communication. In the 
modern times it is maintained mostly through mass media, not as extensively 
via personal conversations. In his seminal study, Moscovici (1961/1976) 
introduced three distinct forms of media discourse according to their divergent 
styles of symbolic coping techniques: 

• Diffusion, characterized by a rather neutral and distant view of the 
issue; 

• Propagation, characterized by an instrumental way of reporting, 
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reinforcing some and rejecting other parts of the issue; and  
• Propaganda, characterized by its desire to maintain a homogenous 

group identity emphasizing incapability and conflict in regards to the 
issue (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 89, Bauer & Gaskell, 1999, pp. 164-165). 

 
However, “anchors and objects are not fixed once and for all” (Bauer & 
Gaskell, 1999, p. 172); they are never ‘neutral’ or ‘static’ (Marková, 2008, p. 
466) as they are only “transitional pointers in the evolution of meaning of an 
aspect of the world” (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999, p. 172). Moliner (2001) 
illustrates this on-going process of social representation re-elaboration by 
identifying three phases in the ‘history’ of every social representation: 
 

1. Emergence: precedes the appearance of stable, consensual knowledge 
directly related to the object. This phase is characterized by 
considerable variability of opinions, which are, moreover, only weakly 
structured. 

2. Stability: presence of consensual elements that are strongly linked to 
each other. 

3. Transformation: old consensual elements coexist within new, 
sometimes contradictory elements (Maury, 2007, p. 243). 

 
This cycle implies that there are different, sometimes conflicting elements or 
rationalities that exist simultaneously within the same social representation. 
Conflict is therefore present not only when it comes to confrontation between 
groups, but is also present within social representations of the same group. This 
has been termed by Moscovici (1961/1976) as ‘cognitive polyphasia’. And 
while sometimes, cognitive polyphasia may cause conflict, quite often its 
presence actually allows individuals and communities to be creative in their 
interpretations and adaptions to different situations. Occasionally these 
conflicting elements can be a part of wider oppositional themes, such as 
we/them, freedom/oppression, fear/hope and social recognition/ denial of 
recognition (Howarth et al., forthcoming, 2015, p. 11). This concept was 
termed by Marková (i.e. 2003) as themata. Nevertheless, “not all antinomies of 
thinking become themata” (Marková, 2003, p. 184).  
 
In conclusion, it can be said that a representation is “a time-gestalt of ‘inter-
objectivity’” with a past and a future (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999, p. 171), where 
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during the life of which communication plays a key role (and is especially 
intense during the process of emergence and transformation) (Maury, 2007, p. 
244). 
 

4.2.2	  Social	  Representations	  and	  Behaviour	  
 
Behaviour within the theory of social representations is considered in terms of 
practice.  
  

“Social representations turn the unfamiliar into something familiar 
through anchoring and objectifying. Such sense-making […] emerges 
from interacting “values, ideas, and practices”. But first and foremost 
[social representations] are that which, first, emerge as the product of 
values, ideas, and practices while individuals are trying to make sense 
of their physical and social environment, and, second, [social 
representations] can be understood as systems which produces values, 
ideas, and practices. Just as it is impossible to determine which came 
first – the chicken or the egg – so it is impossible to determine if [social 
representations] are the base of values, ideas, or practices, or whether 
the latter three give rise to [social representations]” (Bergman, 1998, p. 
78). 

 
Even though Moscovici (1973) perceived practices as constituting social 
representations, there has been some debate on weather practices present a 
consequence of representations (von Cranach, 1992; 1995), or whether social 
representations are constitutive of these practices (Wagner, 1993). However the 
important role practices play within the concept of social representations has 
been widely acknowledged (i.e. Jodelet, 1991); i.e. change in practice produces 
a change in the social representation (Maury, 2007), and in turn social 
representations provide the criteria for enabling determination, justification or 
legitimization” of practices (Rateau et al., 2011, p. 479). 
 
Essentially, this thesis will be taking into account Wagner’s (1993, p. 236) 
interpretation of practices, who sees them as constituting representations: 
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“Rational beliefs and rational behaviour are inseparable from each 
other, such that a specific belief cannot be used as an explanation of 
subsequent related behaviour. Equally, social representations do not 
explain, but describe related behaviour”. 

 
In this sense, social representations theory gives a different perspective on 
practices, recognising their role as carriers of meanings, where “social 
representations are not only embedded in social practices but are constitutive of 
these practices – and hence the social reality. In effect [social representations] 
often function as self-fulfilling prophecies insofar as they create the social 
practices that can sustain them” (Elcheroth et al., 2011, p. 743). 
 

4.3	  Social	  Representations	  and	  the	  Environment	  
 
Where the social and individual are not considered being opposed universes 
(Castro, 2006, p. 253) but linked and mutually changing, the theory of social 
representations allows for a “more complex idea of how people deal with the 
combination of very many possibilities present in the great reservoir of 
common sense for thinking and arguing (Billig, 1991) about our relationship to 
nature and the environment” (Castro, 2006, p. 262).  
 
Besides offering a more rounded approach on how ecovillages as active 
minorities can participate in the shift towards a more sustainable lifestyle 
within the general society, with its specific positions – like behaviour or 
practice as constitutive of social representations, and allowance of the 
existence of contradictory elements pertaining to the same representation – the 
theory can also offer an alternative view for examining what new type of 
human-nature relationship these communities are proposing.  
 
In the filed of social representations, environment has already been regarded as 
a legitimate object of research, as it provides a function for the concept, “it is 
related to the emergence of specific behaviour, and lastly, it is a salient matter 
in private and public communications” (Rouquette, Sautkina, Castro, 
Felonneau, & Guillou-Michel, 2005, p. 115).  
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Using the theory of social representations can also help to address some of the 
critiques faced by the field of social psychology in general and studies of pro-
environmental behaviour specifically. 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 recognizes the 
fact that our relationship with the environment is always mediated (i.e. by 
culture, set of values, identity) and therefore so are our meanings of it (ibid., p. 
109).  
 

1) Besides acknowledging variances between social representations 
among different contexts, the theory of social representations also 
allows for, and understands the existence of contradictory and 
inconsistent ideas pertaining to singular concepts (i.e. cognitive 
polyphasia) within communities. These are also seen as providing an 
extensive reservoir of common sense for thinking and arguing (i.e. 
Castro, 2006). 

 
It should be acknowledged that when it comes to the issue of nature, it is 
inherently multifaceted. For example (Keulartz et al., 2004, p. 86),  
 

“there is no farmer for whom nature only exists as production resource 
and for whom, for example nature has no scenic value. Similarly there 
can be no conservationist who has no regard for nature as production 
resource and is only concerned with intriguing nature”. 

 
In their research on social representations of nature within Natura 2000 sites, 
Castro and Mouro (2011) found completely different representations of nature 
among the population. The people saw nature as fragile; as robust and un-
spoilable by industry or intensive farming; or robust, but only to a point. 
Additionally – and because of these inconsistencies –, general norms and local 
practices were often incongruent. Locals did not blatantly contest the 
importance of biodiversity conservation, “however, 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). 
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Looking at a growing wolf population on the Scandinavian Peninsula in 
Norway, Figari and Skogen (2011), found a conflicting representations among 
the population in the area. The essence of the representation of wolves as 
pertaining to the wilderness was widely shared. Wilderness in general was 
described as natural, pure, original, and authentic. Nonetheless, some people 
perceived wolves as endangered animals, while others saw them as a menace to 
rural life (Buijs, Hovardas, Figari, Castro, Devine-Wright, Fischer, Mouro, & 
Selge, 2012). 
 

2) 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 that transformation and novelties 
are constantly challenging this shared reality.  

 
If social representations of nature are already multifaceted in one context and 
at one specific point in time, when the dimension of time is intentionally added 
to the inquiry, things become even more complex. The study on genetic 
modification conducted by Wagner Kronberger, Gaskell, Allansdottir, Allum, 
de Cheveigne, Dahinden, Diego, Montali, Thing, Mortensen, Pfenning, 
Rusanen, and Seger (2001) provides an example on how “old and new ideas 
tend to co-exist and to interact” (Rouquette et al., 2005, p. 112) specifically 
where old representations resurface when new issues appear and are discussed. 
Their results showed that (old and new) public views about nature could be 
seen to employ the so-called “spiritual argument” against genetic modification 
(Wagner et al., 2001), which emerged from a “deeply ingrained heritage of 
moral reasoning vis-à-vis life in general” (ibid., p. 92). 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).  
 
Additionally, in their study of the Chiampo river in 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 
exploding 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 
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river become more positive over time, practices continued to be one of 
avoidance and distrust of the quality of the river water.  
 

“This illustrates how the past is slow to evade from representations, and 
conflicts may emerge among the different components of the 
representation, expressing intra-personal contradictions and cognitive 
polyphasia (Jovchelovitch, 2007), instrumental for adjusting to social 
and cultural change. Some of the components can change faster, while 
others take longer and may consequently delay change in other 
dimensions” (Castro, 2015, p. 11). 

 

Also in the case of the Dadia Forest Reserve in Greece (Hovardas & Stamou, 
2006), the social representations of nature had to adapt, in this case in order to 
accommodate a change in context: the establishment of the reserve and later a 
national park and consequent development of ecotourism (in order to 
compensate prohibited primary sector activities).  

 

“The natural landscape was presented as scenery and not as a life world 
for loggers, stock breeders, or farmers. ‘Self-regulating’ nature was 
objectified as ‘untouched’ scenery in the core zones of the reserve 
(strictly protected zones). This resulted in a figurative nucleus of 
residents [social representations] of nature, focusing on ‘pure’ nature in 
the core zones of the park. […] Quite paradoxically, the figurative 
nucleus of ‘pure’ nature legitimizes ecotourism as the predominant 
development strategy of Dadia: If nature is to be left alone to self-
regulate, the only allowed interactions between humans and ‘pure’ 
nature have to be ‘green’ experiences (e.g. ecotourist activities), where 
nature serves as an exhibit to be visually enjoyed by locals and 
ecotourists (Buijs et al., 2012, p. 1175). 

 

3) Communities (and relating identifies) play a key role in distinguishing 
between actors and their differing social representations of singular 
concepts. This situation opens opportunity for confrontation and 
conflict where different social representations pertaining to different 
communities collide.  
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As touched upon in the beginning of Chapter 3, the endorsement of specific 
representations of human-nature relationship is anchored in the positioning of 
individuals in the social system (Doise, Clémence & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1993). 
Indeed, it is communities that re-elaborate common identities, promote 
common values and establish emotional connections among members and with 
the surrounding environment (i.e. Howarth, 2001; Staerklé, et al., 2011; 
Sammut & Howarth, 2014). Social representation approach thus suggests 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 et al., 2011, p. 747). From this perspective, the theory 
of social representations proves its usefulness in analysing conflicts, where 
identity and power issues that are at the core of environmentalism emerge more 
clearly. 
 
This can be illustrated using previously mentioned studies on the social 
representation of wolves (Figari & Skogen, 2011), and social representations of 
nature in Natura 2000 sites (Castro & Mouro, 2011). In the study by Figari and 
Skogen (2011) conducted after the growth of a wolf population on the 
Scandinavian Peninsula in Norway, the conflict arose between 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 (Buijs et al., 
2012).  

 
Similarly, in the case of communities living in Natura 2000 sites the conflict 
emerged between new 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).  
 



	  
	  

	   93	  

4) In sum, 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 of 
producing more effective explanations (Rouquette et al., 2005, p. 110) 
as well as forging some new questions. 

 
For example, questionnaires and scales (like, for example, the NEP), which are 
a common tool in mainstream environmental psychology, indicate that 
anthropocentric ideas are being collectively replaced by ecological ones. Yet, 
“this seemingly robust consensus around the ecological ideas is challenging for 
researchers, since neither society nor individual behaviour are changing in an 
ecological direction as quickly as the results imply” (Rouquette et al., 2005, p. 
111). Ecocentric and anthropocentric beliefs, as well as relativistic and 
positivistic ideas of science, 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, 1976a). While this coexistence of different, opposing views, 
inapplicable norms and lagging practices puzzles mainstream environmental 
psychology, social representations theory accepts it willingly. 

 
Additionally, as in the case of Castro and Mouro’s (2011) research on social 
representations of nature within Natura 2000 sites – where locals did not 
blatantly contest the importance of biodiversity conservation, but the 
application of specific conservation norms in concrete cases was still debated 
and contested –, this wider perception can help us understand why sometimes 
general norms and local practices are incongruent.  
 

4.3.1	  Taking	  Stock:	  Environment,	  Emotions,	  and	  Spirituality	  
 
Looking at these examples, it can be observed that the theory of social 
representations has offered a lot to the field of the environment. In her review, 
Castro (2015) summarizes and classifies specific contributions of the theory 
into four dimensions: 

1) Time: when looking at the changes in social representations through 
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time, specifically in relation to common project, can give us a better 
insight into the innovation process; 

2) Institution: recognizing the role of institutions to understand the 
processes of resistance and acceptance of new norms, and how they are 
correlated with institutionalization and management of new social 
representations; 

3) Conflict: to understand the push for change, one must recognize 
resistance to change that could come in the form of contradictions, 
cognitive polyphasia and ambivalence; and 

4) Communication: to fully grasp what is continuously made present 
through cultural institutions, one must take into account significant 
actors who are involved in thinking and communicating. 

 
The theory of social representations has clearly much to offer to the field of 
environmental studies, maybe not necessarily as a replacement but as an 
addition in order to “compliment the more conventionally used frameworks in 
this field” (Buijs et al., 2012, p. 1168).  
 
Nevertheless social representations theory has primarily focused on the more 
cognitive elements, paying less attention to more affective ones. This is odd, as 
the reason why environmental issues became so heated is because they are 
rarely found in their pure form (Buijs et al., 2012, p. 1176), and therefore 
involve conflicting (Keulartz et al., 2004, p. 94) ideas that can only be truly 
understood when not only descriptive (i.e. cognitive) beliefs are taken into 
account, but also values and feelings are equally acknowledged (Fischer et al., 
2012, p. 162).  
 
Besides the popular informative and normative campaigns, there is a need to 
acknowledge the important role emotions can play in environmental 
engagement. For example, the media actively and continuously uses different 
emotions to anchor new environmental concepts, like climate change, into 
everyday discourse (Höijer, 2010, p. 718). Greenpeace, the most influential 
non-governmental environmental organization, as well, consistently utilises the 
power of emotions by using “beautiful and shocking images and the language 
of danger and threat (Doyle, 2007) in order to engage the public. 
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And while cognitive beliefs and norms have often claimed an important role 
within both mainstream areas of psychology (see Chapter 2) as well as social 
representations theory research, 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, p. 718). As a matter of fact, it 
has been often noted that social representations are “infused with emotional 
valence” (Joffe, 2002, p. 568) and “play a decisive role in sense making 
dynamics” (Ruggieri & Rochira, 2013, p. 15.7; also Guimelli & Rimé, 2009). 
 
Furthermore, even though the concept of spirituality has proven to have some 
connection to our perceptions of the environment, it has rarely be 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). Additionally, the 
connection between nature and spiritual forces has also been observed by 
Lindeman and colleagues (2002, p. 1.9). Their research on social 
representations of God has linked ideas about God with the general concept of 
nature, which, among others, included ideas such as attributes 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.  
 

4.3.2	  Dimensions	  of	  Social	  Representations	  
 
In order to try and gain an insight into the 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 
connotation (Buijs et al., 2012, p. 1176) should be utilised. This means that in 
order to achieve new insights, besides focusing on normative and cognitive 
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elements of social representations, more expressive ones should be actively 
addressed as well.  
 
Buijs and colleagues (2011), and later Fischer and colleagues (2012) have 
taken stock of this issue. By incorporating the research by Keulartz, van der 
Windt and Swart (2004), they 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 conceptualize social representations as comprising three 
main dimensions (Fischer et al., 2012; Buijs et al., 2011):  

• Cognitive dimension,  
• Expressive dimension, and  
• Normative dimension.  

 

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 three dimensions form a complex and dynamic structure, where all three 
components are in constant state of interaction, never existing without 
confronting one another. 
 
Besides the often referred to connection between cognition and norms (also in 
mainstream psychology, i.e. Value-Belief-Norm theory), it has also been 
recognised by multiple authors (Höijer, 2010; Ratner, 2000; Scherer, 1995, 
1992) that emotions and cognitions are intrinsically interlinked as well. They 
believe that cognitions are rarely free from affect, because emotions represent 
the feeling side of thoughts and can never exist apart from them. It should be 
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noted that social representations have also been conceptualized as ‘cognitive-
emotional processes’ (Marková & Wilkie, 1987). 

 
Emotions are not only linked to cognitions, but also to norms, specifically by 
displaying “the value-laden character of human consciousness” (Antonaccio, 
2001, p. 129). Höijer (2010, p. 720) sees them as “cultural-cognitive products 
related to values and social norms of a society”. 
 
Because of its complexity, this ‘multifaceted field’ (Fischer et al., 2012, p. 170) 
that the three dimensions create 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” 
(ibid.), they can sometimes create coexisting, multiple, and sometimes even 
opposing rationalities. 
 
The theory of social representations sees this co-presence of different kinds of 
knowledge, possessing different rationalities living side by side as 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, p. 176).  
 
In their study, Fischer and colleagues (2012, p. 173) 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 (ibid., p. 176).  
 
If these conflicts are not confronted and somehow consolidated, the use of 
coping mechanisms alone might result in lack of action all together (Fischer et 
al., 2012, p. 176), as “reason without emotion does not lead to action” (Höijer, 
2010, p. 728). 
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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. Especially in the case of active minorities, using 
prefigurative politics, continuous and consistent practices are especially 
important. In fact, they are their main method of practicing 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.  
 
Models consisting of three dimensions trying to find equilibrium, or a 
harmonic functioning of all the parts, have been used in the field of psychology 
before (i.e. Freud’s three parts of personality). Interestingly, these models can 
be traced back to Plato’s original tripartite model of the Soul (as well as State) 
(Scherer, 1995). 
 
In Plato’s original structure of this model, one dimension – located in the 
middle, between the rational and the impulsive (Ryle, 1949, p. 329) – is 
assigned a “watchdog function”. On the one hand, this ‘middle’ dimension has 
strong links to impulses, on the other, it also takes cues from the rational 
dimension. In this sense positioned in the middle it is seemingly trying to 
mediate between the two, more rational and more impulsive dimensions. As a 
component within Plato’s state, this intermediate function is attributed to 
policemen, soldiers and men of action (while the cognitive is attributed to 
statesmen, philosophers and nobility, and impulsive to civilians, workers, 
peasants and slaves; Scherer, 1995). Paraphrasing, one could conclude that this 
middle dimension, which tries to keep the order, relies on the use of norms to 
justify its powers.  
 
Applying this reasoning, and linking these concepts to the three dimensions of 
social representations, some helpful, more illustrative, parallels could be 
drawn. In Staerklé and colleagues’ (2011, p. 762) view 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) taking place between the other 
two dimensions, the cognitive and the expressive. 
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Gorgorió and Planas (2005b, 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”. 
In other words, the normative perspectives of people’s own communities (or 
the normative dimension of the social representation) are decisive during the 
elaboration processes (Staerklé et al., 2011, p. 761). Clémence, Doise and 
Lorenzi-Cioldi (1993) see these primordially normative relations as 
metasystems, which help rework the material produced on the operational level 
and check, direct and test them. 
 
In the words of Moscovici (1961/1976, p. 69): 
 

“The activities of society as a whole, or of a group, always result in the 
establishment of a norm and the consolidation of a majority response. 
Once such norm and response have been elaborated, behaviours, 
opinions, the means of satisfying needs, and in fact all possible social 
acts are divided into four categories: what is permitted, and what is 
forbidden; what is include and what is excluded”. 

 
In summary, social representations are constantly re-elaborated during the 
processes of communication and mutual interaction (of the cognitive, 
expressive, and normative dimension) both between and within individuals and 
communities (in particular contexts and histories), which in turn form more 
concrete “normative expectations” (Howarth et al., 2014, p. 4) or “normative 
representations” (Doise, Spini, & Clémence, 1999, p. 2) that help to guide 
opinions and social acts.  
 
Even though this model offers us a great alternative with which one can look at 
social representations of the human-nature relationship in the context of 
ecovillages, it does not unfortunately give any insight into where to fit the 
concept of spirituality. Is spirituality primarily an emotional experience, is it 
based on cognitive ideas, or does it have a normative function? This and what 
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role spirituality plays in the life and practices of ecovillages will be addressed 
in the following chapters. 
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5 Research Methods and Procedure 
5.1	  Aims	  and	  Objectives	  
 
In the previous chapters we have seen that our relationship with nature has 
reached another critical point in its evolution, where we are now being given a 
chance to ‘side with nature’. This process has already started. Ever since the 
1970s we have been witnessing a steady rise of environmental awareness, both 
within the general society as well as research. If we take into account the ideas 
put forth by the Spiral Dynamics Theory and the Theory of Innovations, there 
should already be a good number of people driving this change, opposing the 
way we have dealt with nature in the past and demanding a new, more 
sustainable way of life.  
 
In this thesis it is proposed that ecovillages could be considered as one of these 
drivers, who have been striving to transcend the method of politics of demand 
and by engaging in a more prefigurative movement, trying to realise in the 
present the world they want to see in the future.  
 
What kind of relationships with nature are ecovillages proposing? 
Specifically, what is their process of re-presentation, taking into account 
the three dimensions – cognitive, expressive, and normative – of this new 
human-nature relationship? 
 
What differentiate ecovillages from the general pro-environmental trends are 
precisely their practices. Whereas they are consciously enacting the desired 
relationship with nature through their practice of it, this aspect of sustainability 
is still lagging behind when it comes to the majority of the population. 
 
Moreover, ecovillages also present interesting case studies because of their 
common spiritual orientation. How does spirituality tie in with pro-
environmental practices? Does it play a role in the way ecovillages are re-
presenting the human-nature relationship? 
 
Considering the theory of minority influence, if ecovillages want to be seen as 
viable political actors, they have to first overtly oppose the ‘old’ hegemonic 
representation of the human-nature relationship and propose themselves as a 
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feasible alternative. Additionally, they need to demonstrate consistency and 
commitment. 
 
How do ecovillages create this consistency? Is it somehow connected to 
their structure and community norms? 
 
And finally, are ecovillages in all actuality being considered as a viable 
alternative for the future? Are they seen by the general public as political 
actors trying to make a difference? 
 
In sum, this research is approaching the topic of ecovillages as possible 
innovators within the process of change towards more sustainable lifestyle on 
two different levels by looking at:  
 

1) What type of social representation of the human-nature relationship are 
ecovillages proposing? What constitutes its dimensions and how do 
they interact in the process of re-presenting? And what role does 
spirituality play in it? 

2) Are ecovillages even being considered as political actors proposing a 
new reality? 

 

5.2	  From	  Theory	  to	  Practice	  
 
Social representation research framework was established in previous chapters 
as a worthwhile option in the study of social phenomena in both, the field of 
environmental as well as political studies. Besides recognizing the already 
mentioned societal perspective, the theory also offers an adaptive and loose 
enough framework that can be implemented in diverse communities like 
ecovillages.  
 
Research in the field of social representations has had a long tradition of 
exploratory inquiries. This approach offers a chance to deepen the knowledge 
and obtain a chance to get into the ‘whys’ and ‘hows’ of the problem, instead 
of just the ‘whats’. Additionally, the way the research can be conducted – i.e. 
taking into account actors as complex, thinking individuals, part of a specific 
context, engaged in multifarious reasoning and communication processes – can 
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help establish intimacy with the participants in order to get more complete and 
comprehensive data. 
 
As previously mentioned, the theory permits the co-presence of conflicting 
views (cognitive polyphasia) and opposing frameworks (themata), and has 
therefore a specific advantage in the quest towards explaining and transcending 
the issues mainstream social psychology finds statistically perplexing. 
 
Additionally, as the theory strives to take into account the context as well as 
the issues of wider societal transformation, it presents a useful tool in 
understanding ecovillages as specific contexts of human-nature relationship as 
well as political actors in the wider environmentalism movement.  
 
As mentioned before, social representations never exist out of context. “The 
view which group members maintain about a social object is specific for the 
group and, hence, also the object itself takes on group specific social 
characteristics”. (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 95). Going further, this means that 
social representations only “emerge in social settings when group members 
communicate and interact with one another to create shared understandings of 
their environment” (Gal & Berente, 2008, p. 147). Researchers investigating 
social representations must take that into account. Of course, the settings in 
which social representations exist are not uniform; they come in different sizes 
as well as on different societal levels (Maury, 2007, pp. 6-7): 

• within society at large; 
• in groups; or 
• in individual expression. 

 
In this research we are interested in all three contexts, however with different 
goals in mind. On one hand, this research is about the social representations of 
the human-nature relationship on the level of ecovillages as groups (both as 
individual groups as well as representatives of a common movement). On the 
other hand, it aims to obtain a general picture of how ecovillages (as a 
movement in general as well as the two selected communities specifically) are 
perceived within their national (English and Italian respectively), and therefore 
a wider societal, context. 
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5.3	  Modes	  and	  Mediums	  
 
The complexity of social representations can be observed in different ways, by 
using the diverse manner in which they manifest. Their multifaceted nature 
drives social representation researchers to examine “the various shapes and 
forms that representations can take” (Gal & Berente, 2008, p. 147), and 
therefore are guided not only to observe talk or communication, but also action 
related to specific social phenomena.  
 

“In contrast to social cognitive approaches it is presupposed that an 
object is social not by virtue of some immanent characteristics, but by 
virtue of the way people relate to it. In talk people attribute features and 
meanings to an object, which make this, object a part of their group’s 
social world. In the same manner, people’s actions are often concerted 
and coordinated by bearing on shared conceptions of the world” 
(Wagner et al., 1999, p. 95).  

 
All this implies that social representations are embedded within the workings 
of different modes and mediums. Bauer and Gaskell (1999, p. 174) recognize 
four different modes of representations: 

• habitual behaviour; 
• individual cognition; 
• informal communication; and 
• formal communication. 

 
While the two forms of communication, informal and formal, as well as 
individual cognition utilize words, visual images and non-linguistic sound as 
their mediums, habitual behaviour is “in many cases beneath the level of 
conscious monitoring” (ibid.).  
 
Overall, the connection between modes and mediums can be summarized as in 
the Table II on the following page: 
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Modes Mediums 

Habitual behaviour  Bodily movements, rituals  

Individual cognition Words, lingual structures, non-linguistic sounds 

Informal communication Conversations, stories, unofficial symbols 

Formal communication Press, mass media, official documents and symbols 

 
Tab. II: Modes and mediums of social representations (Gal & Berente, 2008, p. 147) 
 
While it may seem that modes and mediums are in complete alignment, 
manifesting the same aspects of representations using different forms, this is 
not necessarily the case. In Jodelet’s (1991) study of madness in a French 
community, she illustrated that sometimes the contrast between modes – 
habitual movement or ‘what people do’ – and mediums – informal linguistic 
communication or ‘what people say’ – can be quite acute. Specifically, while 
residents of the community stated that they perceived their ‘lodgers’ as equal 
counterparts, their practices conveyed an attitude of segregation of ‘the mad’ 
and ‘the sane’.  
 
Gal and Berente (2008, p. 148) see “[s]uch inconsistencies between different 
modes and mediums of the representation […] [as] indicative of the complex 
structure of the representation”. Therefore, additional exploration of the 
possible reasons behind such inconsistencies and what purpose they serve is 
needed.  
 
This is why, even though we could use specific research methods to obtain 
information via particular modes (Table III), the various ways in which social 
representations manifest “require a multi-method research approach to 
simultaneously observe the multiple modes and mediums and their 
consequences” (Gal & Berente, 2008, p. 147). 	  
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Modes Research methods 

Habitual behaviour Field observations, ethnographies 

Individual cognition Interviews, questionnaires 

Informal communication Group interviews, focus groups 

Formal communication Content analysis of documents and mass media 

 
Tab. III: Modes of social representations and associated research methods (Gal & Berente, 
2008, p. 147).  

 
Summarizing Bauer and Gaskell (1999), Gal and Berente (2009, p. 147) argue 
that this implies the utilization of  
 

“some combination of field observations to capture habitual behaviours, 
questionnaires and individual interviews to capture individual 
cognition, group interviews and focus groups to capture informal 
communication, and documents and mass media analysis to capture 
formal communication”. 

 
To achieve this task, “Farr (1993) advocates the use of multiple methods, while 
Jodelet (1991) maintains that methodological options should allow the 
identification of the conditions under which social representations emerge and 
function” (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 98). 
 
In order to “map consistencies or contradictions of representations, and to 
explore the functions of a representation across different modes and mediums” 
(Gal & Berente, 2008, p. 148), Morant (1998) as well as Bauer and Gaskell 
(1999) recommend methodological triangulation. Triangulation was originally 
defined by Denzin (1978, p. 291) as “the combination of methodologies in the 
studies of the same phenomenon” where the methods should be played off 
against one another in order to achieve maximum depth of the analysis. Flick 
and Foster (2008, p. 201) add that triangulation can either be a combination of 
several qualitative methods or a mixture of qualitative and quantitative 
methods. 
 
For example, as “[s]ocial representations circulate through both 
communication and practice, […] it is important to use methods which access 
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not only the linguistic aspects of representations but also non-verbal features of 
collective belief systems, such as social articles and visual images”. This 
means viewing methods broadly (Johnson et al., 2007), by, for example, 
including in-depth interviews, observations, survey data, historical archives 
etc., then drawing upon them (Morant, 1998, p. 238) and combining them to 
best achieve the research objectives of the study.  
 
Of course, one must keep in mind that triangulation does not necessarily 
guarantee validity. Different approaches to research stem from different 
traditions, so when combined they can add range and depth to the issue, but do 
not guarantee accuracy (Fielding & Fielding, 1986). But as objective reality 
can never truly be captured, the actual goal of triangulation is to “build 
interpretations not test hypotheses” (Denzin, 1989, p. 244) and to seek in-depth 
understanding not validity (Flick, 1992). Therefore it is, as always, up to the 
researcher to be mindful of how much weight to give the utilised methods and 
subsequent data.  
 
As the goal of this research is to obtain information on both the three different 
dimension of social representations (cognitive, expressive, and normative), as 
well as practices, this requires an approach that will be able to produce data 
from different sources, taking into account different modes and using different 
methods, while at the same time taking into account the conditions in which 
they function. 
 

5.4	  General	  Approach	  to	  Research	  
 

“The study of social representations has entailed an intensive discussion 
of research methods. Because the theory of social representations sets 
out to overcome the dichotomies between individual and social as well 
as between subjective and objective, there has been an effort to adopt a 
consistent methodological approach. Broadly speaking, methodological 
strategies should take into account the complexity of the phenomena 
under investigation and pay attention to the context and the diversity of 
voices” (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 98). 
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However, as the theory holds such a complex view of social reality and the 
way it is constructed, it has incited a multitude of research lines, focusing on 
different aspects of the theory. With it a handful of schools or approaches have 
developed since its inception, i.e. (de Rosa, 2013, pp. 93-94): 
 

• Structural Approach, specifically focusing on the structure of social 
representations based on Abric’s work;  

• Socio-Dynamic Approach, build on the work of Doise, looking at the 
dynamics of groups, identity, power and politics;  

• Anthropological/Ethnographic Approach, inspired by Jodelet’s 
perspective on social representations, with a focus on “the analysis of 
the articulation between socio, onto and micro-genesis” (ibid., p. 94); 
and 

• Narrative/Dialogical Approach inspired by ‘socio-cultural 
psychology’, sometimes articulated with the rhetorical or 
discursive/conversational research tradition. 

 
Additionally,  
 

“inspired by the integration/differentiation with/from other theoretical 
constructs and related paradigms (attitude, image, multidimensional 
identity, social and collective memory, myth, emotions, etc.) justified 
on the basis of their epistemic principles’ compatibility and empirically 
modelled through multi-methodological approach research designs”,  

 
de Rosa (2013, p. 95) developed the Modelling Approach (i.e. de Rosa & 
Bocci, 2013). As advocated by Farr (1993), the Modelling Approach uses 
multiple methods, integrating both qualitative and quantitative research 
methods, (quantitative methods are usually utilised in order to extract 
variables), encompassing the unique contributions of all the other approaches 
(Figure 9). It is most useful when dealing with different dimensions and a 
complex set of variables included in the research project: not only with one 
pair of independent and dependent variables, but one that requires a multi-step 
data analysis strategy. This approach therefore recognizes the need to use 
different positions, outlooks and methods and design a unique methodological 
model adapted to a specific question or research issue. 
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Fig. 9: Different approaches and methods found within the Social Representations Theory 
(exact duplication from de Rosa, 2013, p. 94). 

 
As the research question is multifaceted, looking at the negotiation of conflict 
between different dimensions of social representations (in specific 
communities) all within the wider context of political change, it cannot fit 
within one specific school within the social representations theory. This is why 
in our case Modelling Approach could prove itself useful. With its focus on a 
multi-method approach – mixing and matching different methods into a single 
model – it can help structure the research design, utilizing ethnography, 
interviews, and media analysis.  
 
On the level of ecovillages – with the aim to distinguish the three dimensions 
of the social representation of the human-nature relationship and the possible 
tension within it – the main focus will be an ethnographic study that will 
include: 

• Participant observation; 
• Interviews; 
• Focus group discussions;  
• Document review; and 
• Analysis of artistic artefacts. 
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On the more societal level where ecovillages will be broadly characterized as 
political actors in the eyes of the general public, the following method will be 
utilised: 

• Media analysis; complimented with
• A selection of Google analytical tools.

It should be noted here that originally questionnaires using different scales to 
address the levels of pro-environmental behaviour (using Dutcher and 
colleagues’ environmental behaviours scale), different types of connectivity 
with nature (Perkins’ LCN scale, Schutz’s INS scale, and Clayton’s EID scale), 
and spirituality (de Jager Meezenbroek and colleagues’ SAIL scale) were 
distributed (more on scales in Chapter 2) both within the ecovillage population 
as well as in the general population in the two cultural contexts – Italian and 
English. However, as the response rate in the Italian ecovillage, as well as in 
the British general population was not sufficient, they had to be eliminated 
from the analysis. 

The more detailed research design is presented in the two tables (Table IV and 
Table V) on the next page: 



Objective/ 

Research Question 

Target group Instruments/ 
Methods 

Data Analysis Objective/ 

Research Question 

Target group Instruments/ 
Methods 

Data Analysis 

What are the: 

- cognitive, 

- expressive, and 

- normative 

dimensions of the  social 

representation of the 

human-nature 

relationship within the 

context of ecovillages? 

How do these three 

dimensions interact? 

Braziers Park 

(United Kingdom) 

and 

CambioIdea, 

Damanhur 

(Italy) 

ecovillages 

Participant 

Observation 

Atlas.ti 

qualitative data 

analysis 

software 

What is the general 

perception of 

ecovillages as 

political actors 

within the lay 

public? 

• three daily;

• two weekly

newspapers;

and

• one monthly

magazine

in the United 

Kingdom and Italy, 

respectively 

Media Analysis / 

Automated texts  

analysis 

Iramuteq, open 

source textual 

analysis 

software 

Discussion 

Groups/ 

Community 

Meetings 

Semi-structured 

Interviews 

Document 

Review/ 

Analysis 

Google Books corpus Frequency of terms 

related to the ecovillage, 

environmental, and 

spiritual movements 

Google Books 

Ngram Viewer 

Community 

Artwork 

Google search terms Google Trends 

Tab. IV: Outlining the social representation of the human-nature relationship within the           Tab. V: Outlining the general perception of ecovillages within the general public 
context of ecovillages 
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5.4.1	  Ethnography	  /	  Participant	  Observation	  

Ethnography refers to the activities the researcher (or in this case the 
ethnographer) conducts in the field, usually by observing the relevant 
phenomena and conducting interviews with the informants. “[B]ut ethnography 
is more than the academic poking of a nose into other people’s cultures” 
(Fetterman, 1998, p. 97). Its aim is to use these procedures in order to portray 
society’s collective life. However, as ethnographer’s interpretations are prone 
to their subjectivity, ethnographer usually aims to triangulate her or his 
explanations in order to ensure the best possible level of accuracy. This is 
generally done by presenting the initial interpretations back to the informants 
in order to obtain greater clarity and precision (ibid, pp. 96-97).  

Compared to other methods in social representation research, ethnography has 
proven especially useful upon the recognition of the role practices play in the 
construction of social representations. Jodelet’s (1991) study on madness has 
brought a wider understanding to the importance of practices. However, 
practices do not only present a part of our collectively negotiated world, some 
(i.e. Toumela, 2012) even consider them “building blocks of society”, the 
central elements of social life based on collective intentionality and acceptance, 
expressed in mutual beliefs and joint actions in recurrent social activities. 

As it has been established by Bauer and Gaskell (1999), practices sometimes 
develop bellow the level of conscious monitoring (Käes, 1984; Joffe, 1996; 
Jodelet, 1991). Keeping this in mind, a purely formal, strictly cognitively 
oriented, process of research is inadequate. Therefore new procedures, which 
are better equipped for “expressing the relations between psychological 
processes and their contexts”, need to be considered (Duveen & Lloyd, 1993, 
p. 90).

This desire to analyse and put psychological activities in context, transcending 
individual interpretations of meanings and complementing them with the 
descriptions of practices “through which meanings are constructed and 
communicated”, has tried to be addressed within the method of participant 
observation (ibid., p. 105), or in more classic terms the slightly wider concept 
of ethnography.  
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The Role of the Researcher 

 
The influence of the researcher is not limited only to her or his interpretation of 
the results, but also other stages of the studies, specifically during the data 
collection phase and especially where personal contact with research subjects 
is involved. 
 
Since societies host such a wide selection of representations, which also have a 
hand in shaping our identities (Duveen, 2001b), “it is impossible for the 
researcher to step outside his or her own representations when engaging in any 
research” (Flick & Foster, 2008, p. 204). In addition to taking this into account, 
the researcher can take a step further and use this divergence between his or 
hers and the participant’s perspective and use it as a tool. This brings “the 
taken for granted knowledge to the fore, and challenges assumptions and 
accepted definitions on all sides” (ibid). Howarth, Foster, and Dorrer (2004) 
suggest the researcher presents him or herself as a learner, who is both 
interested in the other’s perspective while at the same time strives to bring 
“novel interpretations to the situation, to be openly and fully discussed with 
participants” (Flick & Foster, 2008, p. 204). 
 
Box 1: Role of the researcher within the data collection process 

 
The data usually take the form of descriptions, which can be either ‘thin’ or 
‘thick’ (Geertz, 1973). While ‘thin’ descriptions describe observable activities, 
‘thick’ descriptions may sometimes not correspond with anything observable, 
as they tend to highlight the intentionality of the ethnographer. In sum,  
 

“[d]escriptions can be said to be thicker the more they move from 
observations of the regularities of social life toward an interpretative 
account of the intentiona1ities of the actors engaged in the situation” 
(Wagner et al., 1999, p. 99).  

 
Ethnography recognizes the emic or insider’s perspective of reality, which 
requires the recognition and acceptance of the social construction of reality that 
is dependent on specific contexts (Fetterman, 1998, p. 20). This, as well as the 
importance of interrogating both beliefs and practices, establishes ethnographic 
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research as an appropriate method for studying social representations (Duveen 
& Lloyd, 1993, p. 96; Flick & Foster, 2008, p. 200).  
 
It is therefore “perhaps a little surprising that ethnography has not been more 
widely used in the study of social representations” (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 99). 
Most studies in the field of social representations have been focused on 
analysing the structure of representations using the medium of verbal or written 
discourse. While considering “responses to interviews and questionnaires, or 
the content analysis of newspapers and periodicals” has proven to be a useful 
method in many studies,  
 

“focusing on practical activity as a modality of social practice, the use 
of observation to construct an ethnographic description of social 
representations [could expand] […] the range of media accessible to 
analysis” (Duveen & Lloyd, 1993, p. 106). 

 
It has to be acknowledged here that, even if rare, there have been a handful of 
studies in the field of social representations that have used ethnography as their 
main method of research; they include: 
 

• Jodelet’s (1991) research on madness in a French community; 
• Lloyd, and Duveen’s (1992) research on gender in the classroom; and 
• Barrett’s (1999) research on organizational reactions to information 

systems. 
 
One of the possible reasons ethnography has not proven to be more popular in 
researching social representations could be the issue of time restriction. 
Admittedly, doing ethnography is a time consuming process. Traditional 
ethnographers believe field observations should last at least six months 
(Fetterman, 1998), which does not include preparations and data analysis. 
However, nowadays researchers are pushed to publish as quickly and as much 
as possible (i.e. Stainton-Rogers et al., 1995), which in turn pushes more time-
consuming research methods towards the side-lines.  
 
For this thesis, ethnography was chosen for several reasons:  
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1) acknowledgement of ecovillages as unique contexts, which need to be 
specifically acknowledged when researching representations of the human-
nature relationship;  
2) examination of social order as one of the aspects of the three different 
dimensions at work; and  
3) the recognition of the important role practices play in the area of pro-
environmental research, and their sometimes unconscious nature that is rarely 
considered by mainstream research in the area of environmental psychology.  
 
Procedure: 
 
We have already established ecovillages in general as interesting case studies 
that can be seen as one of possible active minorities providing ‘viable 
alternatives’ for the future (i.e. Litfin, 2009) in the move towards a more 
environmentally sustainable lifestyle.  
 
As already acknowledged in Chapter 2, the ecovillage movement is a global 
phenomenon. Ecovillages can be found on every continent and in almost every 
country across Europe (Figure 10). However, as it would be impossible to 
examine every case, a specific focus was directed towards 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 in Italy. These 
two ecovillage were selected because they are in certain aspects both quite 
similar as well as drastically different. 
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Fig. 10: Distribution of ecovillages around the world, with a specific focus on Europe and the 
positioning of two ecovillage case studies (GEN Europe website) 

 
Both communities are among the oldest ones in Europe, still trying to live up to 
the goal they were created for. They are both home to all three generations, 
with standing international connections, including participation within the 
same networks, GEN Europe (Global Ecovillage Network Europe) and 
WwOOF (Worldwide Opportunities on Organic Farms). Nevertheless, and 
besides the obvious differences in culture, the size of the ecovillages differs 
greatly. While Braziers Park presents a single community, which 
accommodates about 15 people, Damanhur is a federation of ecovillages 
consisting of 25 communities and about 600 people in total.  
 
Additionally, the two ecovillages differ when it comes to overt inclusion of 
‘spirituality’ within their practice. This difference is of special interest as the 
comparison between the two ecovillages may give an insight into the 
relationship between environmentalist and spiritual movements. In order to 
confront the issue of spirituality head on, (the focus on) spirituality within the 
community was one of the key criteria for the section of the two main case 
studies. While Braziers Park presents a community with a strong secular base, 
Damanhur considers itself primarily a spiritual community.  
 
The general similarities and differences between the two communities have 
been summarised in the Table VI on the following page: 
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Ecovillage: 

 

Braziers Park  

(UK) 

CambioIdea, Damanhur  

(IT) 

Type of community Single ecovillage Part of a federation of 25 

ecovillages / ‘‘nucleos’’14 

Number of all members Cca. 15 Cca. 600 

Number of members 

per community/unit 

Cca. 15 Cca. 15 

Residents’ age span All 3 generations All 3 generations 

Main culture / language English, international Italian, international  

History  One of the oldest running 

communities in United 

Kingdom…  

running since 1950 

One of the oldest running 

communities in Italy… 

running since 1975 

Founder Norman Glaister + friends Oberto Airaudi + friends 

Main goal  “continuing experiment” 

“strive 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” 

“laboratory for the future” 

“experimenting with 

sustainable ways of living, in 

harmony with nature and its 

elements and forces” 

Religious/ spiritual 

affiliation 

“secular” “spiritual” 

Links with other 

similar communities 

GEN 

(WwOOF15) 

GEN, RIVE16, Conacreis17 

(WwOOF) 

Courses for visitors yes yes 

Currency National currency – English 

Pound 

National currency – Euro, and 

Community currency - Credito 
 
Tab. VI: Comparison between Braziers Park (United Kingdom) and Damanhur (Italy) 
ecovillages 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 ‘‘nucleos’’ (as opposed to nuclei) is the plural form of ‘nucleo’ usually used in Damanhur 
15 WwOOF is an acronym for World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms, or Willing Workers on Organic Farms, a 
loose network of national organisations that facilitate placement of volunteers on organic farms 
16 RIVE (Rete Italiana Villaggi Ecologici) is the Italian Network of Ecovillages	  
17 Conacreis is an Italian National Coordination of Associations and Communities of Ethical Spiritual Research 
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Contact with the two selected ecovillages was first established in 2013. After 
that, and in the case of Damanhur after an in-person meeting with the program 
coordinator in June 2013, a two-month stay was confirmed and arrangements 
for future collaboration began to take place. Participant observation in Braziers 
Park was arranged to be conducted as a part of a volunteer program, in 
Damanhur as a part of their New Life program. 
 
 

Volunteer program at Braziers Park: 
 
The community accepts a certain number of volunteers to help with the 
workload throughout the year (for a period of a minimum two weeks to a 
maximum of three months) in exchange for food and lodging. The working 
week is approximately 30 hours over five days and usually includes a variety 
of jobs, i.e. work in the areas of housekeeping and decorating, cooking and 
kitchen assistance, garden and estate work, hosting, office, and maintenance 
work.  
 
Volunteers have therefore a chance to work with all community residents 
throughout their stay. In addition to the volunteer coordinator, every volunteer 
is assigned a link person, one of the community residents, who welcomes them 
into the community and becomes the reference person for any future questions 
or queries. 
 
There is a compulsory morning meeting held every weekday to organize and 
plan the daily workload. Volunteer attendance is also encouraged (but not 
compulsory) during regular ‘sensory meetings’, taking place every week, 
where the community gathers to talk about things, share experiences, and 
explore ideas or issues. The ‘sub executive’ meeting, where decisions 
concerning community management are made, is usually not open to 
volunteers. Nevertheless, an acceptation was made when it came to this 
ethnography. 
 

New Life program at Damanhur: 
 
Promoted with the phrase: “Live in a Damanhur community like one of the 
citizens”, Damanhur Federation runs the so-called New Life program, a three-
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month program, that offers temporary citizenship for those who wish to dive 
into Damanhurian reality. It costs 550 EUR a month (including food an 
lodging) and, besides living within one (or more) nucleo communities, also 
includes opportunities to actively participate in the responsibilities within the 
assigned nucleo family, like “house-holding”, organized in shifts between all 
family members, Sunday morning work on nucleo’s land, and attendance of the 
weekly family meeting, where families talk about family issues or important 
events taking place in Damanhur.  
 
For the best learning experience, participants in the program participate in 
weekly classes on Damanhurian history, philosophy and approach to life. 
Topics include the Synchronic Lines, Atlantis, Spiritual Physics, the Temples 
of Humankind, Damanhurian spirituality, the Quesiti (steps towards 
illumination), the social structure, and many other subjects. Additionally, two 
days of “Campus” or devotional work for the community, as one of the basic 
activities of the Damanhurian people, are organized every week, which can 
include agriculture, painting the circuits, maintaining the gardens of the central 
part of Damanhur, etc.  
 
Additionally, New Life members are encouraged to participate in different 
monthly and seasonal rituals that include the full moon Oracle ritual, the Great 
Rituals of Solstices and Equinox, and attend weekly community social 
meetings with the King Guides, and talk about Damanhurian philosophy and 
approach to life. Every Friday late afternoon, there is an organized Question 
and Answer session with the founders of Damanhur, where participants and 
guests have an opportunity to establish direct contact with the highest 
representatives of the community and ask questions.  
 
 
Box 2: Participation within the volunteer program at Braziers Park and New Life program in 
Damanhur  

 
Ethnography was conducted by participant observation in both of the 
ecovillages (as a part or either the volunteer or the New Life program), for a 
period of two months respectively (therefore, four in total). For the purpose of 
the best possible validity of data, participant observation was used in 
combination with interviews, discussion groups/community meetings, and 
analysis of community artwork. 



	  
	  

	   120	  

 
Specifically, the period from February 1st to March 31st was spent in the 
ecovillage of Braziers Park in the primary role of a volunteer. During the stay 
the researcher worked at least 30 hours a week side by side with the people 
living in the community, while also sharing meals and engaging in leisure 
activities with other community members. The researcher attended most of 
community meetings (some were closed as the nature of the topics discussed 
was personal). 
 
The period from April 15th to June 15th was spent living in the CambioIdea 
nucleo of the Federation of Damanhur as a part of their New Life program. As 
in Braziers Park, the researcher attended all possible community activities – 
those happening in the CambioIdea nucleo as well as those organised by the 
Federation. In the period of those two months, the researcher also attended the 
so-called ‘Viaggio’ (meaning ‘trip’ or ‘journey’ in English) – a five-day trip to 
the community sacred woods, which is an important part of every 
Damanhurian’s experience. Even though this time was not spent with the 
residents of the CambioIdea nucleo, the experience the researcher gained 
during that time gave her a broader insight into the culture and emotional 
history of the Damanhurian people. 
 

5.4.2	  Interviews	  
 

“Interviews explain and put into larger context what the ethnographer 
sees and experiences” (Fetterman, 1998, p. 37). 

 
A researcher can choose between different types of interviews: structured or 
unstructured, formal or informal, retrospective, etc. While, formally structured 
interviews are closely related to the explicit goals of the research and are 
usually done for comparative and representative purposes (ibid.), unstructured 
ones are better fit for an explorative study, as their form can be better adapted 
not only to the topic (which is usually more complex) but also to the situation 
and the informant (Morant, 1998, p. 290). 
 
However, Fetterman (1998, p. 38) believes structured interviews truly serve 
their purpose and are therefore “most valuable when the field-worker 
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comprehends the fundamentals of the community from the ‘insider’s 
perspective’”. This implies that conducting formal interviews could better 
served towards the end of the participant observation process.  
 
Until then, more informal and user-friendly interviews can be conducted 
instead. They usually come in form of causal conversations and give an insight 
into the most natural situations. This means they can also contain the largest 
degree of contamination. Nevertheless, they are very well equipped for 
discovering the categories of meaning and for the purpose of comparing 
people’s perceptions, which can in turn help identify shared values (ibid., pp. 
38-39).  
 
Interviews can be used also to address the past, specifically for asking 
informants to recall personal historical information. These type of interviews 
are called retrospective interviews (ibid., p. 40). 
 
The process of interviewing is not a very contained activity; it is based on a 
social interaction between two people. This means “the outcome depends very 
much on the quality and setting of that interaction plus each party’s 
expectations and attributions”. This is an important point that the researcher 
has to keep in mind, as it has been shown that “how much the informant 
reveals or which sets of behaviour are shown is heavily dependent on his or her 
impression of the interviewer” (Morant, 1998, p. 294). Additionally, it has 
been discovered “that informants are likely to answer in ways that they believe 
the interviewer perceives as socially desirable” (ibid., pp. 295).  
 
Of course, the influence of expectations goes both ways. As the “process of 
data collection and analysis are often interwoven”, the researcher must try and 
keep in mind to be as systematic as possible (Morant, 1998, pp. 291-295). 
 
Procedure: 
 
Semi-structured interviews have been chosen in order to help triangulate the 
data. The interview structure reflects the diverse contexts where the topics of 
pro-environmental behaviour and spirituality – the connection between man 
and nature – has arisen within the specific communities. The outline of the 
semi-structured interview is as follows: 
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1) Introductory questions  

• Name and age of the interviewee  
• Length of community membership  
• Reasons for joining the community  
• Reasons for continuing to be a part of the community  

 
2) Social Identification Sub-Scale (Devine-Wright, Walker, Hunter, High, 
& Evans, 2007): 

i.e. I feel a sense of belonging with the community (complete version in 
Annex 2). 

 
3) Free association / open-ended questions targeting the concepts of:  

• Environment / Nature / Environment behaviour  
• Spirituality / Connectedness with nature  

 
4) Specific topics concerning community life, i.e.  

• Food (vegetarian, local, organic, purified); 
• Agriculture and Estate (including animal slaughter);  
• Education activities; etc.  

 
The first part of the interview is dedicated to personal questions, related to the 
interviewee’s choices about joining and their sense of belonging to the 
community (parallel to the retrospective interview). Even though a scale 
(specifically the community identification subscale developed by Devine-
Wright et al., 2007) was used (in the style of a very structured interview), the 
answers were not expected to be numerical and a certain type of explanation 
for the answer was always encouraged. 
 
The second part of the interview delves into the topics of environmentalism, 
nature and spirituality. While in the beginning a more free association type 
approach is used, more concrete examples from the community life (that were 
observed through participant observation) follow. Here the interviewee is given 
a chance to evaluate and / or focus on different topics from the community life, 
taking up a more informal, user-friendly way of discussion.  
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Before the start of the interview all interviewees were notified about the 
process as well as their rights, and were asked to sign a Consent Form (see 
Annex 1 for both English and Italian versions). The interviews were recorded 
and transcribed (in the language in which they were conducted).  
 

5.4.3	  Group	  Discussions	  /	  Community	  Meetings	  
 
In addition to interviews and participant observation, special attention was paid 
to community meetings that served as a type of discussion groups. With this 
method an insight into the group perspective could be more readily obtained 
(i.e. vs. the in-depth, individual perspective within personal interviews). 
Residents in both communities saw meetings as a space where certain 
(controversial) issues could be discussed, but also an opportunity (and 
sometimes also an obligation) to take decisions. 
 
Even though there have been multiple occasions, where issues that were of 
interest to the researcher (i.e. topics pertaining to pro-environmental behaviour, 
spirituality, etc.) were addressed, as a participant observer the researcher also 
had an opportunity to propose topics to be discussed. 
 
Among others, the key meetings in Braziers Park included: 

• morning meeting; 
• ‘sensory meeting’; 
• ‘sub executive’ meeting; 
• community building / ‘holding together’ meeting; 
• Education conference; etc. 

 
On the other hand, in Damanhur, these opportunities included: 

• nucleo family meeting; 
• social meeting with the king guides; 
• Q&A session with the founders; etc. 

 
In contrast to the in-depth individual interviews, group discussions / meetings 
were not recorded, but were taken not of only via research notes. 
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5.4.4	  Document	  Review/Analysis	  
 
As previously mentioned, documents provide an important addition to 
ethnographic research. They constitute a part of formal communication within 
the community and are one of the elements of triangulation.  
 
Therefore, a part of the ethnographic study, key community documents were 
reviewed and analysed. Specific close attention was paid to community 
normative documents (i.e. the Code of Conduct in Braziers Park and the 
Constitution of Damanhur). Additionally, the official websites of both 
communities: 
 
• Braziers Park: http://www.braziers.org.uk/  
• Damanhur: http://www.damanhur.org/ and 
http://www.damanhurwelcome.com/index.php/en/  
 
were examined, as were their blogs: 
 
• Braziers Park: http://www.braziers.org.uk/2014/  
• Damanhur: http://www.damanhurblog.com/ and 
www.damanhurinside.com  
 
As each of the communities publishes (or has published in the past) their own 
forms of media, like for example community newspapers (like Braziers 
Magazine in Braziers Park, or Qui Damanhur quotidiano/ ‘QDq’ in 
Damanhur), these were taken into account as well. 
 

5.4.5	  Photographs	  of	  Community	  Artwork	  
 
Since both of the communities engage in artistic endeavours (in Damanhur 
they are a key part of their culture), their artwork – as a medium – was also 
taken into account. While artistic products were already appreciated and 
studied as a part of the process of participant observation, some photos were 
taken for further analysis. Guided by the research question, specific attention 
was paid to art that included the theme of nature and its relationship with 
human beings. 
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4.4.6	  Media	  Analysis	  
 
In the public sphere mass media present a key medium (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 
100). They serve not only as an area for public debate, but could also be 
considered ‘social actors’ in their own right, which operate with their “own 
logic and mechanisms” (Höijer, 2010, p. 718). 
 
Mass media not only serve as an important source of information (i.e. 
Sotirovic, 2003) but also of that of influence. In their task in making new, 
unfamiliar ideas and abstract concepts more comprehensible (Morant, 1998; 
Duveen & Lloyd, 1990), they also gain the power to influence both political 
(Thompson, 1995) as well as public decisions (Höijer, 2010; Cottle, 2009).  
 
As social representations are both produced and reflected in the media 
(Morant, 1998), a number of studies have decided to incorporate an analysis of 
representations presented within them into their research plan (i.e. Höijer, 
2010; Farr, 1993). In the words of Morant (1998, p. 235), “this active 
interaction between media output and its audience that makes the media a valid 
and important object of study for social psychology”. 
 
These types of media analysis do not only focus on classic media, but have 
now increasingly started focusing also on the Internet (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999; 
Flick & Foster, 2008). Besides enhancing the media’s communicative 
performances and their potential interactivity with readers, the new media has 
also provided its audiences with increasing power (Fortunati et al., 2009). 
 
Analysing the media help gain an insight into an important facet of the existing 
social representations of ecovillages within the general population. However, if 
a full and certainly more accurate picture would be required, the data from the 
top down communication (from the media) would need to be incorporated with 
results from everyday communication that happen on lower levels of 
communication. 
 
Procedure: 
 
In order to get a general impression of how ecovillages are portrayed in the 
media (and consequently perceived within the general population) as political 
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actors, a media analysis of 6 newspapers – three daily, two weekly, and one 
monthly – were selected in both Italy and United Kingdom, respectively: 
	  
Newspaper / Country United Kingdom Italy 
3 daily newspapers 
(including their 
Sunday editions) 

Daily Telegraph 
Guardian 
Independent 

Repubblica  
Corriere della Sera 
La Stampa 

2 weekly newspapers Observer  
Economist 

L’Espresso,  
Panorama 

1 monthly magazine National Geographic Focus 
Tab. VII: Selected British and Italian newspapers for the media analysis 

 
Firstly, only papers with a general thematic orientation were chosen. In the 
case of monthly magazines, emphasis on general scientific issues prevailed.  
 
Secondly, papers were chosen to reflect a generally well-educated and aware 
readership (Carvalho & Burgees, 2005). In the case of the British media, 
tabloids and middle market newspapers were omitted from analysis and only 
broadsheet newspapers were taken into account. This was decided specifically 
for the purpose of international comparison, as Italy does not have a 
comparable classification of newspapers. Other studies have recognised this 
issue (i.e. Taylor, 2014; Bayley & Williams, 2012), and in some cases took 
Italian regional newspapers as substitutes (i.e. Pfetsch, 2004). However, as the 
focus of this study was on the general national perspective, this decision was 
not imitated. 
 
Thirdly, In order to acknowledge the increasing popularity of on-line 
newspaper resources, only media with a strong on-line readership were taken 
into account. Specific attention was paid to free on-line access newspapers, 
both for the purpose of easier data collection as well as the fact that this 
criterion significantly tied in with circulation numbers of newspapers. 
 
Finally, only newspapers with the highest circulation – print and on-line – were 
selected (ADS diffusione media, 2014; National Readership Survey, 2013; 
PPA Marketing, 2014). This means that, for example in the case of United 
Kingdom, the usually popular The Times newspaper was not selected as firstly, 
it did not have an open web access to their articles, and secondly – as a 



	  
	  

	   127	  

possible consequence of the first –, possessed a much lower readership than the 
other three selected newspapers (Halliday, 2010).  
 
It should be addressed here that in the case of selecting a monthly magazine, 
National Geographic Italia was not chosen as an Italian counterpart to the 
British National Geographic, 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. 
 
The articles from the selected newspapers were collected using the official 
websites of the newspapers. In order to gather the corpus for the media analysis 
the following groups of keywords, presented in Table VIII bellow, were used 
as search phrases: 
 

Keywords United Kingdom Italy 

‘village’: ecovillage / ecological village / 

green village / sustainable village / 

environmental village 

ecovillaggio / villaggio ambientale / 

villaggio ecologico / villaggio 

ecosostenibile / villaggio 

sostenibile / villaggio verde 

‘community’: eco-community / ecological 

community / green community / 

sustainable community / 

environmental community 

ecocomunità / comunità ambientale 

/ comunità ecologica / comunità 

ecosostenibile / comunità 

sostenibile / comunità verde 

‘intentional’: intentional community comunità intenzionale 

‘spiritual’: spiritual community / spiritual 

village 

comunità spirituale, villaggio 

spirituale 

Ecovillage 

network: 

RIVE, GEN RIVE, GEN 

selected 

ecovillages 

Braziers Park, Damanhur Braziers Park, Damanhur 
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other 

national 

ecovillages by 

name 

Anglesey Ecological Village, 

Brithdir Mawr, Camphill 

Community, Cloughjordan, 

Dorscoh, Findhorn, Groby 

Ecohamlet, Hollies Centre for 

Practical Sustainability, Redfield 

Community, Sunrise Project 

AAM Terra Nuova, Ananda Asisi, 

Comune di Bagnaia, Comune di 

Urupia, Ecovillaggio Granara, EVA 

Ecovillaggio Autoconstruito / 

Autogestito, Giardino della Gioia, Il 

Popolo degli Elfi Avalon, Libera 

Università / Repubblica / Comunità 

di Alcatraz, Mondo di Comunità e 

Famiglia (MFC), Pignano, Progetto 

Pecora Nera / PecoraNera, 

Utopiaggia, Villaggio Verde 

Comunità Acquariana 

Tab. VIII: Media analysis search words  

 
The articles obtained using the previous search words were later coded 
according to their: 
 

1) time of publication (month, year); 
2) author (name, gender); 
3) newspaper (name and general political orientation) 
4) keyword group (ecological/spiritual/intentional/GEN related) 
5) context: ecovillage location:  

• Damanhur, or Braziers Park respectively; 
• other Italian, not including Damanhur or Braziers Park; 
• other British, not including Braziers Park or Damanhur; or 
• other, not including either Italian or British ecovillages that are 
part of the networks. 

 
The ‘location’ coding was chosen in order to try and determine if there were 
any differences in perception between the ecovillages that are a part of the 
regional ecovillage network (namely GEN and/or RIVE) and those that are not.  
 
After all the articles were reviewed and coded, the textual corpora were 
submitted to an automated text analysis using an “algorithm of descending 
hierarchical classification (DHC) […], a classification based on lexical 
proximity and the idea that words used in similar contexts are associated to the 
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same lexical worlds and are a trace of specific mental worlds (or systems of 
representation)” (Mutombo, 2013, p. 8). 
 

5.4.7	  Google	  Analysis	  Tools	  
 
In the modern age of the Internet, a researcher’s role is not reserved for 
academics only. On-line tools have now made it possible for anyone to conduct 
a preliminary search that can give them a quick insight into their topic of 
interest. Google specifically has been very active in trying to bring these tools 
closer to the ‘average’ user. Further on we will be looking at two such tools, 
which look at the occurrence of terms within a specific corpus: Goole Trends 
and NGram viewer. While Google Trends takes into account the corpus of all 
the search words used in the Google web search engine, NGram viewer looks 
at the entire corpus of (Google) books.  
 
As there are already so many interesting tools available on-line (for free), it 
would be a shame for them to not be acknowledged and potentially utilised 
also by the most rigorous researcher. Even though some of these tools (i.e. 
Google NGram viewer) have been criticised for poor OCR (Optical Character 
Recognition) and/or insufficient data, they should still prove useful in the early 
stages of research, for example to gain a quick and general overview of a topic 
of interest.  
 
Nevertheless, Internet is also a forum, where social representations are created, 
elaborated and re-elaborated.  
 

5.4.7.1	  Google	  Trends	  
 
Google Trends is a Google operating search engine that produces a graph 
showing the popularity of different terms over time. Four variables or 
parameters are provided to help narrow and direct the search (the first option is 
default): 
 

• Web Search – Image Search – News Search – Product Search – 
YouTube Search; 

• Worldwide / Specific country (option to choose); 
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• 2004-Present / Past 7 Days / 30 Days / 90 days / 12 Months / Specific 
Year (option to choose); and 

• All Categories / Arts & entertainment / Autos & vehicles / Beauty & 
fitness / Books & literature / Business & industrial / Computers & 
electronics / Finance / Food & drink / Games. 

 
Up to five search terms (or groups of terms – by using the “+” sign between 
singular terms) can be compared at any one time, with up to 25 search terms in 
one grouping. 
 
The output of the tool is a graph, where  
 

“the numbers on the graph reflect how many searches have been done 
for a particular term, relative to the total number of searches done on 
Google over time. They don’t represent absolute search volume 
numbers, because the data is normalized and presented on a scale from 
0-100. Each point on the graph is divided by the highest point, or 100. 
When we don’t have enough data, 0 is shown. When comparing two or 
more items, bars appear next to the chart. The bar height represents the 
average of all points on the graph for that search term. A downward 
trending line means that a search term’s popularity is decreasing. It 
doesn’t mean that the absolute, or total, number of searches for that 
term is decreasing” (Google Trends website). 

 
The Google Trends tool also provides an option of Geo-targeting, breaking 
down the search data by region (country, region, and city level). Additionally, 
the tool is linked to Google correlate (Compare time series), which compares 
terms that have a similar popularity pattern over a limited time period. 
Consequently, the tool produces results where a search term’s pattern in 
popularity over time is matched with other terms that vary in a similar way, 
and possibly suggest some new ways of interpreting the data. 
 
The tool has been tested by Wesley College to see how effective it would be in 
predicting U.S. Congressional elections in the years 2008 and 2010. The data 
successfully predicted the outcome in only 33.3-39% cases, which compared to 
both traditional methods of election forecasting or even random chance Google 
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Trends did not prove to be a good predictor (Lui, Metaxas, & Mustafaraj 
2011).  
 
The terms (or groups of terms) that could be of interest in the case of 
ecovillages and their popularity, as well as the popularity of the movements 
they belong are ones pertaining to ecovillages, environmentalism and 
spirituality.  
 
In order to obtain the data referring to all ecovillage searches, slightly different 
keywords were first grouped together into one search term, for example 
“ecovillage” and “eco-village” (to capture different ways of writing), i.e. 
“ecological community” and “green village” (to encompass the wide range of 
terms assigned to these types of communities), and “ecovillage“ and 
“ecovillages” (to capture both singular and plural forms, specifically in the 
case of the Italian language). 
 
Besides obtaining a general worldwide view of search trends pertaining to all 
relevant keywords/ search terms, the Geo-targeting option was used to see how 
these results were dispersed within the two key countries of interests, Italy and 
United Kingdom respectively. Additionally, the Google correlate tool was used 
to see if there are any co-occurring search trends that could be helpful in giving 
a deeper (and uncommon) insight into the other data. 
 

5.4.7.2	  Google	  Books	  Ngram	  Viewer	  
 
Google Books Ngram viewer or simply Ngram viewer is an on-line Google 
powered search tool that displays graphs showing how often selected phrases 
(words or even short sentences) occur in a corpus of books (initially Google 
Books) and charts their frequencies using the yearly count of n-grams 
(contiguous sequence of n items from a given sequence of text or speech found 
in the sources), which have been printed: 

• since 1800 up to 2009 
• in a wide range of different languages. 

 
For example, Ngram viewer contains a corpus of books in English, French, 
German, Spanish, Russian, Hebrew, and Chinese. Lacking an independent 
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corpus, Italian words are counted in their use by other languages. Some 
specifications, e.g., "British English", "English Fiction", "French", are also 
possible.  
 
The tool provides a graph output (if the term appears in 40 or more books) 
where multiple terms can be compared simultaneously (separated with commas 
in the search box). In these cases, each is assigned a different colour. The data 
is normalized, as a relative level, by the number of books published in each 
year (Google Ngram Viewer website). 
 
As quickly mentioned in the introduction to Google tools, there has been some 
criticism mentioned concerning Google books Ngram viewer. Specifically, the 
tool has been criticised for its reliance upon inaccurate OCR (Optical Character 
Recognition) and the inclusion of a large number of incorrectly dated and 
categorized texts (ResourceBlog, 2010; Language Log, 2010). Due to these 
issues, some critics say that the frequencies given for some other languages, 
like Chinese, may only be accurate from 1970s onwards (Digital Sinology, 
2015a; 2015b).  
 
To get an overview of the general trend of issues connected to the 
environmentalism, spiritual and ecovillage movements, the following search 
terms (Table IX) were selected, and in the case of Italian, translated: 
 
English Italian 

Environment/ environmentalism Ambiente / ambientalismo 
Spirituality/ spiritual Spiritualità / spirituale 
Ecovillage/ ecovillage Ecovillaggio 

 
Tab. IX: Ngram viewer search terms in English and Italian 
 
To assess ecovillages as primary movers, political actors within the 
environmentalism movement, the research was done in two complementary 
phases, in which multi-method approach was used to gain a deeper insight into 
the situation. 
 
For the purpose of determining what type of representation of the human-
nature relationship (and its dimension) ecovillages wee promoting in their 
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effort towards social change, multiple sources of data were combined: 
participant observation, interviews, photographs of artefacts, and document 
analysis was combined to get the best results possible.  
 
Additionally, to see how ecovillages fared as political actors within the public 
arena – specifically, how they were perceived by the general population and 
what that meant for them as political actors – media analysis of three different 
types of newspapers in both cultural contexts was conducted. These results 
were complimented with the application of on-line analytical search tools to 
assess the popularity of terms associated with the concept of ecovillages. 
Moreover, in order to interpret the results, information from the participant 
observation phase and data obtained from interviews (from the first phase) was 
also taken into account.  
 
The results are therefore structured as: 
 
• ethnographic description of the two case studies; followed by 
• description of the social representation of the human-nature relationship 

(focusing on the three dimensions) and their process of negotiation; and 
presentation of ecovillages’ image in the public arena.  
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6 Research and Results  
For the purpose of clarity, the research section will be divided into three 
different parts:  
 

1) The first subchapter 5.1 will present the two case studies Braziers Park 
in United Kingdom and Damanhur in Italy. In this section some main 
concepts will be addressed; in addition to a general description of the 
community, short history, and social organization, there will be specific 
focus on sustainability, spirituality, teaching activities, community 
identity and public relations. At this level, data obtained through 
participant observation, document analysis (with a specific focus on the 
ecovillages’ official websites and blogs), as well as parts of interviews 
(including the open-ended responses to the identification scale) and 
group discussions during meetings with ecovillage residents (Braziers 
Park and Damanhur) was used. 
 

2) The second subchapter 5.2 will go deeper into the communities’ social 
representations of the human-nature relationship, its dimensions, their 
interaction and possible conflicts, as well as management styles 
employed to address these conflicts. At this level the concept of 
spirituality will also be more closely examined, especially in the case of 
Damanhur. Information used for this level of analysis was retrieved 
mostly via interviews with the residents and community meetings, 
supplemented with participant observation notes and community art 
artefacts.  

 
3) The third subchapter 5.3 will be looking at ecovillages as political 

actors. Their position in the political and social arena will be discerned 
mainly through the looking glass of the national media – as a reflection 
of the general public’s opinion. In order to set the scene, general 
interest trends – analysis of book corpora and Internet search trends –
two different web-based Google powered analytical tools were used.  

 
To obtain a wider insight, different mediums were collectively taken into 
account, and included: 
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1) Interviews, which included closed questions measuring group 
belonging 
 

All together, 19 interviews (10 in Braziers Park and 9 in CambioIdea, 
Damanhur) were conducted with the communities’ inhabitants; specifically 
those with whom the researcher most closely interacted with during the 
participant observation process. Generally, the interviews lasted from 30 
minutes to 1 hour and 40 minutes; in average around 40 to 45 minutes. Most of 
the interviews were conducted in English, 6 (with members of CambioIdea, 
Damanhur) in Italian.  
 
The sample of selected interviewees reflected the gender and age balance 
observed within the communities: 4 men and 6 women were interviewed in 
Braziers Park, and 2 men and 7 women in CambioIdea, Damanhur. As women 
generally presented a majority (around 65%) in both ecovillages (57% in 
Braziers Park and 78% in CambioIdea, Damanhur), so did their participation in 
interviews. The age range of interviewees in Braziers Park was from 28 years 
to 84 years (mean = 51, median = 52), and from 42 to 65 (mean / median = 54) 
in CambioIdea. Compared to the community mean and median of the general 
community ages (mean = 44,5 and median = 45 in Braziers Park, and mean = 
51 and median = 54 in CambioIdea) the interviewees were older, as children 
were not interviewed. 
 
The interviews also included four closed questions on group belonging 
(Devine-Wright et al., 2007), which provided additional information. 
Specifically they provided an insight into community identity, structure and 
possible correlations to the community conflict negotiation styles.  
 
Nevertheless, it should be noted here, that even though the items were 
presented as it was originally intended by the authors – as survey statements –, 
the interviewees got a chance to go deeper into their reasons for their choice, 
and therefore produced more in-depth, and consequently more descriptive – if 
not strictly quantitative – answers.  
 
All interviewees were promised anonymity, and will be referred to in the 
following as i.e. BP-R1 for Braziers Park residents and i.e. D-R12 for 
Damanhur residents. These codes will apply also to residents who were not 
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interviewed but contributed data obtained through participant observation or 
their participation during community meetings and / or informal interviews.  
 

2) Discussion groups/ community meetings 
 
Besides interviews, field notes from community meetings were analysed. It 
was not possible to record the meetings. Community meetings were regularly 
attended by almost all residents and provided an excellent opportunity to 
observe the functioning of the three dimensions of the social representation of 
the human-nature relationship within the community context. Generally, they 
were very valuable in either summarizing the commonly shared opinion 
(especially in the case of Damanhur) or providing a space for open disclosure 
and confrontation of more individual opinions (specifically in the case of 
Braziers Park).  
 
In Braziers Park different types of meetings - held in the period from February 
1st to March 31st 2014 were included, i.e.: 

• ‘sensory’ meeting;  
• ‘sub executive’ meeting; 
• morning meeting; and 
• ‘holding together’ / community building meeting. 

 
In case of Damanhur, the following meetings – held in the period from April 
15th to June 15th – were considered: 

• weekly nucleo family meeting;  
• community Wednesday social meeting; and 
• community Thursday Spiritual Physics meeting; and 
• Friday Q&A Meeting with the Founders. 

 
3) Normative documents 

 
As the interviews and meetings were more suitable for bringing out the more 
(but not exclusively) expressive and cognitive elements of the representation of 
the human-nature relationship, in order to gain a distinct understanding of the 
normative dimension, communities’ normative documents were also analysed. 
Special attention was paid to the Constitution of Damanhur and Code of 
Conduct in Braziers Park.  
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Additionally, information documents for volunteers and New Life members in 
Braziers Park and Damanhur respectively were added to the analysis, as they 
provided a good summary of descriptive norms (in addition to prescriptive 
norms extracted from the official documents) of the two ecovillages.  
 

4) Community art 
 
Community art as a special addition – since it not only presents a different 
mode of communication, but could also be seen as a result of community 
practice – was also taken into account.  
 
Specifically, art portraying nature and humanity’s relationship with it was 
considered. It should be noted here, that art was taken as an addition to the data 
obtained through other mediums (i.e. participant observation, meetings and 
interviews). Therefore the photographs of art will be included in the results as 
depictions of the representation or its dimensions extracted via other mediums.  
 
At this point, it should also be noted that ‘community art’ in Damanhur carries 
a very literal meaning. Damanhurian art is actually a product of the whole 
community, with different members frequently working together on one piece 
of art. On the other hand, art in Braziers Park is an act of individual artistic 
expression, rarely, if ever, a product of more than one resident.  
 
 
All the data – transcribed interviews, participant observation field notes, notes 
from group meetings, documents, and photos of community art – was analysed 
and organized according to different topics: 1) general concepts like 
sustainability, nature, spirituality, and public relations; and 2) specific topics 
where these concepts seemed to intertwine, i.e. organic and local food, 
vegetarianism, agriculture, education, etc. Recently developed Atlas.ti program 
for Mac was used to aid in the process of analysis.  
 
Atlas.ti is a Computer Assisted/Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Software 
(CAQDAS) suitable for textual, image, audio and video. The program mainly 
offers the user to code their data in order to organize it and make it easier to 
compare and analyse. Atlas.ti therefore assists “the qualitative researcher in 
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identifying, recovering, theorizing and reporting on the meaningful content of a 
range of primary research materials” (Townend, 1997, pp. 161-162).  
 

6.1	  Case	  Studies	  

6.1.1	  Braziers	  Park	  
 
Braziers Park is situated in Oxfordshire, close to the village of Ipsten, between 
Oxford and Reading in United Kingdom. 
 
The community estate encompasses around 57 acres of land, including a large 
main house – a large, beautiful historical building (Figure 11) – and a number 
of satellite buildings. Braziers Park is one of Britain’s oldest secular 
communities and is currently home to three generations, living and working 
together in one of England’s Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
 

	  

	  
Fig. 11: Brazier’s main house 

 
The Braziers Park community was established as a ‘continuing experiment’, 
with its members striving to understand more fully their relationships with each 
other, with nature, and society in order to co-operate in taking constructive 
action in the world.  
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The community focuses on different techniques of discussion, which allow the 
recognition of diverse points of view.  
 

“Much of the research concentrates on techniques of discussion, which 
allow sensitive attention of the group to all points of view. At their best, 
these techniques intended and designed for the purpose – lead to an 
integration of initially opposing ideas. The process is slow, but constant 
practice leads to increased sensitivity to the views of other group 
members, and an increased ability to think together creatively”.  

 
This concept is incorporated into the two different community meetings 
“Sensory and Executive as two parts of an integrated whole” (Braziers Park 
website).  
 

6.1.1.1	  A	  Short	  History	  
 
The Braziers’ experiment is based on the ideas of two men, Wilfred Trotter 
(1872-1939), and Norman Glaister (1883-1961), the founder of Braziers. 
Glaister was guided by his “vision of substituting organisations of knowledge, 
understanding and sympathy for organisations based on power, avoiding too 
great a concentration of power in a few hands” (Braziers website). 
 
Rather than having one main executive body directing all activities, Glaister 
envisioned the decision-making power as a shared responsibility of two 
different committees. This would empower individuals with contrasting 
identities and qualities to work together more effectively. Additionally, this 
structure would permit time for self-improvement and a chance for people to 
re-evaluate their position, which would in turn increase the likelihood of 
accomplishing a more incorporated corporate perspective. 
 
As a part of his research, Glaister and colleagues held three Summer Schools 
(1947-1949) for the purpose of discussing the idea of resistive-sensory 
experiment. During these Summer Schools it was decided that a residential 
component would need to be added to develop the experiment further. This was 
to be done by setting up the Braziers Park School of Integrative Social in 1950. 
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Braziers permanent college was therefore founded to be a centre for 
understanding different ideas and facilitating experience, where productive 
relationships can be re-elaborated or established anew, each giving birth to new 
forms of emerging thought. Even after 50 years, people who visit Braziers 
Park, if only for a weekend, can still participate within the experiment, both 
learning and teaching something relevant for the betterment of social life. 
 
As an interesting fact, the most famous resident of Braziers (before it become 
what it is today) was the famous author Ian Fleming, creator of James Bond. 
His father, Valentine Fleming, bought the house in 1906. However, the family 
only lived at Braziers for five years, selling the property to Sir Ernest Moon in 
1911. As mentioned, Braziers Park was purchased by Norman Glaister in 1950.  
 

6.1.1.2	  Social	  Organisation	  
 
Braziers Park is home to a resident community sharing a common life. The 
community is at the core of the Braziers experiment, “and its members are, 
therefore, involved on a daily basis in the challenges and benefits of group 
living” (Braziers website).  
 
There is a distinction between members and residents of the community. In 
some cases these two roles overlap, but it is not always the case. Members are 
involved in setting the strategic plans and are actively involved in the running 
of the community. Residents, on the other hand, are people who live in the 
community and make sure it runs properly on an operational level.  
 
At the time of participant observation, most residents were of British origin, 
and one Italian, one German, and one Irish.  
 
There are no specific requirements for joining the community except an 
interest in social process, specifically mutual respect and willingness to listen 
and try to solve problems that may arise.  
 
At the time of the participant observation, Braziers Park was home to 15 
people as well as three small children. Ages of adult community members 
ranged from 20s to 90s (Figure 12). Three residents lived with their partners 
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who did not belong to the community. Some residents were also members; 
most of them Associates or Active Associates. 
 
At that time the community was also looking for new residents for the 
housekeeper role. They have put up an ad on a website called Diggers and 
Dreamers. One of the residents (BP-R3) expressed a concern of only 
advertising on that website, worried there would be “too many dreamers and 
not enough diggers”. Here we can see the importance of practice for the 
community, as this is what is ensuring their survival. 
 

	  

	  
Fig. 12: Braziers Park residents and volunteers building a children’s playground in the woods 

 
As residents of the community, everyone has their own room. Most live in the 
main building, the rest in the surrounding houses and trailers.  
 
Work is divided into teams: 

• House,  
• Estate (gardens, livestock, woodland, pasture),  
• Maintenance,  
• Kitchen, and 
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• Admin (venue bookings, volunteers, IT, community). 
 
Every team has one or more residents as main organisers, with some residents 
helping out here and there according to need or special interest.  

 
Sometimes there are people coming from outside, helping with specific tasks, 
i.e. doing bookkeeping, helping with maintenance, cooking, etc. Besides the 
residents, and regular and mid-week volunteers, between two and eight 
volunteers (depending on time of year and how much work is to be done) 
residential volunteers (as a part of the volunteer program) work for their keep 
and participate in the life of the community. 
 
In order to make community work distribution as efficient as possible, a 
rostering system has been established. The rota is agreed in the ‘sub executive’ 
meeting based on residents’ usual working patterns, and is then put out on 
display in the corridor. 
 
A daily work schedule is filled (and written on a board to be hanged in the 
hallway) during weekday Morning Meetings. Every morning from Monday to 
Friday, working residents and volunteers meet at 9 o’clock in the morning in 
the inner hall of the main house to assign the daily tasks. These range from 
cooking and washing the dishes, getting the paper, housekeeping or working on 
the community grounds, etc. The meeting is usually coordinated by one of the 
working residents, who normally starts the meeting with a short silence, 
followed by a round where everybody gets a chance to share how they are 
feeling. After the tasks are assigned, sometimes a short, positive and 
inspirational thought of the day is read out.  
 
Community decision-making process is usually based on consensus, sometimes 
mixed with majority: from theory into practice, from consensus to an attempt 
(BP-R19). Besides the two main meeting types – ‘sensory’ and ‘sub executive’ 
– based on the original ideas of the community founders, Braziers has 
developed a series of other methods for meetings which are designed to allow 
everyone to state their ideas and feelings, i.e. De Bono’s 6 thinking hats, mind 
maps, connection webs and others, etc. 
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The community officially meets twice a week, first for a ‘sensory’ meeting 
where different issues (proposed by residents for the so-called ‘contemplanda’) 
are ‘contemplated’ and discussed on Wednesday, followed by the ‘sub 
executive’ meeting, the decision-making meeting, on Thursdays.  
 
‘Sensory’ meeting is held on Wednesday evenings in the inner hall of the main 
house, open for anyone to join. Its main purpose is to explore, evaluate and 
gain understanding of matters that are currently concerning the community and 
its members – but not to take any decisions. For some residents it could even 
represent a kind of spiritual practice:  
 

“Talking about your inner most feelings. It’s a pretty much a spiritual 
practice, to connect with each other, you see”. 

- BP-R5 
 
Like the morning meeting, a typical ‘sensory’ meeting begins with a moment 
of silence, followed by a ‘reporting in’ round. The round is not to be 
interrupted as its purpose is supposed to enable the group to build a long-term 
identity, trust, courage and support.  
 
Accordingly, most residents attend the meeting regularly. The role of the 
convenor and note keeper is circulated among the members. The notes are later 
circulated to residents, Braziers’ Committee of Management (CoM) and any 
members who request them. Additionally, they are also filed and archived, kept 
in a secure room within the main building.  
 
‘Sensory’ meeting’s main aim is to consider the items added to the 
contemplanda during the week. Sometimes items are referred from other 
meetings, like the ‘sub executive’ meeting, that require further discussion.  
 
Volunteers and visitors are usually welcome to attend and contribute, unless 
there are any confidential or sensitive items on the agenda. When a decision is 
required, all the available aspects of issues to be decided are explored in-depth, 
taking into account feelings, reactions and possible repercussions that would 
result from different choices. It was observed that this meeting is not as 
popular, possibly because it is mainly about airing emotions, opening up to 
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feelings. Which makes some residents (i.e. BP-R4) question where thinking 
starts. 
 
As opposed to ‘sensory’ meeting, ‘sub executive’ or Sub-Ex meeting is 
designed for decision-making (informed by the ‘sensory’). It is usually held on 
Thursday late afternoons in the library of the main house.  
 
Most residents attend the executive meeting regularly, more than ‘sensory’. It 
is not open to volunteers and visitors but certain members can attend, i.e. it is 
open to CoM and the Education Convenor, as well as the Treasurer who attends 
on a regular basis.  
 
The meeting starts with a pre-set agenda of regular items e.g.:  
 

• Health & Safety,  
• Guest feedback reports,  
• New volunteers / resident applications,  
• Items referred from Sensory,  
• Items referred from CoM,  
• CoM minutes & matters,  
• Team updates, 
• Budget reports,  
• Rota planning,  
• Diary check,  
• Event briefings.  

 
Having first discussed the items on the pre-set agenda, if not otherwise agreed, 
the community can move on to any additional items that have been submitted. 
The usual decision-making strategy employs the ‘go round’ and show of hands 
techniques. In cases when the group cannot reach a satisfactory agreement the 
item is referred back to sensory, which can happen more than once. As it can be 
expected, these types of meetings usually take quite a lot of time.  
 

“It’s how we make decisions so if there is someone that disagrees, we 
have to, you know, take that into account and listen to their opinion or 
point of view, see if they have a better solution. And… yeah it can be 
really challenging for someone, especially if you know that the problem 
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is a real problem and you can’t find a way to solve it and make 
everyone happy. You can’t really make everyone happy”.  

- BP-R2 
 
Residents often say that because of this they have to choose their battles 
carefully (i.e. BP-R1, BP-R10).  
 
As a specially authorised society with charitable status, Braziers Park also has 
its own yearly Annual General Meeting (AGM), which usually falls within 
April or May. The members manage the Society through a Committee of 
Management (CoM), which liaises with the community resident representatives 
via a monthly meeting. They are attended by the Chair, Vice Chair, Secretary, 
Treasurer, and trustees, as well as two selected Sub-Ex representatives (on a 
rotating basis), who speak for the resident community and provide information, 
clarification and feedback. The decisions are made taking into account 
feedback from the community and ‘sub executive’ meetings, plus the will of 
the ‘Members’. A minority of residents attends CoM on a regular basis; they 
either contribute to the discussions or bring agenda items.  
 
Additionally, each team organizes its own team meetings, which usually occur 
on a monthly basis or as otherwise needed. Of course, if any issues arise 
requiring out-of-the-ordinary actions, team members may raise them for 
community meeting agendas.  
 
In the time of observation, there was an additional meeting organised every 
two weeks called ‘Holding together’. The purpose of the meeting was 
community building.  
 
Residents often say (in jest?) that the main activities of the community are the 
meetings. As they are perceived to take away from the time, which could be 
better used for more practical activities, community meetings are sometimes 
seen as a waste of time, and not really as too much of an enjoyable experience.  
 
As mentioned, Braziers Park is officially registered as a specially authorised 
society with charitable status. One of the residents explains a common 
confusion about them being a charity: 
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“We are NOT a charity. People often make mistake in calling us a 
charity. We’re a specially authorised friendly society, which is run by its 
members for its members. […] [It has] just got a stated aim of 
education but it’s not something we have to do to exist. Like if we were 
a charity, then we would have to do that”. 

- BP-R8 
 
Additional income can therefore be generated by hosting outside groups in the 
main house (i.e. group retreats and courses), or in their camping grounds (i.e. 
festivals) and satellite houses, like the barn. The community has also agreed to 
host a certain number of weddings per year, allowing the community grounds 
to be used as a venue for nuptial festivities. 
 
Any money generated by hosting events, or organizing their own courses, is 
part of the community budget. As a community, Braziers Park has a great 
desire to stay out of debt.  
 
As mentioned, all residents are part of work groups or management teams, 
which have their own budgets. Each working resident has an agreed level of 
autonomy within their area. In case a resident is considering buying an out-of-
the-ordinary item, they are required to first approach the team or community to 
receive an input.  
 
Residents are contracted to work in their nominal role in exchange for food and 
board, which officially amounts to 17 hours a week. Additionally, the residents 
work 8 hours of community contribution in different areas, specifically 
cooking and cleaning. As there is always more work to be done, in practice 
residents usually work more then 25 hours a week.  
 
For additional money, some residents work part time outside the community, 
either taking up jobs with local businesses, like shops and cafes, or offering 
remote/on-line services.  
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6.1.1.3	  Sustainability	  
 
Most of the land belonging to the Braziers Park community has a farming 
function. It is used as for pasture, and is enclosed by woodland. The whole 
estate is now being managed so the wide diversity of habitats can be preserved 
and enhanced. The maintenance of the buildings as well as the land is planned 
to be as ecological as possible. There is a general strive to keep community’s 
carbon footprint as low as possible. 
 
Besides the more ecstatically purposed gardens and beautiful woodland walks, 
Braziers has made sure to leave a special place for its own organic garden and 
orchard. The community keeps a large greenhouse, polytunnel and a 
demonstration smallholding area (Figure 13). Even though it is one of 
community’s aspirations to be as self-sufficient as possible when it comes to 
food, this dream is unfortunately not yet a reality. Most of the food still needs 
to be purchased from outside, which is usually organic and/or local. 
 
	  

	   	  
Fig. 13: Community greenhouse and their pigs 

 
The meals are always home-cooked. The community members also make their 
own preserves, cider, and sometimes bread and yogurt.  
 
Nevertheless, the community prides itself with a high standard of food, which 
is mostly organic, GMO-free and seasonal. In true English fashion there is a 
wide selection of organic, Fairtrade and herbal teas (some from the community 
garden). 
 
As several members are vegetarian, the community eats mostly vegetarian 
meals, serving meat about once a week. The community mostly eats home-
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reared organic meat or wild game. Specifically, Braziers Park estate team is 
involved in pig rearing, however they do not kill them on the site. Even though 
there is another located geographically closer location, the community has 
chosen a specific slaughterhouse where animal welfare is of the highest 
priority. Before they are killed, the stress of the animals is reduced as much as 
possible: by playing soothing classical music, and providing the best possible 
environment with natural lighting and minimal noise. 
 
Because the community’s water supply comes from the mains, residents try not 
to waste it by mostly showering (or running small baths). Everyone is 
encouraged to turn off the tap while brushing his or her teeth.  
 
And as the house dates back from the Victorian era, the sewerage runs into a 
septic tank, which needs a “delicate balance of bacteria for its anaerobic 
digestion to function and discharge naturally purified water into the 
surrounding land,” (Braziers website). As this process can be severely 
disrupted by the chemicals, ecological hygienic products are generally in use. 
The community buys ecological cleaning products. Even though 
organic/biodegradable toiletries are promoted among their guests, not all 
residents seem to abide by this rule, however most do. 
 
Apart from the houses, Brazier’s camping grounds are equipped with compost 
toilets, which need to be cleaned once a year on a designated ‘poo day’, which 
generally falls in March.  
 
When it comes to electricity, Braziers Park is not self-sufficient; however the 
community only buys sustainably produced energy, supplied by Ecotricity. All 
residents aim to conserve as much energy as possible by turning off lights, 
heaters and appliances not in use.  
 
The heat and hot water are provided by a wood pellet district heating system 
(that was converted from the previous woodchip boiler system). As the main 
house is not as efficiently isolated as it could be (also because of the lack of 
funding for such a huge project), heating is not entirely sustainable. The 
community owns wood burning stoves and often uses open fire in winter. 
Cooking, on the other hand, is on an oil fired Aga. 
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But some people perceived the difference between individual practice and 
community practice: 
 

“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. And I think a lot of the time people… you know if 
you go with a plan to try and do something environmentally friendly, 
you have to be very strong and very focused and very kind of, almost 
pig-headed to actually push it through”. 

- BP-R12 
 
The community is a part of GEN Europe as well as WwOOF. And even though 
they do admit to engaging in pro-environmental behaviour (sometimes after 
they are reminded of the evidence), the community remains very self-critical 
and a distance between individual and community practices is implicitly or 
explicitly reported: 
 

“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.… Example: just went to make a 
cup of tea, halogen lights are on. How long they’ve been left on, I don’t 
know. It is simple things like this. And there’s people who… (laughing) 
claim to be environmentalists, who are environmentalist, who would 
drive rather than take the bus to their destination. The bus is going 
anyway”. 

- BP-R3 
 
On a personal, individual level, a lot of them have expressed an interest in 
environmental issues (i.e. BP-R2, BP-R5, BP-R10, BP-R11, BP-R12, etc.) 
however the community in general doesn’t see themselves as being 
environmentalists: 
 

“Yeah I like [pro-environmental behaviour – as opposed to 
environmentalism] better ‘cause [environmentalism] sounds a bit, you 
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know like sort of… movement… or something that you strongly belong 
to, like "yeah, I’m an environmentalist" (laughing)”  

- BP-R2 
 
Another resident goes deeper into this issue, and summarizes why being 
labelled an environmentalist is not good: 
 

“Environmentalism means green fascism, and environmentally friendly 
behaviour means actually doing something. […] I’m not pushing for 
other people to make changes, so I wouldn’t consider myself an 
environmentalist but… from a personal point of view I generally try to 
waste less, use less, not have too much of an impact. That said, I do still 
fly, for example. So I’m no saint”. 

- BP-R3  
 

6.1.1.4	  Spirituality	  
 
Officially, Braziers Park is a secular community. On an individual basis some 
of the residents do prescribe to a specific (or a mix of existing) belief, i.e. 
Christian, Buddhist, Wicca, etc. Nevertheless the community as a whole does 
not subscribe to any particular religious beliefs.  
 
Even though no specific spiritual practices are performed on a community 
level, some common habits could be considered having spiritual undertones. 
For example, spirituality has been defined as including feelings of 
connectedness with oneself as well as others, nature and something 
transcended (de Jager Meezenbroek et al., 2012a). The moment of silence 
before the first morning meeting, followed by a round and ending the meeting 
with a positive thought of the day could be seen as a practice to help perpetuate 
the feelings of connectedness with oneself and others. 
 
Some residents have expressed feeling uncomfortable taking part in some of 
these practices (specifically the moment of silence), while others seemed to 
rather enjoy it.  
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Even on the collective level – especially when using the definition, where the 
concept of spirituality also incorporates a feeling of connectivity with nature 
(de Jager Meezenbroek et al., 2013) the residents could be considered spiritual, 
as they all seem to feel a special love of nature. 
 

“I love nature […]. I love beautiful landscapes. Picture hunting. And 
nasty things in nature too, like spiders and stuff”. 

- BP-R5 
 

“Oh god, it’s so deep how I feel about the environment and nature”. 
- BP-R12 

 
“I have a very deep love for nature”.  

- BP-R4 
 
For some, this was also the reason they decided to join the community: 
 

“I’m a gardener, I’ve always loved nature. You know I’m a nature lover. 
(laughing) I love being outside. Working outside and… yeah, that’s… 
and I suppose one reason why I came here was because there was a 
great big garden. Fantastic”. 

- BP-R10 
 
Nevertheless, on a community level, spirituality is perceived as an individual 
practice; the community as a collective does not feel confortable with labelling 
itself as spiritual. One resident explains this could be due to the community’ 
founding statement: 
 

“I think that is to do with the founding statement, which was that this 
was a secular community. So it embraced all belief systems and none. 
So if we stated calling ourselves you know… some kind of hmm… . 
title with a spiritual leaning that the members wouldn’t allow that 
because we’re suppose to not swerve from this vision that was created 
65 years ago”. 

- BP-R1 
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However, on a personal level a big part of the resident group would describe 
themselves as being spiritual. This has also been observed by others: 
 

 “A lot of people here are very spiritual. […] They keep it in their room 
[…] I don’t know why”. 

- BP-R24 
 
The term ‘spirituality’ itself is not very popular among the residents, as it 
seems to carry some religious connotations:  
 

“Just the common thought is, "Spirituality! Oh no! Religion!", you 
know, "bend on your knees and pray". Something like that. So it’s 
probably… yeah, it has a negative sense around here‐I mean for me”. 

- BP-R2 
 
Another resident has also noticed the tendency in the community to completely 
overlap the concepts of spirituality and religion: 
 

“I know some people definitely are [spiritual], because we talked about 
it. But then other people, they… hmm I think they have, they don’t 
make a difference between spiritual and religious and so they can’t call 
themselves spiritual because they think then they are religious. And 
they don’t want to be religious”. 

- BP-R5 
 
Even though most residents feel closest to and accept Buddhist philosophy 
(BP-R5, BP-R6, BP-R25), they do not connect this tradition to spirituality: 
 

“Spirituality is not ‘mindfulness, compassion, tolerance’, because there 
is no ‘spirit’ in Buddhism”. 

 (unknown source) 
 
There have also been attempts at re-defining the idea of spirituality. Some have 
tried to connect it with other concepts, like environment and community: 
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“Spiritual to me does mean environmentally friendly and community 
minded”. 

- BP-R12 
 
Others have tried to re-conceptualize the term in a more philosophical and 
academic way, even by trying to find another word in order to describe the 
phenomenon, for example ‘spirital’:  
 

“But I think that a difference in a way, a fundamental difference 
between the spirital and the spiritual is that the spiritual is interested in 
your long term moral survival… After your death… […] Because 
actually, the spirital is on… in a way, on a higher level… Because the 
spirit actually doesn’t experience death. Your spirit will survive after 
you die. Whereas you spirituality won’t. The spirit is… is eternal. And 
it is also not particularly locked into any individual entity, you know… 
We’re all connected by spirit”. 

- BP-R4 
 

6.1.1.5	  Community	  Identity	  
 
Residents of Braziers Park have mostly joined the community because they 
expressed a wish to experience community living or because this was their 
only option available at the time. Most residents 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 in Braziers Park is 
somewhere in the average, for such of a community leaning more towards the 
low level of identification end of the spectrum. If their evaluations were 
numerated, Braziers Park residents would rate their social identification with 
the rest of the community as somewhere in the middle, as a 3 (on a sale from 1 
to 5, where 1 would represent no identification and 5 full identification).  
 
Most residents do not feel a strong sense of belonging with the community 
(statement 1), and consequently generally do not feel like they participate in all 
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community activities (statement 3). The fact that meetings seem to represent 
the core community activity – to which residents generally do not look forward 
– was mentioned by a few residents.  
 
During the meetings, as well as interviews, a distinct lack of common values 
was perceived by the residents. It was commonly stated that there are no 
common values at all.  
 
As a part of the ‘Holding together’ community building meeting Findhorn’s 
Common Ground (listing the values they stood for) document was read out as 
an example of common values shared by other ecovillages. This instigated an 
interesting debate, but did not bring the group closer to deciding what Braziers’ 
common values could be. During the next meeting this topic was approached 
head-on, even a flipchart was utilised to help the discussion along. Again, little 
progress was made. One of the residents did mention that the fact that they 
joined a community meant that they stood against the concept of the “nuclear 
family” (BP-R4). It was also mentioned that the only thing everybody had in 
common was that “everybody has a problem with authority” (BP-R7). 
  
 
 

Findhorn Foundation and Community 
 
Findhorn in Scotland is one of the most famous ecovillages in United 
Kingdom, which is also a part of GEN. It has an overtly spiritual focus and a 
consequently strong spiritual brand. They run a handful of very successful 
businesses, mostly oriented towards education and retreats. 
 
As a well-known British ecovillage, Findhorn has often been mentioned as an 
example during different conversations and meetings with the residents of 
Braziers Park. It has most often been referred to (in comparison with Braziers 
Park) in discussions on common values and community branding.  
 
Braziers Park residents perceived Findhorn as more aspirational, while 
Braziers on the other hand, was seen as more achievable. Specifically, while 
Braziers Park only has a Code of Conduct, Findhorn’s social life is 
standardized within an extensive list of values, which need to be taken on in 
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order to join. 
 
Box 3: Findhorn Foundation and Community 

 
The question of pride in the community yielded mixed replies: while some 
members were proud of what they achieved as a community, others did not see 
anything specific there was to be proud of. The explanations for their answers 
all referred to the functioning of the community: where residents who rated it 
highly were focusing on occasions where the community was successful in 
solving a conflict, while the others focused on the fact that there always 
seemed to be issues arising that needed to be dealt with.  
 
Additionally, some respondents even questioned if there can even be a sense of 
identification with the community that in their opinion hardly even exists.  
 

“Well that’s what I’ve been thinking about, is it a community or not? 
[R-BP20] keeps saying it’s not a community, it’s a workplace. And I 
think he’s right”. 

- BP-R5 
 
Interestingly, the lack of the feeling of community and a collective aversion to 
spirituality in Braziers Park have been connected by a few people (BP-R18, 
BP-R14). In the opinion of one resident:  
 

“[spirituality] certainly helps communities to, to develop the feeling of 
community, or feeling of group, or feeling of oneness with each other, 
and develop compassion and love for each other. But here… it’s not 
what’s wished for. I don’t, I haven’t figured yet what people really 
want here (laughing)”. 

- BP-R5 
 
According to another resident the lack of community feeling is due to the 
discrepancy between members and residents in the community, and the duties 
that come with that role: 
 

“This particular group of people do not operate as the kind of 
community that I’ve experienced in the past. Hmm… and I don’t 
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actually see how you can do both successfully. I think it’s very difficult 
to be hotel staff but be paid nothing (laughing)… and also try to be a 
community”. 

- BR-R1 
 

6.1.1.6	  Public	  Relations	  
 
In the past, Braziers Park community published Braziers’ Research 
Communications, which were the result of their social research goals. The last 
issue was published in 2010. Even though the community has recently come 
out with a new Magazine, the community efforts in the field of education, have 
been oriented more towards hosting different courses and events. 
 
The areas of focus include: 
 

• Environmental, like introduction to organic gardening and establishing 
an organic food garden, beekeeping; 

• Health, like herbal medicine and harvesting medicinal plants, sound 
healing, relaxation retreats; 

• Spiritual, like tai chi, yoga, sweat lodge, Vedic chant exploration, 
mindfulness;  

• Artistic, like wreath-making workshop, wood turning and spinning, 
basket weaving as well as different art exhibitions; etc. 
 

During the time of the study, an Education conference was organised, where 
multiple topics were discussed, including the future of Braziers education 
courses (that could be run by its residents) as well as possible branding 
techniques.  
 
Additionally, during the time of participant observation a father from the local 
area brought his two sons to visit (on a weekly basis) in order to learn about 
nature by helping with easy work in the garden and having lunch with the 
community.  
 
Braziers Park as a community mostly has contact with outside as a venue. In 
the past years they have hosted an array of events, with a number of 
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organisations, i.e. the Conspiracy Group, Ethical Properties Company, Food 
ethics Council, Forest School Camps, Greenspirit, Holy Brook School 
(Reading), The Institute for Development of Human Potential, International 
Association for Religious Freedom, Mountain RiverTai Chi, Playback Theatre, 
Reading Buddhist Centre, Re-Vitalise tai chi & Yoga Retreats, Reading LETS 
(Local exchange trading system), Singing for Larks, Spirit Release Foundation, 
Thames Valley University, Transition Towns Network, Tribal Earth, The 
Working Company (teaching the Work of Byron Katie), etc. 
 
They are especially well known for hosting festivals and camps, such as 
Woodfest, Supernormal festival, Festival of mind, body, and spirit, and Sacred 
Arts Camp.  
 
It is interesting that even though they have let the use of their grounds to a 
large number of known organisations (i.e. Woodfest has been promoted as 
England’s possibly greenest festival), a lot of people still do not know that the 
area is home to a community. Quite a few residents have discovered the 
community by attending one of their events. One of the residents revealed: 
 

“I’ve been here before just to the campsite for the Woodfest and I knew 
there was a house but I’ve never been down to the house. I didn’t know 
it was community either so it was quite a surprise to find out it was a 
community. And it was so close ‘cause I was living in Newbury… just 
under an hour away. And I’ve lived around Newbury and Reading most 
of my adult life”. 

- BP-R6 
 
Besides their own courses and events, Braziers Park community is not actively 
outwardly engaged in a specific type of politics. Even though their members – 
as individuals – have engaged in certain grassroots movements and have 
participated protests (i.e. Climate Camp, Greenpeace, different wildlife and 
conservation groups), as a community, Braziers Park employs a different 
method of potential influence: they keep their doors open for anyone who cares 
to learn more. They would also like to present a type of model for the wider 
society: 
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“[M]ost of the people, even the ones I don’t get on with so well, are 
also quite keen on that and they like what I’d like to do too. To be a sort 
of showcase”. 

- BP-R6 
 

“More people understanding how to do it themselves means more 
people will be doing it themselves”. 

- BP-R3 
 
They have tried to be more active in the past years, opening their doors for 
specific events, like the Yule Fayre, May Fayre, Christmas market etc.  
 
The younger residents have been pushing for a better on-line branding strategy, 
which has resulted not only in a re-designed website (with an addition of a 
blog), but also a Facebook and Twitter page. Additionally, they have recently 
started publishing an on-line community news Magazine. 
 
In their immediate area, locals see them as being a bit eccentric. For example, 
there is even a story circulating around – and often joked about within the 
community: 
 
 “People already think we all sleep in a big round bed upstairs”. 
  - BP-R9 
 

6.1.2	  Federation	  of	  Damanhur	  
 
Damanhur is located in the Piedmont region of Northern Italy close to the city 
of Turin, more specifically in the Valchiusella Valley. Damanhur is not a single 
community, but a federation of around 25 smaller ecovillages, dispersed within 
the area of around 500 hectares. This territory belongs to the community as a 
whole, and includes woodland, farmland, and residential areas with around a 
hundred private dwellings, arts workshops, craft studios, businesses and farms.  
 
For the purpose of better organisation, this expansive community area is 
divided into smaller regions, each with a specific name, i.e. Damjl, Etulte, 
Rama, Pan, and Vidracco alta. Each area is home to a minimum of two so-
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called nucleo communities. The central (and oldest) region is Damjl (Figure 
14), where also the main open-air temple and Information point are located. 

	  

	  
Fig. 14: Damanhur open-air temple in Damjl region (Damanhur website) 

 
Damanhur sees itself as a spiritual eco-society, that started first and foremost as 
a spiritual community and latter naturally evolved to include a pro-
environmental way of life. Life in the community revolves around living a 
collective dream and presenting a (social) laboratory for the future. In other 
words, it is a centre for spiritual, artistic and social research. Their philosophy 
is based on action, optimism and the idea that every human being lives to leave 
something of themselves to the others and to contribute towards the growth and 
evolution of the whole humanity. They often stress that the society is based on 
diversity, change and action, which can be applied to everything within the 
community, including their social and organisational system. 
 
One of the first things the visitor sees is a unique way of greeting practiced in 
Damanhur. The customary way to say hello in Damanhur is to clasp the hands 
together in front of the chest and say ‘Con te’ (meaning ‘with you’ in singular) 
if saying hello to one person or ‘Con voi’ (meaning ‘with you’ in singular) if 
saying hello to more people.  
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One of the most important rules, even visitors are compelled to follow is the 
‘no smoking’ rule. It is forbidden to smoke, use narcotic drugs or excessively 
drink alcohol or take medical drugs anywhere on the territory of Damanhur, 
both indoors and outdoors. 
 

6.1.2.1	  A	  Short	  History	  	  
 
The community was founded in 1975 by a group of people led by Oberto 
Airaudi, nicknamed Falco, of whom most of them met during Falco’s lectures 
on esoteric topics (i.e. metal spoon bending) at the Horus Centre for 
Parapsychological and Esoteric Research in Turin.  
 
The community got its name after the Egyptian city of Damanhur, which was 
the site of a temple dedicated to the sun god Horus. Until recently (specifically, 
until his death on June 23, 2013) Falco, was considered the one and only 
spiritual leader of the community. Some of the other co-founders have either 
passed away, left the community, or are currently still staying there. The 
general (decision making) importance of the other co-founders in the 
community is virtually the same as any other member’s. 
 
Life of Damanhurians is centred around the Temples of Humankind, which is 
their most important spiritual site as well as their main tourist attraction. The 
building of the Temples begun in 1978, all in complete secrecy. Even when the 
Italian authorities (tipped off by the villagers living in the surrounding areas) 
ordered the stop of the construction work, the artwork continued. Eventually 
the Italian government gave retroactive excavation and erection privileges. The 
temples are now open to the visitors (under strict surveillance) and are widely 
recognized as one of the great feats of human artistic endeavours. 
 

6.1.2.2	  Social	  Organisation	  
 
The Federation of Damanhur has around 600 members living in the Damanhur 
area and 1000 or so including those who live abroad. Since the start of the New 
Life program in 2010, around 300 people have chosen to try the community 
life, with around one third of them deciding to join the community on a more 
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permanent basis. The number of other (non-member) supporters is reportedly 
in the thousands.  
 
Damanhurians are primarily of Italian nationality, but since the launch of the 
New Life program, more foreigners have started to join the community. 
However, the official language is still Italian, and the community organizes a 
free weekly Italian lesson for all foreigners. This distinction between groups of 
nationalities – Italian and other – seems to be creating slight tensions. With the 
population of Damanhurians from other countries growing, foreigners are 
beginning to question this one-way adaptation process.  
 
Damanhur is federation of communities, separately referred to as ‘nucleos’. 
Every nucleo is a community of 5 to 30 people living in a house usually a part 
of an existing village. In the same house there are couples, families, and 
singles; younger and older people living together.  
 
 
 

Marriage, Children and the Elderly 
 
The concept of marriage in Damanhur is quite unique. They mostly practice 
short-term marriages, inaugurated for the period of around one year. When a 
couple wishes to get married (under Damanhurian traditions) they write each 
other a letter of the (non-material) things they will offer to their partner during 
their marriage. These things might be simple (like becoming a better cook) or a 
little less so (like offering the partner their full spiritual support). After the time 
period of the marriage has passed, both partners evaluate the letters and discuss 
what was promised and what delivered. If they wish to extend the marriage, 
they can do so, if not, they are free to end it.  
 
If two people feel that they would like to stay married forever, they can choose 
a higher degree of a Damanhurian wedding – by becoming an ‘esoteric couple’ 
– where their spiritual life (and karma) merge and stay merged even after their 
death and the next lifetimes to come.  
 
Since on of the key principles in Damanhur is experimentation, in some cases, 
a marriage can be founded between three people. At the time of the study there 
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were two groups of people practicing a three-way marriage. A group consisting 
of two females and male has been married now for around three years, and 
seems to be working quite well. Additionally, two men and one woman have 
also decided to try themselves at the three-way marriage. 
 
Every Damanhur marriage has to be publicly announced so all citizens can 
witness the type of marriage taking place (in order to respect it). This also 
serves the purpose of (eventual) help in the assessment of its success. There 
have been some critiques (i.e. Damanhur Inside Out website) condemning the 
actual respect of ‘marriage’ vows – by the parties involved as well as other 
members of the community. Rumours of sexual misconduct have been 
reported, specifically numerous sexual affairs between Falco and multiple other 
(married) Damanhurian women. 
 
Children born in the community should be planned (so they can be born on an 
auspicious date) and are considered children of the whole community. Until 
they reach the age of 18, they are not considered citizens but as a type of 
guests. When they become of age, they are faced with a choice: to either stay 
and become citizens or leave the community. Even though travelling and 
education outside the community are said to be of most importance, in one of 
his last meetings, the community’s spiritual leader, Falco, expressed a strong 
wish that children born and/or raised in Damanhur not leave the community. 
This disclosure angered quite a few members, especially the younger 
Damanhurian generation. 
 
In 2007 older children in Damanhur suggested an experiment, where teenagers 
would get a chance to live together in a nucleo, which would be organised and 
managed entirely by them. This community is located in the central part of 
Damanhur, of Damjl region. Only children from 14 years of age can be a part 
of the community without (direct, in-house) adult supervision. Until they reach 
the age of 14, Damanhurian children must stay in ‘nucleos’ with adults (usually 
with at least one of their parents).  
 
The needs of the elderly population of Damanhur are catered to via 
Damanhurian social system. The system tries to take care of every person’s 
individual needs and guarantee any assistance that might be needed. Of course, 
retirement does not exclude active participation within community life. A long 
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life is seen as a valuable experience for other members of the community. 
 
Box 4: Marriage, Children and the Elderly in Damanhur 

 
Every Damanhurian who chooses the nucleo community life also chooses 
where and with whom they wish to live – according to their own affinities with 
the family, the location, and specifically the projects. The projects differ from 
nucleo to nucleo, and range from topics like sustainable energy, production of 
cleaning products, food growing, experimenting with different types of 
economies, etc.  
 
Every member has their own room (including children) and shares with the 
others the communal areas such as the kitchen and the meeting rooms, the 
gardens and other territories. It is the duty of every nucleo member not only to 
share the expenses (like rent, maintenance, management and eventual 
improvement of the house), but also to participate in sharing tasks of taking 
care of the family territory, cooking, cleaning, looking after and helping to 
raise children. At least twice a week, every member has ‘house holding’ duties, 
where they stay at home and look after the house. Sometimes this involves 
other work that needs to be done in the house, especially cooking, cleaning and 
different maintenance jobs.  
 
Every year a nucleo representative is elected to be in charge of the nucleo and 
represent its interests in the Federation by meeting regularly with the other 
heads of families as well as other representatives of Damanhurian organisations 
in order to decide communal politics. Additionally, a family meeting is held 
every week where news is shared, and issues and future plans are discussed. 
‘Nucleos’ based in the same region elect a common regional representative or 
Captain. This is a member of one of the families living in the area (who does 
not have a head of the family role) and works for the benefit of the whole 
region.  
 
Both the nucleo representative and the Captain are elected based on their 
programs. After their mandate, which last for one year, runs out they go 
through an evaluation process, when all pertinent members (of the nucleo 
and/or region) supply feedback and very openly express their positive or 
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negative evaluations. They do this both verbally and by offering either a white 
or black stick of wood, which are then counted for a general evaluation.  
 
 

CambioIdea nucleo 
 
The CambioIdea nucleo, name meaning ‘ChangeIdea’, is located close to the 
central area of Damanhur as well as DamanhurCrea, the community centre. It 
is considered to be one of the ‘city nucleos’, as it is based in the village of 
Vidracco, where in union with two other ‘nucleos’ present in the area form one 
of Damanhur’s (smallest) regions. Consequently, it does not have a large 
territory, only a small garden behind the house, with a stone spiral and a tree in 
the middle. The family also raised chickens and geese.  
 
At the time of the research, even though they belonged to the same nucleo, 
because of the historically small village houses, members of CambioIdea 
actually lived in three different houses, all in walking distance of each other. 
The main house, home to most of the nucleo members, was where all the 
weekly family meetings took place, as well as all the important meals, and 
Sunday morning territory work. 
 
CambioIdea nucleo was home to 12 adults – 3 men and 9 women – and one 
child, of whom two women were of Croatian origin and the rest were Italians 
(the child a mix of Italian and Croatian). Each member had their own room, 
and like most ‘nucleos’, they had one spare room for New Life members. At the 
time, the age of adult members ranged from their early forties to mid-sixties. 
Most members had a full time job, either outside (i.e. telecommunications, law, 
nursing) or inside the community (i.e. primary/middle school education, 
Damanhur University), while others were retired.  
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Fig. 15: Members of CambioIdea nucleo enjoying a Sunday picnic 

 
At the time of participation, one member of the nucleo was finishing their term 
as the Captain of the region. Additionally, three members held a high position 
in the ‘way of the Oracle’, which brought with it an important role in 
Damanhurian rituals.  
 
As every nucleo community in Damanhur has a special project they are 
focusing on; CambioIdea was specifically interested in experimenting with 
different types of community economy. Whereas other communities shared 
their expenses equally (i.e. dividing their rent by the number of people living in 
the house), CambioIdea nucleo pooled their salaries every month, after which 
expenses were divided proportionally (i.e. people who earned more during that 
specific month also paid a higher rent). A specific member was in charge of 
keeping track of finances. They also had a solidarity account in case certain 
members needed financial help.  
 
Besides the ‘Meditation school’ practice every Monday evening, members 
attended two other evening meetings every week: the social meeting on 
Wednesdays and ‘esoteric physics’ discussions on Thursdays. After the 
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Thursday evening meeting and dinner, the family held their general nucleo 
meeting. 
 
Box 5: CambioIdea nucleo in Damanhur 

 
Every six months, citizens of Damanhur elect two king guides who hold the 
highest political power for that period. The ‘king’ part of the title refers to the 
highest political function, while the ‘guide’ refers to their spiritual leadership. 
Damanhurians say that in this case, people do not run for office, they are 
chosen.  
 
After the death of Falco, the role of the spiritual guide of the community has 
been passed on to six Sages (two triads of three men and thee women), chosen 
personally by Falco before his death. They are all long-standing and highly 
revered members of the community, each a master in their own Damanhurian 
sub-discipline. 
 
Staying true to their philosophy of change and evolution, Damanhur social 
structure and political system have been changed multiple times throughout the 
years. The current structure is promoted as an efficient, democratic system with 
representatives and elected bodies based upon the participation of all citizens in 
public debate. The decision making model has been through multiple steps of 
evolution and now represents a complex system. It consists of four bodies in 
which all citizens participate. Originally there were only three bodies, a fourth 
one, the Tecnarcato, was added later.  
 
Social Body 
 
The Social Body refers to the representative structure of Damanhur and stands 
for the realization of the Damanhurian social (and spiritual) teachings. The 
body is regulated by the Damanhur Constitution, where work, research, 
relationship with the environment, family planning, social and control 
authorities, communities, etc. are defined.  
 
A member of CambioIdea explains why there is the need for the Constitution, 
and all the extra rules: 
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“We try to reach the perfection. I have not yet but I try to be that. I do 
not know if I’ll make it in this life… but I try… sometimes I fall 
because we are human and sometimes we make mistakes and then we 
rise… is beautiful, where if you make a mistake and you try to pretend 
nothing happened someone makes you note, they say that there is 
something wrong… and then you go and resume again in the right way, 
outside is not like this where you do mistakes and you ignore it and 
maybe continue doing them… here it is not always possible to make 
mistakes, because there are rules and you have to respect them, rules 
that we ourselves have chosen, because nobody has presented them 
yet”. 

- D-R7 
 
All changes to the rules and regulations should be ratified in accordance with 
the Constitution of the Federation of Damanhur, which has, until now, been 
updated several times. The version presently in force dates back to 2007. 
 
Damanhurians believe that spiritual growth in isolation can never be complete; 
one can only grow by challenging oneself while living with others. That is why 
living in nucleo communities is very important to Damanhurians. They believe 
others are present to appear to one as a mirror, helping them to perceive the 
full, real self. 
 
The School of Meditation  
 
The school of meditation represents ritual tradition (i.e. spirituality). Led by the 
head of the Meditation School (usually the High Priestess), it is considered an 
individual and collective path based upon the so-called ‘experimentation and 
the recovery of faded powers’. The School of Meditation focuses on topics of 
Damanhurian philosophy on the divine human origin and our place in the 
ecosystem, energies and the power of thought (purity and optimism), openness 
to change, new names (animal and plant), spiritual research (‘Ways’), etc. 
 
The School of meditation is a closed body, only accessible to its members. All 
permanent members of Damanhur have also to be members of the Meditation 
School. The School has different levels, or ranks, through which one can only 
move with a group they started with. Members of the Meditation School who 
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are living in Damanhur meet for group meditation every week for a meditation 
session. It is said that Damanhurian meditation is not a passive activity, but 
very dynamic – and not to be discussed with anybody outside the group.  
 
The Game of Life  
 
The Game of Life embodies Damanhur’s belief in continual transformation; it 
encourages innovation, dynamics and change. This means that the Game of 
Life constantly strives not only to change the rhythm of lives of individual 
members, i.e. by inviting them to join adventurous journey of research, 
survival exercises in the woods (i.e. the ‘Viaggio’), battles of the arts, and 
animal and plant names, but also promotes the constant renewal of structures 
within the social structure of Damanhur. This principle of openness to change 
is used for developing the processes of the community, more specifically to 
‘rearrange’ the lives of Damanhurians – so to not get too used and attached to 
the current way of life and realize that everything is fleeting – all in order to 
help them grow personally and spiritually. 
 

Tecnarcato 
 
Tecnarcato represents individual inner refinement. It is considered the most 
advanced ‘experiment’ in Damanhur, where one’s good points are brought to 
light and ‘sharp edges are smoothed out’ from one’s character through 
exchange, introspection and application of a chosen, personal discipline. In 
practice, this means that every three months all Damanhurians write a list of 
things they need to work on (personally). The individual alone is not the sole 
author of this list; suggestions of the other members of the community have to 
be taken into account. These suggestions can range from things like being 
better at cleaning to being more optimistic or smiling more. All of the lists have 
to be made public so after the period is over they can be commonly assessed 
and judged on the achieved success of each task.  
 
These four organizational bodies also present the practical aspect of 
Damanhurian spiritual beliefs of personal growth and refinement through 
interaction with others. The process of growth follows the four pillars: (1) 
Community as mirrors in daily life; (2) Meditation as the value of tradition; (3) 



	  
	  

	   169	  

The Game of Life as collective change; and (3) Tecnarcato as individual 
change. 
 
Damanhur offers a lot of options for people who want to participate in their 
way of life. One of them being different types of community citizenship, with 
different rights and obligations within the community. Specifically, there are 
four types of citizenship one can choose from: A, B, C or D citizenship. 
Citizens A are permanent residents of the community; they share all 
community resources and live on site full-time. Citizens B are obliged to spend 
at least three days a week in the community and are required to financially 
contribute to the goals of the community. Both, Citizens A and Citizens B 
participate fully within the three bodies of Damanhur: The School of 
Meditation, the Social Body, and the Game of Life. The responsibilities 
diminish with grades C and D, where these last two citizenship types represent 
only supporters of the community living outside of the community, or even 
abroad. Compared to Citizens D, Citizens C participate fully in The School of 
Meditation. 
 
There are also other ways one can participate in the community’s goals, i.e. by 
joining their organisation od ‘Spiritual People’, which requires a special 
initiation ritual and a string bracelet, which colour changes according to the 
level of the grade. 
 
The rules (prescriptive and descriptive norms) are very strict. For example, it is 
necessary to notify the members of the family nucleo (or at least the head of 
the family) where one is at all times. Additionally, everything that has been 
done during the day/week has to be reported. This process also has a function 
of stating all the contributions one has made to better the community life, and 
therefore their social value. When a person joins the community, they are 
expected to abide by all the given rules. Failure to do so may end in either 
social isolation or (in serious cases) even expulsion. Newcomers are given little 
leeway.  
 
Like the Damanhurian social system, their current economic system is the fruit 
of community evolution. It is promoted as blending ‘free enterprise with 
solidarity and communal sharing’, with its success visible in the opulence of 
the Federation’s houses and land, schools, art, natural spaces, health, etc. 
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To achieve this, Damanhurians pay double taxes – Italian taxes and 
Damanhurian contributions. The nucleo houses are not the property of any 
particular citizen of Damanhur, but are property of the community as a whole 
(referred to as cooperatives with a wide social base) so every citizen living in 
the nucleo home has to pay a monthly instalment or rent. Besides household 
contributions, Damanhurians also (by requirement) financially contribute to 
projects of their own choice (i.e. acquiring new land and buildings, 
safeguarding the environment, supporting educational programs, creating 
artistic works on the territories, assisting volunteer associations, supporting 
research and experimentation in many fields, etc.). 
 
Citizens A should eventually transfer all their land (or money they have 
obtained by selling it) to the community. Usually this transaction is arranged in 
a fashion where the community buys the land from the citizen.  
 
Over the years, many Damanhurians created cooperatives and businesses, 
catering to other members of the community as well as people outside the 
community. These, for example, include: an energy consulting company, real 
estate agency, beauty centres, art shops, a supermarket, bars and restaurants, 
guest houses, medical services (such as physiotherapy), etc. These businesses 
and workshops operate under the label ‘DH-Crea’ or DamanhurCrea, which 
represents the Consortium of the Damanhurian co-operatives. In addition to the 
businesses operating at DamanhurCrea, there is also a multi-media publishing 
house, a laser show business, a bakery, a cheese-dairy, a laboratory for food 
transformation, a gymnasium, a weaving and hand-painted cloth business, and 
agritourism. 
 
Not all Damanhurians work fully within the community; they also work either 
as self-employed professionals or are employed by different Italian businesses. 
Professional occupations of Damanhur citizens are very diverse. Most of them 
work outside the community (i.e. as engineers, doctors, lawyers, shop 
assistants, etc.) while some (also) have a (part time) position inside of the 
community (like running the community newspaper, working at the 
information office, shop or restaurant, etc.).  
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Damanhurian Health Services 

 
One of the most positively viewed professions (by the surrounding population) 
is the Damanhurian health professional. Damanhurian doctors all cater to the 
outside population (some have their office in DamanhurCrea). They have been 
educated in mainstream medicine, however they all believe in a holistic 
approach to healing. For this reason they seek to combine mainstream 
medicine with holistic, natural techniques and refer to themselves as ‘green 
doctors’. The ‘medicines’ of Damanhurian tradition include: pranatherapy, 
pound and chromatherapy, Damanhurian massage and self-massage, hypnosis, 
Selfica, and styloself. 
 
A lot of people, even the critics of Damanhur, visit DamanhurCrea for the 
Damanhurian health services. One of the leading Italian physiotherapists runs 
his private practice from DamanhurCrea. He is known to have worked for 
multiple Italian celebrities, including the Italian national football team.  
 
Box 6: Damanhurian Health Services 

 
It is one of the rules of the community that every citizen is financially 
responsible for him/herself. However, it seems Damanhurians do not really see 
their jobs outside as all-consuming careers. They are just ways of earning 
money so they can support themselves. By joining the community, some 
people even had to change their jobs in drastic ways, because they could not 
get a position within their own sector of expertise. This is especially common 
for foreigners.  
 
Besides their regular employment, every Damanhur citizen has to dedicate a 
certain number of hours to volunteer/devotional work within the community. 
Usually, people need to volunteer six hours a month. The works range from 
physical labour (digging of tunnels in the Temples of Humankind) to artistic 
works (painting, sculpting, renovating etc.). Besides free labour, volunteer 
work also helps to build a sense of investment and belonging to the 
community. A certain number of community work hours (as well as financial 
contributions) are also one of the requirements for name changes. 
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Damanhurian Community Currency: The Credito 

 
Damanhur has created its own currency – the Credito. The Credito is a system 
of complimentary currency, coined in metal. Today, it is used in diverse 
economic activities by both, Damanhurians as well as people living outside the 
community that are conducting business with Damanhur or its members. The 
currency was created to support the development of the economy and the 
starting of small businesses. Even though Euro can still be used throughout the 
community, the use of Credito (Figure 16) is encouraged, as it is believed to be 
‘clean money’ (i.e. it cannot be sued to buy, drugs, weapons or fund 
prostitution). 
 

	  

	  
Fig. 16: Damanhurian currency: Credito (Damanhur website) 

 
The community encourages the use of Credito by giving special discounts (in 
their shops and university courses) to people who use it. Crediti only come in 
forms of coins (as it is cheaper to produce than paper money) and have the 
value equivalents to the Euro. The rate of conversion into Euros is 1:1. They 
come in forms of 10, 20 and 50 cents, and 1, 2, 5, 10, 20, 50 and 100 Crediti. 
 
Besides the community itself, some outside bars and shops have started 
accepting the Credito. The owners of these businesses who are not members of 
the community have either the opportunity to exchange the money into Euros 
or spend it at one of the community businesses. 
 
For many years, Damanhur has had a group finance company promoting a 
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project called DES: Damanhur Economia Solidale – Damanhur Joint Liability 
Economy, where Damanhurian cooperatives, associations and mutual societies 
can receive social loans from members through deposit books, with an interest 
deposit of 1.5-2.5%. 
 
Box 7: The Credito, Damanhurian community currency 

 

6.1.2.3	  Sustainability	  
 
As mentioned previously, Damanhurians see their efforts towards a more 
sustainable way of life as a consequence of their spiritual orientation.  
 
Besides working towards the transformation of the social and political systems 
of our planet (by creating an alternate timeline where the disasters that can 
come to transpire in our future are avoided), Damanhur’s beliefs also include 
sustainable choices. Damanhurians think of the planet as a living being that 
needs to be respected and protected. In their philosophy it is a made of three 
worlds: the world of humans and animals, the plant world and the world of the 
spirits of nature, which they perceive to be out of balance. In order to restore 
this balance, communication and collaboration with the other two worlds, 
based on mutual respect and collaboration, needs to be established. This is also 
one of the reasons they strive to create a sustainable society within Damanhur. 
 
This aspect of the community is often questioned by the critics, as there are 
stories that Damanhurians have been illegally deforesting a protected natural 
reserve when they decided to settle in their current location. People of 
surrounding villages have a memory of Damanhur pioneers settling near the 
already established natural reserve and started illegally expanding towards it. 
The illegal building of the Temples of Humankind is often given as an 
example.  
 
Nevertheless, achieving self-sufficiency is one of the most important goals in 
Damanhur. In their experimentation in complete self-sufficiency, in 1985 
Damanhur started a project called ‘Olio Caldo’ (meaning ‘hot oil’). Everything 
that was needed had to be produced by the people engaged in the project, from 
food, clothing, to electricity. The contemporary re-development of the original 
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project has added criteria for evaluating both material and spiritual aspects of 
the quality of life, and has been named ‘Olio Caldo 4’.  
 
In Damanhur the issue of energy is of special interest. In fact, it is a project 
carried out by a Damanhurian nucleo, which is focused on developing and 
testing different sustainable technologies, mostly using solar energy (Figure 
17). Generally, Damanhurians are reporting 35% of electricity supplies due to 
both photovoltaic installations and small hydroelectric turbines.  

 

	  
Fig. 17: Magila nucleo in Damanhur experimenting with sustainable energy 

 
Additionally, it is said that Damanhur is also 70% self-sufficient in water 
sanitation supplies. In fact, there is a nucleo that is testing a biotope plant water 
filtering system. Most of the heating (said to be 90%) within the community is 
run using biomass. 
 
Damanhurians state that 35% of their members use bio-diesel cars and 40% of 
them own cars that run on methane or liquid gas. Nevertheless, the transport 
issue is an obvious stumbling block. Damanhurians use cars to go almost 
everywhere. This is often due to the isolation of the ‘nucleos’. Sometimes 
carpooling is in use, but the situation could be organised better. Interestingly, 
Damanhurians have developed a concept of ‘synchronic rides’ (Figure 18), 
where one can test their luck (by standing at appropriated places, like in front 
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of the ‘synchronic rides’ board) to get a free ride to their destinations. It seems 
thought that it is usually used by either New Life members or newer residents.  

	  
	  

	  
	  
Fig. 18: Synchronic rides 
	  
When it comes to sustainable housing, Damanhurians started two businesses, 
MbM and EdilArca, which construct sustainable avant-garde houses in the 
Canavese area. New houses are designed to make the best use of water, energy 
and heating resources, while the already existing ones are gradually 
reconverted through the installation of solar and photovoltaic panels and 
systems to collect rainwater.  
 
Self-sufficiency in the field of agriculture is one of the biggest projects in 
Damanhur, with more than one nucleo taking a part in the effort to produce 
organically grown, local and spiritually pure food. Prima Stalla is the biggest 
nucleo, running a huge project in the field of agriculture. Their production 
includes wide scale growth of organic fruit and vegetables (Figure 19), as well 
as cow husbandry. In their efforts they are also testing Selfic technology, using 
it specifically for water ‘purification’. 
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Fig. 19: Agriculture at Prima Stalla nucleo in Damanhur 
	  
Damanhurians take a lot of care when it comes to growing food. Through their 
plant research experiments they have learned that the plants grow quicker and 
healthier if provided with positive attention. Additionally, Damanhurian 
agriculture actively aims at incorporating their acquired knowledge of new 
technologies that “can improve the quality of life without altering the 
biological balances” (Damanhur website).  
 

“It’s not [just about] production, it’s keeping. And also production, 
sometimes we use Self to make plants grow, that’s all.… Water also. 
There is this separate pile that gives also that vitality or subtle things 
that we find from outside”. 

- D-R1 
 

In sum, Damanhurians say they have developed their own way of agriculture, 
and do not mix it with other techniques, like Biodynamics, because there is a 
certain philosophy behind them that Damanhurians do not share. In this sense it 
would be similar to Catholics using Buddhist techniques (D-R19). 
Nevertheless, it has been observed that at least the nucleo Ogni Dove also 
applies Permaculture principles. 
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It is a Damanhurian practice that before any of the food grown on their 
territory is consumed, it should be first offered to the nature spirits of the land. 
In CambioIdea nucleo a nature spirit was connected to a tree in the back yard: 
 

“… that tree is connected with the one spirit of nature. It’s called Sofia. 
She’s living there. And you can get in touch with her very easily, she’s 
very joyful, very open and so on”. 

- D-R4 
 
The offerings are given in a simple way, by leaving a small part of the crop on 
a special place, designed specifically for this purpose. Usually it is a natural 
altar. This is done as an expression of gratitude for using the land and the fruits 
it yielded.  
 
In association with Countryside Civilisation Association (Associazione Civilità 
Contadina) Damanhur is also working on a Seed Bank project – contributing to 
safeguarding plant biodiversity and developing self-sufficiency in seed 
production – through research into the variety of local agricultural foods and 
seed vitality preservation. 
 
Damanhur achieved multiple awards for their work on sustainable development 
of the community: 

1) “Green home” award by FEE Italy for 2 Damanhurian ‘nucleos’; 
2) Recognisability of the Damanhur Education Association as an “Eco-

School” by FEE Italy; and 
3) UN “Award for sustainable communities” by the Global Human 

Settlements Forum.  
 
Eco-friendly cleaning and beauty products do not seem to be the norm in the 
community. Even though organic cosmetics, as well as other house cleaning 
products, are sold in the Damanhur community shop, and some ‘nucleos’ 
produce their own soap, the use of generic products still seems to prevail.  
 
When it comes to food consumption, organic and locally grown (Damanhurian) 
food is preferred. Before consuming the meals, a so-called ‘purification’ ritual 
is conducted, where an initiated member (within the Meditation School), by 
uttering the phrase “In the name of Horus, so be it”, aligns the frequency of the 
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food with those who will be consuming it in order to get the most nutrients out 
of it. 
 
It is generally encouraged that food be bought from the community organic 
shop Tentaty at DamanhurCrea, where a lot of Damanhurian produce is also 
sold. Occasionally the produce is delivered directly to the ‘nucleos’. Since 
Tentaty is expensive, sometimes food is bought in other supermarket chains, 
where the food is not necessarily organic. Therefore, even though 
Damanhurians like to say they eat only organic, this is not always true (and 
some of them have no problem admitting this). Children, on the other hand 
seem to be encouraged to eat only organic (as well as local, and definitely 
‘purified’) food.  
 
Damanhur is not a vegetarian community. Though there are members who are 
vegetarian, vegan or even fruitarian, a small consumption of meat is 
encouraged. ‘Nucleos’ usually eat meat three times a week, one of those being 
fish. Consuming meat is considered a part of their spiritual view, as by 
consuming meat one is gaining a wider range of life experience.  
 
Slaughtering animals has a special meaning in the community. Before the 
animals are killed they are prepared for their death via ritual, where the animal 
is thanked for giving their life to feed a being of higher consciousness. This 
process is supposed to help calm the animal down and ensure it a faster 
spiritual development. 
  

6.1.2.4	  Spirituality	  
 
Life in Damanhur is based on their spiritual views. Spirituality, in 
Damanhurian terms, is perceived to be something practical. It is not merely a 
belief in something, it is practice. It is in this sense that their pro-environmental 
behaviour is a consequence of the spiritual orientations.  
 
Damanhur primarily promotes optimism; it is perceived as the guiding force 
towards spiritual growth. Damanhurians believe that human beings have a 
divine origin and that they are a part of a complex eco-system, which includes 
plants, animals, the earth and various spiritual forces (spirits of nature). The 
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philosophy is very complex, encompassing belief in past lives, time travel, 
inter-dimensional travel of energies and much more. 
 
Even though Damanhur defines itself as a spiritual community it does not want 
to be seen as a religion. They perceive religion as dogmatic, while in their view 
Damanhurian spirituality is about questioning everything. It is about testing, 
research and trying things out for yourself (D-R13). Nevertheless, the way their 
beliefs are structured and normatively shared on a community basis could 
easily be interpreted as it being a religion in its own right.  
 
 

Temples of Humankind 
 

Perhaps one of the most famous aspects of Damanhurian spirituality are the 
Temples of Humankind. They were created underground after Falco’s vision 
(from his previous life). They are a collection of subterranean temples, full of 
intrinsic art and secret passages. Its halls are decorated in several motifs and 
consist of the: Hall of Water, Blue Hall, Hall of Earth, Hall of Metals, 
Labyrinth Hall, Hall of Spheres, and Hall of Mirrors. It is commonly believed 
in Damanhur that the temples (and consequently the eco-village) were built on 
the intersection of 4 out of all 18 Earth’s Synchronic Lines. The Hall of 
Spheres in the Temples is dedicated to specifically this idea. 
 
Box 8: Temples of Humankind in Damanhur 

 
 

Damanhurian ‘Ways’ 
 
The citizens of Damanhur are encouraged to study, explore and experiment. 
Humility, constancy, the ability to be amazed and the willingness to try are 
thought to be the essential tools. This kind of spiritual research is inherently 
linked to everyday life in Damanhur. Damanhurians can take part in different 
research groups they call ‘Ways’. These so-called ‘socio-spiritual corporations’ 
include: 
 

• The Way of the Knights, which is linked to volunteer work and service, 
• The Way of Art and Words, bringing together art, theatre and integrated 
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technologies, 
• The Way of the Oracle, which is involved with many aspects of ritual, 

including sacred dance and ritual music, 
• The Way of Health, conducting research around the themes of health 

including food, diet and the ecological life model, and 
• The Way of the Monk (as well as the way of Esoteric Couples), chosen 

by those who, as singles (or couples), want to learn how to better 
channel their energies. 
 

Not much detail is provided about the different ‘Ways’ a citizen can participate 
in. A person chooses a ‘way’ on the basis of their preferences: either they feel 
close to a certain ‘way’ or they believe they lack certain characteristics that 
engaging within a specific ‘way’ could help them develop. Damanhurians 
signal the belonging to a chosen way by wearing different colour scarves with 
their clothing; i.e. a blue scarf represents the Way of the Monk. There are many 
levels of participation identified by the shade of the scarf; for example, novices 
wear a lighter shade. 
 
Box 9: Damanhurian socio-spiritual corporations or ‘Ways’ 

 
Within the field of research Damanhurians are focusing on a wide range of 
topics. Besides the already previously mentioned research into sustainable 
technology and agriculture, we can also find: 
 

1) Orientation of trees: 
 

Orienting Trees is a technique devised by Damanhurians based on the belief 
that trees possess special energy that interacts with the cosmos on special days 
of the year (i.e. Solstices). By performing certain rituals, the energy of trees 
can be re-aligned with that of humans. The Global Tree Network was 
established to spread this knowledge and track the progress of ‘tree orientation’ 
across the globe.  
 
Besides orienting trees, Damanhurians also practice greeting trees. Certain 
trees, usually the older ones, are chosen to present a guardian of a certain area 
(i.e. the nucleo territory). By greeting the tree – specifically by pressing one’s 
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forehead against its bark – one greets the whole area and all living creatures 
inhabiting it.  
 
Some people have been trained in communication with the trees (as well as 
animals. i.e. D-R21). A resident of CambioIdea tells the story of their special 
connection with trees even before joining Damanhur: 
 

“Even before coming to Damanhur I was very connected to trees, and I, 
especially in Veneto, where I was living for many years, I had many 
trees. Every tree… had the name, and had specific function… and I 
noticed that when I was… I was going every day in that place… In the 
morning or very… very late in the evening. And they were talking to 
me… they were explaining to me what they are doing”. 

- D-R4 
 
One type of communication can occur via one’s dreams, where a link with a 
tree can be first established by tracing a sacred symbol upon its bark.  
 

2) Spiritual/Esoteric Physics: 
 

The field of spiritual physics provides a theoretical base for all the concepts of 
Damanhurian philosophy. It is a connection between science (quantum 
physics) and magic, focusing on the question of the nature of the soul, which is 
elaborated with the inclusion of the concepts of multiple personalities of which 
it is composed, reincarnation, inner senses, etc. 
 

3) Synchronic Lines: 
 

Synchronic lines are not actually lines, but non-linear energy routes that flow 
through our planet – bellow, on, and above the ground – within a network of 
nine vertical and nine horizontal lines. They connect the planet to the Universe, 
including the other planets. They serve as channels for thoughts and ideas.  
 
The area on which Damanhur was built is supposed to be on of the rare points 
(aside from the Tibetan mountains) where multiple synchronic lines intercept, 
creating a strong energy field. 
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4) Selfica: 
 

Selfica is a traditional Damanhurian art discipline that uses specific metals, 
colours, inks and minerals to build special structures (based on the spiral form), 
which act as conductors for otherworldly ‘intelligent’ energies. These intra-
dimensional energies use these built ‘bodies’ to gain experience, while at the 
same time offering their help to the people using them. They can be used in 
different fields and for different purposes. For example, they are being used in 
food production as substitutes for pesticides, the ceilings of important buildings 
(i.e. The Temples of Humankind, DamanhurCrea, etc.), as instruments in the 
holistic approach to medicine, or even for the purpose of achieving personal 
goals (i.e. aura protection, connection with nature, etc.).  
 

5) Music of the Plants: 
  

Beside Selfica, music of the plants is one of the most popular research fields in 
Damanhur. Developed from the intense desire for a contact with nature, it has 
been developing since 1976. Now Damanhurian researchers have developed 
equipment “capable of capturing electromagnetic changes on the surface of 
leaves and roots and transforming them into sounds” (Damanhur website). The 
sounds recorded using this equipment have been collected as musical tracks, 
released as CD tracks, and have even been presented at international events, 
like the 2014 Chelsea Flower Show. 
 

6.1.2.5	  Community	  Identity	  
 
Damanhurians promote strong common identity, to which they refer to as 
‘group spirit’. A lot of importance is also put on the sense of humour as a way 
of coping with life’s difficulties, kindness and openness and adaptability to 
change (including oneself).  
 
One of the most interesting aspects of their identity are their very unique 
names, made up out of an animal, plant, mineral and divinity name. These 
names are acquired gradually, one by one, starting with the animal name. Used 
alongside their legal name, Damanhurian names symbolise the willingness of 
humorous transformation, and serve as a reminder of the profound 
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interconnectivity with the rest of nature. As the first name – the name of the 
animal – stands for the members’ recognition of their warrior spirit (the so-
called warrior of the light), which serves a key role in the community’s quest 
for a wider societal transformation.  
 
The process of acquiring one’s Damanhurian name is long and arduous. After 
completing 250 hours of volunteer service for the community, Damanhur 
citizens have the option to propose a new name. For the first part of their new 
name they choose an animal – a warrior animal they especially like, feel close 
to or admire. They have the opportunity to present their choice at the weekly 
Damanhur meeting where all Damanhur citizens gather to discuss community 
issues. After the citizen who wishes to change his/her name conveys and 
defends the reasons for their choice, other members of Damanhur have the 
opportunity to criticize this choice and come up with new suggestions. In some 
cases people get the name they have chosen for themselves but often they leave 
the meeting with a completely different name.  
 
The whole process of the name change has a strong social role. Besides 
representing a person’s warrior spirit and connection to nature, it could be 
thought to serve as a tool of institutionalizing community identity. By taking 
the name that has been suggested to them (sometimes, instead of the one they 
have chosen themselves), an individual fully becomes a part of the group, a 
bigger entity.  
 
Joining the community therefore brings with it strong changes in the person’s 
identity and belonging. Therefore people who decide to join have to desire a 
strong link with Damanhur. For example, the residents of CambioIdea joined 
Damanhur mostly because they ‘fell in love’ with the community and the way 
life is lived there. One member of CambioIdea explains that in Damanhur they 
found exactly what they needed:  
 

“Because I think that in Damanhur I can find free will, all that I need, 
all that serves me, everything I look for, I can find”. 

- D-R5 
 
This decision in most cases was not easy, but their feeling of belonging and 
wanting to be a part of the community were stronger. 
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“It was difficult for me also, for my mum, you know. Because she, for 
her spirituality is something that you live by your own in your room, 
and you meditate. And no, this is not spirituality for them, this is 
madness, what I live. […] [But] there are more important things than 
having apartment and… having a car and having a mother that can tell 
to her friends that you have good husband and that you live in a 
beautiful house by yourself, you have a garden, a dog and a cat”. 

- D-R1 
 
A lot of them expressed feelings of being drawn to Damanhur and their plans 
to be a part of the community as long as possible. In fact, the average length of 
stay at the time of observation was 22 years. 
 
All interviewed residents of CambioIdea felt a strong sense of identification 
with the community of Damanhur. If their replies were numerated, an average 
evaluation (using a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 represents lesser identification 
and 5 complete identification) would be around 4.8, making it almost a full 
score. 
 
Damanhur as a federation has placed a lot of importance on establishing a solid 
common identity. One of the founders remembers: 
 

“In the first years defining the inner identity was of prime importance. 
Opening up to the world came up later”. 

- D-R17 
 
The only statement that brought the evaluation down was the one referring to 
participating in all community activities (Statement 3). As Damanhur is a 
federation of multiple communities where activities are plentiful, this made the 
interviewees question the fact if their participation is full, and if it could ever 
be considered full. They all agreed that they participate as much as they can, 
but will never be able to participate in every activity the community has to 
offer. 
 
Nevertheless, the feeling of social identification with the community among 
CambioIdea members was extraordinarily high. Taking into account the 
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information from participant observation, it can be stipulated that the same 
levels of identification could be found in all nucleo communities within the 
Damanhur federation. 
 

6.1.2.6	  Public	  Relations	  
 
Damanhur has their own educational facilities run by the community, which 
includes a private school for children (from nursery to Middle School), as well 
as a ‘University’ where they teach courses on different topics, including 
spiritual, community and ecological. These courses are open to both 
Damanhurians and outside visitors. 

 
Besides the regular subjects taught in the schools outside the community, 
private Damanhurian schools also provide other activities, promoting self-
expression, awareness and contact with nature and a holistic outlook on 
knowledge. According to Damanhurians, their children rank above average in 
the national school exams and in the recent years “outside” village children 
have started attending the Damanhur school. The school is funded by every 
member of the community, regardless if they have children of their own or not. 
 
As an important part of their curriculum, Damanhurian children frequently 
travel in Italy as well as abroad. For example, on of the more recent trips 
included a visit to the Greenpeace Warrior II ship, where the children had a 
chance to board its deck and talk to the crew (Figure 20). These trips are 
tailored to their age and besides being aimed at acquiring knowledge, they also 
promote independence of children outside of their usual environment.  
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Fig. 20: Damanhurian children visiting Greenpeace’s Warrior II (Damanhur blog) 

 
Damanhur University offers different Courses and Educational Programs of 
Personal Growth in Italian, English and some in Spanish, which include a wide 
array of topics, like: 
 

1) Art: Warrior Body Art, Magic of Damanhur Art, Interpretation and 
Contact with the Selfic Paintings, etc.; 

2) Mystery: Astral Travel, Contact with the Cosmos, Inner Personalities, 
Past Lives Research, Astrology, Bral Taleh, Divination System, Know 
the Tarot, etc.; 

3) Healing: School for Spiritual Healers, Colour- Therapy, Damanhurian 
Massage, Inners senses, etc.; 

4) Community: How to Create a Successful Community, etc.; and 
5) Ecology: Communication with the Plant World, etc. 

 
For example, courses on Inner Personalities and Past Lives Research have been 
said to be the two basic ones. Both of these courses share the view that one’s 
personality is made of different and sometimes opposing parts that need to 
work together in order to achieve their potential. 
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Damanhur has a special website dedicated to their wide offer of University 
courses, as well as two blogs. The Community is present on all the major social 
sites: Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr, and Google Plus.  
 
There are more than a handful of books (as well as documentaries) available on 
the topic of Damanhur. Some of them have been written by Damanhurians 
themselves, some by their outside supporters, who also include well-known 
sociologists and philosophers from all over the world.  
 
Renovating an old abandoned Olivetti factory, one kilometre from the 
Damanhur Welcome Office (and central part of Damanhur), Damanhurians 
have set up DamanhurCrea: Art, Culture and Health Centre, a multi-functional 
space dedicated to Damanhurians, their visitors as well as people from the 
surrounding area. DamanhurCrea hosts a wide array of businesses including: 
an organic food and natural product shop Tentaty, spa and beauty studio, eco-
architecture studio, consultancy business for renewable energy systems, hair 
salon, fine arts and restoration workshops, different craft workshops and an art 
gallery, jewellers, a Selfic research laboratory, café, refined organic restaurant, 
and a modern Conference Centre. Supporters of Damanhur believe the 
community has helped vitalize the local area, also by renovating this long 
abandoned factory. 
 
Visiting guests present a big part of Damanhur’s income. Damanhurian art 
(especially their Temples) is one of the most popular methods the community 
uses to spread their message and call in visitors. 
 
To accommodate as many guests as possible, the community organizes several 
types of visits and tours. They also offer Special Visit Programs (such as 
Meditations, Preparation for the Oracle and The Dreaming House) and Events 
(such as Popolo Spirituale, Oracle of Damanhur, The Great Rituals, New 
Year’s Eve in the Temples of Humankind, Seasonal Festival, Eco-village 
Design Education, and Summer Festival) are also often organised to attract 
more guests. 
 
Damanhur invests a lot of energy into public relations. They do not only have a 
number of information and promotional centres within the community (some 
‘nucleos’ are even specialised in hosting guests), but also in other Italian cities 
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as well as multiple other European countries (as well as on other continents). 
Additionally, they collaborate with other similar minded spiritual and 
community groups throughout the world. 
 
Their expansive and colourful Internet website has been translated into 13 
languages, with more translations on the way. Damanhur dedicates a lot of time 
to promoting the community. Their website explores every aspect of the 
community; every page is full of pictures of happy people, art and nature. A 
part of the website is also dedicated to a virtual tour of Damanhur’s Temples of 
Humankind – their prime tourist attraction.  
 
The citizens of Damanhur have also created many associations. Among these 
are: 
 

1) The independent political movement, ‘Con te, per il Paese’ 
 
The Damanhurian political party is “very active in the political reality of 
Valchiusella: the mayor and the committee of the Council of Vidracco are 
citizens of the Federation and 13 Damanhurian councillors have been elected 
onto other Councils of the Valley, making a total of 23 representatives 
(Damanhur website)”. Their political program contains projects aiming not 
only at restoring the life to the community – i.e. by organizing markets, open 
access Wi-Fi, etc. – but also spreading the sustainability message. 

 
2) The national CONACREIS committee  

 
Co-ordinating committee of the National Associations and Communities of 
Research, Ethical, Inner and Spiritual / Coordinamento Nazionale Associazioni 
e Comunità di Ricerca Etica, Interiore e Spirituale promotes the “safeguarding 
of nature and the harmonious relationship between humans and the 
environment; psycho-physical-spiritual balance and well-being; upbringing and 
formation; health; alienation and discomfort; education, culture and art; ethical 
living together under the law” (Damanhur website). 
 

1) The ‘Val di Chy’ project, helping people settle in the Damanhur 
community; 
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2) The Damanhur Civil Defence Association; 
 

3) Forest Fire Fighting (Anti Incendio Boschivo); and 
 

4) The Italian Red Cross volunteers (Croce Rossa Italiana). 
 
As previously mentioned, Damanhur is also engaged in GEN. As a matter of 
fact, the president of GEN Europe is a resident of Damanhur. There is quite a 
lot of cooperation between different European ecovillages as well, i.e. with 
Tamera in Portugal. Additionally, at the time of participant observation 
president of GEN Africa came to visit the community (Figure 21) with a 
proposal to start a twin-community in Senegal. 
 
	  

	  
	  
Fig. 21: President of GEN Africa visiting Damanhur 
 

One resident reflects on the general role ecovillages play in the society, 
commenting on the politics and changes they have observed in people’s 
perceptions in the last couple of years: 
 

“Three, four years ago ecovillages was strange people who liked to stay 
together. And to live together and to be a community are different, 
different things. They liked to be together and to cultivate organically… 
good fellows. But last years the idea is becoming that it is possible to 
change the society. Or it isn’t necessary to change the society; it is 
necessary to create something new, something positive. To give the 
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demonstration that is possible to live in a different way without the 
renounce all also public life and too many things”. 

- D-R3 
 
 
Damanhurians are very actively engaged in portraying themselves as a model. 
Nevertheless, they feel they need to first mature and develop their own richness 
(i.e. technology) and then try to exchange it with the rest of the world, 
 
This self-sufficiency is not only environmental and technological, but also 
cultural and spiritual. This is why their philosophical school is so important. 
They do not just learn about it, they live it – in practice. 
 
What is perhaps most interesting in their perspective is that this view implies 
actual manifestation of reality via their spiritual practices. Damanhurians 
believe that they helped create an alternate timeline – where the destruction of 
earth can be avoided – which they are now trying to maintain. In this 
interpretation, their mission is not only about classical social influence, but also 
metaphysical one. For example, they have been conducting rituals since the 
early 1980s, ‘calling’ people who are meant to participate in this mission.  
 
In 2000 they have completed the so-called project of the Triads where they 
have magically harmonised all divinities from all cultures into one entity. Even 
though they did not notice any immediate changes, they have now begun to see 
some small developments in the growth of general spiritual awareness and a 
stronger alliance with plants and trees, which is creating a new level of 
consciousness. 
 
Damanhurians realise that the project of exporting Damanhur to the outside 
world is difficult as it is primarily based on experience: 
 

“[I]t is not easy to bring Damanhur outside. Damanhur is our 
experience, our research, it scares people. It is viewed as a renunciation, 
as a religion, as too closed. If you have no predisposition or curiosity it 
is not easy, the people are afraid. We, at the beginning it was not easy… 
it was much worse in the beginning than now. There’s this scary part”. 

- D-R12 
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Besides having gained a wide range of supporters, Damanhurians are still not 
considered very popular among the general, surrounding population. Their 
image ranges from very good to very bad, and is frequently documented in the 
local media. 
 
Especially the residents of neighbouring villages more often than not look upon 
them as eccentrics, whispering about them being a ‘cult’, where members are 
taken advantage of, mind controlled and forced to engage in strange black 
magic rituals. One resident explains why this is a natural reaction: 
 

“You know that is not very strange because for example you can think 
of this valley. It’s called Valchiusella. It’s called, the name is ‘closed 
valley’. So closed valley is not only closed because there are Alps 
around but it’s closed in their, in their heads. They’re also very big 
traditionalists. So… as some instance, from one point to another, they 
found themselves in the place of their grand ‐ grandfathers, 
grandfathers, grandfathers, grandfathers of their fathers and everything, 
and they have Japanese and Americans and Chinese, you know, and 
Croatian and Slovenian, you know, and everybody they have to see 
every day. And not only, we buy houses that they leave, you know. 
So… you know and suddenly they are a minority here in their land. So I 
think that that’s the major problem. So you know… a fear, fear of 
loosing what they think that they are going to loose. It’s those things 
that they can only earn, you know. Even being, even standing in their 
own positions”. 

- D-R1 
 
One of the most commonly referred to stories among Damanhurians is a 
supposed rumour that they eat children. 
 
The late founder of Damanhur, Falco, has been accused of multiple felonies, 
including signing all community land to his name, as well as tax evasion. 
Damanhurians have also been criticised for not being ecological, specifically 
for owning expensive and energetically inefficient cars. Additionally, there 
have been stories of Damanhurians wanting to build a trash incinerator, which 
was greatly opposed by the other valley residents. And albeit the popularity of 
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Damanhurian doctors, a case of malpractice has been filed and investigated, 
dealing specifically about the inappropriate use of facilities.  
 
The political party ‘Con te per il Paese’ has also received quite a few critics. 
Most common of them being their ‘politics of moving residencies’ in order to 
gain votes. Nevertheless, Damanhurians have said they are beginning to notice 
some local residents have started to appreciate their work (D-R3). Another 
member of CambioIdea had an explanation for this slow change in opinion: 
 

“So they have to count with us. And that is what nobody likes to have 
to count on somebody who is your opposition”. 

- D-R1 
 
The critics have even started their own webpage, called Damanhur Inside Out, 
where most of the stories have been pulled together from different (Italian) 
forums as well as local newspaper excerpts. The authors of these stories are 
said to be both the people living in the valley, as well as ex-members of 
Damanhur.  
 

6.2	  Dimensions	  of	  the	  Social	  Representation	  of	  the	  Human-‐Nature	  
Relationship	  	  
 
During the process of participant observation specific attention was paid to 
contexts where the representation of the human-nature relationship and the 
issue of spirituality resurfaced. These included issues like food production (i.e. 
agriculture, gardening); nature management (i.e. cutting trees, offerings to 
nature spirits, etc.); killing pests/slaughtering animals (i.e. disposing of moles 
and rats, slaughtering community bred pigs and chickens, etc.); and teaching 
activities (courses for adults, classes for children). 
 
In order to gain a deeper understanding of first, the functioning of the three 
dimensions of the representation of the human-nature relationship, and 
secondly, the role spirituality plays in it (if any), these occasions will be taken 
into account and more closely examined. 

 
Of course, not all topics / issues appeared in both ecovillages. For example, 
offerings to the nature spirits was a topic that arouse only in Damanhur, while 
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controlling the population of pests, like moles and rats, was an issue Braziers 
Park residents were dealing with at the time of the study.  
 
As some of these topics were already tackled in previous subchapters (i.e. 
nature management in Damanhur) only a selected few will be more closely 
examined in this section:  
 

• Organic vs. local food; 
• Vegetarianism; 
• Nature management (in Braziers Park); 
• Education; and 
• Community art. 

 

6.2.1	  Human-‐Nature	  Relationship	  in	  Braziers	  Park	  
  
Braziers Park is a community with a lack of a strong normative structure. Their 
main normative document, the Code of Conduct, is very basic. It focuses on 
ensuring a decent social environment (i.e. showing courtesy, respect, safety, 
cooperation), and condemns acts of harassment, defamation and belittling, 
discrimination, etc. 
 
Most decisions need to be negotiated with the other residents of the community 
case by case (sometimes even defended post fact). These negotiations give us 
the possibility to examine how practices contribute to challenge and transform 
shared representations of the human-nature relationship.  
 

6.2.1.1	  Organic	  vs.	  Local	  Food	  
 
At the time of participant observation the food at Braziers Park was almost 
completely organic. After a time, someone suggested that the community 
should rather buy locally produced food (that might not be organic). This 
opened up a heated debate about what was better, organic or local. One of the 
couples in the community had a debate even in their private time. During an 
interview one of them said: 
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“We even had a bit of an argument this morning about organic versus 
local. You know, if you get something organic across the world or do 
you buy something local that isn’t organic”. 

- BP-R12 
 
Even though organic food was (almost) uniformly preferred – it was seen as 
less toxic and therefore better and healthier for both people and the 
environment –, conflict was still present. Residents were mainly dwelling on 
the issue of the cost of organic food: 
 

“I do like it but financially I think it’s unsustainable, because there is a 
massive mark-up on organic food”. 

- BP-R3 
 

“[We were] talking about supermarket versus the local farmer’s market 
and how organic is more like a brand, kind of like fair-trade has turned 
into a big money brand... and you know, it’s just another way for 
people to make money. And then farmers who are actually growing 
organically can’t afford to get the organic certification. And if they 
have to, if they do that, they have to put their prices up ridiculously”. 

- BP-R12 
 

The ‘mark up’ on organic food was seen as unfair from both the perspective of 
the consumer as well as the producer. It become a moral issue:  
 

“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. 
And especially I don’t like the fact that we are getting food from like 
the other side of supporting, you know, local farmers and local 
production”. 

- BP-R2 
 
Additionally, some residents never felt too confortable with eating strictly 
organic food: 
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“I need the Yin and the Yang, you know… I can’t just feed on this 
perfect organic, you know… I need some filth, I need some muck. […] 
I suppose I’m interested in rebelling against this sort of purity…” 

- BP-R4 
 
Interestingly, ‘rebellion’ was considered one of the only common values that 
were admitted to by the members of the community.  
 
Later 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. For some of the residents this was a big compromise. Nevertheless, we 
can see how the rational argument of the cost of organic food prevailed: 
 

“… so I’ve compromised my belief that we should all be eating 100% 
organic all the time to saying ok to just occasionally. And it’s just 
occasionally! This week it’s all organic, last week it was all organic, the 
week before it was NOT all organic. But that’s simply in the point of 
view of budgetary costs, which are just unbelievable! You know 
sometimes we’re just going to have to go to the market and buy a 
pomegranate or whatever it is. And that feels ok with me although I 
know that some people totally don’t like that at all”.  

- BP-R1 
 
Interestingly, when it came to children, the need to normalize their 
consumption of organic food was stronger than with the adults. For example, 
one of the few residents with children made this position clear: 
 

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

- BP-R12 
 

6.2.1.2	  Vegetarianism	  
 
Braziers Park serves mostly vegetarian food even though only a small number 
of residents are actually vegetarian, and even those who do classify themselves 
as vegetarians do sometimes (but very rarely) still consume meat. 
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While some residents turned to vegetarianism because they could not stand the 
notion of killing an animal (i.e. BP-R5, BP-R6), some did it because of 
situational (i.e. they were raised that way as in the case of BP-R9) and/or pro-
environmental reasons (BP-R5, BP-R6, BP-R13).  
 
One of the residents explains the pro-environmental reason not to consume 
meat: 
 

“My reasons for not eating meat have more to do with the fact that if 
you grow crops to feed the cows, or rather the beef cattle, it’s a very 
wasteful process. If instead of growing those crops, you grew crops to 
feed people you’d get far more people fed. So why do we do it the 
wasteful way”. 

- BP-R13 
 
Some residents who were at one point vegetarian have gone back to eating 
meat. The reasons differed, ranging from health or the need for more food 
diversity. Nevertheless, some residents have never felt the need to be 
vegetarian. However, in their explanation they still cannot help but deal with 
soothing their expressive dimension by introducing the concept of spiritual 
practice: 
 

“I’m divorced from nature in a way because I wouldn’t particularly 
want to kill an animal. But actually, if I was really desperate for 
protein, I think I’d enjoy it. Have you seen that scene in Avatar, when 
he kills that… the beast, you know, and he deals with the spirit? […] 
He says the necessary ritual, chant… […] Yeah… I think it’s great”. 

- BP-R4 
 
Vegetarianism was implicitly perceived a bit negatively. Often it was 
associated with being sensitive or emotional: 
 

“… well because she is very sensitive with the… you know she’s a 
vegetarian, she’s very sensitive and she cares a lot about wildlife and 
animals”. 

- BP-R2 
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This almost derogative view of vegetarianism has given birth to dissatisfaction 
with the way food is prepared. Some residents find it annoying that the whole 
community should submit to the way the (vegetarian) minority would like it to 
be: 
  

“You can’t tell anyone else whether they should […] eat meat or not eat 
meat. And that’s where she goes too far. You know, because she’s 
largely responsible for, for the food here. But that’s largely responsible 
for quite a few of us not eating. ‘Cause I can’t eat this food”. 

- BP-R8 
 
In the case of vegetarianism we can see the slightly derogative view of the 
expressive dimension. Being vegetarian is associated mostly with being 
emotionally sensitive. This is not seen as acceptable on the community level, 
which needs to take rational and practical decisions. 
 

6.2.1.3	  Nature	  Management	  
 

6.2.1.3.1	  Pest	  Extermination:	  Moles	  	  
 
The community was dealing with the problem of a rising population of moles, 
whose hills were ruining the lawns. After some time it was decided, they 
needed to be eradicated. One of the residents in charge of the estate (BP-R7) 
insisted on an environmental mole man, so one using metal traps was 
contacted. 
 
The expressive aspect of the situation remained active amongst the majority of 
residents, who believed that “there’s more important things than killing 
animals” (BP-R10) and “secretly actually want[ing] the moles to survive” (BP-
R4). 
 
Nevertheless, the decision to exterminate the moles was taken. One of the 
residents described the challenging process of reaching the decision within the 
community, explaining that it was impossible to make everyone happy. 
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“It’s how we make decisions so if there is someone that disagrees, we 
have to, you know, take that into account and listen to their opinion or 
point of view, see if they have a better solution. And… yeah it can be 
really challenging for someone, especially if you know that the problem 
is a real problem and you can’t find a way to solve it and make 
everyone happy. You can’t really make everyone happy”. 

- BP-R2 
 
Here we can see a clear focus on practice; hen something needs to be done, a 
decision needs to be made. Again, it is very cognitive and rationally oriented:  
 

“Yes, of course I feel bad about it but it’s a problem, […] so I can see 
why we need to find a way to solve it”. 

- BP-R2 
 
The expressive dimension was again seen as something less significant. One of 
the residents perceived the main problem of the situation was the emotion 
moles elicited: 
 

“If they didn’t look nice, I don’t think there would be quite such a 
problem”. 

- BP-R3 
 
In the process of raising the importance of the cognitive dimension of the 
representation, the residents used different arguments to justify the killing of 
moles. They ranged from ecological ones, where they damage they were 
making could harm other animals: 
 

“I’ve learned that what happens when they go out in the pastures is that 
they create really dangerous situations for the kettle and sheep that 
graze here. Who are also animals and who can go down into a molehill 
and break a leg and then be destroyed”. 

- BP-R1 
 
to more economic ones, when the community was thinking of its grounds also 
as a future venue: 
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“I see what a terrible mess the moles have made. And I mean, it is 
dreadful and – and when I think back to some of the nice events we’ve 
had out there, you wouldn’t really be able to have them now because 
they’ve changed the landscape”. 

- BP-R6 
 

6.2.1.3.2	  Pest	  Extermination:	  Rats	  
 
While Braziers Park residents felt bad about killing the moles, they did not 
have that much sympathy – and conflicting emotions – when it came to the 
overpopulation of rats. One resident explains this difference by brining up the 
effects of culture: 
 

“I suppose it’s cultural conditioning… You look at a rat and you feel 
something nauseous… Because of, you know how it spread to be… 
Moles didn’t spread the Black Plague” 

- BP-R4 
 
Positive emotions elicited by moles are not as present in the case of rats. The 
expressive dimension includes mostly negative feelings about the animals, 
which means there is much less effort involved in negotiation between the 
expressive and cognitive dimension.  
 

“The rats is an easier one, yeah. They, they cause real, you know, they 
steal the pig food and still eggs”. 

- BP-R8 
 

“I’m afraid there are billions of rats. […] And rats are actually really 
quite dangerous. You know, they’re very unlikely to bite you ‘cause 
they’d rather run away than confront you. But if they are cornered, they 
will bite you. And they carry deadly diseases, like Weil’s disease, 
through their urine. So they could be peeing on the vegetables that we 
are now going to eat. And I think that to have the rat man come in with 
the, the Jack Russells hmm… you know that’s something that’s gone 
on for thousands of years and it’s totally environmentally correct to be 
getting rid of those things with… you know we’re never going to get 
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rid of all of them. They’re around. Yeah, they have to go, we’ve got 
little children here and you know, it’s not good”. 

 - BP-R1 
 
Action is taken that much easily. In order to solve the problem, a ratman - 
using Jack Russell dogs in combination with poison boxes – was called. While 
residents did not have much against killing the rats, some of them expressed a 
problem with the method of extermination, specifically referring to the use of 
poison:  
 

“There’s way too many, but poisoning […] is really bad. And it’s 
already just been announced that it’s showing that it’s farm rat 
poisoning which is reducing the barn owls because it doesn’t kill the 
outright. it reduces their ability to breathe and to hunt. And this is why 
the barn owls, which are already rare, are disappearing fast like almost 
all wildlife because we poison slugs, we poison rats and it all does have 
an after effect. It all does effect… it’s part of our ecosystem”.  

- BP-R6 
 

6.2.1.3.3	  Felling	  of	  trees	  
 
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. The issue was 
discussed during the two main community meetings, ‘sensory’ and ‘sub 
executive’ meeting. 
 
Even though the issue elicited responses from all of the residents, the conflict 
was most obvious between two residents’ views, between a more expressive 
and a more rational response. 
 
All the residents admitted they had a fondness for nature, especially trees were 
recognized being especially effective in eliciting emotional responses.  
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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 cut 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: 
 

“[t]he 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 
 

It is interesting to note how the chopped down tree becomes a fallen tree. In 
this case the expressive dimension tries to be appeased by changing the 
perspective. Additionally, the resident stressed that clearing the tree was a part 
of their duty of managing the forest:  
 

“We’re watched by English Nature constantly in case we do any, 
anything wrong. But what we do, is cut down big trees. Sycamore trees 
that we cut down, trees, they’re big trees cut down. And that’s how you 
look after even the most special woodland. And… everything has been 
managed for hundreds of years. To not manage it, it’s just actually 
neglect”. 

BP-R8 
 
Some residents tried to find an explanation about why the trunks would have 
leaned, trying to strengthen the cognitive dimension. They were reminded 
about the big storm that occurred, which could have been responsible for the 
damage, as multiple other trees have also “come down across the fence” at that 
time.  
 
At the ‘sub executive’ meeting these arguments were revisited and it was later 
decided that there was still a misunderstanding about the state on which the 
trees were found: 
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“There was a misunderstanding in the estate meeting regarding whether 
the two leaning larches qualified as “fallen”. Agreed for everyone to 
have a walk round the estate with the estate team, and for there to be 
more consultation in future regarding the need to maintain the trees” 

- Sub-Ex minutes 
 

6.2.1.3.4	  Potting	  Wild	  Flowers	  
 
Very similar thing happened when one of the residents decided to dig up wild 
snowdrops (flowers) and pot them because they were growing on a path and 
would have been stepped on otherwise. It was later suggested that they could 
be put in front of the house where visitors could take them.  
 
The reactions were quite similar, with a lot of residents disagreeing with 
flowers being dug up.  
 
A resident (BP-R4) asked if the reasons for objecting were a “spiritual thing”, 
while someone else (BP-R3) saw this type of act as “genital mutilation”. Some 
of the residents (i.e. BP-R8) also claimed that it was actually unethical to pot 
wild flowers, especially for the purpose of selling them. 
 
In this specific case the plants remained potted, but were not sold. In this 
specific case we see a very strong expressive dimension. Additionally, it is 
seen that the concept of spirituality is connected to the emotional response.  
 

6.2.1.4	  Teaching	  and	  Training	  Activities	  	  
 
Nowadays, most of these courses at Braziers Park are held by non-residents. 
This was not always the case. One resident reminisces how it once was: 
 

“[I]t was run by members for members; and everyone used to be a 
member. And the members would put on the courses. That’s how it was. 
And now education means something very different. It could almost 
mean just a way to make money… but… you see, this place was… the 
woods were actually bought first but this was always linked with the 
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woods. And it had a very similar aim in that it was to educate young 
people in different ways of living together in harmony with each other 
and nature. 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 
 
In the opinion of this resident in the past more emphasis was put on practice, 
being in the woods and working in them. Education itself was seen as a 
practical act. 
 
Additionally, by recalling the past this resident gives an insight into the 
processes of conflict resolution and decision making in Braziers Park today. 
While before education was an outcome of residents’ desires (when maybe 
more attention was paid to the expressive dimension), and now it is more of an 
issue of survival. 
 
The issue of starting to run more resident-led courses came up during Braziers 
Park’s Education Conference in February 2014. A lot of propositions were 
made, one of them also about integrating the principles of permaculture. This 
suggestion was quite well accepted. But the most popular one was based on 
residents running very practical courses, based on their specific expertise, i.e. 
cooking, gardening, woodwork, etc. 
 
Another suggestion was presented by a person who regularly runs courses in 
Braziers Park (BP-R16) about adopting a more spiritual brand in order to 
attract more visitors. This suggestion elicited a heated debate. While some 
residents (BP-R5) stated that there always seems to be talk about academics 
and art, there seems to be a distinct lack of “soul, spirit”; mind is not something 
that is detached from everything else, most others did not agree. There was a 
big debate about the difference between spirituality and religion, with non-
residents (BP-R16, BP-R24) often stating that they way they saw it, Braziers 
Park community already had something spiritual within it. Most of the 
residents however disagreed.  
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Findhorn was used as a positive example, as a community with a good 
spirituality-based marketing strategy and reputation. Nevertheless, a good deal 
of residents still felt uncomfortable with the notion of ‘spirituality’, even 
though the courses that were being organised at Braziers Park could be 
considered spiritual (i.e. Open to the Goddess, Tai Chi, Qi Gong, Yoga, etc.): 
 

“I mean there is something and probably we are going that way. Only 
just letting these people in having their own courses so I see that there 
is a sort of path that goes in that direction. But if it was for me and if we 
are talking purely about business or education, that’s not education. I 
see education as something different”. 

- BP-R2 
 
In the view of this resident spirituality has nothing in common with education. 
While spirituality is expressive, education is a cognitive activity. We can see 
the same distinction represented in a story a resident recalled during the 
interview about a girl they were tutoring who could not distinguish between 
objective and subjective. The description of dealing with the student’s specific 
situation gives us an insight into the importance of the process of 
distinguishing between what is rational and what is emotional: 
 

“So we went with her, you know, we said, ‘Ok, that is a subjective 
response, that is an objective response. That is the difference between 
science and art’. So, science is objective, art is subjective. And then it 
all became clear and her whole life started make sense. What she was 
not, you know, achieving to… her intellectual potential, because she… 
it got her more confused. But once she started to address that, she was 
analysing herself, she was introspecting, she was monitoring, and she 
could move forward. I mean, therapy, actually, is basically education, 
it’s about monitoring your own behaviour patterns. Inspecting them, 
thinking about them and manipulating them, changing them”. 

- BP-R4 
 
Even though this case is dealing with a more general topic, the common 
process of negotiation between the more expressive and cognitive elements is 
very clearly shown here. First a distinction needs to be made as not 
distinguishing between the subjective and objective, the cognitive and 
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expressive, leads to confusion and the loss of ability to function. And only 
when one starts to monitor and consciously manipulate one’s behaviour, they 
can move forward. The key towards action is therefore the act of rational 
thinking. 
 

6.2.1.5	  Community	  Art	  
 
As previously mentioned, community art in Braziers Park is actually an 
individual and usually personal activity. Quite a large number of residents 
could be considered artists in their own right, but only a few residents were 
asked – mostly due to convenience – to share their pieces of work, which will 
be presented here.  
 
On of the residents (BP-R5) is a keen amateur photographer. The theme of 
their photos is mostly natural, with people rarely (if ever) appearing in them. In 
the two photos (Figure 22) bellow we can see nature portrayed as something 
aesthetically pleasing, serene as well as durable.  

 

 
 
Fig. 22: Photographs: Beauty of Nature 
 
In the eyes of this resident, nature is considered as something emotionally 
evoking and pure. It presents a place of quiet contemplation.  
 
Another resident’s (BP-R2) artistic style is a bit different. Even though their 
themes show quite some diversity, during our interview they said that people 
have “told [them] that there is a lot of nature in [their] works”. Two examples 
of their work can be seen in the two figures bellow. 
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Figure 23 is one of the cases using the 
theme of nature. In this case, nature is 
portrayed as a hiding place for fairy-
like creatures. It is a beautiful and 
magical place, home to creatures from 
fairy tales. There is this childlike, 
gentle quality, that has no place in the 
harsh world of reality. Here we can see 
again, nature being something 
emotionally evoking, tied to innocence 
and childhood.  
 
Fig. 23: Digital Art: Shy Fairies  

 
 
Another work of art from the same resident (Figure 24) shows the importance 
of action, following multiple discussions where thoughts and ideas are 
exchanged. The concept of nature appears here in a form of a tree that grows 
from public discussion and private care. In this picture we can see people and 
practice, it is a consequence of discussion. 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 24: Digital Art: Planting a tree 
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In the following two figures we can see two collages. In the first one (Figure 
25) there is a juxtaposition of nature and society, a contrast between frogs and 
a steel city. This piece of art is about duality between nature and society. In the 
middle a swimmer is portrayed, actively navigating his way between the two 
worlds. On the side of the bank, siding with nature, a crowd is cheering him on, 
while the city seems cold and empty. 
 
 

  
 

  Fig. 25: Collage: Frogs vs. city                   Fig. 26: Collage: Nature and Society at war 

 
In the second collage (Figure 26) we can see a similar duality. But here both 
sides are portrayed in their most violent aspects. The flowers are thorny and the 
people are at war. In the background there seems to be a lot of activity, it is full 
of confusion. This image is portraying a confrontation of some sorts. 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.  
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6.2.2	  Human-‐Nature	  Relationship	  in	  Damanhur	  
 
Damanhur does not only operate on the level of physical and technological 
sustainability, i.e. by partaking in sustainable agriculture and use of sustainable 
products, but also fosters spiritual sustainability by cultivating and employing 
spirituality, time and energy (D-R15). In their view, spiritual self-sufficiency 
actually comes before energy self-sufficiency. 
 
Therefore, in Damanhur the human-nature relationship is infused and guided 
by the community’s spiritual philosophy. This has also been canonized in their 
constitution: 
 

“Spirituality, research and ecology inspire all relationships with the 
environment, also through the use of appropriate technologies. […] 
Citizens put into practice rules of life suitable for harmonious physical, 
mental and spiritual development; they respect their own body, take 
care of it and nourish it harmoniously, refraining from any form of 
substance abuse. They ensure the orderliness and cleanliness of their 
environment”. 

- Article 6, Damanhur Constitution 
 
Here we can clearly see the principle of harmony at work. Damanhurians 
believe in integration. In today’s society where there is tendency to perceive 
things as separate parts, divided from the whole – i.e. organs within the body, 
alleles within our genetic structure, etc. – and where specialization is the norm, 
Damanhurians aim to see the full picture. In order to heal the whole being, they 
believe, we must fist recompose it (D-R21). 
 
In this quest Damanhurians perceive emotions as something of outmost 
importance. They are a way for people to think, they represent a movement of 
thought (D-R21). These movements, may they be spiritual or social, are also 
mirrored within the cycles of nature (D-R18). 
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6.2.2.1	  Organic	  vs.	  Local	  Food	  
 
Damanhurians take certain care when it comes to their food. Food is not only 
seen as nourishment, but also as a type of manifestation, a form the universe 
takes:  
 

“We are nurtured by vegetables, mineral elements (water, salt...) and of 
animals, because we feed from every type of form in the universe. The 
expansion of knowledge and experience also passes through the 
physical dimension, which is so important in our transition on Earth, 
therefore also through food”.  

- Damanhur Blog 
 
There are specific rules regarding its production and consumption, as well as 
reasons for doing so. First of all everything should be organic and locally 
produced (preferably in Damanhur): 
 

“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 
 
The best food is produced by Damanhurians on their own land using special 
techniques and procedures that ensure the food is grown in the best possible 
way. To achieve this, the community utilises special Selfic technology: 
 

“Magical technology that food is passing bellow… you know, the Self. 
So this is the main difference and also that people who are cultivating 
the earth are initiated people and consciousness is different”. 

- D-R4 
 
The food has to be organic. The rules are very clear. There is no room for 
doubt: 
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“We don’t have anything that is not organic. No, no, I swear, we don’t 
have anything that is not organic!” 

- D-R1 
 
Additionally, before it is consumed it is best if the food is ‘purified’ using a 
specific ritual, which is “another matter entirely” (D-R12), connected closely 
to Damanhurian spiritual practice of the initiates:  
 

“It’s connected with the frequency. In different frequency. It doesn’t 
mean that something is poison and you do purification and you don’t 
get ill. It’s not like that at all”. 

- D-R4 
 
Through purification, the frequency of the food is aligned with that of the 
people who will be consuming it. This is done for the purpose of integrating as 
many nutrients as possible from the food.  
 
Even though Damanhurians make their own products that are very similar to 
the ones you can buy in general shops (i.e. chocolate spreads), members of 
CambioIdea nucleo still bought generic products. They have often complained 
that the food expenses were high as the community shop is quite expensive. 
For this reason they sometimes preferred to go to a normal supermarket. This 
was not perceived as any type of conflict. As a matter of fact, consuming 
different types of foods was considered as better: 
 

“But it isn’t a necessary and to change, to use many different foods is 
better. And so we try to use also non-Damanhurian food”. 

- D-R3 
 
Damanhurians do not always eat organic food either. For example, they go to 
different non-organic restaurants and eat non-organic ice cream: 
 

“Although sometimes I like to go to the Chinese restaurant… I don’t 
know what I eat, but I still go... ”. 

- D-R5 
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“I’m more for balance. OK? Hmm I prefer ecological food but I think 
that we really need also to have other part. So if I want to eat, I don’t 
know hmm, for example, I don’t like ice cream that is ecological”. 

- D-R4 
 
Again, this behaviour is completely acceptable; as a matter of fact, it is 
perceived as spiritually beneficial as it creates more diversity and experience, 
which is connected to the soul and its structure: 
 

“For us – as Damanhur – there is this big importance of diversity. 
Because we believe in this entire thing about personalities, you know, 
and every type of food that you eat, recalls certain personality. […] It’s 
not always right to eat just one type of foods. It’s not right for you, for 
your soul structure. So sometimes it’s really god that you eat something 
really diverse than you eat everyday in order to give food also to other 
parts”. 

- D-R1 
 
Therefore, it all comes back to spirituality. Pro-environmental practice is a 
consequence of the spiritual orientation:  
 

“So for us spirituality is an equally responsible way of thinking and 
ecological way of thinking and also respect towards ourselves. And that 
is why we cook food, you know, and we try to grow it also with 
respect. So respect all around, 360 degrees”. 

- D-R1 
 
Damanhurians try to have a holistic approach to life, governed by the norm of 
spirituality. While organic and local food is good, some diversity does not hurt. 
It is all about balancing, balancing the two dimensions. 
 
Nevertheless, and similarly to Braziers Park, when it comes to children, it is 
preferred they eat organic food.  
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6.2.2.2	  Vegetarianism	  
 
Damanhur is not a vegetarian community, although some people are full-time 
vegans, vegetarians, fruitarians, etc. On a nucleo level, meat is usually served 
two to three times a week, one time being fish. Nevertheless, members who are 
part of the ‘path of the monk’, have more restrictions on their meat intake – 
maximum once per week. 
 
The same principles of diversity – as in the case of local and organic food – 
apply in the case of eating meat; it is about being a spiritual being gaining as 
much experience as possible. 
 

“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 meat, you can have a better, widest choice of life. And so this is 
not an environmental choice, but a spiritual choice, in certain ways. In 
Damanhur there are many people who is vegetarian. Because in 
Damanhur […] everyone can choose what is better for him. I think, I 
hope, I think in Damanhur there isn’t people who use to eat meat 
everyday”. 

- D-R3 
 
There is no obvious conflict when it comes to killing animals for food. Even 
though the suffering of animals is recognized, this tension is reconciled. 
Firstly, Damanhurians believe that plants as well are conscious beings with 
feelings, so one cannot avoid hurting another living being if they want to 
survive. 
 

“We’ve done such important research on the plant world and for us 
eating plats is not that you’re really high evoluted being – if you say, 
I’m eating only plants, I’m not eating animals”. 

- D-R1 
 
Secondly, when animals are killed a special ritual is performed to help them 
through the process: 
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“When we kill an animal we do a ritual so that their fundamental parts 
are accompanied into a reservoir of forces… and remain there… it’s not 
something that I like to do but if you do try to do it in a less violent, 
they are quiet and you can hit them so they loose consciousness… there 
is always a stick and use and a knife too… there is this ritual that takes 
the energy account and makes sure it is not be dispersed, but 
contained”. 

- D-R2 
 
Of course, no one enjoys participating in the task of killing animals. 
Sometimes it can be avoided, other times not. Nevertheless, it is considered an 
important part of life, a duty of sorts: 
 

“I think that if you eat meat, it is important that you have the experience 
to kill the animal. It isn’t… kill for pleasure”. 

- D-R3 
 
In this case, the negative emotions associated with killing animals within the 
expressive dimension are recognized but appeased, helped along, again, 
utilising the norm of spirituality. 
 

6.2.2.3	  Teaching	  and	  Training	  Activities	  
 

6.2.2.3.1	  Adult	  Teaching	  and	  Training	  
 
Damanhur runs its own Open University, where they teach different types of 
courses. Even though these courses might seem to have different goals, they 
are all based on the same philosophy (D-R1) – the Damanhurian concept of 
spirituality. People are seen as physical creatures with spiritual abilities that 
need to be practiced: 
 

“In Damanhurian University there are courses that are connected to our 
spiritual characteristics. So as I’ve said that we are physical creatures 
but highly spiritual and our task is to bring spirituality to this level. And 
we can do that by expanding our natural capacities. So we have them 
all, for example lucid dreams. Everybody sleep, there are just few 
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elected people that are capable, because this is their channel, that are 
capable of having lucid dreams, naturally, without any helpers. Or 
astral travel, we all do it, just few people can really remember it. Or, I 
don’t know, having this capacity to heal other people. So we all have 
this asleep capacities and we need to develop more. As if you’re really 
good in running but you never practice. And you’ll never become a 
champion, you know, if you don’t practice. So our university is about 
that, about getting (indistinct) to develop your soul muscles”. 

- D-R1 
 
Besides individual courses, Damanhur University also runs specific schools 
that might at a first glance not seem to have a connection with concepts like 
spiritual physics, past lives, and inner personalities. For example, Damanhurian 
School of Art focuses on creativity and awakening the inner artist within. It is 
about personal and collective realization: 
 

“… leads to the Magic of Damanhurian Art, to the discovery of your 
inner artist. In every human being there is an artist, because creativity is 
a characteristic of God and according to the Damanhurian School of 
Thought every human being is a divine fractal. And so through this 
path, open to everyone and to all ages, you learn how to awaken the 
Inner Artist, the part of us that knows how to tap into knowledge and 
imagination and bring into the Form your own artistic expression as a 
completion of an Art Work of personal and collective realization”. 

- Damanhur University website 
 
Art in Damanhur is considered a spiritual activity as well as practical. It is a 
practice of spirituality, but also a concept tightly connected to community 
identity. Another Damanhurian school addresses the importance of community: 
Damanhur Community School teaches about community models, focusing 
specifically on members’ evolution: 
 

“The Community School is a three-year training course which is born 
from Damanhurian experience and of other communities, to convey the 
principles, models and inspirational models to help you learn about 
community life and choose this kind of path as a means of collective 
and individual evolution. Living together is an art, as taught by Falco 
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Tarassaco (Oberto Airaudi), founder of Damanhur, cohabitation is even 
a lost Archetype, stolen from the Human Being, to take away his power 
and slow him down on the path of evolution. But we contain a shadow 
of this lost Archetype, its’ cast and we can retrieve it, transforming the 
experience of living together in a true Work of Art”. 

- Damanhur University website 
 
The concept of community encompasses both the needs of the individual as 
well as the community. There is no conflict between them as the individual can 
only reach their full potential by reflecting themselves within a group. 
Additionally, every individual is a community in her/himself, as s/he has 
different personalities within them and a collection of past lives.  
 
In the case of education, spirituality again emerges as a norm, this time also 
aiming to reconcile the conflict between the individual and the collective. 
While in Braziers Park expressive dimension is reserved for the individual and 
cognitive for the community, in Damanhur they have again been merged into 
one, normalised pair. 
 

6.2.2.3.2	  Children’s	  Schooling	  
 
Damanhur has their own school for children up to their high-school years. 
They teach both the national curriculum, as well as their own subjects. 
Children are taken into nature and taught to experience it expressively, not just 
cognitively: 
 

“When we was [in] the wood, we was there to […] try to teach the 
children, of course, how to light the fire, how to control [it], how to 
make off the fire, but also how to interpretate the little wind that was 
coming from a bush, of the voices of birds, or how the trees could be 
happy or unhappy for our presence. And it is important that the children 
are sensitive to these”. 

- D-R3 
 
They are taken into the woods and shown not only how to think about nature 
and its processes but also how to feel them. A lot of attention is also paid to a 
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holistic integration of different subjects, trying to incorporate and transmit 
them in the most natural way possible: 
 

“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; 
speaking of cetaceans [marine mammals] but also developing the 
artistic, musical idea, the idea of the protection of the animal… how 
many are captured in the hunt for swordfish… all the aspects of 
protection, the mathematical aspect, pounds, tons… 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 
 

Geographic, biology, math, music… they are all combined in the study of one 
topic, i.e. cetaceans. Here, again, we can see the need for integration of 
different perspectives into one, more holistic and even spiritual view. Learning 
by example is also important, practice and transmission of experience – 
especially spiritual – is considered of great value: 
 

“There is the idea, which I share with those who work in this field, that 
the children grow up and are shaped by the environment they are living 
in, and therefore the desire is to also convey to them our 
achievements… our spiritual journey, our knowledge, all this in a 
natural way, transmitted through example, through life together that can 
mould these creatures in the way that we are looking to achieve also for 
ourselves”. 

- D-R10  
 
Damanhurians need to prepare themselves for the task of raising children, 
socially as well as spiritually. This idea is also among those normalised in the 
Damanhur Constitution: 
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“Damanhurian citizens prepare spiritually and socially the environment 
in the best possible way for the birth and growth of children”. 

- Article 9, Damanhur Constitution 
 

6.2.2.4	  Community	  Art	  
 
During one of their lectures, Resident D-R24 stated Art in Damanhur has a 
particular function: building an identity for the purpose of distinguishing 
themselves from the rest. Anyone can recognize himself or herself in this 
collective identity.  
 
However, Damanhurian art can follow different canons or tracks: 
 

• Art is a collective work, it is a magical formula; 
• Art is about learning; 
• Art is part of life; and 
• Art gives meaning to all that is done (D-R24). 

 
Resident D-R5 describes art as an essential part of both community as well as 
spiritual vision. To them, art is about expressing and connecting different 
individual talents, thus moving from the individual to the collective: 
 

“[Spirituality is] in talents, when they get expressed and born… then 
there’s a connection… a connection also with the other… for example 
the art in time, the art of the people, the individual art… there are things 
that you can put together… but then for me art is communication with 
the divine because you’ve got it in and then you can connect with 
others and get in tune with them… then there are many people in tune 
with it and it remains in time and therefore is not lost”. 

- D-R5 
 
As already mentioned, the most famous work of art in Damanhur are the 
Temples of Humankind. Every room or hall is an extensive collection of 
different sculptures, painting, frescoes, mosaics, etc. They are full of symbolic 
meaning that would require a thesis on their own. Unfortunately, here only 
some of the pieces will be presented and quickly discussed. 
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Bellow there are two pictures of the two levels of the Hall of Earth, which is 
the first room a visitor to the Temples sees. In the image below (Figure 27) we 
can see at least three distinct levels of the room. There is a sculpture of a 
human being carved into the middle pillar, seemingly suspended between earth 
and sky. On the surrounding walls there are vibrant paintings of large groups of 
people living in nature. And on the ceiling multiple gods can be observed. The 
sculpture of the human being therefore presents a link, being both a part of the 
community with other people as well as nature, and at the same time staying 
connected to something higher, which looms above everything. In other words, 
the individual exists connected with other people, nature, as well as something 
transcendental. This work of art is conveying the same definition de Jager 
Meezenbroek and colleagues (2012) use to define the concept of spirituality.  
 
 

 
 
Fig. 27: Temples of Humankind in Damanhur, hall of Earth, lower part 
 
In Figure 28, we can see a golden representation of human being, of no 
particular gender, bathed in bright light with one hand holding something and 
with the other reaching towards the sky. The hand holding something is 
representing the connection to the physical, material, world, while the hand 
reaching for the sky reminds us that the figure is aware that there is something 
more; that there is another side of the coin to be considered. On its right we can 
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see a representation of a woman looking over humanity and nature; on his left 
a representation of a man working with more abstract concepts of galaxies and 
planets. While the woman is working with relations, feelings, the man is 
working with more cognitive and rational concepts. 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 figures have their back to the androgynous golden human 
being, showing trust and recognition of their interconnection.  
 
 

 
 
Fig. 28: Temples of Humankind in Damanhur, hall of Earth, upper part 
  
Art in Damanhur exists in all parts of community life. Even Damanhurian 
houses are famous for their paintings. Bellow, in Figure 29, we can see a mural 
painted on a house in the central area of Damjl. The mural is depicting animals, 
plants as well as people. What is most interesting about it is the size of animals 
and plants – compared to the one of human beings. In comparison with the 
man, they are huge, however they are not portrayed in a threatening way. 
Essentially, they are creating an image of harmony, where both plants and 
animals are portrayed as equal, sharing the reality, and Earth, with human 
beings. 
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Fig. 29: Mural on a House in Damanhur  
 
One of the Damanhurian art projects is also focused on brining art to the 
general community, spreading it to the to the surrounding areas and making 
existing villages look more beautiful. In the village of Vidracco, specifically, a 
lot of buildings have been decorated by paintings and other works of art, hung 
on the outside walls of the houses. Among them are also the two pictures 
presented bellow.  

 
Looking at Figure 30, at the first glance 
we can see four distinct areas and four 
different elements – water, earth, fire, 
and air – forming a coherent whole. 
Everything seems to be connected with 
each other, existing in harmony: birds in 
the sky, trees, water, and also a city in the 
bottom right corner of the painting. The 
sun shining brightly above seems to 
symbolize light warmth, something 
higher giving and sustaining life. The 
painting is simple, yet it manages to 
incorporate different aspects of life, 
forming one whole.  
 
Fig. 30: Painting on a house in Vidracco 
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There is water flowing from the top towards the city. Water can be interpreted 
as a symbol for emotions, which in this case could be seen as a link, a different 
sense connecting one to the higher power. 
 
Another painting seen on the building is Vidracco (see Figure 31) is portraying 
a part of life within the Damanhur community. It is specifically focusing on the 
aspect of teamwork, a necessary part in facing difficult, and maybe fearful, 
tasks – represented by the dragon-like depiction. The animal could also be a 
representation of nature, or a specific aspect of nature. The approach to dealing 
with this situation is not portrayed as something serious, but in a playful 
manner, full of humour and fun. It is also not aggressive, shown by the child 
innocently offering flowers to the creature. Community, as portrayed in this 
depiction, is made up of people of all ages. Interestingly, people depicted in 
this painting are or have been real residents of Damanhur. 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 31: Painting on a house in Vidracco, close to DamanhurCrea 

  

6.3	  Ecovillages	  as	  Political	  Actors	  
	  

6.3.1	  Setting	  the	  Stage:	  Mapping	  Trends	  
 
Before going into the specificities of the media representations of ecovillages 
as actors, two web-based Google analytical tools have been utilized in order to 
try and set the stage or portray the Zeitgeist these communities are currently 
participating in..  
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Specifically, trends (referring to the increased interest in the environmental 
issues) mentioned in the literature were examined. This was done first, by 
looking at Google books corpus (Ngram Viewer), and second, by 
complimenting the results with a review of Google search trends. Of course, 
only general keywords pertaining to the research topic (Table X), which would 
help map the Zeitgeist – specifically those within the British and Italian context 
– were taken into account.  
 
 

Context General / English Italian 
Keyword 1 environmentalism  ecologia/ ecologismo/ 

ecologico / ambientale / 
ambientalismo 

Keyword 2 spirituality spiritualità / spirituale 
 
Tab. X: Keywords used for Google analytical tools 

 

It can be seen that due to the specificity of the Italian context many more words 
had to be used in order to allow for comparable results. 
 
The general search pertaining to the two main (groups of) keywords – 
environmentalism and spirituality – show that there is indeed a noticeable 
upward trend in the case of both, environmentalism and spirituality, topics 
(Figure 32). 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 32: Environmentalism and Spirituality: Frequency of appearance of the two keywords 
within the general English corpus of books 

  
The same trends can be observed both within the British English (Figure 33) as 
well as the Italian book corpus (Figure 34).  
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Fig. 33: Environmentalism and Spirituality: Frequency of appearance of the two keywords 
within the British English corpus of books 
 
 

  
Fig. 34: Environmentalism and Spirituality: Frequency of appearance of the two groups 
keywords within the Italian corpus of books 
 
On the other hand, the results of the general Google search trends show that 
Internet searches targeting websites addressing the same issues – of spirituality 
and environmentalism – are receding (Figure 35).  
 

 
 
Fig. 35: Environmentalism and Spirituality: Interest over time globally 
 
It is not surprising – as the keywords were inserted in English language – that 
these searches are most common in English speaking countries. But while the 
topic of environmentalism is of most interest in the Philippines (Figure 36), 
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spirituality seems to be of much more interest to people in African countries 
(Figure 37).  
 
 

 
Fig. 36: Environmentalism: Regional interest in the global context 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 37: Spirituality: Regional interest in the global context 
 
 
While searches pertaining to the environmentalism topic are looking into 
specific facets of the subject, like the movement’s lifecycle (i.e. history, death, 
rebirth) (Figure 38), spirituality searches are still driven mostly by the 
necessity to define the actual term (Figure 39). 

 
 

 
 
Fig. 38: Environmentalism: Related Google search terms in the global context 
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Fig. 39: Spirituality: Related Google search terms in the global context 
 
Within the British population interest in environmentalism has declined since 
2005, while interest in spirituality has remained quite stable (but nevertheless 
much smaller than that of environmentalism; Figure 40).  
 

 
 
Fig. 40: Environmentalism and Spirituality: Interest over time in the United Kingdom 
 
While people using the search words ‘environmentalism’ are especially 
numerous in England (Figure 41), specifically within the London area, 
spirituality seems to be a search word popular all around United Kingdom 
(Figure 42), but especially so in the Oxford area (Figure 43). 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 41: Environmentalism: Regional interest within United Kingdom 
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Fig. 42: Spirituality: Regional interest within United Kingdom 
 
 

  
Fig. 43: Spirituality: Regional interest between different British cities 
  
In Italy, the general popularity of the two keywords is similar to those in 
United Kingdom, with environmentalism gradually declining and spirituality 
remaining essentially stable (Figure 44). 
 

 
 
Fig. 44: Environmentalism and Spirituality: Interest over time in Italy  
 
 
Italians who seem to be interested in finding more about environmentalism are 
situated mostly in the southern areas of the country (Figure 45), with epicentres 
in the cities of Nola, and Perugia (Figure 46). 
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Fig. 45: Environmentalism: Regional interest in Italy  
 
 

  
Fig. 46: Environmentalism: Regional interest between different Italian cities  
 
People searching for information on environmentalism, are usually also 
interested in topics such as environmental impact, green engineering, 
environmentally conscious political parties, education, etc. (Figure 47).  
 
 

 
 
Fig. 47: Environmentalism: Related Google search terms in the Italian context 
 
Spirituality, on the other hand, is a search term most commonly used in the 
northwest region of Piedmont (Figure 48), specifically in the area of Turin 
(Figure 49). In fact, Turin is widely known to be a city of esotericism and 
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occultism. Interestingly, it is also the biggest city in the vicinity of the Italian 
ecovillage Damanhur. 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 48: Spirituality: Regional interest in Italy 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 49: Spirituality: Regional interest between different Italian cities 
 
Related searches include topics like spiritual retreats, spiritual life, as well as 
more religious (Catholic) themes (Figure 50). For example, ‘ritiro spirituale’, 
meaning ‘spiritual retreat’, probably refers to the well-known Christian Bose 
community, also located within the general area of Turin.  
 
 

	  
	  
Fig. 50: Spirituality: Related Google search terms in the Italian context 
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Let us now see if ecovillages are eliciting any interest within the British and 
Italian population: how often are they mentioned in books and how often are 
they being researched about on-line; specifically, what are the trends.  
 
It appears that use of the term ecovillage has significantly increased in the 
general English literature since the early 1990s (Figure 51). This makes sense, 
as the term was only officially coined in that time period. 

 

 
 

Fig. 51: Ecovillage: Frequency of appearance of the keyword within the general English corpus 
of books 
 
This trend is mirrored both in the British English book corpus (Figure 52), as 
well as the Italian one, where there is also an interesting peak in the late 1970s 
to early 1980s (Figure 53).  
 

 
 
Fig. 52: Ecovillage: Frequency of appearance of the keyword within the British English corpus 
of books 
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Fig. 53: Ecovillage: Frequency of appearance of the keyword within the Italian corpus of 
books 
 
 
In the graph bellow (Figure 54) we can see how many Google searches have 
been run using the term ‘ecovillage’, relative to the total number of searches 
run over time. Of course, they “don’t represent absolute search volume 
numbers, because the data is normalized and presented on a scale from 0-100. 
Each point on the graph is divided by the highest point and multiplied by 100. 
When we don’t have enough data, 0 is shown” (Google Trends).  
 
Reading the graph bellow, we can see that the use of the search term 
‘ecovillage’ within the British context has suddenly skyrocketed in 2009 and 
sustained its search rate – with some nuances – up until now.  
 

 
 
Fig. 54: Ecovillages: Interest over time in United Kingdom 
 
The interest in ecovillages is most pronounced in Scotland, where Britain’s 
largest and most famous spiritually oriented ecovillage Findhorn is located 
(Figure 55). This correlation can also be observed when taking into account 
other related searches (Figure 56). 
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Fig. 55: Ecovillages: Regional interest in United Kingdom 
 

 
 
Fig. 56: Ecovillages: Regional interest between different British cities 
	  
 
In the case of Italy, we can see again the sudden rise of interest in ‘ecovillages’ 
in the late 2007, with a similar frequency of searches continuing up until today 
(Figure 57).  
 

 
 
Fig. 57: Ecovillages: Interest over time in Italy	  
 
The searches are particularly popular in the north-central region of Emilia-
Romagna, followed by Piedmont (Figure 58) with searches centred in the cities 
of Bologna, Florence, Turin, Milan and Rome (Figure 59). 
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Fig. 58: Ecovillages: Regional interest in Italy 
 

 
Fig. 59: Ecovillages: Regional interest between different Italian cities 
 

6.3.2	  Ecovillages	  as	  Emerging	  Political	  Actors	  
 
In order to further assess the position of ecovillages as political actors in the 
public arena mainly the results of the national media analysis were taken into 
account.  
 
As mentioned in Chapter 4, articles from 6 different newspapers (3 daily, 2 
weekly, and 1 monthly) were retrieved in both, United Kingdom and Italy. The 
corpus consisted of all together 1,111 articles, published within the period from 
2000 to 2014. Among them 969 were published by the British media and 142 
by Italian media. 
 
They were coded and analysed using Iramuteq, free and 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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In addition, in order to compliment and help interpret these results, information 
obtained from interviews and participant observation was used for better and 
possible more accurate interpretation.  
 

6.3.3	  Ecovillages	  as	  Political	  Actors	  within	  the	  British	  Context	  
 
In order to see how ecovillages / sustainable communities are represented in 
the British media, 969 articles published in the British media were submitted to 
lexicometric analysis supported by Iramuteq software. The British media 
corpus proved fit for further analysis with an excellent 2,00% Hapax (<50%) 
and 4,11% type/token ratio (<20%) (Figure 60). 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 60: Zipf diagram for the British media corpus 
 
Basic cluster analysis based on simple text segments generated four distinct 
clusters, very similar in size (Figure 61). This can be very clearly seen also in 
their positioning within the four different quadrants in the Cluster Analysis 
output (Figure 62). Comparing the four clusters, different groupings can be 
established, specifically by grouping Cluster 4 and Cluster 2 and juxtaposing 
them to Cluster 1 and Cluster 3. 
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Fig. 61: Basic cluster dendrogram of the British media corpus 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 62: Four clusters positioned in a diagram for the British media corpus 
 
The x-axis seems to be portraying the continuum between the public and 
private sphere, and y-axis, on the other hand, the distinction between the social 
and the physical, or people versus projects.  
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The first set of clusters (Clusters 2 and 4) refers to the British government and 
their specific sustainability oriented projects as a response to the issues United 
Kingdom is currently facing. It could be said that it refers to the concept of 
‘sustainable communities’ coined by the British Labour party, specifically the 
(now former) deputy Prime Minister John Prescott. Faced with different social 
and economic (interestingly, not as much environmental issues; see Cluster 2), 
the government proposes different schemes to build new affordable and 
sustainable communities, one of the being Themes Gateway (Cluster 4). 
 
On the other side, we see a more basic, emotional, even spiritually 
characterized set of clusters (Clusters 1 and Cluster 3). Here a different aspect 
towards sustainability can be observed. Findhorn ecovillage emerges as a key 
actor with a focus on family – i.e. woman, man, mother, father, child, son –, 
various positive emotions as well as different spiritual concepts (Cluster 1). 
Additionally sustainable communities are seen from a very basic perspective, 
represented first by simple natural concepts like water, sea, plant, fish, etc., and 
second by easily integrated man-made structures like garden, roof, wall, 
window, room, etc. (Cluster 3). 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 63: Cluster dendrogram phylogram for the British media corpus 
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Interpreting the information in the clusters, two dimensions can be discerned, 
organizing the media discourse on ecovillages in United Kingdom. The first 
dimension, x-axis, pictures the opposition between governmental and bottom-
up actions; the second dimension, y-axis, the opposition between the private 
sphere (e.g. house, home, garden, roof) and the social sphere (community, 
social, spiritual, friend, etc.). 
 
Taking into account different keywords used to collect the articles, a clearer 
picture of the actors and their positions can be seen. From Figure 64 we can 
gather that the government is anchoring its position and their proposals in the 
‘ecological’ concept. On the other hand we can observe that while British 
ecovillages participating in the GEN network, specifically Findhorn, have not 
chosen to contradict the fact that an ‘ecological’ solution is necessary; they 
have rather created their own position by stressing the ‘spiritual’ aspect of the 
issue. 

 

 
 

  

Fig. 64: Four clusters based on search keyword positioned in a diagram for the British media 
corpus 
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Taking into account the fact that data was retrieved from different types of 
newspaper sources, let us delve deeper into the issue by assessing if there are 
any discrepancies in how ecovillages / sustainable communities are represented 
in daily and weekly newspapers, and monthly magazines (Table XI). 
 

	   	   	  
	  
Tab. XI: Absolute number of words associated with a specific type of newspaper (daily, 
weekly or monthly) for the British media corpus 
 
Correspondence analysis run on words (and not on clusters like the one 
discussed previously) reveal that the daily newspapers (Table XI, left column) 
seem to report more on local issues concerning sustainable communities, 
focusing specifically on different state actors like councils, organizations, 
police, etc. On the other side, both weekly newspapers (Table XI, middle 
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column) and monthly magazine (Table IX, right column) concentrate on a 
more global outlook, describing sustainable community projects undertaken in 
Germany, China, and the United States.  
 
Right-wing newspapers (Table XII, left column) associate sustainable 
communities / ecovillages with the former deputy Prime Minister John Prescott 
and other social and political actors like English Heritage, Prince of Wales 
(George Moore and Sam Moore, and Jeremy Stanford appear only in one 
article respectively), using concepts like home, apartment, house and plan. 
Left-wing newspapers (Table XII, right column), on the other hand, see 
sustainable communities within the context of a wider (including international) 
community. They also more emphasize the environmental context, introducing 
concepts like cooperatives, cohousing, and transition, as well as other social 
and political actors like activists, volunteers, and students.  
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Tab. XII: Word forms correlated with right-wing (left column) and left-wing (right column) 
newspapers in the British media corpus 
 

Interested in seeing if there is any difference in reporting between different 
genders of authors, a correspondence analysis (Figure 65) was conducted using 
gender as a variable with four different modalities: female (red font), male 
(green font), various (purple font) and unknown (light blue font). 
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Fig. 65: Correspondence analysis based on gender of the author (female, male, various, 
unknown) for the British media corpus 
 
The results show that there seems to be a different style of reporting between 
the genders. Male authors report more on the government and different 
politicians, generally focusing more on specific regional planning issues. On 
the other hand, female authors give focus more on everyday people, 
specifically their lifestyle stories. As it could be expected articles with multiple 
authors with mixed gender fall in between these two different lines of 
reporting, as do articles with unknown authors. 
 

6.3.4	  Braziers	  Park	  Ecovillage	  as	  a	  Political	  Actor	  
 
Having gained a overall idea on how ecovillages and sustainable communities 
in general are represented in the British media, let us now take a look at 
specific ecovillages: Braziers Park, other British ecovillages within the GEN 
network, and ecovillages outside the British GEN context. As the British media 
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also mentioned some Italian ecovillages (including Damanhur), these results 
will be quickly addressed as well. 
 
The correspondence analysis (Figure 66) highlights the distinction between the 
two case studies, Braziers Park in United Kingdom (red font) and Damanhur in 
Italy (grey font), with other ecovillages falling somewhere in the middle. 
Additionally a distinction between British GEN ecovillages (purple font) and 
other ecovillages / sustainable communities (green font) outside the GEN 
network can be observed. 
 

 
 
Fig. 66: Correspondence analysis based on the location of different ecovillages / sustainable 
communities for the British media corpus 
 
The results reveal that while Damanhur is associated with concepts like 
religion, paganism, idealism, utopia, and cult, Braziers Park seems to be more 
closely linked to different festivals and musicians.  
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As it has been already noted in the preliminary cluster analysis, British 
ecovillages within the GEN network are associated with alternative living, new 
age, spirituality, and positive emotions. And similarly, on the other side a 
strong governmental representation of sustainable communities is present.  
 
Interpreting these results, it can be said that Braziers Park has not managed to 
establish its role as an independent political actor in the public arena. It is seen 
mostly as a venue for different musical festivals it often hosts. On the other 
hand, some of the other British ecovillages within the GEN network, 
specifically Findhorn (Table XIII), 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 GEN ecovillages 
see them as family and nature-friendly communities, with strong emotional and 
spiritual ties. In sum, this polemic representation is stressing the more 
emotional dimension of the representation, and is not necessarily opposing the 
government’s emancipated representation of sustainability. However, while the 
government position is based on more cognitive aspect of sustainability, the 
polemic representation is focusing on strengthening the expressive dimension 
of sustainability. This position is very close to the one associated with 
Damanhur as well, though in the case of the Italian ecovillage a more religious 
and utopian element is added. 
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Tab. XIII: Word forms correlated with Braziers Park (left column), other British GEN 
ecovillages (middle column), and other ecovillages (right column) newspapers in the British 
media corpus 
 

6.3.5	  Ecovillages	  as	  Political	  Actors	  within	  the	  Italian	  Context	  
 
For the purpose of gaining an insight into how ecovillages / sustainable 
communities are perceived in Italy, 712 media articles were analysed. Like the 
British, also the Italian media corpus had been proven fit for further analysis 
with a 6,23% Hapax (<50%) and 12,06% type/token ratio (<20%; see Figure 
67). 
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Fig. 67: Zipf diagram for the Italian media corpus 

 
The cluster analysis based on simple text segments performed on the Italian 
media corpus generated four distinct clusters. However, after interpreting the 
dendogram (Figure 68) and Cluster Analysis quadrants (see Figure 69) two 
clusters (Cluster 2 and Cluster 3) could be potentially grouped together.  
 

 
 
Fig. 68: Basic cluster dendrogram of the Italian media corpus 
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Fig. 69: Four clusters positioned in a diagram for the Italian media corpus 

 

It seems that the x-axis shows the continuum between leisure and work 
activities, and y-axis the distinction between private and public social sphere.  
 
Cluster 1 refers to projects in the field of sustainable development, focusing on 
urban locations and the use of renewable energy sources. Cluster 2 and Cluster 
3 reflect a less material view of ecovillages, depicting a different way of 
community life in nature with philosophical and spiritual connotations (Cluster 
2), as well a specific vacation sites, places of relaxation and opportunities for 
different physical and spiritual activities (Cluster 3). Finally, Cluster 4 is 
dedicated to a specific ecovillage, Libera Università di Alcatraz, promoted by a 
family of well-known Italian artists, Franca Rame, and Dario and Jacopo Fo 
(Figure 70).  
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Damanhur is most closely associated with keywords associated with Cluster 2, 
and interestingly, so is the keyword ecovillage. As already mentioned, Cluster 
4 is very specific as it exclusively deals with one specific ecovillage, but only 
through association with a family of famous Italian personalities. 
 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 70: Cluster dendogram phylogram for the Italian media corpus 
 
Interpreting the information in the clusters, it could be said that besides the 
official, rational and possibly normative attitude towards sustainable 
communities and ecovillages (Cluster 1), there exists another side of the coin 
of the issue, focused more on art (Cluster 4), leisure (Cluster 3), nature and 
spirituality (Cluster 2).  
 
Similar to the British media context, two specific viewpoints can be extracted: 
one dealing with sustainability and economy within local contexts, and another 
one looking at a different, emotionally and spiritually deeper, community way 
of life in nature. 
 
Additionally, in Figure 71 we can see that representation of ecovillages seen in 
Cluster 1 has been anchored more in the rationally ‘ecological’ viewpoint, 
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while the Italian ecovillages within the network have anchored their position 
more in the concepts of nature, leisure, art and spirituality. Like the British 
ecovillages within the network, they have therefore introduced a different side 
to the sustainability issue.  
 

 
 
Fig. 71: Four clusters based on search keyword positioned in a diagram for the Italian media 
corpus 

 
In order to asses if there are any discrepancies in how ecovillages / sustainable 
communities are represented in daily and weekly newspapers, and monthly 
magazines, a correspondence analysis was run. Three distinct clusters were 
formed (see Figure 72).  
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Fig. 72: Correspondence analysis based on type of newspaper (daily, weekly or monthly) for 
the Italian media corpus 

 
Daily newspapers focused mostly on specific individual actors (i.e. Daniel 
Busetti and Jacopo Fo), and projects in the area of sustainability (i.e. 
Tribewanted), while weekly newspapers have focused on different institutions 
(association, laboratory, farm) and activities. The monthly magazine went 
deeper into the different aspects of ecovillage life, looking into the topics like 
sustainable technology and energy resources, community and spirituality.  
 
Correspondence analysis for political orientation (right-wing vs. left-wing) of 
Italian newspapers revealed two different focuses on sustainable communities / 
ecovillages (Table XIV): a more technological (right-wing) and a more societal 
view (left-wing) of sustainability. Right-wing newspapers have decided to 
focus more on different physical and organizational elements, while left-wing 
newspapers have tried to include people in the discourse, focusing specifically 
on the service sector and art.  
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Tab. XIV: Word forms correlated with right-wing (left column) and left-wing (right column) 
newspapers in the Italian media corpus 

 
Taking into account the different genders of authors, two distinct, if not 
stereotypical, styles of writing can be distinguished (Figure 73). Men (green 
font) tended to write more about specific projects (i.e. Tribewanted, 
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voluntaries, association, agricultural village) and actors participating in these 
projects (i.e. Giovanni Leoni, Woodrow Clark, Roma people), usually using 
‘verbs of acting’ (i.e. paying, moving, saying). On the other hand, women (red 
font) seemed to have focused more on leisure activities (i.e. vacationing, 
glamping, yoga), arts (architecture, light, style) and socially relevant concepts 
(i.e. sustainability, ethics). They also preferred to use ‘verbs of being’ (i.e. 
exist, understand). 
 
In the cases of multiple authors (purple font) of different genders, the topics 
seem to take on more characteristics of the ‘male’ writing style, while the cases 
of unknown authors (light blue font) seem to fall somewhere in the middle. 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 73: Correspondence analysis based on gender of the author (female, male, various, 
unknown) for the Italian media corpus 
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6.3.6	  Damanhur	  Ecovillage	  as	  a	  Political	  Actor	  
 
As already mentioned, Damanhur falls within the third cluster, where 
ecovillages are seen as promoting different aspects of living, focusing on 
community and spirituality. In order to see how Damanhur compares with 
other Italian ecovillages within the GEN and/or RIVE network, 
correspondence analysis based on ecovillage location (Damanhur, other Italian, 
or other) was conducted.  
 
The results (Figure 74) revealed that when it come to Damanhur (red font) the 
media seem to be concentrating on the location of the ecovillage (Valchiusella, 
Baldisero, Torino, Ivrea, etc.), and its founder (Oberto Airaudi, Falco), trying 
to pinpoint the community’s general spiritual vision (New Age, esoteric, 
spiritual). Even though some other ecovillages from the network were also 
referred to in this cluster (Il popolo degli Elfi / Community of Elves), there 
does not seem to be any specific focus on Damanhur’s environmental 
endeavours. Most articles talk about the disappearance of a young man, Daniel 
Busetti, who ran away from home and was last seen in the vicinity of the 
ecovillage of Damanhur. In these articles Damanhur is portrayed as a possible 
actor somehow involved in the young man’s disappearance.  
 



	  
	  

	   252	  

 
 
Fig. 74: Correspondence analysis based on the location of different ecovillages / sustainable 
communities for the Italian media corpus 

 
Articles mentioning other Italian ecovillages (blue font), Libera Università di 
Alcatraz, Terra Nuova, Progetto PecoraNera, also focus on specific actors 
linked to these projects (i.e. Franca Rame, Devis Bonanni, Marco Puchetti, 
etc.). Moreover, they have been linked to different physical and artistic 
activities (i.e. yoga, theatre, dance). This is mostly due to the already 
mentioned (Cluster 4) popular portrayal of the project of Libera Università di 
Alcatraz promoted by a famous family of artists. 
 
Articles referring to other ecovillages in general or those that are not a part of 
the ecovillage network (green font), talk about concrete topics associated with 
sustainability, i.e. energy, climate and emissions, transport. They also focus 
more on industry and urban areas. Interestingly, there is almost no societal 
aspect of the sustainability issue mentioned in this group.  
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The results show different ways ecovillages are portrayed in the Italian media. 
Generally, they are always linked to specific projects and actors associated 
with them. In contrast with other projects, ecovillages that are a part of a 
network (which also includes Damanhur), are associated with different artistic 
activities as well as different spiritual and philosophical outlooks. This also 
allows them to focus on the more societal aspects of the sustainability issue. 
 
Comparing Damanhur with other ecovillages in the network (Table XV), we 
can see Damanhur (left column) has been related to New Age and esoteric 
concepts, while other Italian ecovillages within the network (right column) 
have been associated more with living a different way of life. Some of them 
(like Libera Università di Alcatraz) have also become associated with their 
promoters (like Jacopo and Dario Fo, and Franca Rame.) On the national level, 
Damanhur is portrayed in more negative terms, usually associated with esoteric 
practices, which is also used as a justification for the suspicion of their 
involvement of the disappearance of Daniel Busetti. 
 
 



	  
	  

	   254	  

   
 
Tab. XV: Word forms correlated with Damanhur (left column) and other Italian GEN 
ecovillages (right column) newspapers in the Italian media corpus 
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7 Discussion 
According to the report on protest movements in the last few years (Ortiz et al., 
2013), it seems that the contemporary societal system is being increasingly 
challenged on multiple fronts in terms of both its efficiency as well as its 
rationale. Among the grievances the fastest growing concern is the issue of 
environment. According to Moscovici (1968; 1976), this current tension can be 
ascribed to an impending shift towards a new ‘state of nature’, an 
epistemological shift which is a consequence of society’s progressive 
elaboration and re-presentation (Howarth, 2006) of the human-nature 
relationship.  
 
Like society as a whole (i.e. Beck & Cowan, 1996), our relationship with 
nature has already gone through multiple stages, expressed in different ‘states 
of nature’. As theorised by Moscovici (1968), the previous states moved from 
organic, to mechanistic, to the currently hegemonic cybernetic stage. During 
these stages, nature has held many interpretations. In the ancient world nature 
was considered mystical, as something to be respected and feared. In time, our 
understanding of nature has allowed us to copy its patterns and start using its 
resources to our advantage. Now, in the modern era, our understanding of 
nature has reached new levels – a point where we are now able to control 
natural processes at will (i.e. through genetic engineering; Wagner et al., 2001; 
see Chapter 1 for more).  
 
Hence in this new era, the co-evolution of nature and society has reached 
another plateau. Humanity is now being compelled to take charge of nature. 
This general aspiration to move towards more environmentally significant 
behaviours (Stern, 2000; see Chapter 2 for more) can also be observed within 
the context of protests (Ortiz et al., 2013). However, besides political 
movements of demand, there is a need to acknowledge more prefigurative 
political movements, which have in fact tried to transcend the means of protest 
and focused their efforts on creating alternatives in the ‘here and now’ (Day, 
2005). 
 
Among these movements, the thesis is focusing on ecovillages, “human-scale 
settlement[s] consciously designed through participatory processes to secure 
long-term sustainability” (GEN website), as one of these alternatives who have 
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moved beyond protest, aspiring to prefigure a more sustainable world for the 
future. They could be considered one of the possible contemporary pioneers 
(see Chapter 3 for more), ‘carriers of invention’ – like the artisans of the 
ancient world, mechanical engineers of the modern era, and scientists of today 
– guiding the society towards the next state of nature (Moscovici, 1968). 
 
As mentioned, it is the emphasis ecovillages give to the embodiment of 
alternative modes of living, similarly to other prefigurative movements (Boggs, 
1977; Leach, 2013; Litfin, 2009), that highlights the crucial role practices play 
in the process of re-presenting. And 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’, 
where the natural environment is seen as something to be ‘modified’ in order to 
suit the needs of society (Moscovici, 1976).  
 
Therefore, to see how ecovillages are re-presenting the human-nature 
relationship, this thesis has looked at ecovillage members’ everyday activities. 
Specific attention was paid to those 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 form of a ‘stress field’ 
within the process of re-presentation, needing to be addressed in order to help 
normalise consistent action. 
 
In order to explore different processes of re-presentation, two communities 
from different cultural contexts (Braziers Park in United Kingdom, and 
CambioIdea nucleo, as a representative of the Federation of Damanhur in Italy) 
were chosen for further study. Both case studies share common visions but are 
characterised by different practices, structural elements and spiritual pursuits. 
Indeed, ecovillages come in all shapes and sizes. While operating on a local 
scale, most of them are linked together as a global movement through the 
constantly expanding Global Ecovillage Network (Litfin, 2009, p. 128), whose 
vision is the “emergence of a diverse yet shared global pool of wisdom for 
sustainable living” (GEN website). With their “small, dense and rich 
concentrations of activity whose aim is to transform the nature of that which 
surrounds them”, ecovillages (Dawson, 2010, p. 66) can be realistically 
considered as credible solutions to the major problems of our time. In fact, “in 
1998, ecovillages were officially named among the United Nations’ top 100 
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listing of Best Practices, as excellent models of sustainable living” (GEN 
website).  
 
They perceive themselves as a “‘necessary yes’, a positive solution to 
mounting the global problem, in contrast to organisations like Greenpeace 
which are the ‘necessary no’” (Mare, 2000). Their emphasis on practice and 
embodiment of alternative modes of organizing and living situates ecovillages 
in the political sphere of prefigurative movements (Boggs, 1977; Leach, 2013; 
Litfin, 2009). 
 
However, even though particular ecovillages belong to the same network, the 
ecovillage movement is known for both its unity as well as diversity (Litfin, 
2009). Blewitt (2014) acknowledges that while some ecovillages have been 
“overtly political and intentionally prefigurative”, others have preferred to 
focus more on meditative and spiritual practices (see Chapter 3 for more).  
 

7.1	  How	  is	  the	  New	  Human-‐Nature	  Relationship	  Practiced	  in	  Braziers	  
Park?	  
 
Practice in Braziers Park is of high importance as it is consistent action that 
keeps the community running. Therefore when the dimensions within the 
social representation are confronted, it is always in practically relevant 
occasions.  
 
Even though ecovillage practices should in its essence be considered pro-
environmental, this is not the case when it comes to Braziers Park. Albeit most 
of practices in the community 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. –, 
residents do not see the community as sustainable. 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 Park’s 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 the collective community as a pioneer, ahead of the rest of society.  
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A second possible explanation has to do 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 pro-environmental in their private lives. 
One resident explains the distinction between these two different rationalities – 
individual vs. community – as “two different consciousness” operating within 
the community (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. 
 

7.2	  How	  is	  Braziers	  Park	  Re-‐presenting	  the	  Human-‐Nature	  
Relationship?	  
 
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 9AM almost every day when the day’s work is allocated. The ‘sensory 
meeting’ is held in order to ‘contemplate’ issues that have arisen 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’. 
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Their negotiations give us the possibility to examine how practices challenge 
the equilibrium among normative, cognitive and expressive facets of the 
representation, initiating the re-presentation via discussion and subsequent 
transformation.  
 
For example, when residents of Braziers Park discuss the choice between 
organic and local food, the discord is extended to include food production. 
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 Park, this vitality is 
extended to include the environment, incorporating both the micro and the 
global perspective.  
 
Nevertheless, when it comes to the production process, conflict emerges 
between two basic norms: what is good and what is fair. Organic food, which 
is produced without any modification, is healthy for the individual, whereas 
local food, which limits modification of the environment, is healthy for both 
people as well as nature.  
 
The conflict between the facets of the representation is clear, specifically 
between the expressive and cognitive dimensions, between what is good and 
what is right. However, while in the case of 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’. Similar processes take place when it comes to other issues in the realm 
of food, for example the topic of vegetarianism.  
 
We can see the same processes in place in the area of nature management. For 
example, 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 
this case the tension is rather avoided, by reframing the cutting of the tree into 
a limited modification of the tree that was already ‘fallen’.  
 
As these examples (among the other presented in the Results section) 
particularly illustrate, practices continuously challenge the stability of 
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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 tensions. 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 presented 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 larches qualified as ‘fallen’” (Sub-
Ex minutes). 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-Ex minutes). 
 
Consequently, it could be said that in the case of Braziers Park it is the 
cognitive dimension of the social representation that is ultimately connected 
with decision-making and practice. To help this process along, the facets of the 
expressive dimension try to be appeased on the one hand, and on the other, 
they are pushed into the sphere of private individual experience. 
 
In this sense, emerging/negotiating norms seem to regulate emotion. Emotions 
and their expressions, as well as the practice of art and spirituality, are 
considered individual experiences. They are recognised, acknowledged, and 
respected, but they are also considered private. Community decisions therefore 
involve different strategies of both appeasing and minimising the effect of the 
expressive dimension, and at the same time enforcing the cognitive dimension. 
 
These processes are reproduced as artefacts in the artworks of individual 
residents, where nature is associated with positive emotions (like peace, love, 
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tranquillity), magic and childhood. These feelings also seem to be allocated to 
the individual, and the personal sphere of experience. When society is 
included, it seems to be juxtaposed with nature, seemingly always in a kind of 
debate. This juxtaposition of different actors seems to indicate opposition that 
needs to be settled, where a winner is clearly identified.  

 

7.3	  How	  is	  the	  New	  Human-‐Nature	  Relationship	  Practiced	  in	  
Damanhur?	  
 
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 to spirituality. This vision is highly shared among residents: they 
consider themselves environmentalists because they are spiritual. 
 
In contrast 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 in Damanhur is quite unsustainable, centred mostly 
around individual 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 
transportation. So even though the community could be objectively considered 
sustainable, individual practices seem suffer from a kind of ‘rebound effect’ 
(i.e. Girod & de Haan, 2009).  
 
Similarly, on the individual level, Damanhurians do not seem to be that 
environmentally 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 (and within the community 
itself), the members of CambioIdea were rarely, if ever, seen to use them. This 
decision could be explained by the fact that these practices – compared to the 
British context – are not that salient in the general Italian cultural context.  
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Similarly to Braziers Park, we may interpret this inconsistency between 
individual perception and actual practices by taking into account the 
comparisons available between Damanhur within its 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.  
 

7.4	  How	  is	  Damanhur	  Re-‐presenting	  the	  Human-‐Nature	  Relationship?	  
 
Besides the ‘Meditation school’ practice every Monday evening, 
Damanhurians attend two other evening meetings every week: the social 
meeting on Wednesdays and ‘esoteric physics’ discussions on Thursdays. 
Additionally, each week every nucleo also holds a general community meeting. 
 
Despite all these meetings, the discourse in Damanhur is mostly monological, 
based on strong, ‘locally’ hegemonic representations. For example, this can be 
seen in the following discussion on food. 
 
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 the issue are integrated into one all-encompassing spiritual practice.  
 
This process is replicated in the debate on vegetarianism; even though it is 
completely acceptable to be a vegetarian, vegan or even fruitarian, the residents 
are encouraged – if possible – to partake in a diverse diet, which also includes 
small amounts of meat. This is part of a spiritual goal of gaining experience 
and feeding different parts of one’s personality. 
 
In this vision, food becomes a way of both personal and community 
development: by incorporating a greater variety of food, people can extend 
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their soul structure, similar to socialising rituals summarised by Lahlou (1995) 
under the metaphor of ‘communion’ where development is achieved by 
incorporating the ‘other’. 
 
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). Similar tendencies can be 
observed in the case of adult education, where different types of courses and 
knowledge – based both on thinking as well as experiencing – are combined 
into one cohesive educational and spiritual direction. 
 
As opposed to Braziers Park, in Damanhur the normative dimension seems to 
be already widely established. In fact, Damanhur has a very clear and extensive 
main normative document – the Damanhurian 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. 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. 
 
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.  
 
Damanhurians avoid tensions by promoting harmony and similarity, rather 
than trying to regulate which dimension is more important. They are driven to 
establish unity and stability.  
 
Even though conflicting elements within the human-nature relationship are 
acknowledged, they are not seen as problematic. While polyphasic elements 
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instigate a process of negotiation in Braziers Park, in Damanhur the ‘stress 
field’ is not experienced as something negative. The normative dimension of 
spirituality is actually re-enforcing the cognitive polyphasia; it is even seen as 
beneficial. In this sense, conflict is seen as relation, not clash. 
 
This, of course, does not mean that the expressive and cognitive dimensions, 
and their opposing perspectives, are not recognised. On the contrary, they are 
always acknowledged. Additionally, they are given the same amount of 
priority. However, it is the normative dimension that is regulating the 
expression of both. While in Braziers Park spirituality has been allocated to the 
sphere of the expressive dimension, in Damanhur it has been elevated to the 
position of the norm. The prevalence of spirituality as a norm can be seen in 
every example, from food, agriculture and stockbreeding, education, to art.  
 
Being spiritual in Damanhur means recognizing and accepting diversity in the 
search for experience; it is about merging seemingly opposing forces. 
Additionally, spirituality has been closely connected to practice. It is not only 
seen as something practical and active, but is considered to be a way of life in 
itself. This is most clearly seen in community art artefacts. They are all about 
uniting different parts, seeming opposing forces into one coherent piece. 
 

7.5	  What	  can	  be	  surmised	  about	  the	  Process	  of	  Re-‐presentation	  in	  
both	  Case	  Studies?	  
 
In both ecovillages it is the question of ‘modifying’ nature within practices that 
creates areas of tension between affective and cognitive dimensions of the 
representations. Nevertheless, the two communities go about addressing these 
‘stress fields’ in different ways, which ultimately also suggests two alternative 
prefigurative paths. 
 
Braziers Park seems to operate like an individualistic society (Oyserman et al., 
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. 
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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-environmental. This can be due to both high 
individual expectations of community life as well as social comparison with 
other similar groups within the British cultural context. 
 
When addressing and aiming to resolve the ‘stress field’ 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. Additionally, the experience of the expressive dimension is 
driven into the private sphere.  
 
Instead, 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 practices suffer from a kind of ‘rebound 
effect’ (i.e. Girod & de Haan, 2009; Berkhout et al., 2000). In addition, while 
some community pro-environmental practices seem to be lagging behind the 
collective sustainability goals, the cultural context of the community has to be 
taken into account. For example, the use of organic cleaning products and 
wearing second hand clothing is not salient in the wider Italian context. 
 
In the process of resolving the ‘stress filed’ within the re-presentation of 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). 
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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.  
 
In summary, while both communities challenge the currently hegemonic view 
of nature as something to be modified, they are using different techniques in 
order to address the arising tensions. This suggests that the prefigurative 
challenge of the current human-nature relationship may follow different 
implicit or explicit strategies, based on individuals or on community. 
 

7.6	  What	  Role	  does	  Spirituality	  play	  in	  the	  Life	  of	  Ecovillages?	  
 
As the concept of connectedness with nature (i.e. Perkins, 2010; Clayton, 2003, 
Schultz, 2002) and spirituality (i.e. Lee & Grouzet, 2014, Dutcher et al., 2007) 
are slowly becoming of interest to researchers studying pro-environmental 
behaviour, and as ecovillages in general (including GEN) often promote their 
spiritual outlook on life (Litfin, 2007), the thesis has tried to determine the role 
spirituality (as defined by de Jager Meezebroek et al., 2012a) plays within the 
life of ecovillages. 
 
Consciously acknowledged or not, spirituality seems to be a part of ecovillage 
life in both case studies. In Braziers Park spirituality is seen as an individual 
and private experience, not a part of the community’s public image. On the 
contrary, in Damanhur spirituality is a collective conception, embedded in 
every part of community life and plays an important role in the image 
Damanhur would like to present to the outside.  
 
This discrepancy could tentatively be ascribed to the cultural context. Even 
historically, religion and spiritual belief as a part of daily life have been more 
collectively accepted in Italy – also due the power of the Catholic Church –; 
while in United Kingdom this has not been the case at least since the English 
reformation in the 16th century.  
 
In light of this, it might not seem quite so surprising that in Braziers Park 
spirituality and connectedness with nature function within the domain of the 
expressive dimension of social representations. Additionally, even though 
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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., 2012a are constituting parts of spirituality), this is not 
recognised as something the community shares as a common value. Therefore, 
albeit some common spiritual values could objectively exist, they are 
disregarded. The only common value that is (jokingly) admitted is anti-
authoritarianism. This value, instead of being anchored in ‘sensitivity’ and 
emotions, has more in common with a rational perspective towards life. It is 
about rationally approaching authority positions and making one’s own 
decisions; it is practical as well as individualistic.  
 
On the other hand, in Damanhur spirituality plays a normative role, functioning 
within the normative dimension. Even when it comes to community identity, 
spirituality seems to be of outmost importance; it is considered as a kind of 
glue, not only normalising the relationship between the dimensions of the 
social representations and consequent practices, but also between community 
members. Common spiritual beliefs – which have also been normalised within 
practices – could also account for the high scores of group identity and feelings 
of group belonging.  
 

7.7	  How	  do	  Braziers	  Park	  and	  Damanhur	  Relate	  to	  their	  Surroundings?	  
 
The diverse ways the two selected ecovillages are confronting the ‘stress field’ 
within the process of re-presenting the human-nature relationship also suggests 
different ways of prefiguration as a form of political participation. Both, 
Braziers Park and Damanhur, “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; furthermore political 
engagement in protests, is – similarly to other community issues like 
spirituality, pro-environmental behaviour and art – only seen and carried out in 
the private sphere.  
 
On the other hand, besides their participation within GEN and WoOOF 
organisations (as in the case of Braziers Park), Damanhur is very politically 
active in various other national and international organizations, like RIVE and 
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Conacreis. Damanhur community members are also involved in regional 
politics and have even established their own political party. Moreover, they are 
active volunteers within national organizations like the Civil Protection, the 
Fire Department and the Red Cross. 
 
Within the field of prefigurative politics, this raises some queries, for example 
when it comes to intentionality. In Yates’ (2015) opinion one of prefigurative 
movement’s main aims should be the 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, residents of Braziers Park do not seem to 
consciously hold this intent, at least not as a community.  
 
However, both ecovillages have been privy to some delegitimising techniques 
from their surroundings. For example, residents of Braziers Park have been 
rumoured to sleep in one round bed, while members of Damanhur have been 
said to eat children. According to theory on influence (Andreouli & Howarth, 
2013; Staerklé et al., 2011; Orfali, 2002), this is one of the possible responses 
from the majority, attempting to resist minority influence. In this sense, even 
though they do not express a conscious wish to exert influence, the surrounding 
communities have interpreted them as striving to influence.  
 

7.8	  Are	  Conditions	  Favourable	  for	  Ecovillages	  as	  Political	  Actors?	  
 
One of the qualifications contributing to the success of active minorities, like 
ecovillages, is also a ‘favourable zeitgeist ‘ (Maass & Clark, 1984). In order to 
try and get a quick overview of the Zeitgeist ecovillages seem to be a part, both 
Google search trends and frequency of words, like ‘environmentalism’, 
‘spirituality’, and ‘ecovillage’, in corpi of Google books (English and Italian) 
have been taken into account. 
 
Taking into account the corpus of books (using Google Ngram Viewer), in both 
languages, English and Italian, a general upward trend in the use of words like 
‘environmentalism’ and ‘spirituality’ can be observed. On the other hand, 
comparing the popularity of these two concepts by looking at Google search 
trends, a completely different picture emerges. This could mean that both 
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concepts, environmentalism and spirituality, are not perceived as something 
foreign anymore. They have both been objectified and are ready to be used in 
published materials, for the consumption of the general public. The need to 
research these two topics on-line has therefore diminished; they have both 
settled themselves into the domain common sense. 
 
Looking at regional trends specifically, we can notice that interest in 
environmentalism is centred in England, where it is also linked to searches 
examining the lifecycle of the movement, like its death and rebirth.  
 
Keeping in mind Maass and Clark’s (1984) Zeitgeist qualification, these results 
could indicate a favourable context for ecovillages as active minorities. If the 
population is interested in discovering a different side to the environmentalism 
movement, this could provide an opportunity for ecovillages, where they can 
present themselves not only as alternatives to the currently hegemonic 
representation, but also to the environmentalism movement in itself. 
Specifically, putting forth their prefigurative ambitions. 
 
People interested in the topic of spirituality, on the other hand, are located 
mostly in the area of Ireland and Scotland. In the case of Ireland, spirituality 
could be considered more in terms of religion. Scotland, on the other hand, is 
home to one of the most famous spiritually oriented ecovillages in Britain – 
Findhorn. As we have seen they have been most successful in establishing 
themselves as an active minority within the British context. This could explain 
why the searches associated with the term spirituality have to do with its 
definition. People seem to want to know more about their unique views on this 
topic. 
 
When it comes to the Italian context, people interested in environmentalism 
mostly come from the south of the country. In Italy, we can see a strong North-
South divide, with south lagging behind. This could explain why their interest 
in environmentalism is more salient; it is still perceived as a new and 
interesting trend. For example, in the less industrialised areas interest in 
environmental issues may derive from new development opportunities linked 
to sustainable tourism. These searches are focused around topics like 
environmental impact, education, and politics.  
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On the other hand, spirituality in Italy seems to be more of interest to people 
living in the Northwest of the country, specifically in the area of the city of 
Torino. Torino is known for its esoteric background, but it is also the closest 
city to the spiritual ecovillage of Damanhur as well as a more Christian-
oriented Bose community. 
 
Similarly to environmentalism and spirituality, the term ecovillage is becoming 
increasingly popular in the book corpora – in both, the British and Italian, 
contexts. The search for ecovillages on Google has skyrocketed in 2007 in both 
countries and is now levelling out. Interestingly, the search term is most 
popular in Scotland in United Kingdom and Piedmont in Italy. As previously 
mentioned, these are also the locations of Findhorn and Damanhur. 
 
Having established that the Zeitgeist for ecovillages seems favourable, 
especially for Findhorn and Damanhur – which are both one of the most 
famous, as well as overtly spiritually oriented, communities in Europe – we 
can now take a look at the more specific context, and the type of discourse 
ecovillages have managed to create in the public sphere. 
 

7.9	  How	  are	  Ecovillages	  perceived	  in	  the	  wider	  British	  Context?	  
 
Within the British media we can see a confrontation of two different actors 
operating on two different levels. One hand, the term ecovillage has been 
associated with the government’s ‘sustainable communities’, a top-down 
scheme proposed by the British Labour party, specifically the then-deputy 
Prime Minister John Prescott. This view of ecovillages is addressing public 
sphere issues, mostly social and economic. However, its position is anchored in 
more ‘ecological’ (as opposed to ‘spiritual’) conceptualization of ecovillages. 
 
On the other hand, we can see that the Scottish ecovillage Findhorn has 
established itself as a strong opposing actor (also including some of other 
slightly less known ecovillages in the GEN network), focusing not on top-
down perceptions of sustainability, but a more bottom-up approach. Within the 
group of primary actors, they have included families, and have decided to 
focus on positive emotions including spirituality. This actor sees ecovillages as 
private sphere entities, where the attention is given to more basic ideas of 
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sustainability. Nonetheless, this conceptualization has anchored itself more into 
the sphere of the ‘spiritual’. 
 
It is interesting that while Findhorn, as a representation of the alternative – 
non-governmental – view on ecovillages, has managed to establish conflict and 
subsequent discourse, with the government position on ‘sustainable 
communities’, not by opposing the importance of environmental sustainability, 
but adding the more emotional and spiritual outlook on the issue. In this way, it 
has focused on the private sphere and added value to the role of families and 
their more basic, material contexts.  
 
Having a look at the specificities, we can see that while more right-wing 
newspapers have focused on the government as the actor, promoting 
ecovillages as a top-down initiative in the local sphere, more left-wing 
newspapers have decided to portray a more global outlook and bottom-up 
initiatives. This more local, top-down representation of ecovillages is also 
characteristic of daily newspapers, while weekly newspapers and monthly 
magazine tend to focus on different ecovillage projects around the world18. 
 

7.10	  How	  is	  Braziers	  Park	  perceived	  as	  a	  Political	  Actor?	  
 
Within the general discourse on sustainable communities, Braziers Park has 
technically identified itself more with Findhorn’s position, which is – 
compared to the one of the government – focused more on the private sphere, 
and positive emotions (including spirituality). However, compared to other 
British ecovillages, Braziers Park is portrayed more as a venue, a host to 
different music festivals and similar events. In this context, Braziers Park is not 
seen as an ecovillage per se, but only as a location. This seeming anonymity 
has been confirmed also in interviews with the residents, where some of them 
have stated they did not know there was a community living on the venue 
grounds before they made an active enquiry.  
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Quite stereotypically, male authors of articles tend to prefer writing about government as the actor and ecovillages as 
political projects, while female authors tend to write more on everyday, lifestyle-oriented dimensions of ecovillages. 
More research would be needed in order to determine if these results are of any significance, as we do not know if the 
choice of topics of articles was the author’s own decision or not. 
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Residents of the community do however participate in different political 
activities, but only as individuals, in their private time. The community as a 
collective, as ‘Braziers Park’, can therefore hardly be considered as a clear 
political actor within the British political context. Their disregard of 
commonality is also a possible reason for the weak ‘bounded normative 
influence’ (Kincaid, 2004) among their residents, which is an important part of 
‘consistency’.  
 
As there seems to be a strong connection between the normative and cognitive 
dimension in the re-presenting the human-nature relationship, Braziers Park 
could use this to their advantage. Their flexible negotiation style would be 
better equipped for contexts with large differences in opinion (Mugny, 1975). 
Nevertheless, their experience could assist them to better navigate their 
position in the political arena, using the ‘stress field’ to their advantage. Even 
though there does not seem to be a prevailing, guiding norm, there is a search 
for diversity and a desire to open up a discourse, which could prove as an asset, 
since it provides a chance for the community to better adapt to different 
situations that may arise. 
 

7.11	  How	  are	  Ecovillages	  perceived	  in	  the	  wider	  Italian	  Context?	  
 
Within the Italian media the discourse takes place between three to four 
political actors. They look at the issue of ecovillages from two perspectives: a 
place of leisure, and a place for work, and, as in the British media, either as a 
project within public or private space. Nevertheless, ecovillages in general are 
associated more with leisure activities; only one actor is described more as a 
work project. 
 
Where ecovillages are perceived as a place of leisure and relaxation, one 
depiction is specifically focused on ecovillages as vacation sites, specifically 
work vacation via WoOOF-ing. In this group the Portuguese ecovillage Val di 
Cambra is one of the most frequent actors (associated with the sea, museums 
and activities such as yoga). The second leisure-oriented view of ecovillages 
portrays them as places to live, where matters like community, religion and 
philosophy are of the most importance. In this group we can find most of the 
ecovillages within the GEN and RIVE networks, including Damanhur. The 
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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 necessarily on the environmental aspect of the community. 
 
The first three groups of actors are mostly ecovillages belonging to the GEN 
network. On the other hand, the final depiction of ecovillages is taking a more 
business-oriented approach, seeing them more as projects. In this group we can 
find international projects like Tribewanted and some other smaller 
development plans within the public sphere.  
 
Looking at the specific features of the newspapers and their authors, we can 
see that daily newspapers seem to focus more on specific individuals and/or 
their projects, while weekly newspapers focus more on organisations like 
different associations, farms, laboratories, etc. The monthly magazine, on the 
other hand delves deeper into the issue, where it portrays the issue of 
sustainable communities on two levels, defining technology and sources of 
energy on one hand, and community and spirituality on the other. Similar 
duality is seen when comparing right-wing and left-wing newspapers. While 
right-wing newspapers are describing the physical and organisational aspects 
of sustainable communities, left-wing newspapers try to depict a more social 
view, focusing on people and their activities (specifically art).  
 

7.12	  How	  is	  Damanhur	  perceived	  as	  a	  Political	  Actor?	  
 
Damanhur belongs to the leisure-oriented group within the Italian media 
corpus, focusing more on the private sphere activities. This is also where one 
finds most other Italian ecovillages within the GEN network. Most of the 
articles referring to Damanhur specifically are descriptive, focusing on the 
location and the founder of the community. 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 case of the disappearance of a local teenager and how it 
could have been tied to the New Age community.  
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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. Here we can see that Damanhur as a 
special political actor has again been somewhat delegitimised.  
 
Possibly because of its success in establishing a ‘bounded normative influence’ 
(Kincaid, 2004) within its own community, Damanhur has managed to achieve 
a strong political presence in both contexts. However, both the British and 
Italian media seem to be using slight delegitimizing techniques when referring 
to the community. According to the theory (Andreouli & Howarth, 2013; 
Staerklé et al., 2011; Orfali, 2002), this could be due to the fact that Damanhur 
has utilized provocation in order to be socially recognized. Nevertheless, this 
does not mean that the community has existed the dialogical space in any of 
the two cultural contexts. Therefore opportunities for influence have not been 
taken completely away. According to minority influence theory (Moscovici, 
1976) even though the majority might not overtly agree with the minority’s 
points of view and publicly deny any affiliations, this does not mean that the 
minority does not have power. 
 

7.13	  What	  can	  be	  surmised	  about	  the	  Political	  Discourse	  instigated	  by	  
Ecovillages?	  	  
 
Researchers (i.e. Marková, 2008; 2006; Wagner & Hayes, 2005) believe that a 
successful minority needs to exploit dualistic principles by establishing a 
conflicting representation with the majority and then present itself as a viable 
alternative. In order to achieve influence, it must be acknowledged as a 
political actor by demonstrating consistency (i.e. Maass & Clark, 1984).  
 
European ecovillages have essentially managed to establish a discourse within 
the environment debate, 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 their practices, but it also 
acknowledges a more emotional and spiritual dimension. In this sense, it is also 
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anchored in the context of the private sphere, with emphasis on community and 
family, and activities of leisure, including art and philosophy.  
 
By examining both the British and Italian media, it could be said that 
ecovillages as a movement have been generally quite successful in establishing 
themselves as actors. Maybe not as a movement, but definitely as individual 
actors. 
 
With their entrance into the public arena they have generated cognitive 
polyphasia, by introducing different, sometimes conflicting, elements of the 
representation. In this specific case they have organized the image of 
sustainable communities in thematic poles (Marková, 2003) of public vs. 
private, top-down vs. bottom-up, rational vs. emotional, business vs. leisure, 
etc. However, the results indicate that polyphasia in itself may not be a suitable 
way for ecovillages to be seen as an alternative; in their quest to re-present the 
human-nature relationship, active minorities must strive to create a ‘stress 
field’. The most successful ecovillages – in the political arena – have chosen to 
focus on the expressive dimension of the social representation, countering the 
predominant cognitive dimension promoted by the more hegemonic, top-down 
position. 
 
There seem to be two different depictions of ecovillages in the media within 
both contexts. One is more rational, focused on economic and social 
circumstances, and focusing more on top-down sustainability projects. On the 
other hand, there is a more expressive view of ecovillages, as places of positive 
feelings, leisure activities, and relationships. 
 
Of course, we must acknowledge the differences between the two contexts, as 
well as recognize that the ecovillage movement is known for both its unity as 
well as diversity (Litfin, 2009), with members who have each in their own right 
established their own, individual styles of prefiguration. The most prominent 
actor it the British context is the spiritually orientated ecovillage Findhorn, 
while in the Italian context it is Libera Università di Alcatraz, promoted by a 
renowned family of artists. Both of these ecovillages have managed to use the 
diverse elements within the social representation of sustainable communities 
(and perhaps sustainability in general) to situate themselves as an alternative to 
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the government’s position. They have managed to create a conflict and 
therefore an opportunity for change.  
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8 Conclusions 
The thesis looks at ecovillages as one of prefigurative environmentalist 
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, 1976).  
 
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). 
 
In their aim to re-present the current hegemonic view of nature as something to 
be ‘modified’, ecovillages are actively challenging and re-presenting this 
relationship. Specifically, it is through their everyday practices that we can 
observe their attempt to re-present and resolve the arising tensions between the 
representation’s three dimensions (Fischer et al., 2012): the cognitive, 
expressive, and normative dimension (Bujis et al., 2011). 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 thesis proposes that it is the normative 
dimension that strives to regulate the expressive and cognitive one, attempting 
to normalise their relationship and in order realise (and normalise) consistent 
practice.  
 
In line with these expectations, it was observed that in both ecovillages it is the 
question of ‘modifying’ nature through practices that creates areas of tension 
between the affective and cognitive dimension of 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 an alternative ‘state of nature’ where this situation is put into 
question (Braziers Park) and/or is re-organised under the frame of spirituality 
(Damanhur). 
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Initially, it was also 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 ecovillage case studies belong to the same ecovillage 
network (GEN Europe), they seem to be utilising 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 in order to address arising 
tensions between the dimensions.  
 
For example, Braziers Park presents an example of a community with a more 
individualistic perspective, which aims to resolve the ‘stress field’ between the 
three dimensions (Fischer et al., 2012) by searching for diversity and 
maintaining an anarchistic outlook on norms. On the other hand, Damanhur is 
more community oriented, addressing these tensions through the search for 
unity, where relationships between the dimensions are actively sought to be 
normalised by employing ‘spirituality’ as an overarching norm. In this process, 
institutionalization becomes one of its objectives. 
 
Moreover, 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., 2012a), 
brings some generally interesting insights. Even though these feelings are 
sometimes 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 be some 
interesting parallels when it comes to open acknowledgement and practice of 
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spirituality on the community level and the general perception of cohesion 
within the community, as well as group identity intensity. 
 
Also, in regards to the relationship with the broader society, initial 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 in theory does not necessarily 
contradict Braziers’ potential influence. 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. Moreover, they are active 
volunteers within national organizations like the Civil Protection, the Fire 
Department and the Red Cross. 
 
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 its re-presentations, Braziers 
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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 ingrained 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 incorporated into the daily 
life of the community and have in time moved from conscious to unconscious 
practice. The role of ‘consciousness’ in prefigurative action may thus be much 
more complex than that traditionally recognised by social movements 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 et al., 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? 
 
In order 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 
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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 promoting the bottom-up 
approach, as well as 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 the possibility of 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 practice, but it also 



	  
	  

	   282	  

acknowledges a more emotional and spiritual dimension. Ecovillages have 
chosen to anchor the representation in the context of the private sphere, 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 the 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, business vs. leisure, etc. These 
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 expressive dimension of 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 context. 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 (specifically 
when it comes to their overt use of spirituality as an integral part of their 
image), 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 
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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 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 these 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 gaining 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 one single prefigurative movement 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 
political participation – bringing up the question if spirituality could or should 
become the future of the environmentalist movement.  
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Annex	  1a:	  Consent	  form,	  English	  version	  
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European	  PhD	  in	  Social	  Representations	  and	  Communication	  
	  

Coordinated	  by	  Sapienza	  University	  of	  Rome	  
Piazza	  Cavalieri	  di	  Malta,	  2	  

00153	  Rome,	  Italy	  
Tel:	  0039-‐06-‐69380814	  
Fax:	  0039-‐06-‐69294280	  

	  
	  

Informed	  Consent	  
	  

We	   invite	   you	   to	   participate	   in	   a	   research	   study	   on	   social	   representations	   of	  
environmentally	   friendly	   behaviour	   and	   spirituality/connectedness	  with	   nature	   in	   eco-‐
villages	  (under	  the	  working	  title:	  Eco-‐village:	  A	  Source	  of	  Social	  Change?).	  
	  
Participation	   does	   not	   involve	   health	   risks.	   We	   remind	   you	   that	   your	   participation	   is	  
completely	  voluntary.	  You	  can	  stop	  participating	  at	  any	  time,	  without	  explanation.	  	  
The	  researcher	  is	  always	  available	  to	  answer	  any	  additional	  questions	  that	  may	  arise.	  
	  
Researcher:	  Petra	  Carman,	  PhD	  Candidate,	  European	  PhD	  in	  Social	  Representations	  and	  
Communication,	  Sapienza	  University	  of	  Rome,	  petra.carman@uniroma1.it	  	  
	  
Supervisor:	   Dr.	   Mauro	   Sarrica,	   Department	   of	   Communication	   and	   Social	   Research,	  
Sapienza	  University	  of	  Rome,	  mauro.sarrica@uniroma1.it	  	  
	  
	  
	  

To	  be	  completed	  by	  the	  Research	  Participant	  
	  
Please	  answer	  each	  of	  the	  following	  questions:	  
	  
Have	  you	  consented	  to	  this	  interview	  being	  audio	  recorded?	  
	  

Yes	   No	  

Do	  you	  feel	  you	  have	  been	  given	  sufficient	  information	  about	  the	  
research	  to	  enable	  you	  to	  decide	  whether	  or	  not	  to	  participate?	  
	  

Yes	   No	  

Have	  you	  had	  an	  opportunity	  to	  ask	  questions	  about	  the	  research?	  
	  

Yes	   No	  

Will	  you	  allow	  the	  researcher	  to	  use	  anonymised	  quotes	  in	  presentations	  
and	  publications?	  
	  

Yes	   No	  

Will	  you	  allow	  the	  anonymised	  data	  to	  be	  archived,	  to	  enable	  secondary	  
analysis	  and	  training	  future	  researchers?	  

Yes	   No	  

	  
	  
Participant’s	  name:	  ________________________________________	  
	  
Participant’s	  signature:	  ____________________________________	  	  	  	  	  Date:	  ____/____/________	  
	  
If	  you	  would	  like	  to	  receive	  a	  copy	  of	  the	  research	  report,	  please	  provide	  your	  e-‐
mail	  or	  postal	  address:	  
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Annex	  1b:	  Consent	  form,	  Italian	  version	  
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European	  PhD	  in	  Social	  Representations	  and	  Communication	  
	  

Coordinated	  by	  Sapienza	  University	  of	  Rome	  
Piazza	  Cavalieri	  di	  Malta,	  2	  

00153	  Rome,	  Italy	  
Tel:	  0039-‐06-‐69380814	  
Fax:	  0039-‐06-‐69294280	  

	  
	  

Consenso	  informato	  
	  

Vi	   invitiamo	   a	   partecipare	   ad	   uno	   studio	   di	   ricerca	   sulle	   rappresentazioni	   sociali	   di	  
comportamento	   ecologico	   e	   spiritualità	   /	   connessione	   con	   la	   natura	   in	   eco-‐villaggi	   (il	  
titolo	  della	  tesi:	  Eco-‐villaggio:	  una	  fonte	  di	  cambiamento	  sociale?).	  
	  
La	   partecipazione	   non	   comporta	   nessun	   rischio	   per	   la	   salute.	   Vi	   ricordiamo	   che	   la	  
partecipazione	  è	  completamente	  volontaria.	  È	  possibile	  interrompere	  la	  partecipazione	  in	  
qualsiasi	  momento,	  senza	  dare	  alcuna	  spiegazione.	  
Il	  ricercatore	  è	  sempre	  a	  disposizione	  per	  rispondere	  a	  tutte	  le	  domande.	  
	  
Ricercatore:	  Petra	  Carman,	  Dottoranda,	  Dottorato	  Europeo	  in	  Rappresentazioni	  Sociali	  e	  
Comunicazione,	  Sapienza	  Università	  di	  Roma,	  petra.carman@uniroma1.it	  
	  
Relatore:	   Dott.	   Mauro	   Sarrica,	   Dipartimento	   di	   Comunicazione	   e	   Ricerca	   Sociale,	  
Sapienza	  Università	  di	  Roma,	  mauro.sarrica@uniroma1.it	  	  
	  
	  
	  

Da	  essere	  compilato	  dal	  partecipante	  
	  
Siete	  pregati	  di	  rispondere	  alle	  seguenti	  domande:	  
	  
Ha	  acconsentito	  alla	  registrazione	  di	  questa	  intervista?	  
	  

Sì	   No	  

Ha	  ricevuto	  informazioni	  sufficienti	  sulla	  ricerca	  per	  consentirle	  di	  
decidere	  se	  partecipare	  o	  meno?	  
	  

Sì	   No	  

Ha	  avuto	  l’opportunità	  di	  porre	  domande	  sulla	  ricerca?	  
	  

Sì	   No	  

Permette	  al	  ricercatore	  di	  utilizzare	  le	  citazioni	  anonimi	  in	  
presentazioni	  e	  pubblicazioni?	  
	  

Sì	   No	  

Permettere	  di	  archiviare	  i	  dati	  in	  forma	  anonima,	  per	  consentire	  
un’analisi	  secondaria	  e	  la	  formazione	  di	  futuri	  ricercatori?	  

Sì	   No	  

	  
	  
Nome	  e	  cognome	  del	  partecipante:	  ________________________________________	  
	  
Firma	  del	  partecipante:	  ____________________________________	  	  	  	  	  	   	   Data:	  
____/____/________	  
	  
Se	  desiderate	  ricevere	  una	  copia	  della	  tesi,	  forniteci	  il	  Vostro	  indirizzo	  e-‐mail	  o	  
indirizzo	  postale:	  
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Annex	  2:	  Social	  Identification	  Scale	  
 
 
Social identification scale (Devine-Wright et al., 2007) 
 

1. I feel a sense of belonging with the community  
2. I feel a sense of pride in the community 
3. I feel that I can participate fully in community activities 
4. I feel that I cannot communicate my own needs within the community 

effectively  
 
NOTE: For the interviews statement No. 4 was reversed from negative to 
positive, reading: I feel that I can communicate my own needs within the 
community effectively 
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