Sustainability Science (2020) 15:395-409
https://doi.org/10.1007/511625-019-00775-9

1R3S/3

SPECIAL FEATURE: ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Exploring the Transformative Capacity of Place-Shaping Practices

=

Check for
updates

Inner change and sustainability initiatives: exploring the narratives
from eco-villagers through a place-based transformative learning

approach

S.R. Pisters'2® . H. Vihinen? - E. Figueiredo®

Received: 31 January 2019 / Accepted: 18 December 2019 / Published online: 7 January 2020

© The Author(s) 2020

Abstract

In an earlier work, we suggested that connection, compassion and creativity could be used as key analytical dimensions of
transformative place-based learning (Pisters et al. in Emot Sp Soc 34(8):100578, 2019). This analytical framework was cre-
ated to study processes of place-based transformative learning which evoke shifts in our consciousness. This inner change
might well be critical in the development of regenerative practices and places. This article aims to critically investigate the
framework empirically using life-story interviews with people living in three different ecovillages. Ecovillages are so-called
intentional communities which aim to develop sustainable, regenerative ways of living. Methodologically, the research is
grounded in an ethnography and narrative inquiry. Following the empirical results, we will reflect on the merits and short-
comings of the analytical framework. The article concludes that the framework proved useful for its purpose if it includes a
fourth dimension of "transgression’ and portraits the dimensions as continua.

Keywords Transformative learning - Ecovillages - Place - Narrative inquiry

Introduction

How to address the ‘wicked problems’ of today’s world
concerning the interlinked issues of climate, water, food,
energy and social justice is a pressing theme (Head 2014;
Leal Filho and Esteves de Freitas 2018; Termeer et al. 2012).
The wicked nature, characterized by inevitable complexity,
ambiguity and uncertainty of these problems calls for new
ways of organizing human societies which allow for the
continuation of human life on earth in a way that is sustain-
able, socially just (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2016) and respective of
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nonhuman forms of living. Moving in that direction requires
a deep learning process that engages with and transcends the
complexity of these nexus issues (ibid).

Transition studies and place-based research both indicate
that rather than grand schemes based on a ‘one size fits all’
approach, transformative solutions emerge at the local level
(Barca et al. 2012; Geels 2010; Haxeltine et al. 2013; Roep
et al. 2015). It is at this level that the complexity and inter-
linked nature of these nexus issues can be grasped and solu-
tions created that draw from, and are responsive to, particu-
lar place-based configurations. Transformative responses at
this level drive wider social change and regime shifts (Geels
2010; Swilling 2013). The emergence of such ‘niche’ inno-
vations does require a deep learning process where multi-
ple dimensions are aligned and new relations are created
(Sol 2018; Sol and Wals 2014). There is still, however, a
lack of clarity of the nature of this kind or learning, how
it occurs and what influences it (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2016).
Increasingly though, scholars are starting to explore the
learning processes that give rise to these niche innovation,
referred to from now on in this paper as ‘sustainability initia-
tives’, through the theoretical lenses of transformative and
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transgressive learning (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2015; O’Sullivan
and Taylor 2004). These theoretical perspectives are based
on the argument that emancipatory forms of learning are
more effective in fostering a meaningful engagement with
sustainability issues compared to persuasion or economic
and legal incentives (Wals and Jickling 2002). Trans-
formative learning explores deep shifts in perspective or
consciousness (see Section “Connection, compassion and
creativity”). Transgressive learning is understood as a type
of transformative learning focusing on how transformative
learning can translate in disruptive agency and the trans-
gression of hegemonic systems (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2015;
Macintyre et al. 2018, 2019). This article uses these theo-
retical lenses, with a main focus on transformative learning,
to explore the influence of more individual, inner learning
processes in the context of ecovillages as sustainability ini-
tiatives which are characterized by their place-based char-
acter (Avelino et al. 2015; Wittmayer et al. 2015). We are
concerned with learning processes that enable the creation
of such ecological communities (Wals 2019). To do this, we
mainly focus on inner learning at the level of the individual
and include the learning processes that may have taken place
before a community project might even have started in our
analysis as well. In other words, we aim to understand how
and why people commit to a life in an ecovillage, one that
is often quite radically different from more conventual ways
of living.

As sustainability research seems to be on a quest for
understanding how individuals, communities and societies
get motivated to embrace more sustainable ways of liv-
ing (Batson and Thompson 2001; Kollmuss and Agyeman
2002; Sapiains et al. 2015), the value of understanding this
learning process becomes apparent. Thus, we pose that to
understand the emergence and character of sustainability
initiatives like ecovillages, we need to understand the learn-
ing processes taking place, both overtly and covertly, tangi-
ble and less tangible, that foster these visible outer changes
and have the potential to transgress dominant systems. To
obtain such a deeper understanding, we developed a theoreti-
cal framework which presents all aspects of a (place-based)
transformative learning process that drives regenerative
practices as found in the literature (Pisters et al. 2019). With
this framework, we recognize the transformative potential of
place-based inquiries and the phenomenological experience
of a learner where object, subject, place and person are not
separate entities (Greenwood 2009; McKenzie et al. 2009).
In other words, shifts in consciousness never take place in
a vacuum but in the space between the self, the social and
the material (Newman 2014; Pisters et al. 2019). We thus
take a relational perspective towards transformative learn-
ing whereby we aim to go beyond categories of individual
or social/collective learning as they are first of all comple-
mentary and mutually influence one another and secondly
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these concepts tend to overlook the role of the material and
nonhuman in such learning processes. Connection, compas-
sion and creativity were suggested as key dimensions that
can help structure, understand and approach transformative
learning (Section “Connection, compassion and creativity”).
This framework was based on the acknowledgement that
sustainability transformations require change from the inside
out (O’Brien 2013), including changes in the social-affective
domains of values (Horlings 2015b), culture (Dessein et al.
2015), worldviews (Hedlund-de Witt 2013), beliefs and par-
adigms and associated cognitive and emotional capacities
of actors (Abson et al. 2017; Meadows 1999) and, indeed,
consciousness (Devall and Sessions 1985; O’Sullivan and
Taylor 2004).

Processes of sustainability do not only require people
to think differently, they require as well shifts in ‘being’
and ‘feeling’ (Daloz 2004). We can for example cognitively
know that our life is connected to the life of a tree, but really
sensing this connection ‘in our bones’ is a different thing
(ibid.). This is what we mean by ‘consciousness’: a dynamic,
relational dimension that is constantly shaped in the interac-
tion between people and their social and physical environ-
ment (Pisters et al. 2019). Viewed as such sustainability can
be considered a process grounded in people—place relation-
ships (e.g. Calvo and De Rosa 2017; Roep, et al. 2015) as
well as in the dialogue or negotiations amongst all those
involved in a particular community concerning the kind of
future(s) they desire (Miller 2013; Weaver and Rotmans,
2006). We suggest that what people desire is dependent upon
the kind of consciousness they embody, which is related to
the internalization of a particular worldview and (cultural)
values and practices. Understanding what kind of conscious-
ness people embracing ecological ways of living embody,
and how such consciousness emerges, is what this research
seeks to understand.

The aim of this article is then to critically investigate the
framework with the aim of testing empirically its value as
an analytical tool and to strengthen it in light of the inevi-
table shortcomings the framework has. For this, the main
researcher conducted research in collaboration with and
within ecovillages. We define ecovillages as place-based
sustainability initiatives, referring to citizen initiatives aim-
ing at conservation, transformation or regeneration of peo-
ple—place relationships, embodying and materializing what
sustainability means for them. Even though it is impossi-
ble to speak of ecovillages as one entity, many ecovillages
have evolved, in one way or the other, from an ecological
consciousness embodying alternative worldviews (Bokan
2015; Carman 2015; Kasper 2008; Kirby 2003; Kunze 2015;
Litfin 2009; Moore and Wight 2007; Tamm 2011; Wight
2008). Furthermore, in being actual places, ecovillages have
shown to be able to turn such alternative understandings of
our world into concrete places (Andreas and Wagner 2012;
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Kasper 2009) and create a bigger movement by connecting
in national, regional and global networks.!

We explore the following questions: Do the experiences
of ecovillagers reflect a learning process and if so how? Are
the above-mentioned dimensions of connection, compassion
and creativity central factors in this process? These ques-
tions are addressed by exploring narratives of meaningful
experiences of people currently residing in ecovillages. By
choosing a life outside the dominant structures and institu-
tions of modern society in places that show radically differ-
ent forms of organizing life, these people have intentionally
and deliberately changed their lives in ways that are likely
to expose them to a learning process. In such a context the
learning process has also potentially been transformative.

In the next section we will first elaborate on the theoreti-
cal underpinnings of this study, mostly summarizing Pisters
et al. (2019) with some additional theoretical reflections.
In the second section we will explain the research method-
ology. In the third we will present the results. In the final
section we will discuss our findings and reflect on the frame-
work and its value for understanding transformative learning
processes that might lead to the emergence of regenerative
practices and communities.

Theoretical background: a place-based approach
to transformative learning

Transformative learning theory was first coined by Mezirow
(1978) and described as ‘a deep shift in perspective, leading
to more open, more permeable, and better justified meaning
perspectives’ (Mezirow 1978 in Taylor and Cranton 2012).2
The theory has since then developed into many different
perspectives that all respond to various strands of critique
(Taylor and Snyder 2012; Tisdell 2012). The theory has been
critiqued for being too Western biased, too much centered
around rational thinking, too focused on the individual and
not shedding light on the link between individual and social
change, leaving out structural elements and being de-contex-
tualized. It has also been suggested that the concept of trans-
formative learning is often misused, describing processes
that are not necessarily transformative (Newman 2012).
However, as O’Brien (2013) argues, we need to look at the
role consciousness plays in our individual and collective
approaches to climate change. This involves amongst other
things to reflect upon our identities and upon the grounds on
which they are build and confront our fears of change (ibid).
For this reason, transformative learning seems to be a useful

! For example the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) https://ecovi
llage.org/.

2 For a more extensive account on the theory of transformative learn-
ing and our approach, see Pisters et al. (2019).

concept to meet the aims of this research, despite the above-
mentioned critiques. From the many different approaches
to transformative learning, this research mainly builds on
a planetary perspective, defining a transformative learning
process as a shift in consciousness from a modern, instru-
mental towards an ‘ecological consciousness’ (O’Sullivan
and Taylor 2004).

In responding to different points of critique, we have sug-
gested that transformative learning, at least when research-
ing sustainability initiatives, should first of all be understood
as a place-based process (Pisters et al. 2019). Even con-
textualized perspectives to transformative learning usually
refer to social, economic, and political contexts (for example
in Clark and Wilson 1991), often overlooking geographical
contexts and the role of material, including our bodies, and
nonhuman factors in transformative learning. Understanding
consciousness as evolving in the interaction between self,
social and material (Newman 2014), transformative learn-
ing from a place-based perspective is a dynamic process that
takes place in this space of interaction.

A transformative learning process should, we have
argued, not be understood as transformative unless it
unfolds or is grounded in the physical or material dimen-
sion, resulting in tangible change on the level of behaviour,
social interaction and organization and material environment
(Pisters et al. 2019). This supports the concept of transgres-
sive learning and might partly solve Newman’s (2012) con-
cern whether learning processes are actually transformative
if they lead to no observable, tangible changes. A place-
based approach thus acknowledges the emplacement of the
learner and takes into account place-specific characteristics,
including culture, local knowledge, spiritual practice and
ontological views, besides the more material, geographical
characteristics of a place. Spirituality for example has been
acknowledged as a key factor in humans’ relations to their
non-human environment (Kamitsis and Francis 2013) and
thus should be considered in learning processes that shift
people’s relationship to the nonhuman. Furthermore, con-
sciousness studies and existing literature on transformative
learning suggest that spiritual practice can be an important
driver for shifts in consciousness (Chaves et al. 2017; Hart
et al. 2000; Tolliver and Tisdell 2006; Vieten et al. 2008).
As an addition to Newman’s three dimensions (self, social,
material) we therefore acknowledge a fourth; the metaphysi-
cal dimension (Pisters et al. 2019).

Understanding transformation as rethinking the very
foundations of how we currently live our lives and shape
our societies, goes beyond seeing sustainability as something
that we add to our ‘to do’ list. Transformative and transgres-
sive learning assumes that we need to go beyond resilience,
mitigation, adaptation or conservation, as these do not chal-
lenge the foundation of the current dysfunctional system
nor work toward disrupting the foundations of this system
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Fig. 1 ‘Place-based transforma-
tive learning’, a theoretical
framework adapted from Pisters

stal. (2019) Connection

Learning to
experience life as
interconnected

and creating something better altogether (Lotz-Sisitka et al.
2015). We do recognize that a part of transformative and
transgressive learning is about identifying what things from
different cultures and worldviews we do wish to honour,
preserve and integrate in the new things that we are creating,
as discussed in Pisters et al. (2019) and Lange (2004). This
involves honouring valuable knowledge, practices, rituals,
of various (indigenous) cultures without over-romanticising
them.

Connection, compassion and creativity

Building on the above, we developed a framework based on
a literature review which shows (aspects of) the place-based
nature of a transformative learning process and research that
supports the theoretical thickness (Pisters et al. 2019). Key
themes have been detected and clustered in three (analyti-
cal) dimensions: connection, compassion and creativity (see
Fig. 1).

This first dimension reflects the core of an ecological
consciousness; the interconnected nature of all life. Experi-
encing and acting from this sense of interconnectedness is
said to be the basis of living from an ecological conscious-
ness (Bateson 1994; O’Sullivan and Taylor 2004). Exist-
ing research discusses some experiences that can enhance
learning towards a state in which one is able to sense this
state of interconnectedness. These include experiences that
trigger a ‘global consciousness’: realizing how one’s life
is connected to places and people near and far and taking
responsibility for them. Even though the theoretical frame-
work is not be understood as a linear model per se (Pisters
et al. 2019), establishing a sense of connection is required
to be able to develop compassion and for creative activity to
be responsive of and in tune with its environment and aware
of its impacts.

(Self)- Compassion, acting to alleviate suffering or do
the least harm, naturally follows a sense of interconnection.
This means that compassion cannot be experienced without
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Compassion Creativity

The manifestation
(concrete & tangible)
of a consciousness of
interconnectedness
or practices through
which connection is
experienced

Learning to be
mindful of, and
responding to
suffering, of other
beings, oneself and
nature

a sense of being connected (Bannon 1973) and when we feel
our life is connected to the life of those or that which suffers,
we feel an urge to alleviate it (Bannon 1973; Pfattheicher
et al. 2016; Vieten et al. 2006). It is, we have argued, a key
element in place-based transformative learning as it invites
for: (1) our acting doing the least harm as possible to our
immediate and distant surroundings (Bannon 1973; Massey
2004); (2) an active response when encountering suffering
(Welp and Brown 2014); (3) being able to hold multiple
perspectives and thereby embracing diversity (Gunnlaugson
2007); and (4) acting compassionate towards ourselves to not
‘burn out’ in responding to suffering around us (Sohr 2001).

Creativity is the materialization of a sense of intercon-
nection and compassion or the means through which these
can be experienced. This dimension is the least developed
and often overlooked in research on transformative learn-
ing. This dimension involves the transformative impact of
living a creative life based on being and ‘self-actualization’
(Maslow 1968) in contrast to living a less creative life in
which one’s core activity is acquiring modern life securi-
ties, a life thus based on having (Cell 1984; Giddens 1991,
Maslow 2012). Furthermore, creativity emphasizes that
the ‘inner’ is not a separate entity from the ‘outer’, shed-
ding light on the relation between inner transformation and
social action or agency. Creativity thus involves the mate-
rialization of inner change processes which can be changes
in behaviour, lifestyle decisions, involvement in practices
and initiatives that disrupt existing systems or create new
ones, like social movements and in the case of this paper,
the manifestation of place-based sustainability initiatives,
like ecovillages.

Methodology

This research generally followed an ethnographic approach
(see for example Dewan 2018) informed by many aspects
of a new materialist social inquiry. Social inquiry from a
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new materialist ontology aims to transcend dualism between
mind and matter, culture and nature and understands any
studied reality as relational, ever evolving assemblages (Fox
and Alldred 2015), reflected in our place-based understand-
ing of transformative learning.

The methodology used for this research aimed at under-
standing the learning processes of participants as relational
processes that evolved in the constantly changing and
dynamic assemblages the participants moved in and out of
in the course of their life. To support this perspective, the
first author conducted life-story interviews to get a story
as rich as possible of participants learning journey’s seek-
ing meaningful relational experiences that triggered shifts
in consciousness. Besides these interviews, participatory
photographic mapping (PPM) (Dennis et al. 2009) group
sessions were organized to again elicit meaningful learn-
ing experiences within their relational context and to allow
narratives to emerge in a relational manner. Although this
article mainly drew from the interviews, a few excerpts that
emerged from PPM are used. The data collection process
and methods will be discussed in more depth after the fol-
lowing description of the three communities that partici-
pated in this research.

Selection and description of cases

Resulting from an extensive phase of orientation including
short visits to six ecovillages in Finland, one in Sweden, two
in Estonia and participation in the European annual confer-
ence of the global ecovillage network (GEN) in a community
in Spain, three communities were found for an ethnographic
study. In Finland, two communities which both responded
positively to the research and were willing to accommodate
the main researcher for some time in their community were
selected. In both communities it was possible to conduct
the research in English, in some cases through the support
of a Finnish speaking person. These two communities had
very different reasons for existence, a different core focus
and different demographics. ‘Viinola’,* a theosophical com-
munity, located in central Finland, was founded in 1978. Its
inhabitants are mostly, with some exceptions, above 50 years
old. There are no children currently living in the community.
Viinold has a shared economy and all its members live in the
same building, sharing all meals and living spaces together
except for a single individual room per inhabitant. Kurjen
Tila* is a rather new community. The community is centred
and located around a biodynamic farm and families live in
separate houses, most of them ecologically built by them-
selves. They are both open to and in interaction with the

3 https://www.ihmisyydentunnustajat.fi/en/.
4 nhttps://kurjentila.fi/.

‘outside’ world. As both Finnish communities are relatively
small (<40 members), the Portuguese community—Tam-
era>—was selected as it is one of the biggest communities
in Europe and one of the pioneers. Tamera was found in
1978 by three visionary leaders and has since grown into a
community of around 150 permanent members and hundreds
of visitors every year. Tamera’s members include children
as well as ‘elderly’ and everyone in between. Community
members live in smaller sub-groups, often around a particu-
lar theme or work domain, including amongst others (solar)
technology, permaculture and artistic and creative work. It
has an influential and inspirational role in the European and
Global Ecovillage Network and proliferates itself as Peace
Research and Education Centre. Although all three commu-
nities are very different, this research does not intend to do
a comparative analysis, as it focuses on individual learning
journeys.

Methods of data collection and analysis

Nineteen life-story interviews were conducted with partici-
pants from the three communities, seven from Kurjen Tila,
six from Viinold and six from Tamera. These interviews
were recorded, transcribed and uploaded to an online data
analysis software platform (DEDOOSE?®). Sampling of par-
ticipants was done in a pragmatic manner. As the interviews
required quite some time and willingness to speak openly
about rather personal matters, a more structured selection
procedure was not deemed suitable, even though there was
a general aim to keep a balance between young and older
participants, male and female and, when applicable, different
nationalities. Some participants were personally approached
by the main researcher or by the contact person in the com-
munity, while others subscribed to a list after an invitation
email and introductory meeting.

The interviews had the form of dialogues between
researcher and participant. They were unstructured,
although some guiding topics were used to start the con-
versation. Typical opening questions included asking after
participants background: places and family in which they
were born and grew up, characteristics of their childhood
and potential meaningful moments, and from there mov-
ing onto to early adulthood, usually getting to the phase
where more conscious lifestyle choices are being made
or struggles and tensions arise in finding one’s own path.
Other sub-themes that were brought up included the moti-
vation for joining a community project, the experience of
the first period in community, difficult moments, decisive
moments leading to their commitment to stay, and biggest

3 https://www.tamera.org/.

5 https://www.dedoose.com/.
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lessons learned during their time in community. Once
participants started talking, the researcher, when needed,
asked for clarification of, or elaboration on, experiences
that seemed potentially interesting.

The life-story interview transcripts have been analysed
as ‘narratives’ by the first author. Narratives are accounts
of subjective personal experience, where the teller gives
his or her point of view toward what happened and points
out what he or she considers significant (Smith 2000). A
thematic approach was used (Riessman 2002) thus mainly
focusing on the content of what had been told. The analysis
focused on finding what Singer and Salovey (1993) defined
as ‘nuclear episodes’: memories that play a conscious role in
determining individuals’ life choices and goals. The analysis
looked for turning points, peak experiences, low points or
insights participants described that, in retrospect, seemed
to have guided the participants towards a life in an ecologi-
cal community. Narrative analysis has been used to look at
significant turning points in the course of people’s lives,
(McAdams et al. 2001; McLean and Pratt 2006), the mean-
ing of peak-experiences in youth in the process of personal-
ity development (Hoffman and Muramoto 2007), and lastly
narrative analysis was used to explore the role of sense of
place in navigating a transition process after a traumatic life
event (Crossley 2001).

The narratives have been mostly vertically analysed,
searching for types of experiences that were identified by
several participants as meaningful, albeit the different nar-
ratives reflected different variations. These nuclear episodes
were coded and this process involved several rounds:

— The three dimensions and of the theoretical framework
developed in Pisters et al. (2019) and the themes repre-
senting them were used as starting point for formulating
codes. More codes and sub-codes were added in the pro-
cess.

— Once all interviews were coded, all codes created were
retrieved and re-grouped, re-formulated, merged or split.
Furthermore, code charts were retrieved that indicated
the occurrence of codes.

— Codes and sub-codes were compared and organized
through the initial dimensions in the theoretical frame-
work, adding and complementing wherever needed.

— Preliminary findings were shared with the two co-authors
and fellow researchers who provided critical feedback,
pointing out, amongst other things, different perspec-
tives and other angles from which the results could be
interpreted. This resulted in another round of analysing
in which it was critically assessed whether initial codes
reflected also these other perspectives and whether cer-
tain themes were overlooked in coding (which involved
going back to the interviews and creating some more
codes).
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As mentioned above, a few excerpts were taken from the
transcribed narratives that emerged from participatory photo
mapping (Dennis et al. 2009) group sessions. For this article,
we only used these written transcriptions, which were ana-
lysed similarly to the life-story narratives, as just described.
For this exercise, the first author asked community members
willing to participate to take pictures based on four guiding
probes: ‘a meaningful moment’, ‘a difficult moment’, ‘your
favourite place’ and ‘what are you proud of’. These pictures
were discussed in a group setting or, in one exceptional case,
in a pair.

Results

The result section is organised along the three dimensions
of the theoretical framework plus an additional dimension
describing an element of the transformative learning jour-
neys of participants that was not yet explicitly covered by
the initial framework: transgression. We then describe the
different themes that emerged for each dimension using
four categories: triggers, meta-cognitive learning processes,
affective learning processes and challenges.

Connection: becoming aware of disconnection
and seeking connection

The learning journey of many was initiated by one or more
triggers or realizations that evoked a critical attitude towards
hegemonic structures, the nature of which we will discuss in
the last section of the “Results”. These initial triggers which
made participants aware of disconnectedness on various lev-
els, evoked a search for connection, to places and people
that shared participants’ critical attitude or amongst which
participants felt a sense of belonging. This process involved
connecting to inspiring people, books and philosophies, trav-
elling and learning about various ways of living and various
philosophies of life trying out different professions or edu-
cations and engaging in spiritual or personal development
work. What followed for many was an experience of commu-
nity: finding like-minded people, either in political activist,
spiritual or ecological living spheres (food sharing, environ-
mental work), ‘accidentally’ through travelling, co-housing
projects or even mental health related spaces. For many
these initial experiences of a sense of community created a
longing for community, reflecting an affective learning pro-
cess, and led to joining a community initiative or searching
for one. For a few, the choice for joining the community was
a more pragmatic one as it would allow them to carry out
their activist, environmental or technological work in a way
that aligned with their values: aspiring self-sufficient life
and farming in the countryside in a social setting, creating a
better work and life balance as environmental activist, taking
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political activist work to a next level and working on innova-
tive eco-technologies without being confined by economic
incentives, amongst others.

These first points of contact with alternative ideas and
paradigms evoked a meta-cognitive learning process in
which participants reflected upon their own identity, back-
ground, history, culture and position in the world and con-
nected with the consequences of modernity and one’s own
lifestyle and actions. This involved critically reflecting
on what dominant discourses, values and beliefs they had
unconsciously internalized and learning how those affected
their relationships, communities, and societies. Realizing
there is a relationship between their inner worlds and the
state of the outer world was something that for many par-
ticipants came ones they actually joined or got involved in
community initiatives. One participant, having grown up in
Palestine, described how she came to understand that, even
as a peace activist, she also carried the patterns of war she
was fighting against, inside of herself. This realization came
sometime after the community of Tamera approached her to
join their project and she recalled it took her quite a while to
actually realize that political activism also is about ‘daring
to go inside’ and unravel patterns of, for example, war that
are ingrained in ourselves and affect our relationships with
each other.

Realizing the need to go within and exploring alternative
and more communitarian life-styles required the develop-
ment of certain capacities and skills. First of all, turning to
their inner worlds for almost all of the participants involved
learning about and developing a positive spiritual practice,
if this was not already part of participants’ lives. One par-
ticipant described how she learned a new kind of spiritual-
ity, that unlike the conventional religious practice she was
familiar with, did suit her: “I did not have any contact with
spirituality; this did not mean anything to me. I wanted to
change the society ... I had the feeling that religion is opium
for the people, like Marx said. Prayer never sounded true to
me, if somebody prays, he is just too lazy to do something.
This was my understanding. But this changed.” (Tamera 6).
She also described how this new kind of spirituality for her
is closely related to embodied experiences, often as well in
nature. For some, it also involved getting more in touch with
the wisdom of the body and re-connecting to their feminine
nature. One participant reflected upon the value of spiritual
practice and inner work in a community setting, stating that
through a shared process, so much more could be accom-
plished in very little time compared to doing the same pro-
cess as an individual.

Then, another capacity involved developing a different
relationship to the nonhuman world. For many participants
this was in some way or another related to spiritual practice
or experiences. For example, for some working with nature
was experience as a spiritual practice: ‘‘this handwork ....

this is very spiritual .....if you are working with soil you are
not going into your thoughts too deep. You have this soil,
this something concrete, you can be there and feel .... the
elements’’ (Kurjen Tila 6).

Another theme under capacities and skills includes learn-
ing to re-connect to other humans in an authentic way. A
compelling example is the story of a participant sharing how
she used to be fond of photographic nature scenes and how
at some point during her first experience in a community she
realized she no longer only wanted to photograph nature,
but instead turned to taking pictures of other people around
her, as she started to see the beauty in them, the same way
she used to in natural scenery. Furthermore, the develop-
ment of capacities and skills was always complemented
with a meta-cognitive learning process to place the need
and longing for developing these capacities in a historic,
political and social context. Learning the capacity of being
in touch with the intelligence and wisdom of the body and
its sensual and sexual nature was complemented by learn-
ing about the history of our bodies, how historically and
in different times and places on earth the body and sexual-
ity was approached and either celebrated or repressed, and
what impact that has on our relationship to our bodies in
present day and hence how the quality of this relationship
impacts the way we relate to each other. Likewise, learning
to connect to otherness was embedded in a meta-cognitive
process of understanding how a sense and even fear of other-
ness has come about historically, politically and culturally.
A simultaneous affective learning process served to confirm
the need and benefits of developing these capacities, skills
and new relationships with the self, the body, others and
the nonhuman and spiritual environment. For example, by
experiencing how nature responds with abundance when we
learn how to work with it, experiencing a sense of belonging
and purpose through community, experiencing the impact of
bodywork and experiencing how connecting to our feminin-
ity and sexual nature unlocked creative energy and experi-
encing the positive impact of spiritual practice.

Challenges around the dimension of connection lie in
having to make constant efforts to move away from states
of disconnection. Apart from a sense of disconnection that
triggered participants to look for a life in connection, a sense
of disconnection can also be present while living in a com-
munity, for example, in the process of finding one’s place in
a community during the first year(s), in times of conflict or
concerning certain aspects of community life about which
one has different ideas from others. Overcoming a state of
disconnection was described as a learning process in several
narratives and can mean different things, including: learn-
ing honest and open communication in a community setting
which may involve being confronted with parts of yourself
you try to hide; learning to accept criticism as an opportu-
nity to grow and unlearning the tendency to compete with
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others; learning to make decisions together; realizing the
need for tools to work through conflicts with others; deal-
ing with emotions, fears, trauma’s from the past that are
triggered when faced with conflict; navigating the space
between stability versus change, also in confrontation with
other community members’ reluctance to change. Working
through such states of disconnection showed to require the
ability to practice self-compassion as will be discussed in
the next section.

Compassion: from emotional detachment
and boundaries to relating to self and others
compassionately

The dimension of compassion showed to be mostly about
developing capacities and skills: developing and nourish-
ing the ability to be compassionate towards self and others.
Cultivating the ability of compassion and self-compassion
started with participants becoming aware of the suffering
of self and others, described in more detail in the section
‘Transgression’. As a result, participants started a search
for connection to like-minded people, ideas and initia-
tives as described above, and started experimenting with
different kind of actions to address the suffering. In many
cases though, taking action initially stemmed from a sense
of anger, frustration and was sometimes characterized by
overburdening oneself and sacrifice. Developing compas-
sion was reflected in participants’ accounts of learning not
to judge or even ‘hate’ people who continued living in those
ways that participants challenged. This involved learning
not to judge, for example, neighbour farmers who do things
differently, but instead focus on what you have in common
while at the same time inspire those others by showing that
a different way of doing things is possible. Similarly, some
went through a meta-cognitive learning process of accept-
ing that not everyone feels the urge for action and change,
or recognizes the need but does not act upon it. As one par-
ticipant noticed, reflecting a complementary embodied affec-
tive learning process, she had to learn no to “hate people
whose behaviour is environmentally destructive. This first
of all drains you and can literally make you sick” (Tamera
1). Another participant realized that being angry with others
for their misbehaviour can show you that “you forgot that
those structures are also inside of you.... And you realize
that everyone has a different path, not everyone might be
able to do what you do” (Tamera 2).

Furthermore, developing self-compassion appeared to
be valuable for many participants in navigating change to
stay committed to a community project and have patience
with others and themselves as “we don’t change from one
day to another’’ (Tamera 6), referring to the transition to
a communitarian lifestyle coming from a highly competi-
tive society. Similarly, being successful at change also
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showed to require learning to cope with the inconsistency
and messiness of living ‘sustainably’ and letting go of per-
fectionism and rigidity.

The analysis showed the presence of a continuous
process of balancing creating (manifesting ecological
values, either in the form of creating community or in
other ways before joining community) with well-being and
self-compassion. For some joining a community project
partly was an act of self-compassion by choosing a place
where one can create a live aligned with one’s values in
a supportive environment which also respects individual
wellbeing and self-care. This opposed to for example a
career as environmental activist in a high-pressure work
environment. Joining a community showed to offer this
balance for some, at least most of the time. Finding this
balance can be challenging, especially in times of conflict
community can be an extra ‘burden’ to one’s wellbeing:
in this case, as the data reflects, the question is whether
a person individually and the community as a group will
take the situation as a burden or as a learning opportunity,
an opportunity for growth. In any case, living and work-
ing through conflict, showed to require a lot of innovative
creativity at both individual and community level, in addi-
tion to the capacity for self-compassion to give oneself the
needed perspective and self-care to stay healthy and sane
in challenging times. This can take various forms from in
depth therapy sessions to work through unresolved trauma,
to taking enough time to retrieve to silence, to find support
amongst peers, find support in broader community net-
works, taking a holiday or simply going for a walk every
day. Furthermore, for some participants conflict situations
led to a partly affective and partly meta-cognitive learning
process in which participants learned to figure out how to
give authentic expression to themselves in difficult situa-
tions, find ways in which to positively influence the situa-
tion and step into their own power, as opposed to hiding,
leaving or letting oneself be intimidated. At the same time,
it served as a meta-cognitive learning process in which
they questioned or sharpened their motivations for being
part of a community project thereby getting more clarity
on their visions, dreams and ideas and whether or not these
could possibly be part of the bigger community vision. In
this way, dissonance and conflict can be drivers for trans-
formative learning (Wals and Heymann 2004), both at the
more individual level as well as at the community level,
as also shown in the study by Chaves et al. (2015). As one
participant described, “a result of such a conflict is that
you are invited to look at things within yourself that are
unresolved, which you otherwise would probably not have
done as we all tend to not get too far out of our comfort
zones if not necessary.... And in this process, it’s impor-
tant to not forget to be kind and loving towards yourself
and others wherever possible’” (PPM Kurjen Tila).
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Creativity: from converging and sameness
to authentic divergence

The last dimension, creativity, is about the possibility of
creating something different, diverging from the norm and
the creative expression of one’s authentic self. Participants
described the possibility of creating something different, and
learning (capacities and skills) how to do this, as essen-
tially the biggest ‘benefit’ of community. To be part of an
experiment that works towards creating different, counter
hegemonic structures in the areas of family life and relation-
ships, technology (energy, housing, water), food production,
education, decision making, spirituality and religion, work
and profession, health, culture and social justice. The com-
munity brought participants the opportunity to create some-
thing that they would not have been able to do alone, it made
it easier to integrate ecological habits into daily life and it
allowed many to manifest their alternative vision to profes-
sion and work. Joining a community gave one participant the
opportunity to experiment with new technologies without
being limited by financial pressures and incentives. As this
participant realized, “when you start creating, making, and
shaping without a pressure of money or economic reason-
ing behind it, you create very different things as it is not
just cost-efficient products and services that will survive”
(Tamera 3).” How creativity further manifests in transgres-
sive practices at the collective level is beyond the scope of
the present paper. For now, we will discuss some examples
of the role of creativity at the individual level of transforma-
tive learning processes.

First of all, creative living came forward in the interviews
as making, divergent, non-confirmative, non-conventional
but authentic life-choices and a continuous process of self-
actualization: shaping a life in which one can be one’s best
self (Cell 1984; Maslow 2012; Richards et al. 1988). Reflect-
ing an affective and meta-cognitive learning process, this
involved anything from not following the dominant narrative
of financial security and stability by quitting ones secure
job, to searching for ways of living beyond the model of
nuclear families, rejecting external expectations with regards
to major life choices in the area of education, profession
and civil duty and instead learning how to give authentic
expression to oneself. Some participants described how they
felt slightly unfit to ‘normal’ social situations or expecta-
tion. Their resistance to converge resulted in a search for
spaces and professions that did feel right. What appeared
helpful for many in this process was a change in environ-
ment: physically moving to a different place, either living
or travelling to a different country, moving from rural to

7" An elaborate discussion on the development of solar technology in
the community of Tamera can be read in Sareen et al. (2018).

urban or from village lifestyle to anarchistic student realms
and even a period in jail, as a result of refusing army service
were mentioned as important, valuable and refreshing expe-
riences. These shifts in environment and getting away from
the familiar allowed participants to ‘re-invent’ themselves.
This learning process continued, and for some intensified in
a community setting.

Furthermore, many participants described the value of
arts-based creativity as practice for expressing oneself, to
make sense of inner learning processes or as a way through
which connection was experienced, all of which are affec-
tive learning processes. The almost sacred act of making
music (together) or writing poetry appeared crucial for
some participants wellbeing, ‘‘through music I can express
things of myself that I can not in any other way’’ (PPM,
Viinold). Creative work, also served as a kind of healing
tool throughout some participants journeys, for example as
a way to connect to people through photography; using writ-
ing in group settings to explore confusing emotions around
love and sexuality; experiencing one’s creative workshop as
a meditative place to be alone and at peace; making sense
of inner and spiritual learnings by expressing it in any form
of art and using music as a way to live through as well as
navigate and give space to intense emotions.

Other participants experienced a sense of connection
through creative practices. One participant mentioned
experiencing a true sense of connection with nature when
witnessing how nature responded to their community’s inter-
vention in creation of natural lakes. Seeing this intervention
result in an abundance of plant and animal species returning
to a once deserted area. For some creative work evoked a
spiritual experience of connection, such as experiencing an
almost spiritual connection to life by creating technologies
based on life’s energy sources. Another participant real-
ized that learning to be more in touch with her feminine
and sensual nature ‘unlocked’ her creative energy, which
led her to create for example theatre shows. Another partici-
pant described the connection to others through a creative
process: ‘‘in designing, planning and building something
together, as simple as a compost deposit, something more
evolves out of this than just the compost deposit itself, some-
thing that lies in the connection that was fostered between
each other in doing this together’” (PPM Kurjen Tila).

Transgression: from complacent to critical

In the empirical analysis it became evident that the theoreti-
cal framework lacked one aspect that seems to be a prereq-
uisite for connection, namely the will and initial motivation
to transgress current dysfunctional systems. Many partici-
pants identified one or more ‘realizations’ or ‘triggers’ that
resulted in a critical attitude towards dominant hegemonic
structures. The triggers they described included first of all,
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witnessing suffering, in some cases directly related to politi-
cal events. One participant for example grew up as a young
woman in Palestine, realizing at some point in her adoles-
cent years the situation she and her fellow Palestinians were
in. Before becoming aware of her own precarious situation,
she recalled being deeply touched by images on television
of starving people in Rwanda. Another participant recalled
being appalled by the stories of the second world war, and
as a child growing up in Germany wanting to know from her
parents how this could have happened. Yet another example
is witnessing the damage that had been done to a piece of
land due to industrial activity. Even though all these situ-
ations triggered an awareness in participants, the question
why they felt an urge to act upon this awareness while others
witnessing the same things do not remained unresolved. Part
of the explanation might lie in the nature of their character
and their apparent ability to allow difficult emotions that
surface when confronted with suffering. More importantly
for participants learning journey however appeared to be
to get to terms with the realization that not everyone seems
to have the urge to take action, which in some cases led
to feelings of anger and frustration. Another related trigger
was being confronted with the inhibitions that come with
one’s given identity, for example feeling inhibited by being
a woman in Portugal during the dictatorship or expected to
join army forces as a young man in Finland. This relates to
many participants mentioning a sense of uncomfortableness
with external expectations, economic incentives and a com-
petitive spirit they experienced in education, work and fam-
ily environments. Lastly, meeting role models in the form
of either visionary persons or social initiatives, who opened
one’s eyes to new perspectives and embodied a ‘promise of
transgression’ as well as offered tangible actions to manifest
it, was often identified as marking a turning point. These
triggers led to partly affective, partly meta-cognitive learn-
ing domains as they evoked feelings of frustration and hence
a process of questioning dominant morals, cultural values
and beliefs. For some, the motivation or will to transgress
was more subtle expressed by a feeling of confusion about
who to be and a general sense of being ‘out of place’, noth-
ing that was offered in terms of education, work, family or
future prospect felt truly meaningful.

Discussion

The paper started by asking if and how the (analytical)
dimensions of connection, compassion and creativity are
part of a transformative learning process towards an eco-
logical consciousness. The analysis showed that these
dimensions were indeed reflected in people’s life-stories.
The analysis also showed that the initial framework lacked
a dimension that seemed to be a prerequisite for embarking
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on a transformative learning journey, namely the motivation
or ‘will to transgress’ by moving away from complacency
and develop and voice a critical perspective. This both ini-
tiated and complemented participants’ learning journeys.
Developing this ambition to challenge and disrupt normal-
ized unsustainable systems, a part of transgressive learning
(Peter and Wals 2016), can be understood as the fuel that
started and keeps the fire of commitment to change burning
throughout participants’ learning journeys. A prerequisite
for moving from complacency to developing and voicing a
critical perspective is being mindful of, and having the abil-
ity to, let oneself be touched by the suffering one witnessing
in self and others, instead of resorting to emotional ‘numb-
ing’ (Brown 2012) as a result of feeling powerless or over-
whelmed. Furthermore, as Brown (2012) states, we cannot
selectively numb emotions. By numbing negative emotions,
we will also numb joy, gratitude and happiness. This sug-
gests that the ability to face suffering and handle emotions
that surface when doing so may also enhances our capacity
for experiencing positive emotions like joy and happiness.

Moving on to the dimension of connection, another kind
of inner fire appeared to have an important role. Interview-
ees shared how they came to understand that spirituality
can be a driver for change and that inner work is a crucial
aspect of a transformative change process. This supports
the work of, amongst others, Napora (2017) and Vieten
et al. (2008) who show the role of contemplative practice in
manifesting a more compassionate, socially just and inclu-
sive society. Part of this spiritual work included the realiza-
tion that all the things one dislikes in the outer world, and
would like to change, are also deeply ingrained in one’s own
inner structures. This asks for overcoming the illusion of
separateness in which the self is seen as different from the,
potentially ‘evil’, other and reflects the need to look beyond
the dichotomy of the inner and outer dimension of places
and understanding the meaning of change from the inside
out (Horlings 2015a; O’Brien 2013). These insights also
raise questions about the nature of spirituality when linked
to social change and the will to transgress collective systems.
Does spiritual practice have a different character and mean-
ing when linked to a larger purpose of social change rather
than mere individual transformation? Integrating this in a
place-based perspective to transformative learning might
counter the risk of transformative learning becoming just
a theory of ‘personal development’ in the spirit of a neo-
liberal culture of self-development and wellbeing (Newman,
2014, p 347).

The data reflect that an important part of people’s learn-
ing journey is to learn through and cope with challenges.
Life in communities does not always reflect a state of con-
nection and compassion. The ability to deal with conflict,
for example, is an inherent part of being able to live in
a community. Given the observation that nine out of ten
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community initiatives fail in achieving a successful commu-
nity due to mainly social problems (Christian in Joubert and
Alfred 2014), the need for social and inner work as the basis
for shaping our places into ways that allow for harmonious
and cooperative ways of living together, including the human
and non-human, seems apparent. As Joubert and Alfred
(2014, pp xi—xii) state; “most of us have been educated in
a way that has made us believe that we are fundamentally
greedy and selfish”, which is not a particularly fruitful base
for building communities and social movements for a peace-
ful world. Rewiring these built-in structures seems to be the
basis for any kind of sustainability initiative (ibid).

Compassion was furthermore reflected in learning to
acknowledge and respond to suffering through environmen-
tal, social and political activism and alternative lifestyle
choices, while at the same time not undermining or sacrific-
ing emotional, mental and physical wellbeing. This involves
being patient with oneself, embracing the messiness and
imperfect nature of the learning process and as well becom-
ing compassionate towards ‘the other’” who does not seem to
act or care. This transcending of frustration and anger might
be an important aspect of a transformative learning process
to avoid more separation, disconnection and misunder-
standings between ‘activists’ and those who feel intimated
or attacked. Even though community can be a space where
it becomes easier to prioritize self-care and personal well-
being in a process of working towards change, and in fact
understand these two as related in line with Belton (2014),
Grinde et al. (2017) and Hall (2015), intense situations in
the community like conflict do pose a challenge to individ-
ual wellbeing. The data showed how leaning into conflict
and the ability to use conflict as an opportunity for growth
requires compassionate care for oneself to stay healthy and
sane. These findings support that self-compassion helps to
resolve conflicts in an authentic way, balancing the needs of
oneself and others (Yarnell and Neff 2013) and may help to
prevent’compassion burnouts’, a well-known phenomenon
among environmental and political activists (Kasper 2008;
Kovan and Dirkx 2003; Pines 1994; Sohr 2001).

Creativity emerged from the data as a process of ‘self-
actualization’ (Maslow 1968), a resistance to converge and
instead seek ways to give authentic expression to life. Fur-
thermore, the process of diverging involved making non-
confirmative and non-conventional life-style choices and
creating the space for creative and purposeful work that is
not bounded by financial incentives or external expectations.
Joining a community for many provided the opportunity to
do this, to a certain extent. Creativity practice also showed
to be a way to experience connection, pointing at the cru-
cial difference between authentic connection and converg-
ing. An interesting avenue for further research in this regard
would be to dive deeper into the topic of diverging in con-
trast to alienation. Lastly, the results showed the importance
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of arts-based creative practices for participants to express
themselves. This may support their sense of agency, follow-
ing Scanlon and Mulligan (2007) who state that creative
expression can help people construct self-narratives that
provide a sense of meaning in a changing, and often threat-
ening, world). At their best, Scanlon and Mulligan (ibid.)
argue these self-narratives give people a stronger sense of
agency relating to Giddens’ (1991) analysis of the role of
self-therapy in modern societies.

Based on the results, we realized the need to place more
emphasis on the dimensional character of the theoretical
dimensions of the framework we developed in Pisters et al.
(2019). As the results show, the learning journey of partici-
pants is a continuous process of consciously moving towards
the favourable side of a certain dimension and overcoming
obstacles and challenges that interfere with this process. All
four dimensions then embrace two sides of a continuum.
Together, the dimensions then make up a four-dimensional
space in which learning takes place, visualized in the new
visual representation of place-based transformative learning
in Fig. 2.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the theoretical framework developed in Pis-
ters et al. (2019) appeared useful to describe and under-
stand the learning journeys of ecovillagers. The framework
did however lack a comprehensive category describing the
development of a critical perspective that ignites a will to
change, triggering, complementing and underlying individu-
als’ transformative learning journeys. This will and ambition
to transgress manifests in a search for, and attempt at mani-
festation of, alternative sets of practices and social, mate-
rial, spiritual configurations which are rooted in connection
and compassion. This possibility of creating a place that
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embodies counterhegemonic practices, structures and dis-
courses is what drew participants into a life in an ecovillage.

As this paper showed, consciously working towards trans-
gressing dominant systems and structures requires a pro-
cess of inner change as well, in which internalized patterns,
values, beliefs and behaviour that foster disconnection and
hence an inability for compassion are identified and trans-
formed, both at the level of the individual and consequently
in social relations. This process of transformation starts
before joining a community project, ‘priming’ participants
for this adventure through a gradual chain of experiences
and learnings. This process often starts with a will to trans-
gress, complemented or followed by experiences that evoke
a sense of connection upon which it is possible to develop
the ability to cultivate compassion and live creatively. Differ-
ent aspects of this learning process included triggers which
led to an awareness of unfavourable circumstances, followed
by meta-cognitive and affective learning processes in which
initial insights were unravelled, alternatives were consid-
ered and in which participants experienced the potential of
alternatives to the dominant moral. At the same time, they
developed certain capacities and skills which allowed them
to change their relations towards, self, other, the material,
non-human and spiritual as well as to cope with challenges.
In this process, participants moved in the space between four
dimensions, as visualised in Fig. 2.

This learning process furthermore turned out to have
a place-based character through the various influences of
place related experiences: moving through culturally and
geographically different places; the influence of cultural,
political and historical aspects of places in evoking the will
and ambition to transgress and a critical perspective upon
one’s own identity; developing a different relationship to
the material, nonhuman dimension of ones environment;
spiritual experiences in nature and lastly the challenges that
come with literally sharing a place with others in more inti-
mate ways. In addition, participants showed to embody or
develop over time a consciousness that embraced a sense of
responsibility for places both near and far.

Moving on from the key insights of this research to
questions of applicability, the question arises whether
spaces can be created in which people are introduced to
the kind of practices and experiences identified in this arti-
cle that are potentially transformative and open up or shift
people’s consciousness. Such spaces could for example be
created in (higher) education settings (Napora 2017) and in
public spaces or institutions. This calls for more research
on how to create the right conditions and governance
action to manifest it. Moreover, a better understanding of
these inner processes that underly places like ecovillages
can contribute to better understand what Bendell (2018)
defines as the capacity for ‘creative adaptation’ that refers
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to acknowledging the possibly catastrophic consequences
of climate change and finding the courage to respond while
being able to take care of and enhance our individual and
collective wellbeing. In fact, the results and theory dis-
cussed in this article give several clues with regard to the
beneficial effects on individual and collective wellbeing
as a result of the learning experiences people go through
on the path towards a more ecologically consciousness
lifestyle. Recognizing and becoming conscious of our own
‘shadow’ site (identified as a necessary process in Jungian
psychology in psychological wellbeing and in relating to
the perceived ‘evil other’ or enemy (Zweig and Abrams
1991)), developing self-compassion, integrating positive
spiritual and contemplative practice in daily life, using
creative ways to express oneself, finding ones authentic
self through confrontational situations, the ability to lean
into the full spectrum of emotions instead of numbing dif-
ficult ones, and developing an intimate relationship with
nature. All of which have been identified, as discussed in
this article, as positive influences on people’s wellbeing
and happiness, and thus suggest that the process of trans-
formation towards a different kind of society is nothing
like a sacrifice but an opportunity to become more fully
human and increase our wellbeing. Further research would
be needed to critically explore this argument.

Another aspect that requires more research is the poten-
tial of transgression at the community level, a part of the
dimension of ‘Creativity’ that was beyond the scope of this
article. This article showed how a will to transgress trig-
gered or nudged participants toward transformative learn-
ing journeys which led them to life in an ecovillagers. The
article then discussed some aspects of community life that
further impacted participants individual learning journeys.
We did not however, discuss how these individual jour-
neys feed into collective learning journeys at community
level that may result in materialising transgressive social-
material structures, new social material configurations that
counter current hegemonic structure and are models for
new, alternative ones.
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