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Abstract. This paper explores ecological resistance through the lived experience of
Arterra Bizimodu, an ecovillage in Navarre, Spain, where around 40 people have come
together to create a life centred on cooperation, sustainability, and shared governance.
As part of a wider neo-rural movement, many of the residents — mainly aged between
25 and 45 - have chosen to leave urban life behind in search of a more meaningful
and ecologically aligned existence. The community is the headquarters of GEN-Europe
(Global Ecovillage Network) and plays a key role in networks supporting transforma-
tive learning and regenerative living. Drawing on fieldwork conducted in 2024, includ-
ing participant observation and 12 interviews, this study looks closely at how socio-
cratic decision-making, permaculture design, and everyday ecological practices shape
both personal and collective transformation. Tools like non-violent communication
and participatory democracy help foster mutual trust, emotional awareness, and a
sense of shared responsibility. Rather than representing utopian idealism or retreat,
Arterra Bizimodu functions as a grounded experiment in socio-ecological transition.
It illustrates how ecovillages can act as real-world laboratories in the daily practice of
care, participation, and interdependence.

Keywords: Neo-ruralism, Intentional communities, Transformative learning, Partici-
patory democracy.

1. INTRODUCTION: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
UNDERSTANDING ECOVILLAGES AS SPACES OF RESISTANCE

11. Participatory democracy and eco-social innovation in ecovillages

This study investigates how participatory democracy - particularly
through the sociocratic model adopted in ecovillages - serves as a form of
socio-political resistance and fosters eco-social transformation. Specifically,
it examines how inclusive decision-making processes, collective organiza-
tion, and sustainable living practices contribute to constructing alternatives
to dominant socio-economic paradigms.
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The research focuses on Spain, a country where, fol-
lowing the Francoist dictatorship and the armed resist-
ance of ETA, antimilitarist and non-violent social move-
ments emerged. These movements, especially active dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s (Ordds Garcia 2024), provided
fertile ground for the later development of neo-rural
intentional communities. Many of these communi-
ties today self-identify as ecovillages are interconnected
through the Iberian Ecovillage Network (Red Ibérica de
Ecoaldeas: RIE), recognized as the European area with
the highest density of ecovillages (Renau 2018).

The term “ecovillage” was introduced by Diane and
Robert Gilman in 1991, reflecting a conceptual shift
towards integrating social, ecological, and economic sus-
tainability at the local level (Gilman and Gilman 1991).
The 1995 conference Ecovillages and Sustainable Com-
munities - Models for the 21st Century (Litfin 2014) and
the subsequent creation of the Global Ecovillage Network
(GEN) (Jackson and Svensson 2002) further institution-
alized ecovillages as part of an emergent global move-
ment for sustainability and wellbeing (Gough 2017).

Building on prior sociological studies, this research
draws on key contributions that explore ecovillages as
pioneers of change and as models for cultural trans-
formation in the pursuit of utopia (Andrea and Wag-
ner 2012); as spaces where cosmological and symbolic
dimensions of communal living are balanced (Salaman-
ca and Silva 2015); and, in more recent work, as labo-
ratories of socio-environmental resilience, highlighting
the interconnections between individual and collective
dimensions through practices of inner work and dream
interpretation (Karavioti 2024).

The theoretical framework is anchored in the rich
tradition of the new social movement theory and extends
into contemporary debates on ecotopian imaginaries
and critiques of growth-oriented paradigms (Veteto and
Lockyer 2013). Central to this approach is the work of
Melucci and Touraine (1988), who foreground the role
of cultural codes, collective identity, and symbolic action
in the emergence of social movements, moving beyond
purely class-based analyses, including forms of activism
such as pacifism and environmentalism. Rather than
reducing collective action to economic grievances, their
perspective emphasizes how alternative communities are
shaped around shared meanings, ethical visions, and
prefigurative practices that enact desired futures in the
present.

This framework resonates strongly with recent
research on ecological and degrowth-oriented move-
ments, which are increasingly embraced by younger
generations as responses to climate anxiety and socio-
political disillusionment (Asara and Alietti 2024). These
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movements, and the intentional communities that
embody them, propose not only a critique of capitalist
modernity but also experimental alternatives rooted in
ecological interdependence, participatory governance,
and the reconfiguration of everyday life. Ecovillages can
thus be understood as spaces where these theoretical
insights take form, offering concrete expressions of post-
capitalist imaginaries and pathways toward socio-ecolog-
ical transformation.

This perspective aligns with recent scholarship on
ecotopian movements, which conceptualize intention-
al communities not only as spaces of resistance but as
laboratories for future-oriented social experimentation
(Centemeri and Asara 2022). These communities do
not merely reject dominant socio-economic structures
- they actively enact alternative worldviews grounded
in ecological interdependence, social cooperation, and
self-limitation. They embody an ethico-political project,
performing alternative and prefigurative ontologies of
the buen vivir and redefining the boundaries of political
engagement through everyday practice.

Furthermore, this research engages with critiques
emerging from the degrowth literature, which chal-
lenges the logic of infinite economic expansion as both
unsustainable and socially corrosive (Kallis et al. 2020).
Degrowth scholars call for a fundamental rethinking of
prosperity, rooted in sufficiency, care, and conviviality -
principles that resonate deeply with the organizational
and situated practices observed in ecovillages such as
Arterra Bizimodu.

1.2. Arterra Bizimodu: sociocratic governance in everyday
practices

The empirical investigation focuses on Arterra
Bizimodu (Bizimodu is the name in Euskera; for sim-
plicity, we will refer to it hereafter as Arterra), an ecov-
illage established in 2014 in Navarre, Spain. Since
its founding, Arterra has embodied an experimental
approach to communal life, rooted in horizontal gov-
ernance and shared ethical values. The relocation of the
GEN Europe office to Arterra in December 2014 (Dreg-
ger 2015) emphasized its role as a key reference point
within the broader European ecovillage network.

The community organizes its internal life through
the application of sociocracy,

a set of tools and principles that ensure shared power. [...]
Power is everywhere all the time, and it does not appear
or disappear — someone will be holding it. We have to be
intentional about how we want to distribute it. Power is like
water: it will go somewhere, and it tends to accumulate in
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clusters: the more power a group has, the more resources
they will have to aggregate more power. The only way to
counterbalance the concentration of power is intentionality
and thoughtful implementation (Rau and Koch-Gonzalez
2023: 3).

Sociocracy originated in the Netherlands with edu-
cator Kees Boeke, who in the 1920s experimented with a
decision-making method based on assent. In the 1970s,
engineer Gerard Endenburg formalised this approach
within a business context, developing the Sociocratic
Circle-Organization Method, inspired by cybernet-
ics and systems theory (Buck and Villines 2007). At its
core is the principle of making decisions that are “good
enough for now and safe enough to try,” emphasising
consensus that is reached through two rounds within
the circle, where each member has the right to object
- a right intended to serve the project constructively.
Objections are not seen as blocks but as opportunities
for improvement and can be integrated into the proposal
during the round with the support of the facilitator. The
four main principles of sociocracy are: decision-making
by consent, the egalitarian election of function hold-
ers, the structuring of activities into functional circles,
and the establishment of double links between circles to
facilitate both vertical and horizontal coordination (Rau
and Koch-Gonzalez 2023).

1.2.1. Eco-social challenges and transformative learning

Over the past eleven years, Arterra has faced mul-
tiple eco-social challenges while experimenting with a
complex integration of sociocratic governance, ecologi-
cal design, and intentional communal living. Each circle
within Arterra functions as a semi-autonomous group
with clearly defined domains and responsibilities - such
as prosperity, ecology, communal living, and more spe-
cifically, hospitality, community well-being, the manage-
ment of animals, food production, education, communi-
cation, and infrastructure (see Figure 1). This distributed
structure, inspired by sociocracy, has enabled inclusive
participation but also brought challenges related to time,
coordination, and emotional labor. The layered circle
system and double-linking mechanisms, while designed
to ensure transparency and feedback, often resulted in
meeting fatigue and decision-making overload, particu-
larly during periods of growth or when onboarding new
members unfamiliar with horizontal governance models.
At the same time, Arterra’s spatial and ecological prac-
tices draw deeply from permaculture principles, seeking
to harmonize human activity with natural ecosystems
through strategies of resource optimization, biodiversity,

and systemic thinking (Holmgren 2002; Ghelfi 2022).
These principles, when applied to community-scale pro-
jects such as decentralized energy systems (e.g., biogas
and solar), collective food production, and natural cos-
metics, introduced significant organizational and techni-
cal complexity. Shifting from individual experimentation
to collective enterprise required new forms of coordina-
tion, long-term planning, and a shared sense of responsi-
bility, which were not always easy to sustain.

This combination of participatory governance and
ecological design can be interpreted through the lens of
terraforming, understood here as the conscious and col-
lective effort to reconfigure the social and environmental
landscape, cultivating interdependence among human
and more-than-human actors (Latour and Schultz 2022;
Ghelfi 2022). In practice, however, this reconfiguration
is uneven and contingent. The community often strug-
gled to balance autonomy and cooperation across diverse
rhythms of life, worldviews, and social backgrounds.
Efforts to nurture cohesion were supported by micropo-
litical methodologies — such as active listening, non-vio-
lent communication, and deep ecology —which were sys-
tematically integrated into everyday life to support self-
awareness, conflict transformation, and the cultivation of
collective intelligence (Devall 2020; Rosenberg 2015).

Moreover, Arterra actively engages in broader peda-
gogical and transformative learning processes (Mezirow
2018), participating in initiatives such as EU4-Transition
and CLIPS (Community Learning Incubator Project for
Sustainability), which aim to strengthen capacities for
sustainable living and community resilience (Carraro et
al. 2023). Yet even with such tools, the tension between
inner transformation and collective functioning fre-
quently emerged, particularly in emotionally charged
contexts or moments of structural change. These chal-
lenges reveal the lived complexity of attempting to build
a post-capitalist, eco-social alternative - not as a utopia,
but as a situated and ongoing process of collective exper-
imentation.

2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. Constructivist Grounded Theory

This research adopted a qualitative, ethnographical-
ly inspired approach, conducted in two phases of field-
work carried out in February and May 2024. The study
employed participant observation to engage directly with
the rhythms and dynamics of community life, comple-
mented by semi-structured interviews.

Data analysis followed the principles of Constructiv-
ist Grounded Theory (CGT) (Charmaz, 2006), privileg-
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Table 1. Main Category: Life experience in an ecovillage (CGT).
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Substantive Categories

Conceptual Categories

Basic Social Processes (PSB)

Duration in the ecovillage and motivation
Life trajectory

Advantages and challenges of ecovillage life
Experiences with the sociocracy

Political ecovillage life

Personal journey, past experiences.

Inclusivity, active listening, NVC.

Think globally, act locally.

Mindful engagement with life in the community. Adjustment to new lifestyle

Integration of past and present

Sustainability, community dynamics, sociocracy. Adaptation to collective living

Transparent decision-making
Programmatic dissemination of ecological
best practices

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

ing an iterative and co-constructive process of meaning-
making between researcher and participants. The coding
process evolved through open, focused, and theoretical
coding phases, with five sensitizing concepts guiding,
but not constraining, the emergence of analytical catego-
ries (see Table 1). The decision to finalize codes and cat-
egories was guided by theoretical saturation, defined as
the point at which new data no longer produced substan-
tive changes to the developing theory.

This iterative approach allowed for the continu-
ous integration of participants’ perspectives, enrich-
ing the shared construction of meaning and ensuring
greater analytical depth. Advantages include flexibil-
ity and responsiveness to emerging data, while limita-
tions encompass potential subjectivity arising from close
researcher-participant interaction and the time-intensive
nature of the process, which may restrict the study’s
scalability.

To strengthen the validity and depth of the findings,
methodological triangulation was employed, combining
multiple qualitative techniques to capture different facets
of the research object. Furthermore, discourse analysis
was used to examine the narratives and symbolic con-
structions through which participants articulated their
identities, values, and visions of change.

The empirical corpus includes twelve in-depth inter-
views (see Table 2), analysed across the following the-
matic dimensions (see Table 1):

a) Motivations for joining and duration of residence in
the ecovillage;

b) Educational and professional backgrounds;

c) Advantages and challenges of ecovillage living;

d) Experiences with sociocratic governance;

e) Political dimensions of ecovillage life.

2.2. Emerging categories and key themes about the topic
sociocracy

Initial theoretical reflections suggest that at Arterra,
sociocracy is not merely adopted as a technical govern-

ance tool but is understood as a broader cultural and
relational framework. It redefines authority and power,
promoting distributed leadership based on trust rather
than hierarchical control. It also requires conscious par-
ticipation and shared responsibility, encouraging mem-
bers to engage actively and accountably in collective
decisions. Furthermore, sociocracy fosters continuous
learning and dynamic negotiation between individual
and collective needs, viewing conflict and feedback as
opportunities for growth. Thus, sociocracy at Arterra
becomes a living system that reshapes social norms, rela-
tional practices, and collective identities.

The table below (see Table 3) synthesizes the main
empirical codes identified during the analysis of partici-
pants’ narratives about sociocracy. Each code is accom-
panied by a short description and the list of participants
who mentioned or embodied in that theme. This struc-
tured overview supports the emerging theoretical prop-
osition that sociocracy at Arterra functions as a trans-
formative socio-cultural framework rather than a mere
governance tool.

With reference to Table 3, the results are discussed
in subsection 3.3.

3. LIFE EXPERIENCE IN AN ECOVILLAGE
3.1. From urban life to neo-rural intentional community

Residents shared a variety of motivations for joining
the ecovillage, ranging from ecological concerns and the
desire for alternative ways of living, to deeper personal
and existential search for alternative forms of living, or
political quests (Van Schyndel Kasper 2008).

I've been living in Arterra Bizimodu since November 2020.
My decision to move here didn’t happen all at once - it was
a gradual process. I first learned about ecovillages in 2017
and, over time, got more involved through gatherings, facili-
tation trainings, and sociocracy workshops. Slowly, I began
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Table 2. Overview of interview participants. Legend: This table summarizes key demographic and professional background information for
12 participants interviewed at the Arterra-Bizimodu Ecovillage in February and May 2024. All names have been anonymized, and partici-
pant codes (P.C.: P1-P12) are used for reference. Gender (G.) follows standard English notations: M = Male, F = Female, Q = Queer. Years

in Community (Y.C.) indicate the length of time each participant has lived in the ecovillage.

PC. G. Age YC. C%l?l;};l of Educational Background Previous Profession Current Role
P1 F 48 10 Italy Communication and Languages Trainer Facilitator
P2 M 42 3.5 Spain Computer Science (Amara Berri) Computer Engineer Environmental Engineer
P3 F 28 Germany Management Engineering Engineer Carpenter and Plumber
P4 M 34 Spain Sociology (UPNA) Social Educator Cybersecurity Teacher
P5 M 41 3 Spain Telecommunication Engineering Software Project IT Manager
P6 M 30 3.5  Spain Agricultural Engineering Rural Engineer Farmer
P7 F 49 Spain Speech Therapy Speech Therapist Group Facilitator
P8 M 36 10 Spain Agricultural Engineering Agronomist Horticulturist
P9 M 27 1 Italy Economics Volunteer Project Writer, Facilitator
P10 F 63 10 Spain Psychology Clinical Psychologist Facilitator
P11 Q 38 0.3 Romania PhD in Political Science Researcher Project Manager
Pi2 F 24 0.3 Spain Philosophy Student Student Volunteer
Source: Authors’ elaboration.
Table 3 Ten empirical codes about the topic sociocracy.

Code Description Participants

Discovery / Encounter with sociocracy The moment and context in which they first encountered sociocracy

Comparison with other systems

Comparison with majoritarian democracy, consensus, and assembly-
based decision-making

Horizontalism and power distribution Value of power distribution, absence of hierarchy

Responsibility and fear of mistakes

Pragmatic efficiency

Difficulties and challenges

Circles and roles

Trust in the system and in others

Taking on decision-making roles, risk, and impact on the ego
Practical value: decision-making, experimenting, adapting
Feedback, incomplete implementation, conflicts, understanding the
system as a whole

Participation in roles, operational circles, examples of tasks

Mutual trust between circles and individuals, collective intelligence,

P1, P2, P5, P6, P.8, P9, P.10
P1, P.3, P5, P6, P.7, P9, P.10

P2, P.3, P5, P.7, P.9, P.10
P2, P3, P6, P9, P11
P4, P.5, P8, P10, P11

P.2, P.3, P4, P.6, P.8, P9, P.12
P.2, P.3, P4, P.6, P.10, P.11

P4, P6, P.7, P9, P12

collaborative insight
P.1, P5, P6, P9, P12
P.1, P5, P6, P.7, P9, P.10

Review and continuous improvement
Attraction to the model

The possibility of reviewing decisions, correcting, evolving
Motivation to join the project because of sociocracy

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

to realize that this kind of life really existed and could be
possible for me.

At the beginning of 2020, I didn’t decide to move outright.
What I decided firmly was to give it a try. I understood that
it was a major life shift - from living in a city to consider-
ing life in a rural community far from urban centers. But I
told myself: there’s no step I can’t undo. I can take it step by
step and see what happens. I didn’t know what the outcome
would be, but I saw it as a learning experience. Among the
communities I had come across, Arterra stood out as the
right place to explore this way of living (P.2)

3.2. Participants’ life trajectories and the reconfiguration of
professional identities

Several participants described how their ecological
and communal awareness was not a sudden revelation
but rather a natural outcome of early formative environ-
ments. Many grew up in pedagogically progressive con-
texts — such as the Amara Berri school in San Sebastian
or Waldorf-inspired institutions — where holistic educa-
tion, creativity, and ecological sensitivity were integral to
the curriculum, or were the children of psychoanalysts,
educators, or academics who fostered critical engage-
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ment with ecological and existential questions from a
young age.

This early cultivation of awareness appeared to lay
the groundwork for their later interest in intentional
community life. One young volunteer, currently a phi-
losophy student, recounted how she had been raised on
ecological theory and critical awareness of planetary care.

What I was taught at school or by my parents often contra-
dicted the way we lived. We talked about ecology and caring
for the planet, but then we consumed huge amounts of plas-
tic — it just didn’t add up. That really upset me and made
me feel quite sad; I couldn’t understand it. From quite an
early age, I began to want to resolve those contradictions.
That’s also why I chose to study philosophy — to make sense
of what I was experiencing and to understand why things
didn’t seem to align. Even within the university system, I
didn’t feel at ease. That’s when I felt the need to come here
and take part in a long-term volunteering experience (P.12)

Her story echoes a recurring theme: many residents
arrived at Arterra not as passive consumers of sustainabil-
ity discourse but as individuals seeking coherence between
their upbringing, education, and lived experience.

Fieldwork reveals a significant shift in how residents
redefine their professional paths and daily practices. Many
come from conventional careers — such as engineering,
agronomy, psychology, communication, education, and
IT - but have chosen to apply their skills in hands-on,
community-centred ways. Within the ecovillage, academic
and professional identities are transformed into roles like
gardeners, bakers, group facilitators, brewers, educators,
engineers, social workers, environmental technicians, net-
work coordinators, editors, and more.

This shift reflects not only a personal transformation
but also a structural redefinition of labor, one that pri-
oritizes community relevance, ecological awareness, and
shared responsibility over conventional job prestige or
linear career progression. Residents participate in a co-
housing model in which each person or family lives in
a small private unit with a bathroom and kitchen. Dai-
ly life is partially collectivized: breakfast and lunch are
shared, while dinner is self-managed. A well-organized
system tracks who signs up for meals and who takes on
cooking duties, reflecting the sociocratic ethos of distrib-
uted responsibility and transparent communication.

3.3. Sociocracy in practice: participatory governance in
everyday life

Since its foundation in 2014, Arterra has adopted a sociocratic
governance model. Far from being a mere managerial tool,
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sociocracy is understood here as a deep, participatory struc-
ture that distributes power horizontally and encourages eve-
ryone to engage as both a citizen and a co-responsible actor.
Circle-based decision-making, double-linking between groups,
and rotating facilitators are all embedded into the fabric of
daily life. For example, decisions on the allocation of com-
mon resources — such as water usage in agriculture or energy
consumption from solar panels or biochar — are discussed and
resolved collectively, reflecting not only logistical coordination
but a shared ethic of deliberative cohabitation (P.1).

The sociocratic circles make decisions using con-
sent-based governance, ensuring that all voices are heard
and that objections are integrated constructively into the
decision-making process. At the core of the structure is
the General Circle, which connects delegates and opera-
tional leaders from each functional circle, maintaining
alignment with the community’s broader vision and val-
ues. This double-linking mechanism - where one rep-
resentative and one operational leader from each circle
participate in the next-higher circle - ensures both hori-
zontal accountability and vertical flow of information.

The circle structure supports not only organization-
al clarity but also personal empowerment, as each mem-
ber is actively engaged in shaping the life and direction
of the community (see Figure 1). Here’s how it’s clearly
explained by one resident:

In sociocracy, we work in circles so everyone can see and
hear each other equally. This structure supports transpar-
ency and equality. Each meeting is facilitated by someone
elected from the circle, who prepares the agenda, helps
guide discussions, and makes sure ideas and proposals are
clearly expressed.

The facilitator isn’t the one who coordinates the group —
that role belongs to the coordinator, who is either elected or
sometimes appointed, especially in operational circles. The
coordinator’s job is to keep the group energized and ensure
everyone is fulfilling their roles. If conflicts come up or tasks
aren’t being completed, the coordinator helps address the
issue or guides a resolution process (P5).

This embedded governance structure supports a
model of “prefigurative politics,” where the desired social
transformation is enacted in the present, not deferred
to some utopian future (Andrea and Wagner 2012).
Arterra, like other ecovillages in the Iberian Ecovillage
Network (RIE) and the broader GEN-Europe network,
is an experiment in lived democracy. Its members seek
to demonstrate that another form of citizenship is pos-
sible — one where communication is active, embodied,
and rooted in daily interaction, rather than mediated
through abstract, symbolic, or media-driven channels.

As highlighted by the data in Table 3, presented in
Subsection 2.2 of the methodology section, participants
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Figure 1. Sociocratic circle structure at Arterra Bizimodu.Source: https://arterrabizimodu.org/nosotras/sociocracia/.

often came across sociocracy through self-initiated
learning or prior involvement in intentional communi-
ties. This first encounter was marked by curiosity and
a desire to experiment with governance models more
aligned with their personal values - particularly inclu-
sivity and decentralization. Many described it in con-
trast to consensus-based or assembly models, which
they had experienced elsewhere. A recurring theme
was the dynamic balance between shared decision-
making power and individual responsibility. Partici-
pants stressed how the circles encouraged vulnerabil-
ity, emotional expression, and personal accountabil-
ity. This interplay supported not only group cohesion
but also personal development, fostering a sense of
agency grounded in mutual commitment. Participants
acknowledged that it required ongoing training, strong
facilitation, and collective effort to maintain the com-
munity. Ultimately, sociocracy was not only described
as a tool for making decisions, but as a practice that
shaped the culture and rhythms of everyday life.

3.4. Intentional communities as spaces of counter-hegem-
onic political practice

In an era increasingly characterized by the com-
modification of public discourse and the transforma-
tion of political actors into branded influencers, the
gap between appearance and action has widened con-
siderably. As Mirra and Pietropaoli (2024) argue, the
political field has shifted from the realm of deliberative
governance to a theatre of visibility, where citizens are
more often spectators than participants. The social role
of the “citizen” has morphed into that of a “follower,” a
consumer of political narratives rather than an agent of
political action.

Against this backdrop, intentional communities like
Arterra offer a radical counterpoint. Their practices con-
stitute a form of factual politics - not centred on rhetoric
or symbolic gestures but on the reappropriation of col-
lective agency through local, participatory structures.
They do not merely critique existing systems; they model
alternative pathways.
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Well, from the beginning, as a feminist, I believe every-
thing is political - even simple daily choices like living in
an eco-village or deciding whether to drink bottled water
or tap water. [...] In today’s world, especially in Western
societies, I don’t think it’s possible to live without engag-
ing politically in some way. Here in Arterra, living togeth-
er in the same place with so many people makes those
dynamics even more visible. Thanks to the facilitation
courses we do here, we have rich tools for giving feedback,
managing conflict, and navigating interpersonal relation-
ships - much more than you’d find elsewhere. What 1
really appreciate in Arterra is the intention to keep a bal-
ance between individual well-being and collective well-
being. There’s real care, openness, and support for person-
al processes, but without putting individual needs above
the project itself. The project, the shared life, remains at
the centre (P.11)

Through their involvement with networks like
GEN-Europe and ECOLISE (European Network for
Community-Led Initiatives on Climate Change and
Sustainability), these communities also engage in meta-
political work: co-authoring policy proposals, partici-
pating in EU-level deliberations on climate transition,
and contributing to manifestos that call for a redefini-
tion of sustainability and governance. These initiatives,
far from being utopian side projects, reflect a grounded
political agency that merges everyday practice with
broader structural change (Asara et al. 2015; Kunze and
Avelino 2015). Here’s how one participant described it
during the 2024 ECOLISE annual gathering, which took
place at Arterra.

I came as volunteer in Arterra, and now I'm representing
RIVE, the Italian ecovillage network. ECOLISE is a network
of networks that plays a key role in connecting and coordi-
nating many projects and communities with shared values.
It acts as a bridge, helping community voices reach differ-
ent levels — from local to institutional — while also creating
opportunities for collaboration and positive cross-pollina-
tion between members of the network. Its work is political,
not just in the personal or social sense, but also in terms of
influencing policy. That bridging role is something no one
else was really taking on, and it’s incredibly valuable (P.9).

The duration of the stay of the residents often
reflects these motivations, with some arriving for a tem-
porary experience — such as through European volun-
teering programs — and others committing to long-term
transformation.

Permaculture also plays a political role here, not
only as a method of ecological design or land manage-
ment, but as a broader philosophy of social transforma-
tion — what some describe as a form of terraforming for
just and sustainable futures. As one resident explains:

Marina Bertino, Marfa Dolores Martin-Lagos Lopezu

I see permaculture as deeply connected to the world of com-
munities and collective projects. Of course, it includes things
like gardening and self-sufficiency, but it goes far beyond
that. It’s a broad approach that also touches on social and
political dimensions. It’s guided by ethical principles and
aims for fairness, cooperation, and an understanding of
ecosystems — not just in nature, but among humans too. It’s
about symbiosis and coexistence, recognizing that we, as
humans, are part of the same web as animals, plants, and
all living beings (P.8).

3.5. Transformative learning

Moreover, each year the community welcomes long-
term volunteers through European and international
exchange programs, including Erasmus+, ESC (Europe-
an Solidarity Corps), and other transatlantic initiatives.
These volunteers, often young people from across Europe
and the United States, engage in what can be described as
transformative learning — gaining not only practical skills
in ecological living and self-organization, but also under-
going a deeper personal and political awakening. Their
immersion into the rhythms of communal life, ecologi-
cal stewardship, and participatory governance positions
the ecovillage as a pedagogical space, where knowledge is
transmitted not through instruction but through experi-
ence, embodiment, and relational engagement.

By reclaiming communication as a collective, lived
process — not a media construct — these communities
reinstate politics as a verb: something done, shared,
embodied. In this way, Arterra does not merely practice
sustainability; it performs a deeply political act of resist-
ance against the passive, consumers’ form of citizenship
that dominates much of contemporary society.

As one participant reflects:

This is another way of doing politics — aligned with the
feminist idea that the personal is political. What we do
here is trying to give our lives meaning and impact through
how we live together. It’s about transformation that starts
at the root, through daily practices. For me, feminism is a
key inspiration — not only for how it’s shaped my life, but
because it has brought deep social change without relying
on violence, simply by embodying the change it seeks (P.10).

In this sense, Arterra’s political practice aligns close-
ly with the principles of ecofeminism — where caring for
the planet and caring for people are inseparable.

4. CONCLUSION

This study has sought to illuminate how intentional
communities like Arterra Bizimodu are not merely alter-
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native lifestyles but dynamic laboratories of socio-politi-
cal experimentation. The trajectories of the participants
- often shaped by early exposure to holistic education,
ecological awareness, and critical thinking - highlight
the role of formative environments in cultivating a dis-
position toward communal and sustainable living. These
individuals do not arrive in ecovillages as disillusioned
idealists, but as citizens actively seeking coherence
between their values and daily life.

It reinforces a culture of listening, feedback, and
continuous learning - hallmarks of what we Mezirow
(2018) defined as transformative learning. In this con-
text, governance becomes not only a matter of logistics
but a field of personal and collective growth. Decisions
are not made on behalf of the community; they are
made within it, by those directly affected.

What emerges is a form of prefigurative politics,
where the community enacts in the present the values
and systems it wishes to see more widely adopted. This
stands in stark contrast to the current socio-political cli-
mate, where political discourse is increasingly reduced to
spectacle, influence, and consumer branding (Mirra and
Pietropaoli 2024). In such a landscape, Arterra’s practices
offer a quiet yet powerful rupture: a return to embodied
citizenship, where politics is not performed for visibility,
but lived through shared space, mutual care, and situated
decision-making. Furthermore, Arterra’s active engage-
ment in European networks such as GEN-Europe and
ECOLISE shows that these communities do not withdraw
from the political sphere - they expand it. They propose
new ways of relating, organizing, and envisioning futures
that transcend individualism and economic instrumen-
talism. Their contributions to policy dialogues, educa-
tional initiatives, and regenerative practices mark them as
political agents, not just lifestyle communities.

In this sense, Arterra challenges conventional under-
standings of both governance and political participa-
tion. Through the practical application of sociocracy, the
community exemplifies a form of governance rooted not
in abstract representation but in embodied dialogue, co-
responsibility, and iterative learning. This system allows
members to engage not merely as inhabitants but as co-
creators of their social environment. Their political agen-
cy emerges through practice - planting gardens, facili-
tating circles, resolving conflicts — rather than through
alignment with traditional ideologies or institutions.

At the same time, the findings suggest that such
communities are not free from contradictions. The
aspirations for inclusivity, resilience, and sustainability
encounter material and relational limits: uneven partici-
pation, burnout, interpersonal tensions, and the constant
friction with external socio-economic pressures. These

communities enact what might be called transforma-
tive micropolitics, where individuals experiment with
new ways of relating, deciding, and dwelling together.
Yet their fragility remains. As Arterra grows and adapts,
it must constantly balance its vision with the tensions of
scale, sustainability, and external engagement. Its long-
term impact will depend on its ability to remain porous
and connected - sharing knowledge, influencing policy,
and continuing to inspire through example.

Ultimately, ecovillages like Arterra do not offer
blueprints, but seeds. They call for a rethinking of what
is politically possible — not through abstraction, but
through grounded, embodied, and relational ways of
life. Their contribution to eco-social transformation lies
not only in what they resist, but in what they quietly and
persistently grow.

In this spirit, our intention as authors is to further
explore these practices - particularly sociocratic gov-
ernance and permaculture-based ecological design -
through a comparative study between Arterra, as a ter-
ritorially embedded intentional community, and other
eco-social transition contexts. One relevant case is the
Sicilian permaculture movement, which, unlike Arterra’s
enclosed model, operates as a diffuse, polycentric net-
work. Since 2020, this movement has formally articulat-
ed itself through a collective manifesto, positioning itself
as a political actor rooted in agroecology, land reoccupa-
tion and community regeneration (Bertino and Martin-
Lagos Lépez 2025). Comparing these two contexts — one
enclosed and intentional, the other dispersed and emer-
gent — may illuminate the diverse strategies, tensions,
and innovations shaping contemporary pathways of eco-
social transformation across different cultural and terri-
torial landscapes.
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