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Abstract 

     Despite decades of economic and medical improvements since the end of World 

War II, Americans report they are less satisfied with their lives and more unhappy than 

they were 20 to 30 years ago.  Americans in general enjoy a high standard of living, 

but also report feeling more stressed than individuals living in Third World 

countries.  The spread of this cultural malaise has coincided with American 

communities across the country reporting a precipitous drop in the level of civic 

engagement.  This has occurred in tandem with the dawning realization that personal 

happiness and well-being does not correlate with increased income levels beyond the 

point of meeting basic needs.  This research focused on three intentional permaculture 

communities and determined there were factors of community cohesiveness and 

commitment that could transfer back into mainstream communities to rejuvenate 

depleted levels of social capital and civic engagement.  Part of the requirement of 

residency in intentional permaculture communities is the expectation residents 

contribute to the community and share their life with other residents while leading a 

sustainable lifestyle.  Understanding the organization and structure of life within these 

communities is of use to mainstream communities as we, as a nation, move toward 

rebuilding mainstream community structure to enhance individual well-being, increase 

levels of civic engagement, and move our First World nation into becoming a 

responsible global partner.   

Key words: intentional community, permaculture, permaculture communities, 

ecovillage, sustainability, well-being, anti-consumerism, Transition Town, La Cité 
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Écologique, D’Acres, Findhorn, environmentalism, civic engagement, social capital, 

Walden, high and low context culture 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Background 

     I first became drawn to the idea of how community structure and an individual’s 

sense of themselves within a community affects a person’s assessment of their overall 

well-being when I was the director of a domestic and sexual violence crisis center and 

shelter program in northern New Hampshire.  I observed that when an individual was 

struggling to recover from the adverse effects of significant trauma and was provided 

with a safe and secure environment that allowed them to interact with and receive 

support from others, their recovery of a healthy sense of self and ability to begin to 

rebuild their lives was much more self-sustainable than when a person was simply 

provided with a safe place to stay and food to eat.  As the program’s director, I had the 

ability to create a communal environment within the shelter where residents helped 

each other out with meals, childcare, transportation, and emotional support.  Once this 

culture was established, it took on a life of its own where it became the norm with new 

people coming into shelter as established residents perpetuated the culture on their 

own.  

     The majority of people living in the shelter beyond a month or two had become 

homeless as a result of physical and/or emotional disabilities, (Homelessness in NH, 

2009).  They often had no social resources, family or friends, who could provide a 

safety net during hard times.  These individuals had come to regard themselves as 

outsiders with no foundation of community from which to recover and grow.   They 

were very much alone and ashamed to ask for help.  It was possible to assist people in 

finding community support through agencies associated with the program, such as the 
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local PATH program, (Projects for Assistance in Transition from Homelessness) 

(Homelessness in NH, 2009), and work with local landlords to find people permanent 

affordable housing.   

     Professionally, I believed helping people to find the correct agency to address their 

mental health, medical, and dental needs; assist with housing, food, clothing, and 

transportation needs; and, if they needed it, legal resources, was considered the 

appropriate intervention.  I dutifully campaigned the community to find services and 

financial support for shelter residents as they transitioned into the community.  I began 

to realize that the typical human service approach, which as described by John 

McKnight (2012), has “the unintentional effect of pulling suffering away from the 

family or the neighborhood into the domain of the marketplace” (p. 36).  As a human 

service professional, I was contributing to the commercialization and commodification 

of the very people I wished to help.  If I could just find the right service they would be 

fine.  I eventually realized this was wrong.   

     To authentically re-integrate people into the community, members of the 

community beyond the human service network needed to be involved.  The program 

tried to accomplish this by recruiting volunteers from churches and other social 

organizations to be a support to former shelter residents.  There were success stories, 

but other individuals, who had thrived within the shelter’s communal environment, 

once again reported social isolation and experiencing a feeling of disconnect to the 

larger community once out on their own.  Why?  What was the difference?   
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     In New Hampshire, during 2012, 1,913 mentally ill and/or physically disabled 

individuals comprised 40% of the total number of 4,825 individuals who were  

provided emergency or transitional shelter (Homeless in New Hampshire, 2012).  

What had happened in American culture that a significant percentage of people in 

these categories comprise such a large number of homeless statistics?   

     My experience in observing how a sense of community promoted positive 

individual transformation drew me to the study of how an individual’s overall being 

can be positively and negatively impacted by a larger social structure.   I also sought to 

understand how an individual’s relationship to the larger social structure in which they 

lived impacted upon their overall health.   

     Through my Externship course work, a part of my overall doctoral course work, I 

engaged in research which led me to discover and seek out intentional permaculture 

communities.  This experience influenced me to want to understand why people chose 

to live within an intentional community, and if life within intentional communities 

serves to fulfill a need within individual lives that is otherwise lacking in conventional 

communities.   If people do, indeed, experience an increased sense of overall well-

being within intentional permaculture communities, what were the reasons and how 

their experience may be used to enhance conventional community structure to improve 

the social fabric of mainstream communities and contribute to a higher sense of well-

being for individuals living in mainstream social structures. 
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Conceptual Underpinnings 

     Shenker (1986/2011) posits that we benefit from studying intentional communities 

as they are:  

     self-contained…social groups interacting with their environment.  We  

     can see them both as micro-versions of large societies and as social  

     groups with unique characteristics… [and] by analyzing their historical  

     and social context we can gain insight into the wider trends of the time.  

     (Shenker, 1986/2011, p. 4) 

     This dissertation research is an examination of three permaculture communities:  

the Findhorn Foundation in Findhorn, Scotland, including the associated community 

on the Island of Erraid in the Hebrides; La Cité Écologique in Colebrook, New 

Hampshire and Ham Nord, Quebec; and D’Acres, an educational permaculture 

homestead in Dorchester, New Hampshire.   

     Permaculture as a movement first came into being during the 1970’s.  The word 

permaculture is a contraction of two terms:  permanent agriculture and permanent 

culture, which was coined and promoted as a way of living and thinking by David 

Holmgren and Bill Mollison (Permaculture Activist, 2014).  David Holmgren was in 

the process of completing his doctoral thesis at the University of Tasmania, Hobart, 

and Bill Mollison, who was directing Holmgren’s research and was also his mentor, 

merged Holmgren’s thesis with his own research to publish  Permaculture One 

(Jeeves, 1981).   Holmgren (2002/2011) describes the original 1978 concept of 
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permaculture as “an integrated, evolving system of perennial or self-perpetuating plant 

and animal species useful to man” (p.xix).   

     In Permaculture:  Principles & Pathways Beyond Sustainability, Holmgren offers:  

     A more current definition of permaculture, which reflects the expansion of focus  

     implicit in Permaculture One, is ‘Consciously designed landscapes 

     which mimic the patterns and relationships found in nature, while 

     yielding an abundance of food, fiber and energy for provision of local  

     needs.’  People, their buildings and the ways in which they organize  

     themselves are central to permaculture.  Thus the permaculture vision  

     of permanent or sustainable agriculture has evolved to one of permanent  

     or sustainable culture. (Holmgren, 2002/2011, p. xix) 

The Fellowship for Intentional Community defines an intentional community as: 

     A group of people who have chosen to work together in pursuit of a  

    common ideal or vision…Intentional communities come in all shapes  

    and sizes, and display amazing diversity in their common values,  

    which may be social, economic, spiritual, political, and/or ecological.  

    (Fellowship for Intentional Community as qtd. in Metcalf, 2004, p. 9)     

     The five common values referred to above become synthesized into a shared 

purpose of vision as the permaculture movement eventually became one with the 

growth and establishment of ecovillage intentional communities beginning in the 

1970s to now.  In Robert and Diane Gilman’s, 1991, Ecovillages and Sustainable 
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Communities Report for Gaia Trust by Context Institute, the Gilmans coined what has 

been considered to be the classic definition of ecovillages:  

     human scale, full-featured settlements in which human activities  

     are harmlessly integrated into the natural world in a way that is  

     supportive of healthy human development, and which can  

     successfully continue into the indefinite future. (as qtd.in  Ecovillage  

     Newsletter, 2014) 

     As ecovillages across the globe have developed and/evolved to embrace the tenants 

of permaculture, Jack Dawson (2006), the President of the Global Ecovillage Network 

(GEN) has since augmented the standard definition of contemporary ecovillages to 

include the following five criteria: 

1) Ecovillages are private citizens’ initiatives. They’re grassroots.  

2) Ecovillagers value community living.  

3) They are not overly dependent on government, corporate, or other centralized 

sources for water, food, shelter, power, and other basic necessities.  

4) Ecovillagers have a strong sense of shared values, often characterized in 

spiritual terms.  

5) They often serve as research and demonstration sites. Many offer educational 

experiences for others. (Dawson, 2006) 

     Anthropologist Susan Love Brown (2002) describes intentional communities as 

evolving in direct response to larger forces within the mainstream society that have 

failed to meet the needs of a large number of individuals, and people begin to seek out 
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a way of life separate from the mainstream culture.  “They turn away from their 

existing communities and toward intentional community with an eye toward setting 

things right in a more intimate setting” (p. 6).  This interpretation is echoed to a degree 

by Dianne Christian (2003) in Creating a Life Together:  Practical Tools to Grow 

Ecovillages and Intentional Communities.  Christian (2003) offers the explanation as 

to why individuals choose to live in intentional communities is usually a quest to live 

with others whom share a common idealism.  “A community’s ideals usually arise 

from something its members see as lacking or missing in the wider culture” (p. xvi).    

Does this mean that members of contemporary intentional permaculture communities 

in the form of ecovillages consider themselves separate and insulated from the larger 

mainstream society?   

     Previous research on intentional communities centered on individual religious sects 

such as the Shakers, the Hutterites, the Kibbutz movement (Turner, 1969/2008; 

Shenker, 1986/2011; Smith, 1994; Brown, 2002), communal societies such as the 

American Transcendentalists’ Brook Farm, and/or the communal movement of the 

1960s and 1970s (Brown et al, 2002), but little research has been devoted to 

understanding the individual motivations or experience of people living within 

contemporary permaculture communities.  According to Miller and Bentley (2012), 

“despite increasing awareness and acceptance of sustainability, relatively little is 

known about the motivations, viewpoints, and experiences of people who choose to 

lead extremely sustainable lives” (p. 137).   
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     If, as Dawson (2006) purports, one of the primary functions of contemporary 

ecovillages is to “serve as research and demonstration sites while offering educational 

experiences,” this concept alone dispels many of the previously adhered to blanket 

definitions of intentional communities as isolated, cult-like communities, whose 

members collectively experience a sense of liminality, as defined by Turner (1969), as 

being “threshold people” (p. 95), and who, as Kamau (2002) describes as “individuals 

stripped of their old identities and…joined together in a communality…[living] 

outside normal society and on the margins” (p. 19).   

    It should be noted that in the nascent phase of their development, both the Shaker 

communities and the Mormons were considered to be “on the margins” of society.    

Mormons were reviled and persecuted right down to the turn of the 20th century, 

mainly because of their former practice of polygamy being in conflict with 

mainstream cultural values, and the Shakers in effect committed indirect community 

suicide through their practice of celibacy (Remini, 2008).  Yet both communities 

endured and came to be recognized as examples of alternative lifestyles accepted and 

respected by the larger mainstream society (Foster, 2002; Remini, 2008).    

     Another example of a communal society that was accepted and even admired by 

many mid-19th century Americans was the Transcendentalist movement (Renfro-

Sargent, 2002).  American Transcendentalists believed that the ills of society could be 

transcended by focusing their collective energies on fixing what was broken (Remini, 

2008), which, according to Remini (2008), was “a materialist society full of greed and 

avarice” (p. 112).  Several famous Americans were amongst the founders of the 
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Transcendentalist commune, Brook Farm, in West Roxbury, Massachusetts:  Bronson 

Alcott, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Margaret Fuller, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.   

     The founding member most closely associated with the modern environmental 

movement (Buell, 1989), and from whom permaculture has its roots, is Henry David 

Thoreau.   In 1854, Thoreau published Walden; or, Life in the Woods, a journalist 

account of a year Thoreau spent living alone on Walden Pond in Concord, 

Massachusetts. 

     Not only has the book been in continuous publication since its initial publication, 

but by 1890, according to a guide book of the day, the site of Thoreau’s stay on 

Walden Pond was attracting “more pilgrims than any other place of equal size upon 

the continent [North America]” (as qtd.in Buell, 1989, p. 197).   According to Buell  

 (1989), the continuing popularity of Thoreau and Walden Pond can be attributed to 

the notion “that to approach the ghost of Thoreau meant shaking the dust of urbanity 

and materialism from one’s feet, indeed ultimately civilization itself” (p. 198).   In 

Walden, Thoreau cautions the reader to consider the dictated norm of contemporary 

society as an economic trap for the ordinary person: 

     Most men appear to have considered what a house is, and are actually  

     though needlessly poor all their lives because they think they must have  

     such as one as their neighbors have…it is the luxurious and dissipated 

     who set the fashion which the herd so diligently follows. (Thoreau, 

     1854/1985, p. 351) 
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    Could it be that one of the reasons individuals choose to live in intentional 

permaculture communities is a desire among individuals to split from the “herd”, as 

implied by Thoreau, to mindfully encompass a way of life less centered on 

consumerism?    

     In 1945, B.F. Skinner wrote Walden II, which was published in 1948, three years 

after the end of World War II.  As the founder of behavioral science, Skinner was 

concerned with what he saw as an unhealthy obsession with consumerism and blatant 

consumption of natural resources occurring in post-WWII America.  In a revised 

Preface for the 1976 republication of Walden II, Skinner (1976) urged that the 

government needed to develop an approach to life “to induce people to adapt to new 

ways of living which are less consuming and hence less polluting…There are 

contingencies of reinforcement in which people continue to pursue (and even 

overtake) happiness while consuming far less” (Kindle location 144 of 5005).    

Skinner (1976) was concerned with how ordinary people would be affected by the 

institutionalization of consumerism.   

     In 2002, Holmgren (2002/2011) also spoke of consumerism as government 

institutionalization and resistance to changing the status quo as an imperative for the 

need of the permaculture movement to gain momentum.  “The craven acceptance of 

economic growth at all costs, and the powerful established corporate and government 

interests, which stand to lose power from such a transition [away from consumerism], 

makes clear the radical political nature of the permaculture agenda” (Holmgren, 

2002/2014). 
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     In Skinner’s 1986 essay, “What is wrong with daily life in the Western world?” he 

offered a rationale for why it is of global importance to correct the ills of western 

society: 

     The quality of life in the West is not the most important problem in the  

     world today.  It cannot compare with global poverty, illness, and violence,  

     or with over population, the exhaustion of critical resources…But a better  

     quality of life should help to solve those problems.  Because the West is  

     taken as a model by the rest of the world, it would be a more challenging  

     model if it were improved.  It would also be easier to copy.  Other cultures  

     would not need to make our mistakes. (p. 573) 

Rationale and Purpose 

     The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the structure and organizational 

design of intentional permaculture communities and determine if either element or 

both is perceived by individual community members to affect the subjective 

assessment of their overall well-being, i.e. emotional, physical, and spiritual health, as 

viewed through their own experience. 

      The rationale for this inquiry was to determine what aspects of intentional 

permaculture community life may be transferred into mainstream community structure 

to positively contribute to the well-being of individuals living within conventional 

communities. 

Research Questions 

This dissertation sought to answer the following questions:  
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1) What compelling forces and factors exist within mainstream society that serve as 

the catalyst for individuals to establish a life within intentional permaculture 

communities? 

2) Do members perceive that life in intentional permaculture communities provides an 

increased level of subjective well-being (SWB) as compared to life in mainstream 

communities? If so, does this perception serve to strengthen their bond and sense of 

connection to the community?  

3) Does the practice and application of permaculture principles in the day to day life of 

members of intentional permaculture communities provide an example of a means for 

contemporary mainstream people to live a life of fulfillment and meaning while 

promoting an environmentally sustainable way of living? 

4) If intentional permaculture communities are indeed striving toward Walden III, are 

there aspects of the structure and organization of intentional permaculture 

communities that may be transferable to mainstream communities to improve 

community structure, improve environmental practices, and provide an increased 

sense of personal well-being and connectedness to community for their citizens as 

well? 

List of Terms                                                                                                   

1) intentional community:   

Five or more people, drawn from more than one family or kinship group,  

      who… come together for the purpose of ameliorating perceived social 

 problems or inadequacies...In the pursuit of their goals, they share significant 

 aspects of their lives together (Metcalf, 2004, p. 9).         
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2) mainstream:  “Representing the prevalent attitudes, values, and practices of a 

society or group” (American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 2013). 

3) permaculture:   

     “Consciously designed landscapes which mimic the patterns and  

     relationships found in nature, while yielding an abundance of food,  

     fiber, and energy for provision of local needs. People, their buildings  

     and the ways they organize themselves are central to permaculture.   

     Thus the permaculture vision of permanent (sustainable) agriculture  

      has evolved to one of permanent (sustainable) culture.”  

      (Holmgren, 2002/2011, p. xix) 

4) social capital: “social networks, as norms of reciprocity, mutual assistance, and 

trustworthiness” (Putnam & Feldstein, 2003, p.2).   

5) subjective well-being: “a person’s evaluation of his or her life” (Deiner, Sapyta & 

Suh, 2002, p. 3). 

6)  sustainable:   

     “The existence and operations of an infrastructure (transportation  

       and communication) services, (health, education, and culture), and  

       government (agreements, laws, and enforcement) that will encourage  

       and support the sustainable use of the biosphere and equitable resource  

       use.” (Brown et al, 1987, p. 718)  



Walden III                                                                                                                   14 
 

 
 
  
 
 

7) well-being: defined “as people’s positive evaluation of their lives, includes positive 

emotion, engagement, satisfaction, and meaning (Seligman, 2002)” (Diener and 

Seligman, 2004, p. 1).                                                        

Summary 

     In Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam (2000) urges members of western culture to 

consider exactly how we can re-establish a sense of community.  “Nowhere is the need 

to restore connectedness, trust, and civic engagement clearer than in the now often 

empty public forums of our democracy” (p.412).   Putnam (2000) cautions the current 

disintegration of American social fabric is a cultural trend that has evolved to crisis 

proportions.   

     Could it be that the current development of intentional permaculture communities 

is a response on an individual level to this larger cultural crisis? As Kamau (2002) 

explains, “society as a whole need not be in crisis for intentional communities to form; 

for some persons society itself is the crisis” (p. 20).  This sentiment is reinforced 

through Jared Diamond’s (2005/2011) analysis that the disproportionate level of 

natural resources consumed by First World countries, as compared to Third World 

countries, may quite possibly contribute to the collapse of society as we know it if 

immediate and direct efforts are not taken to shift our cultural values away from 

excessive consumerism.   “These…values affect whether the society solves (or even 

tries to solve) its problems” (Diamond, 2005/2011, p. 15). 

     While there has been substantial research conducted on the ideology and larger 

societal constructs as to why the development of intentional communities has waxed 
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and waned throughout history (Zablocki, 1980; Shenker, 1986/2011; Brown et al, 

2002; Metcalf, 2004) “relatively little is known about what it is like to live in an 

ecovillage”( Miller & Bentley, 2012).  The intent of this research, as John McKnight 

and Peter Block (2010/2012) so eloquently state, “is to move the conversation about 

community forward and remind ourselves what citizens can do to bring satisfaction 

into modern life” (p. 10).  

      David Holmgren (2002/2011) predicts “it is reasonable to conclude that life for our 

children, grandchildren, and their descendants is hardly likely to be characterized 

either by a steady state of illusory continuous growth or by a quiet, predictable 

sustainable future” (p. 271).   Perhaps gaining a deeper understanding of life in 

intentional permaculture communities and the motivations of people living in them, 

may contribute to a larger cultural shift toward moving the philosophical construct of 

Walden III from theory into reality. 
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Chapter 2 – Review of the Literature 

 
      Amos, an 8th century Biblical prophet, founded the first recorded intentional 

community “because he envisioned a social reality based on communal principles of 

justice and non-exploitation” (Metcalf, 2004, p.18).   The first intentional community 

in the New World, Whorekill, was founded in Delaware in 1672 by a remarkable 

visionary, Pieter Cornelisz Plockhoy (Bailyn, 2012, p. 311).   Plockhoy sought to 

establish a society where rich or poor would be equally cared for and supported by the 

community as a whole.   Although Whorekill fell victim to the political machinations 

of the time between the Dutch and English colonial efforts and dissolved within two 

years, Plockhoy’s ideas continued to ferment in metropolitan Europe throughout the 

succeeding centuries and “served as the model for innumerable utopias” (p. 320) well 

into the 20th century.    

       It is important to study the occurrence and structure of intentional communities as 

“on the one hand, the communities were set up in opposition to the prevailing culture 

of the base society…On the other hand, the communities had their roots very much in 

the prevailing culture” (Shenker, 1986/2011, p. 66).  For example, Plockhoy’s 

Whorekill may appear to modern eyes to be a revolutionary concept, but it is often 

overlooked that Plimoth Plantation and the Massachusetts Bay Colony were both 

primarily established as communal religious refuges that eventually evolved to be the 

mainstream community of their times (Bailyn, 2012).     

     As a researcher on modern religious intentional communities, Luther Smith (1994) 

relates that well into the early 20th century a large number of communal societies 
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throughout the world were established as a direct result of a group of people choosing 

to set themselves apart from the mainstream society to more fully devote themselves 

to a particular religious practice (Smith, 1994, p. 20).  Although Smith (1994) focuses 

his research on modern religious communal societies, he describes the current mission 

of many non-religious intentional communities as equally “committed to the 

transformation of society” (p. 20).  

     Anthropologist Susan Brown (2002) states that intentional communities evolve in 

direct response to larger forces within the mainstream society that have failed to meet 

the needs of a large number of individuals, and people begin to seek out a way of life 

separate from the mainstream culture.  “They turn away from their existing 

communities and toward intentional community with an eye toward setting things 

right in a more intimate setting” (p. 6).   

     If that is the case with hundreds of new intentional communities springing up 

around the world, what is the driving force within contemporary society that has 

served as a catalyst for this occurrence?  William Metcalf (2004) has devoted the 

majority of his adult life to living in and studying intentional communities.  Metcalf 

(2004) opines that “people living in intentional communities have less stressful and 

more committed and satisfying lives compared to their previous experiences of living 

in mainstream communities as compared to the general population” (p. 109).  Modern 

intentional communities, as Smith (1994) points out, are often established as havens 

where “members care for one another’s physical, emotional, and spiritual needs” (p. 

20).    
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      In contrast, Robert Putnam (2000) explores the individual sense of 

disconnectedness and loneliness that he believes is pervasive in mainstream American 

communities in Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community. 

“Most Americans…know that something bad has been happening in their 

communities… [and] have had a growing sense at some visceral level of disintegrating 

social bonds” (p. 287).  Putnam (2000) quotes the work of psychologist Martin 

Seligman, who believes “more of us are feeling down because modern society 

encourages a belief in personal control and autonomy more than a commitment to duty 

and common enterprise” (p. 335).  Putnam (2000) concurs and warns that Americans 

“pay a very high price for our slackening social connections” (p. 332).   He also 

believes that our level of dissatisfaction and unhappiness with our lives is a direct 

result from disengagement with one another and our communities.   

      Perhaps the current appeal of intentional permaculture communities is one of any 

number of attempts by individuals dissatisfied with the seemingly insurmountable 

problems of contemporary Western culture to find a sense of meaning in life.  The 

increase in the establishment of intentional communities, and the desire of larger 

numbers of people to live in them, “signals a disturbance in the larger society – that is, 

some respect in which society has not met the needs of a substantial number of 

people” (Brown, 2002, p. 154).    

      In 1949, B.F. Skinner wrote Walden II, a work of fiction which explores how an 

innovative social experiment manipulated the environment to produce a utopian 

society for a select group of people.  Skinner based his concept for the novel around 
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the original writings of American Transcendentalist writer, Henry David Thoreau’s 

Walden:  Life in the Woods, published in 1854.  “For the Transcendentalists, the soul 

of each individual is identical with the soul of the world and contains what the world 

contains” (Campbell, 2013).   The philosophical construct of Transcendentalism 

evolved into concrete practice when the most well-known Transcendentalists, 

including Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Margaret Fuller, 

Bronson Alcott, and a group of other men and women, decided to establish the 

experimental community, Brook Farm, in West Roxbury, Massachusetts in the 1840s. 

      Lawrence Foster (2002) suggests the establishment of a number of intentional 

communities during the 1830s and 1840s in the United States was in direct result of 

the social unrest and questioning of values as the country progressed through a 

turbulent period of substantial geographic and industrial expansion.  “Americans were 

becoming involved in an extraordinary variety of new religious and social movements, 

[and] thousands of New Englanders and transplanted New Englanders joined 

communal religious groups that rejected existing marriage and nuclear family 

patterns” (p.67).    

     For example, in addition to the emergence of the Transcendentalists’ Brook Farm, 

the Shakers established two dozen communities from New England to Indiana, and 

New Harmony in Indiana was established as a communal experiment by a successful 

Scottish business man, Robert Owen (Remini, 2008).   At its height, Brook Farm had 

as many as 150 members, but the community continuously experienced difficulty in 
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how to handle equitable work distribution needed to keep the community functioning, 

despite its members’ philosophical quest to treat all members equitably.   

     According to Remini (2008), despite their difficulties “this experiment in 

communal living attracted many Americans, although Brook Farm died out after a 

disastrous fire in 1847” (p. 113).   The communal experiment of New Harmony 

attracted attention and individuals willing to become members during this time period 

as well.  “New Harmony was expected to flourish as a model society in which 

everyone would lead a happy and productive life…But within two years this 

experiment failed.  Owen’s rather strange ideas about ‘free love’…generated internal 

discord and conflict” (p. 114).   

     The period of 1824-48 is considered to be “the utopian socialist period of 

communitarianism in the United States” (Zablocki, 1980, 36-38 as qtd. in Brown, 

2002, p. 155).  Susan Brown (2002) offers the analysis that the upsurge in the number 

of communal societies coming into existence during this time period was a direct 

result of American society transitioning from an agrarian economy to an industrial 

based economic system, inherent with the inequities of a growing capitalist based 

society.   

     The 1854 publication of Thoreau’s original Walden coincided with a significant 

social trend and desire on the part of late 19th century Americans to reconnect with the 

country’s pastoral roots as the nation became increasingly industrialized.  According 

to American Literature expert, Lawrence Buell (1989), the physical site of Walden 

Pond where Thoreau lived and wrote the book, was becoming a site of pilgrimage, 
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well before the end of the century, for Americans hoping to reconnect with their 

pastoral roots.  “One begins to appreciate this when one takes note of the similarities 

between the pilgrimage to Concord [Massachusetts] and the findings of historical and 

anthropological students of religious pilgrimage as ritual process” (Buell, 1989, p. 

179).    

     Buell (1989) goes on to explain how the reverence readers bestowed upon the site 

of Walden and Thoreau himself evolved into both being regarded as cult-like icons for 

the emerging environmentalist movement of the mid-20th century.   Buell (1989) 

quotes nature writer Joseph Wood Krutch (1950) as he writes of the degree of 

reverence that environmentalists attribute to Thoreau, who in a sense has been 

canonized, according to Krutch (1950), to “define a new dispensation of ecological 

consciousness in which humankind would be emancipated from the 

anthropocentrizing way Judeo-Christianity has tended to deal with the environment, 

and to make a case for Thoreau as its patron saint” (as qtd.in Buell, 1989, p. 193).   

    In Walden, Thoreau discusses his frustration with what he observes as an unhealthy 

occupation with modern industry and the toll it takes upon individuals and their lives.  

One of the more famous literary allusions in Walden is Thoreau’s metaphorical 

description of the number of sleepers, i.e. railroad track ties, required to construct and 

maintain a specific length of track. “I am glad to know that it takes gang of men for 

every five miles to keep the sleepers down and level in their beds as it is, for this is a 

sign that they may sometime get up again” (p. 396). 
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     Thoreau’s metaphorical sleepers represent people who, for the moment, have 

bought into a consumer based economy, and work and toil long hours to live the type 

of life they have been conditioned to believe they must maintain to achieve happiness.  

Thoreau’s projection that the sleepers would one day awake continues to be a 

harkening call to present day environmentalists and those who question the accepted 

construct of modern society.  Although Walden was an account of Thoreau’s solitary 

experience of his life in the woods, Thoreau and his original Walden continue to be 

associated in the modern mind with utopian communities.   

When Skinner (1949/1976) first published Walden II in 1949, he was responding to 

the era described by Brown (2002) as the “rise of corporate America, the move to 

suburbia, and the child-centered society that produced unprecedented consumer 

goods” (p. 159).  It does not take much of a leap of imagination to understand how 

Walden II became a handbook for the next surge of aspiring communalists in the 

1960s and 1970s as the middle-class baby boomers became increasingly stressed and 

disenchanted by what they viewed as the “establishment”, i.e. mainstream society and 

social structure, as the perpetrator and preserver of social injustice and inequities that 

became manifested in the political muddle of the Viet Nam War, racism, and an ever 

increasing awareness of the degree of poverty existing in post-World War II America.           

     As Brown (2002) points out, “a cultural revolution was taking place... [and] the 

psychic equilibrium of many Americans was completely upset by the sweeping 

changes and what appeared to be a society falling apart” (p. 164).   Just as Americans 

in the 1840s and 1850s were destabilized by the shift from an agrarian to an 
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industrialized economy, the youth of the 1960s responded to the societal pressures of 

the time by establishing an “unprecedented period of community building”  (Zablocki 

1980, 34, 41-80 as qtd. in Brown, 2002, p. 165).  In “Community as Cultural 

Critique”, Brown (2002) argues “it is not unusual for people to attempt to regain their 

psychic equilibrium through the formation of new religions, crisis cults, or even 

intentional communities” (p. 165).  

     In Intentional Communities:  Ideology and Alienation in Communal Societies, 

Barry Shenker (1986/2011) explains once the mainstream community becomes viewed 

as an impenetrable institution, there is a limit in all cultures as to how effectively a 

society can prevent a private sense of alienation from occurring within individuals.  In 

Shenker’s (1986/2011) analysis, if an individual’s sense of their private identity 

becomes discordant with the mainstream social structure, then the individual seeks to 

re-establish a sense of personal identity outside of the accepted cultural norm.  The 

resultant action of the individual’s attempts to dispel alienation and redefine a sense of 

identity within an acceptable social structure is “hardwired with intense social needs to 

have a place within community, to belong to a group” (Metcalf, 2004, p. 5).    

     The need to establish a sense of one’s identity and find a sense of meaning in life 

is, as Shenker (1986/2011) describes, often the primary motivation for individuals 

seeking to establish or join existing intentional communities.  Victor Frankl (1962) in 

his seminal work, Man’s Search for Meaning, posits the opinion that “man’s search 

for meaning is the primary motivation in his life and not a ‘secondary rationalization’ 

of instinctual drives” (p. 99).   Thoreau (1854) himself states in Walden:  
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      I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front 

      only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it  

      had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived… 

      I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life.  (p. 394) 

     The development of contemporary intentional permaculture communities continues 

to reflect the philosophy of Thoreau’s view on life by adhering to his basic tenets of 

simplicity and respect for the land and natural resources.   Janzen (1981) cautions that 

scholars often portray intentional communities “as a closed unit” (p. 38), but nothing 

could be further from the truth.  There is “an overlap between the communal society 

and the larger national society of which they are a part” (Brown, 2002, p. 178). 

     Although permaculture as a philosophy and movement originated in the 1970’s, the 

ethic and intent of the movement as it has evolved into the 21st century is frequently 

integrated into the philosophical tenets of contemporary intentional ecovillage 

communities, as evident in the number of permaculture communities listed in the 

international Directory of Fellowship for Intentional Community (fic.org). The word is 

a “contraction of ‘permanent agriculture’ or ‘permanent culture’, and it was devised by 

David Holmgren, an Australian ecologist, and his associate, Bill Mollison, a professor 

at the University of Tasmania in environmental psychology (Permaculture Activist, 

2014).   

     Permaculture initially focused on the integration of land use combined with 

sustainable energy uses, but it gradually expanded to “include economic and social 

structures that support the evolution and development of more permanent 
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communities, such as co-housing projects and eco-villages” (Permaculture Activist, 

2014).  As the permaculture movement has evolved to include the care of people into 

its philosophical construct, the values of a permaculture lifestyle include the beliefs 

that “use of the land cannot be separated from lifestyles and philosophical issues” 

(Pilarski, 1988, as quoted in Permaculture Activist, 2014), which includes 

discouraging the accumulation of wealth, power, or land beyond basic needs.  The 

Thoreauvian approach to life and commerce is reinforced in the revised Preface of 

Walden II when it was republished in 1976.  B.F. Skinner (1976) warns against the 

perils of a consumer based economy:   

     The choice is clear:  either we do nothing and allow a miserable and  

      probably catastrophic future to overtake us, or we use our knowledge  

      about human behavior to create a social environment in which we shall 

      live productive and creative lives and do so without jeopardizing the  

      chances that those who follow us will be able to do the same.  

      (Kindle location 237 of 5005)  

     The academic discussion of the need to consider how we live our lives and use our 

resources is revisited in Collapse:  How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed by Jared 

Diamond (2005/2011).  Diamond (2005/2011) concludes that when a society’s cultural 

values begin to contribute to a particular society’s decline, this is the time when an 

increasing number of a society’s members  need to reassess how their current cultural 

values are contributing to environmental degradation, inequitable distribution of 

wealth, and unrealistic expectations, that in turn contribute to unsustainable 
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consumption and degradation of resources, which ultimately creates conditions that 

compromise a society’s ability to sustain its current cultural values. 

       Diamond (2005/2011) posits the only way to reverse this trend once begun, is to 

engage “in long term planning and willingness to reconsider core values” (p. 522).  

Diamond (2005/2011) points out that a significant impact in the reassessment of 

values needs to occur, not only on a political or governmental level, but also on the 

part of individual members to have the “courage to practice long-term thinking, and to 

make bold, courageous, anticipatory decisions at a time when problems have become 

perceptible but before they have reached crisis proportions” (p. 522).    

     It may be that the amount of social change required to forestall decline is beginning 

to be established with the increasing development of intentional permaculture 

communities.  David Holmgren (2002/2011), a designer and proponent of 

permaculture as an alternative to the First World’s consumer based and ecologically 

unsustainable practices, urges individuals to consider that “the process of providing 

for people’s needs within ecological limits requires a cultural revolution” (p. xxv).  

Holmgren (2002/2011) takes the same position as Diamond (2005/2011) as he 

cautions that a philosophical and political reorganization of our cultural values as a 

society must first come from individuals if a reframing of how we as members of the 

First World are to effectively halt further environmental degradation.  Holmgren 

(2002/2011) believes permaculture is an ethical and practical approach to life as it 

“emphasizes bottom-up ‘redesign’ processes, starting with the individual and 



Walden III                                                                                                                   27 
 

 
 
  
 
 

household as the drivers for change at the market, community, and cultural level” (p. 

xvi).    

     According to Kasser and Ryan (1993), during the 1980’s and 1990’s, as First 

World countries, including the United States, became more and more prosperous, a 

dark side of the American dream began to emerge.  In reality our culture was well on 

its way to becoming a consumer based culture as early as the 1920’s.  As Americans 

began to develop an appetite for cars, electric appliances, and radios, Charles 

Kettering, Director of General Motors, wrote an article in 1929, “Keep the Consumer 

Dissatisfied” (Kaplan, 2008, p. 1).  Kettering suggested that it was not enough that 

industry created goods to meet the need of consumers, but that industry should begin 

to examine how business could change people’s attitudes to think that they needed a 

particular product.  This attitude evolved into “the gospel of consumption—the notion 

that people could be convinced that however much they have, it isn’t enough” 

(Kaplan, 2008, p. 2).    

     In 1929 President Herbert Hoover’s statement to the Committee on Recent 

Economic Changes summed up the country’s potential for future industrial growth:  

“Economically we have a boundless field before us; that there are new wants which 

will make way endlessly for newer wants, as fast as they are satisfied” (Kaplan, 2008, 

p. 2).  In B.F. Skinner’s view (1949/1976), the Great Depression that followed, and 

World War II, did little to slow down our cultural quest for the attainment of goods.  

Twenty-seven years later, Skinner (1976) reflected back upon the national cultural 

climate when he first published Walden II in 1949 as the world was recovering from 
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the horrors of World War II:  “A few cities had a touch of smog but no one worried 

about the environment as a whole…industry would soon turn again to devoting 

unlimited resources to the fulfillment of unlimited desires” (Kindle location, 62 of 

5000).   

“The world [as pointed out by Diamond (2005/2011)] already holds [billions] of 

people who are malnourished and living on less than $3 per day” (p. 511).  If the First 

World is sincerely committed to improving the lives of Third World populations and 

bringing the standard of living around the globe up to current First World standards, 

then inhabitants of the First World must come to terms with the fact that the world’s 

eco-system cannot sustain an extended level of consumption of resources without 

dramatic environmental repercussions.  In order for a more equitable distribution of 

well-being and prosperity to occur on a global basis, First World societies must first 

come to terms with the dark side of First World prosperity and redefine the very 

concept of prosperity itself.    

     Like Diamond (2005/2011), Alastair McIntosh (2008/2009), in Hell and High 

Water:  Climate Change, Hope, and the Human Condition, discusses the urgent need 

for First World countries to redefine what constitutes a successful and happy life 

separate from consumerism.   “A sane society,” states McIntosh (2008/2009), “would 

be one that satisfies needs for shelter, food, water, education, healthcare, and so on, 

but which stimulates people onwards into realms of life that money cannot buy” 

(Kindle location 3647 0f 5253).  McIntosh (2008/2009) further explains that simply 

attending to the environment outside of ourselves will not be sufficient to create 
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sustainable practices in energy use, food production, and equitable distribution of 

resources unless we also “come to grips with the roots of life and what gives it 

meaning” (Kindle location 201 of 5253) and also come to terms with how 

consumerism has “diminished our collective capacity to sustain a rich inner life” 

(Kindle location 1726-5253). 

     The paradox of First World prosperity and our altruist efforts involving both money 

and human capital, as defined by Diamond (2005/2011), to assist members in Third 

World countries to lead healthier, safer, and more rewarding lives, is undermined by 

the First World’s unsustainable consumption of resources.  Like Diamond (2005/2011) 

and McIntosh (2008/2009), Holmgren (2002/2011) states that “the process of 

providing for people’s needs within ecological limits requires a cultural revolution” (p. 

xxv).  A cultural revolution is not possible according to Ken Wilbur (1996/2000) 

unless “individuals can recognize the global dimensions of the environmental crisis 

and, more important, possess the moral vision and moral fortitude to proceed on a 

global basis” (p. 300). 

     It is interesting to consider that two unrelated approaches to analyzing the 

contemporary concerns of modern society have simultaneously originated in what may 

be initially thought of as the counter culture world of permaculture and the mainstream 

world of academia.  Jared Diamond (2002/2011) is a respected professor of geography 

at the University of California, Los Angeles, who has published books and hundreds 

of articles on evolutionary biology and biogeography.  Alistair McIntosh (2008/2009), 

also a respected academic and prolific author on environment issues, has been 
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researching and writing about “the spirituality of community, identity, belonging and 

place (1986 - present)…[and] “the psychospirituality of climate change (2006 to 

present)” (http://www.alastairmcintosh.com) for many years.  David Holmgren, with 

his mentor Bill Mollison, co-authored Permaculture One in 1978, is considered one of 

the leading experts and proponents of permaculture.  The irony is permaculture is 

often regarded as a counter culture alternative lifestyle, but it “was conceived within 

academia” (p. xxii).    

     Holmgren (2002/2011) explains when Mollison (1978) and he began to promote 

the design of permaculture across the domains of academia, “many who [were] 

involved in large-scale agricultural and land use policy saw it as theoretical, utopian 

and impractical because it was difficult to apply within the social, market, and policy 

environment” (p. xxii).   Like Holmgren (2002/2011), Diamond (2005/2011) stresses 

the point that the need to reassess how our economic structures and cultural practices 

impact on the environment has already progressed beyond any hypothetical or 

theoretical considerations as “the problems of all of these environmentally devastated, 

overpopulated, distant countries become our own problems because of globalization” 

(p. 517).   

     Martin Nowak (2011) in Super Cooperators:  Altruism, Evolution, and Why We 

Need Each Other to Succeed offers the analysis that global problems are often the 

result of  “a profound tension between what is good and desirable for society as a 

whole and what is good and desirable for an individual” (p.ix).  Nowak (2011) agrees 

with Holmgren (2002/2011) and Diamond (2005/2011) as he offers the opinion that 
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humankind cannot continue to thrive without coming to terms with “global problems 

such as climate change, pollution, resource depletion, poverty, hunger, and 

overpopulation” (p. xxi).   Again, this theory is adamantly supported by Ed Diener and 

Martin Seligman in their 2004 American Psychology Society article “Beyond Money: 

Toward an Economy of Well-being”, in which they state that now is the time for the 

social, market, and policy environment to wake-up and realize “community and 

societal conditions can also substantially influence people’s well-being” (p. 24). 

       In a synopsis of the 2008 Gallup World Poll, which surveyed 1,000 people in 140 

nations, Diener and Tov (2009) concluded “while material development helps give 

people some of the things they desire and consider to be part of an ideal life, other 

factors are very important in whether people experience the life they lead as 

enjoyable” (p. 219).  According to Diener et al. (2008), the level of income and level 

of consumption by individuals reaches a point of “declining marginal utility” when an 

increasing income creates an increased level of consumption in order for the 

individual to possess an acceptable level of subjective well-being (SWB).  The level of 

“declining marginal utility” in First World countries is again compounded by the need 

for  individuals to spend more time accumulating a higher level of income to meet 

escalating expectations of how much income is required to provide the level of 

consumption that is now correlated with individual subjective well-being.   

     This conclusion is supported by Deaton and Kahneman (2011, as qtd. in Robinson, 

2014) who, after analyzing more than 450,000 Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index 

(GHWBI) responses from 2008 and 2009, “found that happiness is actually the result 
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of the fulfillment of two abstract psychological states -- emotional well-being and life 

evaluation” (p. 1). The finding is important because it offered the researchers a new 

and more useful way of looking at happiness.       

      “More specifically, those with annual household incomes below $75,000 give 

lower responses to both life evaluation and emotional well-being questions. But 

people with an annual household income of more than $75,000 don't have 

commensurately higher levels of emotional well-being, even though their life 

evaluation rating continues to increase” (Robinson, 2011).  Robertson (2011) supports 

this statement through examination of the Gallup-Healthways Index of 2008 and 2009, 

which reveals that “while Americans come in the near top of life evaluation and do 

well on well-being, they’re also amongst the most stressed” (p. 2).  Kahneman (2011) 

believes “a plausible interpretation is that higher income is associated with reduced 

ability to enjoy the small pleasures of life” (p.397). 

     This, as John McKnight and Peter Block (2012) refer to in The Abundant 

Community: Awakening the Power of Families and Neighborhoods, is “the dilemma 

of the consumer economy” (p.45).  McKnight and Block (2012) caution that as 

Western, primarily American society, has become more and more engulfed in 

consumerism being rooted in the foundation of our collective national economic 

health, we have lost our way to the degree that we are not even aware that our entire 

culture is rooted in consumerism.  McKnight and Block (2012) define the three basic 

tenets of consumerism: 

     1) “The good life is achieved through our purchasing power” (p. 47). 
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     2) “To acquire the power to purchase, we must follow a certain way of life – the 

 system way” (p. 48). 

     2) “If you live the system way, it becomes who you are” (p. 48). 

     McKnight and Block (2012) point out that consumerism not only takes its toll on 

the individual, but the effects of consumerism on our national culture produces 

adverse effects as well.  McKnight and Block (2012) concur with Holmgren 

(2002/2012) and Diamond (2005/2011) in stating that “we give lip service to nature, 

but when the consumer society is threatened, nature pays the price” (p. 50).   

     As early as 1977, in his classic work, The Unsettling of America:  Culture and 

Agriculture, Wendell Berry (1977/1996) explained “once we see our place, our part of 

the world, as surrounding us, we have already made a profound division between it 

and ourselves” (p.22).  Berry (1977/1996) speaks of the frustration of the average 

American who lives a life disconnected to how his/her food is produced and is entirely 

dependent upon the cogs of consumerism to structure his/her life.  “He does not know 

what he would do if he lost his job, if the economy failed, if the utility company went 

on strike” (p. 21).  He lives a life “subject to historical circumstances and the power of 

other people” (p. 20).  Berry (1977/1996) poses an interesting question when he 

suggests, “a responsible consumer slips out of the consumer category altogether [and 

becomes] a responsible consumer because he leads a responsible life” (p. 25) in which 

he assumes responsibility in how he/she structures his/her own life as part of the 

natural environment.  The problem, states Berry (1977/1996), is that once 

consumerism separates individuals from the daily processes of life that give life 
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meaning and allows us to see ourselves as separate from nature, it becomes easier to 

separate ourselves from the environment and creates a culture where we lack the 

ability to reflect upon how much consumerism robs us of our ability to live fulfilling 

lives.  Berry (1977/1996) states: 

     The community disintegrates because it loses the necessary  

     understandings forms, an enactments of the relations among 

     materials and processes, principles and actions, past and present,  

     present and future, men and women, body and spirit, city and country, 

     civilization and wilderness, growth and decay, body and spirit, life  

     and death—just as the individual character loses the sense of a responsible 

     involvement in these relations. (Berry, p. 21). 

    In his book Beyond Culture, Edward Hall (1976/1981) believes the explanation for 

this occurrence lies in the current structure of American culture.  As a low-context 

culture, defined as a culture in which the cultural emphasis and value is placed on 

individual achievement and the ability of individuals to make choices and function 

independently, in contrast to a high-context culture in which a high cultural value and 

emphasis is placed upon how one’s actions affect others is the primary consideration, 

Americans have a difficult time accepting responsibility for how their individual 

choices may disrupt choices made by others.   Hall (1976/1981) refers to collective 

cultural behavior as an action chain of behavior influenced by culture as a whole.  For 

example, choices made by individuals without regard to how their behavior may affect 

other people is evident in the action chain defined by Berry (1977/1996).    
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     When individuals see themselves separate from their physical environment, they 

are more likely to not feel a part of the physical environment or actively comprehend 

how their individual decisions may be contributing to environmental degradation.  

“Americans will break a chain at the drop of a hat if they don’t like the way things are 

going or if something better comes along” (Hall, 1976/1981, p. 148). 

        McKnight and Block (2012) do not go so far as Holmgren (2002/2012) and 

Diamond (2005/2011) to state that in effect, if we do not recognize the depth and 

larger implications of a consumer based society, we will eventually be responsible for 

precipitating our own environmental and social collapse.  McKnight and Block (2012) 

do make the point, however, that the current decline in civic engagement by people 

participating in their communities is also fueled by the consumer economy.  “The debt 

burden required to sustain our consumer life restrains our civic capacity.  It keeps us 

deeply immersed in making a living” (McKnight and Block, 2012, p. 50), and this in 

turn significantly decreases the amount of time that individuals have available for 

family or their communities.   

     According to Kaplan (2008), “by 2000 the average married couple with children 

was working almost five hundred hours more a year than in 1979…and according to 

reports by the Federal Reserve Bank in 2004 and 2005, over 40 percent of American 

families spend more than they earn” (p.3).  McKnight and Block (2012) state that by 

relinquishing a significant part of our daily lives to making money so that we can in 

turn purchase more and more goods, our consumer based culture is actually 

consuming the very threads of life that hold families and communities together.  The 
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cultural values which support consumerism so depersonalizes our daily lives by 

making us cogs in the machine that our overall sense of self is undermined.  “An 

incompetent community occurs when we undermine what is local and personal” 

(McKnight and Block, 2012, p. 55). 

     Deiner et al. (2008) define this phenomenon as declining marginal utility (DMU). 

In other words, if the number of hours people spend working to meet the demands of 

consumerism begins to decrease their overall sense of well-being, the value of a 

consumer based culture itself comes into question.  “While material development 

helps give people some of the things they desire and consider to be part of an ideal 

life, other factors are very important in whether people experience the life they lead as 

enjoyable” (Diener & Tov, 2009, p. 219). Bill McKibben (2011), referred to by the 

Boston Globe in 2010 as “the nation’s leading environmentalist” (as qtd. in McCamant 

& Durret, 2012, p. xi), explains that our consumer based culture has resulted not only 

in the degradation of our environment and the promotion of unsustainable energy 

consumption, but that the development of this culture has created a generation of 

Americans who report that they are not as happy as they were fifty years ago, “and the 

reason they give is loss of community, loss of connection” (p. xi).  McKibben (2011) 

describes the gaining momentum of the establishment of intentional communities as a 

conscious solution to redefining the culture and practices of individuals to create a 

deeper sense of community.    

     As McCamant and Durret (2012) explain in Creating Co-Housing:  Building 

Sustainable Communities, “co-housing helps individuals and families to find and 



Walden III                                                                                                                   37 
 

 
 
  
 
 

maintain the elements of traditional neighborhoods—family, community, a sense of 

belonging—that are so sorely missed in our society” (p.2).   According to McCamant 

and Durret (2012), over a quarter of the American population lives alone, and as the 

demand for more and more family housing increases, most homes being built are 

constructed in areas with no community center, which in turn places more stress upon 

individual households to meet all the demands of community life separate from a 

sense of community.  Putnam (2000) explains that the precipitous decline in American 

social capital can to some part be attributed to larger numbers of people moving into 

communities that have not simultaneously developed a civic center.  “As the cost of 

[urban] sprawl (economic and environmental as well as social) becomes more evident, 

public policies to discourage it will become more attractive” (Putnam, 2000, p. 408). 

     In the meantime, a growing number of people are not waiting for public policy to 

be the catalyst for cultural change.  The International Fellowship of Community 

Directory lists hundreds of ecovillages and thousands of co-housing, communal, or 

religious based communes around the world  

(http://directory.ic.org/records/ecovillages.php).  The increasing numbers of 

intentional communities may be an increasing awareness within our culture as a whole 

that our contemporary approach towards living may not be ecologically sustainable, 

nor does it serve to increase an individual’s sense of well-being as people strive to 

meet the expectations and demands of a consumer based culture.  According to 

Sanguinetti (2013), there is a is a growing interest in studying intentional communities 

for the very reason that the basic organizational structure is rooted in sustainable 
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practices, and that the actual practice of sustainability as part of everyday life is of 

interest to contemporary behavioral analysts to ascertain if and why people may 

behave differently within intentional communities than in mainstream society, and 

what behavioral factors influence and contribute to that difference.    

      In the Foreword for The Transition Handbook by Rob Hopkins, environmentalist 

Richard Heinburg (2008/2012) discusses the growing popularity of the Transition 

Town movement, which is a community effort by local citizens to become fossil fuel 

free in energy consumption and increase the health of local economies by focusing on 

the economic viability of local communities and the promotion of locally grown food 

and products. “Using permaculture principles, the psychology of social marketing, and 

inclusive processes like ‘open space’, he [Rob Hopkins] has found a way for people 

worried about an environmental apocalypse to invest their efforts in ongoing collective 

action that ends up looking more like a party than a protest march” (Kindle location 

296 of 6988).   

     Findhorn in Scotland, and other eco-villages around the world, including La Cité 

Écologique in Quebec and New Hampshire, had been working toward the same ends 

as the Transition Town movement years before the movement began to gain 

momentum within mainstream communities (GEN-Europe.org).  It is interesting to 

consider how and why individuals living within intentional permaculture 

communities, many of whom came from low-context cultures, made the psychological 

transition from seeing their energy choices as an individual right to consciously 
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making choices embedded within a collective action chain of behavior (Hall, 

1976/1981). 

      Shenker (1986/2011) points out that in order for individuals to experience a sense 

of individual happiness and health within a community “you need to satisfy a person’s 

total identity, in all its dimensions and ramifications” (p.38).  Perhaps the overarching 

mission of intentional permaculture communal societies, which includes fostering the 

development of the individual within the larger context of fulfilling the community’s 

shared goals, may be the explanation as to why increasing numbers of people are 

drawn to intentional communities.  After conducting a meta-analysis of three studies 

on the “Correlates of Financial Success as a Central Life Aspiration”, Kasser and 

Ryan (1993) concluded that “the desire for money does not necessarily bring 

happiness; instead, too much emphasis on this aspect of the American Dream may be 

an organismic nightmare” (p. 421). 

       Diener and Seligman (2004) expand this discussion by pointing out that “the 

purpose or the production of goods and services and of policies in areas such as 

education, health, the environment, and welfare is to increase well-being” (p. 2).  

Well-being is defined by Diener and Seligman (2004) “as people’s positive evaluation 

of their lives [which] includes positive emotion, engagement, satisfaction, and 

meaning (Seligman, 2002)” (p. 1), and “subjective well-being is a person’s evaluation 

of his or her life” (Deiner, Sapyta & Suh, 2002, p. 3). 

     The idea that increasing numbers of people are seeking to change how they live 

their lives and relate to the world is expounded upon by environmental activist Annie 
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Leonard (2010).  She explains there is currently an upsurge in the number of people 

throughout the western world choosing to make a voluntary commitment to living a 

more simplified life in which “community building, self-development, leisure, and 

health [are prioritized] over accumulating more stuff” (p.158).  The perils of excessive 

consumerism and the various anxieties such a cultural norm entails is vividly 

highlighted in the classic rendition of comedian George Carlin’s (1987) stand-up bit 

called “Stuff”, in which Carlin humorously forecasts that “supply lines are getting 

longer and harder to maintain” as the First World’s propensity to accumulate more and 

more stuff  exceeds rational limits.  Carlin asks, “Have you ever noticed that their 

[other people’s] stuff is shit and your shit is stuff?”      

     This sentiment is echoed in a November 2013 posting on the website of the 

intentional permaculture community D’Acres November/December 2013 Events 

calendar.  D’Acres urged its members to substitute traditional American Black Friday 

consumerism with “Buy Nothing Day Leftover Potluck Dance and Open Mic Night” 

(D’Acres, 2013).  This event is an example of the community’s conscious effort to 

promote anti-consumerism, i.e., the thoughtless acquisition of stuff, while 

simultaneously fostering an opportunity for social contact around the common 

permaculture theme of being consciously aware of how large a carbon footprint one 

may be creating.  Ben Haggard (1993), a permaculture designer from the Sol y 

Sombra Community in New Mexico, points out that “permaculture attempts to address 

environment sustainability issues by directly teaching people how to feed, house, and 
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provide energy for themselves on minimal land using few resources, while creating a 

better quality of life in the process” (p. 34). 

     Fulmer et al. (2010) examine how the interaction of the cultural context and 

personality affects people’s self-esteem and well-being when individuals move from 

culture to culture or find themselves living in a culture in which their individual values 

are either compatible or incompatible.  Their findings center on people moving from 

country to country, but it is also interesting to point out that significant cultural 

dissonance within a cultural group as a whole may produce the same effect.   

“Although numerous factors contribute to psychological well-being…people who 

match their cultural environment will experience better psychological well-being than 

people who do not” (p. 568). 

      In Community: The Structure of Belonging, Peter Block (2008) discusses the need 

of mainstream communities to foster the development of a stronger social fabric and a 

sense of greater belonging if individuals living within those communities wish to 

experience a more fulfilling, healthier, and happier life.  Block (2008) points out that 

individual sense of belonging and connection to community is the key to a healthy 

community as a whole.  According to Ryan, Huta, and Deci (2008), “the winner take 

all atmosphere associated with the values of a competitive market economy can crowd 

out altruism, sense of community, and other prosocial attitudes” (p.165). It is safe to 

assume that the majority of people would define a productive and creative life as a 

form of happiness.   
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     As early as 335 B.C. Aristotle conceptualized a form of self-perceived  happiness 

as eudaimonia,  which is “characterized as living well, and entails being actively 

engaged in excellent activity, reflectively making decisions, and behaving voluntarily 

toward ends that represent the realization of our highest human natures” (Ryan, Huta, 

and Deci, 2006, p.145).  By examining the experience of individual members within 

intentional permaculture communities, it may be possible to learn how to transfer 

potentially eudaimonic elements of permaculture communal life to mainstream 

communities (Brown, 2002; Shenker, 1986/2011; Metcalf, 2004).   Ryan, Huta, and 

Deci (2008) caution that modern  

       materialist living, even when successfully attained, does not significantly  

       enhance well-being…human happiness and quality of life will be facilitated  

       best by policies and structures that allow people to feel both maximal 

       psychological freedom and strong relatedness to one another. (p. 166)  

       It is interesting to note that cults, otherwise known as charismatic groups, are also 

defined by Marc Galanter (1989), in his Oxford University Press publication of Cults: 

Faith, Healing, and Coercion, as members sharing similar psychological elements as 

follows: 

     1) have a shared belief system,  

     2) sustain a high level of social cohesiveness, 

     3) are strongly influenced by the group’s behavioral norms, and  

     4) impute charismatic (or sometimes divine) power to the group or its  

         leadership. (p. 4) 
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     Galanter (1989) discusses the fact that modern society has also produced positive 

charismatic and zealous groups such as devotees to alternative medicine or members 

of Alcoholics Anonymous.  “These movements emerge, evolve, and often provide 

considerable benefit” (p. 12).  In objective analysis, intentional permaculture 

community members could also be attributed with possessing the very same 

psychological elements of cult members as, like cult members, “their social 

cohesiveness, essential to the group’s integrity, is reflected in the close intertwining of 

the individual’s life circumstances with those of all group members”  

(Galanter, 1989, p. 4). 

     The question to ask is, if individual mainstream community members are suffering 

from the loss of a sense of happiness, health, and belonging as Putnam (2000) 

describes, are contemporary intentional permaculture communities serving to fill that 

gap by moving the current social order to a realistically achievable version of Walden 

III?  Or will the level of commitment required to achieve such a social, psychological, 

and environmental level of well-being prove to require such a cult-like devotion for 

attaining those goals that the intentional permaculture movement, and communities 

practicing it, will fade away like so many intentional communities before them? 

     While there has been considerable research undertaken on individual intentional 

communities (Brown et al., 2002; Metcalf, 2004; Shenker, 1986/2011; Smith, 1994), 

there has been little study devoted to the experience of how individual members report 

on their sense of subjective well-being (SWB), i.e. emotional, physical, and emotional 

health, as a result of living within a permaculture communal structure (Miller & 
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Bentley, 2012).  As Hall (1976/1981) states, “It is frequently the most obvious and 

taken for granted and therefore the least studied aspects of culture that influence 

behavior in the deepest and most subtle ways” (p. 17) 

     Galanter (1989) poses the question that “if the charismatic group is a discrete 

phenomenon governed by psychological principles, why has it attracted so little study?  

Why have we not developed a coherent body of observation and explanatory 

principles to make sense of its members experience” (p. 7-8).  

     Tropp and Brown (2004) state “little research has examined how motivations for 

enhancing oneself as an individual may also predict support for collective action” (p. 

267).  Miller and Bentley (2012) concur that “despite increasing awareness and 

acceptance of sustainability, relatively little is known about the motivations, 

viewpoints and experiences of people who choose to lead extremely sustainable lives” 

(p. 137).   

     Questions arise as to who and why individuals are attracted to life in intentional 

communities, and why are they willing to commit their personal physical, emotional, 

and mental energies into life within intentional permaculture communities?  Is the 

upsurge in the number of people choosing this lifestyle in response to what they view 

as a non-sustainable consumer based economy that requires a substantial personal 

sacrifice to maintain?   

     Jonathan Dawson, president of the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN), estimates 

there are 1,500 ecovillages currently in existence worldwide and the number is 

growing (Sevier, 2008).  (This number does not include co-housing communities or 
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other communal communities who do not identify themselves as an eco-village.)  

Diane Christianson (2003), author of Creating a Life Together: Practical Tools to 

Grow Ecovillages and Intentional Communities, describes permaculture communities 

as “human-scale, full-featured settlements in which human activities are harmlessly 

integrated into the natural world in a way that is supportive of healthy human 

development, and which can be successfully continued into the indefinite future” 

(Gilman & Gilman as qtd. in Christianson, 2003, p. xvi).  As an example,  

     a study undertaken by Global Eco-Network-Europe in collaboration  

     with the Sustainable Development Research Centre (SDRC) and the  

     Stockholm Environment Institute determined the Findhorn Foundation’s 

     permaculture ecovillage in Scotland has the lowest ever recorded  

     ecological footprint for any community in the industrialized world.  

    (Findhorn.org, 2013) 

     Findhorn, which is one of the largest and oldest functioning intentional 

communities in the world, also holds the honor of being designated as a Best Practice 

Site from the United Nations Center for Human Settlement (Habitat) in 1998 

(Findhorn, 2013).   Findhorn, which was founded in 1962, and La Cité Écologique of 

Ham Nord Quebec, founded in 1983 and the Colebrook, New Hampshire site of the 

community, founded in 2003, define their communities in similar terms by 

highlighting their mutual dedication to “strive to integrate a supportive social 

environment with a low-impact way of life” (La Cité Écologique, 2014). 
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     A study of intentional permaculture community members’ experience in 

community serves to fill current gaps in the research and reveal why increasing 

numbers of individuals have chosen to accept the ideals embodied within these 

communities.   As Miller and Bentley (2012) point out, “despite increasing interest, 

relatively little known about what it is like to live in an ecovillage” (p. 140). By 

bringing to light the potential benefits that intentional permaculture communities may 

offer mainstream communities, the potential findings of this study may perhaps help in 

understanding the reasons behind the lost social capital that Putnam (2000) attributes 

to the current social malaise evident in American society.  It may be that one’s 

commitment to a community itself may be the key to fulfilling the actual embodiment 

of Walden III in which all community members are supported in seeking “Life, 

Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness” (Jefferson et al., 1776) while simultaneously 

supporting the sustainable use of environmental resources, which includes a 

reassessment and reframing of consumer based cultural values. 
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Chapter 3 – Research Design and Methodology 

          In Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Robert 

Putnam (2000) stresses that high levels of social capital is a significant factor in 

promoting individual physical and psychological health, which conversely is directly 

affected by our personal sense of connection to our community and our place within 

the social fabric of community.  Berry (1977/1997) urges us to consider “the use of the 

world is finally a personal matter, and the world can be preserved in health only by the 

forbearance and care of a multitude of persons” (p. 26).  

       Kaplan (2008) points out that as policy makers and industrial leaders continued to 

promote and exploit the acquisition of goods as a way to increase profits, there were 

individuals who attempted to push back against the trend and looked ahead toward 

what might be described as the unintended consequences of unbridled consumption.  

Now is the time to consider that individuals who question such values and have 

chosen to establish a life within sustainable intentional permaculture communities may 

possibly be the actual creators of Walden III.   

Problems and Purposes 

     According to Miller and Bentley (2012), “research to date has not fully explored 

how a residential locality might impact on how easy it is to lead a sustainable life and 

make sustainable choices in terms of transport, water, and energy use” (p. 139).  

Sanguinetti (2013) states that further research on intentional communities would be 

beneficial as the connections to individual behavior and the needs of the community 

are somewhat murky as she explains, “Problems with this conceptualization include 
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definitions of connection to nature and connection to community are somewhat 

confusing in the literature…and difficult to measure” (p. 108).  Sanguinetti (2013)  

also explains there is a growing interest in studying intentional communities for the 

very reason that their basic organizational structure is rooted in sustainable practices, 

and that the actual practice of sustainability as part of everyday life is of interest to 

contemporary behavioral analysts to ascertain if and why people may behave 

differently within intentional communities than in mainstream society, and what 

behavioral factors influence and contribute to that difference. 

     The focus of this dissertation sought to examine the structure, organizational 

design, and perceived purpose of specific intentional permaculture communities and 

determine if these elements are perceived by individual community members to affect 

the subjective assessment of their overall well-being, i.e. emotional, physical, and 

spiritual health, as viewed through their own experience. 

      The rationale for this inquiry was to determine what aspects of intentional 

permaculture community life may be transferred into mainstream community structure 

to positively contribute to the well-being of individuals living within those structures 

as well as contributing to the literature on intentional communities as a whole by 

focusing on the experience of individuals living within contemporary intentional 

permaculture communities. 
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Research Questions 

This dissertation sought to answer the following questions: 

1) What compelling forces and factors exist within mainstream society that serve as 

the catalyst for individuals to establish a life within intentional permaculture 

communities? 

2) Do members perceive that life in intentional permaculture communities provides an 

increased level of subjective well-being (SWB) as compared to life in mainstream 

communities? If so, does this perception serve to strengthen their bond and sense of 

connection to the community?  

3) Does the practice and application of permaculture principles in the day to day life of 

members of intentional permaculture communities provide an example of a means for 

contemporary mainstream people to live a life of fulfillment and meaning while 

promoting an environmentally sustainable way of living? 

4) If intentional permaculture communities are indeed striving toward Walden III, are 

there aspects of the structure and organization of intentional permaculture 

communities that may be transferable to mainstream communities to improve 

community structure, improve environmental practices, and provide an increased 

sense of personal well-being and connectedness to community for their citizens as 

well? 

Research Design and Data Collection 

     The methodology for this research involved a mixed methods, quantitative and 

qualitative, approach in response to the questions posed by the study as “collecting 
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diverse types of data best provides an understanding of a research problem (Creswell, 

2003, p. 21).  This researcher believed a collective case study tradition of inquiry was 

the most suited approach to this study as a case study provides the flexibility to 

examine a “case that, because of its uniqueness, requires study, or it may be on an 

issue or issues, with the cases used instrumentally to illustrate an issue” (Creswell, 

1998, p. 62).  This collective case study involved collecting data from more than one 

source of associated cases (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009).   

     Data collection entailed observations of the targeted communities involved in the 

study and interviewing individuals at each site as to their experiences relative to 

community living both within and outside of their respective permaculture 

communities.  This required deciphering and organizing relevant statements into 

themes and integrating this information into “a narrative description of the 

phenomenon” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009).   

     This researcher resided at the Findhorn Foundation for a period of two weeks to 

observe the structure of the community and interview individual members:  one week 

living within the ecovillage, and one week experiencing life within the community of 

Erraid, a smaller community of approximately 10-20 people, which is part of Findhorn 

as a whole.  The Findhorn Foundation is one of the oldest and largest intentional 

communities in the world, and information gathered from Findhorn served to provide 

a useful contrast to the two newer and smaller permaculture communities in New 

Hampshire in the study:  D’Acres in Dorchester, NH and La Cité Écologique in 

Colebrook, NH and Ham Nord, Quebec.  Data collection in all three sites consisted of 
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recording interviews via audio and/or video methods, journaling, and extensive note 

taking.        

     This researcher spent two weekends and a week living within the community of La 

Cité Écologique observing daily life and interviewing members, as well as spending 

time with members during several day trips.   Research was conducted at D’Acres by 

spending time in the community observing how the community functions and 

participating in community events.  Time was also spent with individual community 

members during which time members were interviewed and surveyed.   

     In addition to the 23 face to face interviews conducted, a total of 43 community 

members completed the survey, which provided additional demographic information 

on community members as well as supplying additional qualitative and quantitative 

data. The survey contained:  the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al, 

1985), the Flourishing Scale (FS) (Diener et al, 2009) and a short, qualitative 

questionnaire.  Data collection through interviews and administration of the survey ran 

concurrently in the form of a concurrent nested strategy research design (Creswell, 

2003). 

     As part of the face to face interview process, each participant was asked to 

complete the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) and the Flourishing Scale (FS).  

This provided corroborating quantitative data in conjunction with the qualitative data 

obtained through the interviews. 

    “The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) is a short 5-item instrument designed to 

measure global cognitive judgments of satisfaction with one’s life” (Diener, 2014).  
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The Flourishing Scale (FS) consists of seven statements to which the respondent 

assigns a number from 1-7.  The FS measures “important aspects of human 

functioning ranging from positive relationships, to feelings of competence, to having 

meaning and purpose in life” (Diener, 2014).  Both scales are designed by Ed Diener 

et al, who has used the scales to access subjective well-being across the globe.  

Professor Diener is the Joseph R. Smiley Distinguished Emeritus Professor of 

Psychology at the University of Illinois and a Senior Researcher for the Gallup 

Organization (Diener, 2014).  Diener’s team of researchers have written numerous 

articles on the analysis of each scales’ utility and tested each scale’s effectiveness 

through an extensive range of research projects for the Gallup Organization and 

various academic institutions (Diener et al, 1985; Diener & Suh, 1997; Diener et al, 

1998; Diener et al, 2009; Diener & Ryan, 2009; Diener, 2013).  Calvo et al. (2012) 

concur that “the reliability of the well-being measures is high” (p. 3).   The results of 

the scales did in fact support the analyses of responses collected through the face to 

face interview process as evident in the data analysis in Chapter 4.  

     The survey was sent out via email to members of each organization.  The results 

represent a random sample as it was the choice of each individual to respond or not.   

According to Creswell (2003), “with randomization, a representative sample from a 

population provides the ability to generalize to a population” (p. 156). 

       Please refer to the Appendix:  Tables 1.1-1.4 for samples of face to face and 

survey questions as well as samples of the Satisfaction with Life Scale and the 

Flourishing Scale.  
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Chapter 4:  Results 

Introduction 

     The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the structure and organizational 

design of intentional permaculture communities to determine if either the structure or 

design, or the two combined, is perceived by individual community members to affect 

the subjective assessment of their overall well-being, i.e. emotional, physical, and 

spiritual health, as viewed through their own experience. This researcher’s intent was 

to examine life within intentional permaculture communities to ascertain if 

communities with their particular focus could offer solutions to alleviate the sense of 

social isolation and dissatisfaction that many members of conventional Western 

societies report (Calvo et al, 2012).  The study also sought to determine what aspects 

of intentional permaculture community life may be transferred into mainstream 

community structure to positively contribute to the well-being of individuals living 

within conventional communities. 

Research Questions 

This dissertation sought to answer the following questions:  

1) What compelling forces and factors exist within mainstream society that serve as 

the catalyst for individuals to establish a life within intentional permaculture 

communities? 

2) Do members perceive that life in intentional permaculture communities provides an 

increased level of subjective well-being (SWB) as compared to life in mainstream 
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communities? If so, does this perception serve to strengthen their bond and sense of 

connection to the community?  

3) Does the practice and application of permaculture principles in the day to day life of 

members of intentional permaculture communities provide an example of a means for 

contemporary mainstream people to live a life of fulfillment and meaning while 

promoting an environmentally sustainable way of living? 

4) If intentional permaculture communities are indeed striving toward Walden III, are 

there aspects of the structure and organization of intentional permaculture 

communities that may be transferable to mainstream communities to improve 

community structure, improve environmental practices, and provide an increased 

sense of personal well-being and connectedness to community for their citizens as 

well?    

      Quantitative and qualitative data were collected from the three communities: 1) 

Findhorn in Forres, Scotland, comprised of the sites of Cluny House; the Eco-village 

at the Park; and the community on Erraid, an island in the Hebrides; 2) the 

communities of La Cité Écologique in Colebrook, New Hampshire and Ham-Nord, 

Quebec; and 3) D’Acres, a permaculture homestead community in Dorchester, New 

Hampshire.                                              
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Procedure 

 Individual community members from the three communities volunteered to 

participate in the study as indicated in the chart below.                                             

Figure 4.1: Number of Study Participants by Community 

Findhorn:                   11/11 (100%) Face to Face Interviewees  
                                     8/11 (72.72%) completed the Survey  
                                     Total:  11  
D’Acres:                      2/6 (33.3%) Face to Face Interviewees both completed 
the Survey  
                                     4/6 (66.6%) other Survey participants 
                                     Total: 6 (100%) 
La Cité Écologique:   10/29 (34.48%) Face to Face Interviewees -100% 
completed Survey 
                                     19 (65.55%) other Survey participants 
                                     Total:  29 
Total Number of Interviewees:  23/43 (53.4%) 
Total Number of Survey Participants: 43 (100%) 
Total Number of Study Participants:  43 (100%) 

Figure 4.2

 

Findhorn
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La Cité

0%

50%

100%

Interviews
Surveys

100% 

72.20% 33.30% 

100% 
34.48% 

100% 

Interviews Surveys
Findhorn 100% 72.20%
D'Acres 33.30% 100%
La Cité 34.48% 100%

Study Participants by Community 
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Participant Demographics 

Figure 4.3: Years of Membership       

            

     The average years of membership in each community not only demonstrates a 

tendency toward a long term commitment to each community by individual members, 

the years of membership also serves to  highlight each community’s individual 

framework and culture.    

Findhorn participant membership timeframe ranged from three months for a new 

member to 32 years for one individual who was a part-time member for 12 years prior 

to his full-time commitment to membership over 20 years ago.   

 Findhorn: 

     In order to understand the complexity of membership at Findhorn, one must 

understand that Findhorn is comprised of the Foundation, which is the inner core of 

the community.  Foundation members reside within the Findhorn communities of the 

Park and the Cluny House Education Center.  The community on the Island of Erraid 

D'Acres, 11.5 

La Cité, 24.9 

Findhorn, 
7.5 

Average Years as Members 
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maintains its own membership separate from the Foundation but is considered part of 

the larger Findhorn Community, which also includes the New Findhorn Association 

(NFA).  The NFA is comprised of non-resident members living within 50 miles of the 

main sites of the Park and the Cluny House. 

     As Findhorn is the one of largest intentional permaculture communities in the 

world and has evolved over the 50 years since its founding to serve as an educational 

site and personal growth center for members and visitors alike, it is not unusual for an 

individual or a family group to become members of the Foundation for 2-3 years and 

then go on to another phase of life (Fiebig, 2014; Fitch, 2014; Riddell, 1991).   

Members with Family:  

     The presence of family members living with individuals in community also 

significantly influenced the study’s interviewees’ decisions to remain in the 

community for extended periods of time.  In comparing Figure 4.2- Average years as a 

Member and Figure 4.3 – Other Family Members Living with You in Community, it is 

apparent that the majority of the study participants have other family living with them 

in the community. 

Figure 4.4 

Other Family Members Living with You in Community 
Face to Face Interview Participants 

Community Yes   No      Total 

Findhorn 8 (72.2%) 3 (27.2%) 11 (100%) 

La Cité 10 (100%) 0 (0%) 10 (100%) 

D’Acres    1  (50%) 1 (50%) 2   (100%) 

Totals   19 (82.6%) 4 23 (100%) 
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     The majority of Findhorn study participants reported having at least one or more 

biological family member or spouse/partner living with them within the community.  

From the 1970s to the mid-1990s, Findhorn did a great deal to support individual 

families by establishing a Steiner school and childcare facilities within the Park 

(Riddell, 1991).  By the late 1990’s, however, the Foundation had sold and 

relinquished its interests in the school due primarily to financial consideration (Fitch, 

2014).  Families are more than welcome to become members, but the extended support 

of the Foundation to provide work for the parents as well as education for children is 

no longer encompassed within the Foundation as a whole (Fiebig, 2014; Fitch, 2014; 

White, 2014).  Three study participants from Findhorn had children living with them 

within the community.  Two of the families cited the complexities of access to 

education for their children as a contributing factor to their leaving the community as 

their children matured (White, 2014; Pittman, 2014).  It is considered normal business 

within Findhorn for people to come and go as members as their needs and the 

individual needs of their loved ones dictate (Fitch, 2014; Fiebig, 2014).  “We are not 

some sect trying to hold on to people” (Riddell, 1991, p. 131).  

D’Acres:      

     D’Acres consists of a small group of individuals with the original founding director 

living within the community for 18 years.  The director reported his parents currently 

live within the community as well. 

     Other residents report having lived in the community for almost six years to a 

number of months.  As the community has very limited housing, it does not possess 
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the physical capacity to house more than a few members at a time.  One member, who 

had decided to leave the community, shared the primary reason for her departure was 

the fact that she had not been able to establish her own family unit within the 

community environment (Renaldo, 2014). 

La Cité Écologique:    

     La Cité Écologique reports a significantly higher average number of years for 

membership as the primary founding principle of the community was and is to provide 

an alternative experiential education for children of families who choose to live and 

work and within the community.  As the community grew, the basic framework of the 

community encouraged and supported families to stay.  Seventy percent of children 

who have grown-up in the community since 1983 have chosen to remain living within 

the community (Ryan, 2014; Vaillant, 2014; Deunov, M., personal communication, 

June 8, 2014).  

Gender of Participants: 

     The gender of participants was tracked to ascertain if more males than females and 

vice versa would be attracted to life within intentional permaculture communities. The 

random sampling of study participants overall supports the analysis that there is no 

statistical difference as to gender in people who selected to live within the three 

communities. 

 

 

 



Walden III                                                                                                                   60 
 

 
 
  
 
 

Figure 4.5 

 

     The age of study participants was tracked to determine if life within the three 

communities appealed to one age group over another.  The majority of the study’s 

participants, 21 out of 43, fall within the 46+ year age range:  15 participants fall in 

the 30-45 age range.  Again, the unique culture of each community is reflected in this 

statistic.  For example, the multi-generational nature of La Cité is evident in the evenly 

represented two primary age groups, 30-45 years of age and 46+ years, illustrating the 

ends of two generations who currently comprise the majority of both the Colebrook, 

NH and Ham Nord, Quebec communities’ populations.  The older group is comprised 

of the original founding members and the 30-45 age group is comprised of the first 

wave of children who grew-up in the community and who have chosen to remain in 

the community and raise their children as did their parents’ generation. 

     Findhorn’s mature population, spread across the two age ranges of 30-45 (3) and 

46+ (8) years, is represented in this statistic as well.  The Findhorn Community as a 
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Totals

D'Acres

La Cité Écologique

Findhorn

Gender 

Totals

Male

Female



Walden III                                                                                                                   61 
 

 
 
  
 
 

whole is currently grappling with how to make the membership process more 

appealing to younger individuals (Fiebig, 2014; Fitch, 2014).  The three age ranges are 

more evenly represented in the 6 D’Acres participants. 

Figure 4.6

 

Education:      

     Participants were also asked the level of formal education they had achieved to 

determine if individuals with a higher level of education would be attracted to living 

within intentional permaculture communities.  The results support that people with a 

college degree represent the majority of the study’s participants.  Iris (2014) and 

Wouter (2014) from Findhorn report that it has been their experience that the majority 

of people they encounter at Findhorn, both residents and visitors, are highly educated, 

possessing a high level of skill in their particular field.  This assertion is supported in 

the fact that of the 11 study participants from Findhorn, 100% report possessing a 
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college education, as do 100% of D’Acres study participants.  It is important to point 

out that 100% of the Findhorn and D’Acres members reporting possessing a college 

education all completed their educations prior to becoming members of the 

community.  Of the 7 members of La Cité reporting possessing a college degree, all 

were of the founding generation of community members.  The data supports the 

analysis that individuals possessing a college education represent a significant 

percentage of individuals attracted to life within intentional permaculture 

communities. 

     The unique entrepreneurial focus of La Cité Écologique has created an 

environment wherein the community’s on-site experiential education program for 

children Pre-K-12 includes providing opportunities for children to actively participate 

within the community’s various businesses and every day functions. By the time a 

child graduates from high school he/she will have had an opportunity to experience on 

the job training in a variety of occupations and develop a high level of skill without 

pursuing a formal college education (Duval, 2014; Vaillant, 2014).  The second 

generation, as well as first generation members, have the opportunity to develop a high 

level of skill in a variety of occupations without the necessity of obtaining the formal 

educational credentials (Vanessa, 2014; Mary, 2014; Duval, 2014; Pierre F., 2014).  
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Figure 4.7 Participants Level of Education 

Participant 
Education Level 

High 
School 

Some 
College 

College 
Degree 

Unknown Total 

D'Acres 0 0 6 (100%) 0 6 (100%) 

La Cité 
Écologique 

14 (48%) 1 (3.44%) 7 (24%) 7 (24%) 29 (100%) 

Findhorn 0 0 11 (100%) 0 11(100%) 

Totals 14 (32%) 1 (2.32%) 24 (55.8%) 7 (16.2%) 43 (100%) 

 

    For example, three of the interview participants, now in their thirties and forties, 

grew-up in the community.  One is now the Chief Financial Officer of KHEOPS 

International, the community’s largest business with sales of over $5 million in 2013 

(Duval, 2014; Valliant, 2014).  Another young adult who grew up in the community is 

now running the community’s solar panel design and manufacturing company.  

     The second generation of La Cité members report it is common practice within the 

community for an individual to obtain the necessary skills to establish a livelihood in 

one area, and then participate in additional on the job training and educational 

opportunities within the community to change job functions without the need to 

pursue additional education outside of the community.  As supported by the fact that 

48% of study participants reported their highest level of formal education as a high 

school diploma, the opportunity for ongoing education and training within the 

community tends to minimize the need for a formal degree.  Children growing up in 

the community are also provided with a community funded college education if they 
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should choose to pursue a degree or training outside the community (Vaillant, 2014; 

Duval, 2014).   

Analysis of Data 

     Qualitative data in the study was collected through a compilation of the responses 

of individual community members to the face to face interview questions and the 

qualitative section of the email survey.  (See Appendix 1 & 4) As individual responses 

were analyzed and distilled and coded into categories, a universal list of terms and 

definitions simultaneously emerged. 

Definitions of coding in Figure 4.8 as defined by common responses of 
community members. 
 
Community as defined as the sharing of one another’s lives, a sense of extended 
family, being helped and supported by other members, as well as helping and 
supporting other members, all of which contribute to a sense of belonging.   

Permaculture as defined as the pursuit and inclusion of permaculture practices and 
principles within their everyday lives, including use of sustainable energy forms: solar, 
wind, biomass, wood; co-housing; communal meals; bulk buying; organic farming and 
the consumption of organic food as much as possible; use of organic products in 
clothing and home products; utilization of permaculture principles in agriculture and 
food production; recycling and/or re-purposing; anti-consumerism; stewardship of the 
land/planet; serving as examples of sustainable living and sharing with others how to 
live a sustainable life; and the conscious care and support of others. 

Shared Purpose as defined as community members working together to accomplish a 
common goal and the sense of fulfillment of members as they pool individual talents 
to contribute to and accomplish the goals of the community. 

Education as defined as educational opportunities for all members, adults and 
children, to learn and grow within the community and be supported in the process of 
individual growth by the community be it academic knowledge, acquisition of skills, 
or provided with the time and support to deepen spiritual growth and practices. 

Spirituality as defined as the sense of connection to the universe, the planet, nature, 
and one another and being offered support and fostered within the community through 
the existence of community structures to promote and nourish spiritual practices as 
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well as the support of other community members to have the time to engage in 
spiritually fulfilling practices such as meditation, chi gong, prayer, yoga, reflection, or 
meditative song. 

Balance as defined as being supported by community structures and other individuals 
to maintain a sense of balance between the demands of work, personal space and time 
and shared space and time, and being provided with the time and support needed for 
continued personal growth.  Balance is also defined as the support and encouragement 
of the community to develop new skills, take risks, and still be financially and 
emotionally supported by the community. 

Same Goals as defined as an extension of balance as one perceives the goals of the 
community are one with their own personal goals which in turn promotes a sense of 
equilibrium and attunement with their place in the world. 

Harmony as defined as a sense or feeling of being in attunement and balance within 
oneself and others around you including the larger community.  Harmony also 
includes a sense of balance with the physical environment of the community and for 
specific individuals harmony includes a feeling of spiritual balance with the world as a 
whole, i.e. within and outside of themselves as individuals.  

Communication as defined as the closeness of life within the community through 
shared housing, communal meals, and shared work, which demands that members 
continually attend to developing, refining, and maintaining sophisticated interpersonal 
communication skills while simultaneously working on developing a higher sense of 
intrapersonal awareness. 

Adapt/Evolve as defined as the need for the community to continually change and 
grow to meet challenges within the community, changing needs of community 
members, changing/shifting paradigms of how the community connects to the larger 
community including how the need to constantly adapt and evolve is also in response 
to how the community’s overall goals and purpose change to synchronize with shifting 
and evolving developments within the mainstream culture and the world as a whole. 
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Figure 4.8 : 
Coded 
Community 
Participants 
Results: 
Combined 
Face to Face 
Interview and 
Qualitative 
Survey 
Questions 
 

N=frequency of 
response.  
 

What 
Influenced 
your decision 
to become a 
member of 
your 
community? 

What do 
you think is 
different 
about your 
life in the 
community 
in 
comparison 
to a 
mainstream 
community? 

Do you feel 
that you live 
a fulfilling 
life within 
the 
community? 
If so, why? 
How would 
you define a 
fulfilling life? 

How do you 
feel you 
coordinate 
your personal 
needs and 
goals in life 
with the goals 
and purpose 
of the larger 
community? 

What else 
would you 
like to share 
about your 
community? 

Number of 
times cited 
Totals 

La Cite 
Ecologique 

N= responses 
from 29 

individuals 
100%=29 

 
 
 
 

Community 22 (75.8%) 12 (41.3%) 18 (62.8%) 6 (20.68%) 18 (62.8%) 76(262% 
Permaculture 14 (48.2%) 15 (51.7%)   18 (62.8%) 

 
 20 (68.9%) 67(231% 

Shared Purpose  10 (34.8%)  10 (34.8%) 14 (48.2%) 
 

 9 (31%) 43(100% 
Education 13 (44.8%)  9 (31%) 2(6.89%) 

 
 12 (41.3%) 36(124% 

Spirituality      5 (17.2%) 10(34.8%) 
 

 4 (13.7%) 19(65.5% 
Balance     

 
10(34.8%) 

 
10(34.8% 

Same Goals     
 

10(34.8%) 
 

10(34.8 
Harmony     

  
15 (51.7%) 15(51.7% 

Communication     
  

12 (41.3%) 12(41.3% 
Evolve/Adapt         6 (20.68%) 6(20.68% 

Findhorn 
N= responses 

from 11 
individuals 
100%=11 

 
 
 
 

Community 8 (72.7%) 11(100%) 11(100%)     30 (272% 
Permaculture 11 (100%) 11(100%) 5 (45.5%) 8 (72.7%) 

 
35(318% 

Shared Purpose  11 (100%) 11 (100%) 11 (100%) 
  

33(300% 
Education   10(36.3%) 5 (45.5%) 

  
15(136% 

Spirituality 5(45.5%) 4(9.3%) 1(9.9%) 6(54.5%) 
 

16(145% 
Balance     

 
9(81.8%) 

 
9(81%) 

Same Goals     
 

8 (72.7%) 
 

8(72.7% 
Harmony     

  
11 (100%) 11(100% 

Communication   6(54.5%) 
  

11(100%) 17(154% 
Evolve/Adapt         6(54.5%) 6(54.6% 

D'Acres 
N= responses 

from 6 
individuals 

100%=6 
 
 
 
 
 

Community 6(100%) 6(100%) 2(33.3%)   4(66.6%) 18(300% 
Permaculture 4(66.6%) 4(66.6%) 2(33.3%) 

 
6(100%) 16(266% 

Shared Purpose  6(100%) 4(66.6%) 
   

10(166% 
Education   8(133%) 3(50%) 

  
11(183% 

Spirituality   1(16%) 1(16%) 
  

2(33.3%) 
Balance     

 
2(33.3%) 

 
2(33.3%) 

Same Goals     
 

2(33.3%) 
 

2(33.3%) 
Harmony     

  
4(66.6%) 4(66.6%) 

Communication     
  

2(33.3%) 2(33.3%) 
Evolve/Adapt         2(33.3%) 2(33.3%) 

Aggregate 
Totals 

Based on 
responses 

from 43 
individuals 
100%=43 

 
 
 
 
 

Community 36(83.7%) 29(67.4%) 31(72%) 6(13.9%) 22(51.1%) 124(288% 

Permaculture 29(67.4%) 30(69.7%) 25(58.1%) 8(8.6%) 26(60.4%) 118(274% 

Shared Purpose  27(62.7%) 25(58.1%) 25(58.1%) 
 

9(20.9%) 86(200%) 

Education 13(30.2%) 27(62.7%) 10(23.2%) 
 

12(27.9%) 62(144%) 

Spirituality 5(11.6%) 10(23.2%) 12(27.9%) 6(13.9%) 4(9.3%) 37(86%) 
Balance 

   
21(48.8%) 

 
21(48.8%) 

Same Goals 
   

20(46.5%) 
 

20 (46.5%) 
Harmony 

    
30(69.7%) 30(69.7% 

Communication 
 

6(13.9%) 
  

25(58.1%) 31(72%) 

Evolve/Adapt 
    

14(32.5%) 14(32.5% 
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Analysis by Question: 

Question:  What influenced your decision to become a member of your community? 

     The decision of study participants to become members of their community was 

most heavily influenced by aspects of shared community life (36 references) in which 

all members practice and promote the principles of permaculture (29) while pursuing 

a common goal (27).  Education (13) figured prominently within the responses of La 

Cité Écologique as the community was first founded around the goal to create an 

alternative school for children living within the community.  

Figure 4.9 

 

Question:  What do you think is different about life within the community as compared 

to life within mainstream communities? 
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     Community members described the difference between their community and 

mainstream life as the framework of community living (29 references) providing 

more opportunities for the sharing and emotional support of one another than in 

mainstream communities.  Participants also made repeated references (30) to how the 

community’s infrastructure supported the practices of permaculture and made it easy 

for members to live in accordance with permaculture principles.   

     Again the pursuit of a shared purpose (25) set their communities apart from 

mainstream communities as well.  The focus on a variety of educational (27) 

opportunities for members was also perceived as significant.  Support of spiritual (10) 

practices was also referenced as a significant difference.  

Figure 4.10          
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Question:  Do you feel you live a fulfilling life within the community? If so, why?  And 

how would you define a fulfilling life? 

     Aspects of community life (31), the practice of permaculture (25), and a shared 

sense of purpose (25) were referenced as the primary reasons for participants feeling 

they live a fulfilling life within the community.  100% of participants stated they 

found their lives to be fulfilling.  Educational opportunities (10) and feeling 

supported in their spirituality (12) were also referenced as being factors in 

contributing to a fulfilling life. 

Figure 4.11 

 

Question: How do you feel you coordinate your personal goals and needs in life with 

the goals and needs of the larger community? 
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     Synchronization of personal and community goals (20) and the community’s 

support and awareness and support of individual members’ need to engage in activities 

both within and outside of the community to maintain balance (21) were referred as 

the primary focus of individual members when describing how they coordinated their 

personal goals with the goals of the larger community.  Engaging in spiritual (6) 

practices was also referred to as being a resource for maintaining balance for specific 

individuals. 

Figure 4.12 

 

Question: What else would you like to share about your community? 

Community members referenced aspects of community (22) and the practice of 

permaculture (24) as being of primary importance to them as part of their lives 

within their respective communities.  The frequent number of references to the sense 
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of harmony (30) that they experience in their lives within community and the need to 

hone highly developed communication (25) skills in order to maintain and contribute 

to a sense of community harmony were referenced as to what else members felt was 

important to share about their communities.    

      Community members in all three communities reported that living and working 

with fellow members on a daily basis demands the development of highly developed 

communication skills. This is reported by members as a continuous symbiotic 

process.  Despite being on two separate continents, members in each community 

describe holding one another accountable for effectively communicating both positive 

and negative emotions, rationales for behavior, and the acknowledgement of 

individual and group needs and wants.   

     Members also felt the imperative for development of communication skills within 

community life differentiated community life from mainstream life.  For example, if 

you experience a conflict with another individual within community, you cannot 

retreat to a separate home or avoid that individual.  Community life demands that 

conflicts are dealt with openly and efficiently to maintain individual peace and 

harmony as well as the community’s overall sense of peace and harmony.  Members 

stated effective communication skills evolved from a continual process of examining 

their intrapersonal as well as their interpersonal interactions. 

     Members of each community pointed out it was important to acknowledge that 

their respective community was in the process of adapting and evolving (14) to the 

changing expectations of its members and in response to relationships with 
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mainstream communities and cultures involved with each community.  The process of 

adapting and evolving as a community was viewed as part of each community’s 

continuing and passionate commitment to serve as a model to mainstream culture by 

demonstrating it is possible to live a fulfilling life of simplicity and connection to 

others while simultaneously working to maintain and promote the health of the 

environment and the planet as a whole. 

Figure 4.13                                                                                                
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Aggregate Responses: 

     A shared purpose (86) and opportunities for education (67) were frequently 

referenced and reinforced as being of significant importance in contributing to an 

individual’s sense of fulfillment and continued commitment to the community. 

     Aspects of community life (124), however, coupled with the practice of 

permaculture (118) (See below.) were collectively regarded as the most valued 

aspects life within all three communities. 

Permaculture: 

    Responses to the question:  What elements of permaculture do you practice in your 

everyday life?  The heavily weighted significance of permaculture (118) across all 

responses merits a separate analysis.   

      The practice of permaculture as a whole, or various aspects of permaculture 

principles, were acknowledged and described by each participant either as a primary 

reason or a contributing factor to their choosing to live within an eco-village.  One 

hundred percent (100%) of individuals reported actively and consciously conducting 

their everyday lives in adherence with permaculture principles, and/or reported their 

conscious effort to improve the level of permaculture they currently experienced 

within their everyday lives.    

      One hundred percent (100%) of study participants reported their community’s 

commitment to the practice of permaculture and the quality of life afforded to them 

through the practice of permaculture was a major contributor to their overall 

satisfaction with life and the quality of life lived within the community.   
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     Educating the public about the need for sustainable energy use, the growing and 

eating of organic food, the benefits of anti-consumerism and a simple life style, and 

the need for everyone to become a steward of a healthy environment for their own 

health and the health of the planet were primary concerns of all study participants.  

Community members report the daily living environment created by living a life in 

harmony with the principles of permaculture create a sense of balance which 

corresponds directly to their sense of connection to and harmony with the natural 

environment, other people, and within themselves.   It is clear all of the above factors 

combine and flow together to create a sense of well-being and satisfaction with life for 

members of intentional permaculture communities as illustrated in Figure 4.15 

Description and Illustration of Coded Results. 

Figure 4.14 
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This is the 
theoretical 
model depicting 
the symbiotic 
influence of 
how each 
coding category 
works together 
while 
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looping back 
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to contribute to 
individual well-
being.  
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Results of Quantitative Data: 

     Study participants from the three communities completed the Satisfaction with Life 

Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al, 1985) and the Flourishing Scale (FS) (Diener et al, 2009) 

questionnaires. “The SWLS is a short 5-item instrument designed to measure global 

cognitive judgments of satisfaction with one's life” (Diener et al, 1985).   “The 

Flourishing Scale is a brief 8-item summary measure of the respondent's self-

perceived success in important areas such as relationships, self-esteem, purpose, and 

optimism. The scales provides a single psychological well-being score” (Diener et al, 

2009).  The purpose of collecting quantitative data in addition to the qualitative data 

provided through the interview process was to ascertain if a correlation existed 

between the two types of data.  The results of the qualitative data analyses, which 

indicates a high level of overall well-being in life experienced by the members of the 

three communities, directly correlates with the corresponding results of the 

quantitative data. 

     According to Dr. Ed Diener et al (2014): 

“the average of life satisfaction in economically developed nations is in  

[the average score range of 20-24] – the majority of people are generally  

satisfied, but have some areas where they very much would like some  

improvement…A person scoring in this range is normal in that they have  

areas of their lives that need improvement.  However, an individual in  

this range would usually like to move to a higher level by making some  

life changes”. 
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     The fact that 93% of the participants of the study from all three sites report a 

significantly higher level of satisfaction with life than the average individual within 

developed nations supports the analysis that individuals living within contemporary 

intentional permaculture communities experience a higher degree of overall well-

being and fulfillment in life than average members of mainstream communities. 
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Figure 4.16: Satisfaction with Life 
Scales Responses 

Used with permission by, Diener, E., Emmons, 
R. A., Larsen, R. J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The 
Satisfaction with Life Scale. Journal of 
Personality Assessment, 49, 71-75.  

             

Scoring Scale 

• 31 - 35 Extremely satisfied  
• 26 - 30 Satisfied  
• 21 - 25 Slightly satisfied  
• 20      Neutral  
• 15 - 19 Slightly dissatisfied  
• 10 - 14 Dissatisfied  
•  5 -  9   Extremely dissatisfied  

 
Blue = Findhorn Responses              Red = D’Acres Responses     Black = La Cité Écologique Responses 

  SWLS Participant Responses   
Survey # 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
        

1 7 7 7 7 7 35 
2 6 5 6 6 6 29 
3 7 7 7 7 6 34 
4 7 7 6 5 5 30 
5 7 6 7 7 7 34 
6 6 6 6 7 7 32 
7 5 4 3 5 3 20 
8 7 6 7 7 7 34 
9 6 6 5 5 4 26 

10 7 6 7 6 3 29 
11 7 7 7 7 6 34 
12 6 6 6 6 6 30 
13 6 6 7 7 7 33 
14 7 7 7 7 7 35 
15 5 6 4 4 4 23 
16 6 7 7 7 7 34 
17 7 6 6 6 5 30 
18 7 7 6 6 6 32 
19 7 7 6 7 6 33 
20 6 7 6 7 7 33 
21 7 7 7 7 7 35 
22 7 7 7 7 7 35 
23 6 7 7 6 6 32 
24 6 6 6 5 3 26 
25 7 7 7 7 7 35 
26 7 7 7 7 7 35 
27 6 7 6 5 6 30 
28 7 7 7 7 7 35 
29 6 7 6 6 5 30 
30 6 7 6 7 6 32 
31 7 7 7 6 6 33 
32 6 7 5 6 6 30 
33 6 6 7 7 7 33 
34 6 6 6 7 6 31 
35 4 7 6 6 2 25 
36 6 6 6 4 4 26 
37 6 7 6 7 7 33 
38 7 6 6 7 6 32 
39 6 7 7 7  27 
40 7 7 6 4 6 30 
41 6 6 6 7 4 29 
42 7 7 7 6 6 33 
43 7 7 6 6 7 33 

Mean 6.3953488 6.534884 6.27907 6.27907 5.809524 31.16279 
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          Figure 4.17 
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La Cité Écologique: #s 15-43 (28) 
Extremely Satisfied with Life: 21 
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D’Acres Community Members: #s 9-14 (6) 
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Satisfied : 3 
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Figure 4.18 
 

 
 

93% of participants report being extremely satisfied or satisfied with their lives. 

Flourishing Scale Scoring:   

The possible range of scores is from 8 (lowest possible) to 49 (highest possible).  “A 

high score represents a person with many psychological resources and strengths” 

(Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2009). 
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Figure 4.19: Flourishing Scale Responses      
Blue = Findhorn Responses              Red = D’Acres Responses     Black = La Cité Écologique Responses 
    
Survey 
# 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total 

           
1 7 7 7 7 7 5 6 46 
2 6 6 6 6 5 6 6 41 
3 7 6 7 7 6 7 6 46 
4 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 48 
5 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 49 
6 6 7 6 7 6 7 7 46 
7 5 6 3 5 4 5 6 34 
8 7 7 6 4 6 7 7 44 
9 6 6 6 6 5 6 6 41 

10 7 6 7 6 7 6 4 43 
11 7 7 7 7 6 7 6 47 
12 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 42 
13 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 49 
14 7 7 7 7 7 6 7 48 
15 6 5 7 6 6 6 6 42 
16 7 6 7 6 7 7 7 47 
17 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 42 
18 7 7 7 7 7 7 6 48 
19 7 6 7 7 7 7 6 47 
20 6 7 7 7 7 7 6 47 
21 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 43 
22 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 49 
23 7 6 6 6 6 7 7 45 
24 7 5 7 7 6 7 5 44 
25 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 49 
26 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 49 
27 6 5 4 6 6 6 5 38 
28 7 6 7 6 7 7 6 46 
29 7 7 7 6 6 7 6 46 
30 6 7 6 4 7 7 6 43 
31 7 6 7 6 6 6 7 45 
32 7 7 6 6 6 7 6 45 
33 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 49 
34 6 6 6 7 7 7 7 46 
35 6 6 7 6 6 6 6 43 
36 6 6 7 6 6 6 6 43 
37 6 7 7 6 6 6 6 44 
38 7 6 6 6 7 6 6 44 
39 7 7 7 7 7 6 7 48 
40 7 6 6 7 6 6 7 45 
41 6 6 6 6 6 6 7 43 
42 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 49 
43 7 7 6 6 5 7 6 44 

Mean 6.604651 6.44186 6.488372 6.348837 6.325581 6.511628 6.325581 45.04651 
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Figure 4.20 

 
 
 
Figure 4.21 

 
 
 
      Wendall Berry (1977/1996) stated: “No matter how much one may love the world 

as a whole, one can live fully in it by living responsibly in some part of it.   Where we 

live and who we live there with define the terms of our relationship to the world and to 

humanity.”  The results of this dissertation directly speak to the fact that an 
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individual’s sense of fulfillment in life and overall well-being are directly connected to 

the relationship we may have with others, the environment, and how we define the 

purpose of our lives.  The results of the qualitative and quantitative supports Wendall 

Berry’s (1977/1996) assertion that how and with whom we live does indeed have a 

significant impact upon an individual’s sense of fulfillment in life.                                                       
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Chapter Five 

Conclusions 

Summary 

          In Intentional Communities:  Ideology and Alienation in Communal Societies, 

Barry Shenker (1986/2011) explains that “as unique and non-conformist as communal 

societies may be, they too need to survive and do all the things that any society is 

required to do to function efficiently” (p. 4).   The study of intentional communities 

provides an opportunity to see how the structure and organization of a community 

impacts upon the basic elements of human interaction and daily living.    

       Members of all three communities in this study, Findhorn, La Cité Écologique, 

and D’Acres, report the organization and structure of their respective communities did 

indeed provide an alternative way of life to what was available in mainstream culture 

at the time they each elected to become members of their communities (Finch, 2014; 

Fiebig, 2014; personal communication, C. Gibsone, 2014; Rinaldo, 2014; Morin, 

2014; Duval, 2014; Fortier, 2014; Rinaldo, 2014; Trought, 2014).   Although each 

community provides an alternative way of life from mainstream society, all three 

communities remain fully integrated within the larger mainstream community from 

which they arose.  The economic viability of each community, which generates 

financial support for their missions, is completely entwined within the economic fabric 

of mainstream culture.  

     The continuing viability of each community is dependent upon its social, 

educational, and economic interactions with mainstream financial institutions such as 

banks, foundations, and benefactors, as well as individuals interested in experiencing 
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their way of life and who are willing to pay for the experience through classes and 

workshops. This supports Shenker’s (1986/2011) assertion that successful intentional 

communities may arise to meet a need for a significant number of individuals who 

believe this need is not being met within mainstream society, but the continued 

viability, however, of each community is dependent upon how well they coordinate 

the purpose, goals, and needs of the community and its members with the goals and 

needs of institutions and individuals co-existing within the larger mainstream culture.   

As Shenker (1986/2011) states:  “The basic idea and motivations of our communities 

were firmly rooted in their society of origin and not in contrast to it” (p. 240). 

     Individual awareness of the paucity and superficiality of social capital (Putnam, 

2000) in their lives prior to joining their respective communities was consistently 

reported as one of the primary reasons why the majority of members of the three 

communities made the decision to move to or remain living within their respective 

communities.  A desire to feel connected to other people and experience a sense of 

belonging within a larger group of people, who in effect become surrogate extended 

family members, continues to sustain their emotional needs while all members 

simultaneously engage in working to fulfill the larger mission of the community 

(Coude, 2014; White, 2014; Buckle, 2014; Iris, 2014; Leblanc, 2014; Ev, 2014). 

     “When I first visited La Cité in Ham Nord,” said Clarissa, “I found people here 

who had the same goals, the same range of priorities, which was educating the 

children in the community.  I didn’t want to live anywhere else.  I knew it was my 

place!”      

     André, also of La Cité Écologique, shared:   
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     “When I lived in Montreal, I had my own house, my own car, my job,  

     my family, my chainsaw, but this [La Cité] was different.  This was  

     what I was looking for.  My wife and I were looking to find a better 

     way to educate our children, a way to live a better life, and we found  

     La Cité Écologique in Ham Nord.  We wanted a school in nature  

     focused not so much on instruction but education.  This was the main 

     reason we joined the community.”   

     Educational opportunities for their children, as well as for adults in the community, 

were frequently cited by other members of La Cité as a primary consideration for 

deciding to live and remain living within the community.  Community members from 

Findhorn and D’Acres also stated opportunities for continuing education and self-

growth for adults within the community as being a significant reason they continued to 

reside within the community.   

     For example, Iris (2014) from Findhorn shared, “I came for a visit and then I went 

home and realized that the prospect of living here [Findhorn]—It’s bloody exciting! 

It’s like living on all levels here.  Experiencing the reinvention of ourselves [members] 

and Findhorn.  It’s just fascinating to be part of that experience.” 

     Individual member reports of experiencing a high level of well-being in life within 

the three intentional permaculture communities is objectively supported by 93% of 

study respondents indicating being extremely satisfied or satisfied with life through 

the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al, 2014).  The fact that 100% of the 
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community members qualify as highly flourishing or flourishing in life from the 

results of the Flourishing Scale (Diener, 2014) also provides support to this analysis.  

     The high level of satisfaction in life reported by community members is perceived 

as a symbiotic process closely tied to a deep sense of belonging and connection which 

is simultaneously received from as well as given to other members of their 

communities.  The data analyses, as explained in Chapter 4, support community 

members’ belief that their satisfaction with life arises from the feeling of being 

supported in their chosen spiritual practices, while actively seeking to simultaneously 

live their lives in harmony with others and the environment.  The difference between 

this perspective of life and mainstream community members is due to the fact the 

members of the three communities in this study, as Shenker (1986) concludes, “see 

this community as ‘home’ in the most private and subjective sense and at the same 

time as the concrete expression of his [or her] impersonal and transcendent beliefs” (p. 

251).     

       Every study participant (100%) stated they chose to live their lives within 

intentional permaculture communities because organizational structures and supports 

within the communities create ways for individuals to consciously grow and evolve on 

multiple levels:  emotionally, socially, intellectually, and spiritually, while developing 

additional skill sets.  The demand for additional skill sets evolves in conjunction with 

the evolving needs of both the internal and external goals of the community as a 

whole.  This ever changing and evolving process contributes to individual members 

feeling integrated and energized within their community environment.   
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     La Cité Écologique, for example, expanded its growing businesses into English 

speaking markets.   It then become necessary for children growing up in the 

community to become solidly bilingual as they would be gradually take over various 

functions within the community’s businesses.  In order to provide for this need, a 

community member, whose primary function had previously been a pre-school teacher 

who also happened to speak fluent English, now found herself in the role of an ESL 

(English as a Second Language) teacher simultaneously learning how to teach English 

as she learned how to teach K-8 students.    

     A Findhorn community member, who is now one of the top administrators of the 

Findhorn Foundation, once ran a large booking agency for rock and roll bands.   As he 

rose through the ranks of the community’s administrative structure, he had to learn 

how to adapt his on the road organizational skills to the demands of running a 

community which provides both home and livelihood to its members.   

     As each member’s skills contribute to sustaining the shared sense of purpose and 

goals of the community, the symbiotic “action chain” (Hall, 1976/1989) in which the 

needs and goals of the community as a whole reflect and fold back upon the needs and 

goals of individual members, weaves a complex social fabric.  The vitality generated 

through this process, as explained by community members, continually presents new 

opportunities for personal growth which in turn sustains individual member 

engagement with the community as it renews and sustains the community as a whole. 

Discussion of Title:  Walden III Cult 

      During the initial stages of this research, this researcher was asked by colleagues 

and others unfamiliar with intentional communities if these communities were cults?  
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In this case a cult is defined as a group of people or organization in which the member 

relinquishes control of his/her life, lives an existence isolated from mainstream 

society, is expected to follow the dictates of a leader, and is not allowed to freely come 

and go from the community (Galanter, 1989).     

     The communities in this study are no more cults than the Rotary Club or your local 

PTA (Parent Teachers Association).  Each community is thoroughly integrated into its 

local mainstream community and each enjoys a productive, symbiotic relationship 

with its local community via involvement with local businesses, boards, as well as 

members providing public service to the local, state, or international organizations to 

which the community is affiliated. 

     For example, Josh Trought, Director of D’Acres:  

     “received the Dorchester Citizen of the Year award in 2003. Josh currently  
      serves on the Dorchester Conservation Commission and as the Dorchester  
      representative and Treasurer of the Pemi Valley Solid Waste Council. In 2006,  
      Josh was recognized as a leader in his community by the Union Leader in their 
      "40 under 40" award program.  Josh's avocation is woodworking and he is 
      a member of several NH artists' groups including Artistic Roots, an Artists  
      Cooperative in Campton, NH, and is the president of the Cardigan Mountain  
      Art Association located in the Mascoma Valley. He is also a juried member  
      of the League of NH Crafters in woodworking” (D’Acres.org, 2014). 
 
     This is scarcely the behavior of a cult leader.  
 
     La Cité Écologique in Colebrook is also the antithesis of a cult.  The Ham Nord 

and Colebrook communities run several major businesses, all thoroughly integrated 

into the larger community.  KHEOPS International Inc. is the primary business and 

income for both the Ham Nord, Quebec and Colebrook, NH communities.  KHEOPS 

employs over 40 citizens from the larger Colebrook geographic area in addition to 

providing employment to community members (Vaillant, 2014).  KHEOPS also 
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employs hundreds of artisans from around the world as suppliers of its “meaningful 

New Age gifts” (LaCitéÉcologique.org/Colebrook, 2014).  The New Earth Organic 

Farm grows food for the Colebrook community and sells produce to local farmers 

markets and the Littleton (NH) Co-Op Food Market.  Patrick’s Recycling collects 

wood pallets and used, large plastic containers and repurposes them into useful 

products.  Eat, Laugh, and Heal is a local shop in Colebrook offering natural products 

and offers holistic health coaching to people both within and outside of the 

community.  Respecterre is simultaneously a boutique and clothing line designed and 

manufactured by community members of La Cité Écologique in the Ham Nord 

community. Resource Energyterre works with businesses from Centre-du-Quebec to 

give new life to reusable materials and products such as vegetable oil, containers, 

skids, tubs.  Ferme Bio-Maraîchère is the organic farm at Ham Nord, which supplies 

fruits and vegetables to the community and also to restaurants and food markets 

around the Ham Nord area as well.  The community also provides internship 

opportunities to individuals from around the world to live and work within the 

community and learn about sustainable practices (LaCitéÉcologique/HamNord.org, 

2014). 

     Findhorn and D’Acres each take in a substantial portion of revenue through 

proceeds collected from people outside of the community coming into the community 

to participate in educational courses and workshops on permaculture and related 

topics.   A far reaching and poignant example of how Findhorn extends the 

community’s influence far beyond Scotland is the fact the Findhorn Foundation, as an 

non-governmental organization (NGO), “is associated with the United Nations 
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Department of Public Information and takes an active role at UN headquarters in New 

York especially in the areas of education, sustainability and values” 

(http://www.findhorn.org/aboutus/ecovillage/#.VEvPghY_-k0).    

     Any allegations of the three communities existing as cults is readily dispelled upon 

actual investigation and understanding of their purposes and the vast scope of 

activities each community engages in on a daily basis as they work to fulfill their 

respective missions.   As to the possibility that Findhorn, La Cité Écologique, and 

D’Acres are the contemporary embodiment of Walden III, philosophically or 

structurally, it is interesting to consider the fact that the continuing mission of all three 

communities is directly linked to the social and cultural unrest generated by 

mainstream culture’s gradual awakening to the potential consequences of the 

impending fossil fuel crisis, as heralded by Holmgren (2002/2011) and Hopkins 

(2008/2009).  Each intentional permaculture community in this study provides an 

example of how to live a meaningful life while simultaneously generating a smaller 

carbon footprint.  As the 1964 folksong by Bob Dylan states, “The Times They Are A-

Changing.”   

                                     Correlation of Data to Research Questions 

What compelling forces and factors exist within mainstream society that serve as 

the catalyst for individuals to establish a life within intentional permaculture 

communities? 

     Participants indicated that a connection to community, embedded educational 

opportunities for themselves and their children, the practice of permaculture, and a 

sense of shared goals and purpose in life contributed to their decision to become 
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members of their community. The opportunity to live their lives in harmony with the 

environment and each other was also highlighted as primary reasons. 

     Therefore, it is logical to conclude the compelling factors which led the majority of 

study individuals to choose to become members of their community are as follows: 

a) The lack of, or less intense, relationships with other people in their previous 

mainstream community. 

b)  A sense of living their lives on their own with only the fulfillment of their 

personal goals being the primary purpose of their lives. 

c) The need to find fulfillment in life through the pursuit of a common goal. 

d)  The availability of educational opportunities not available in mainstream life. 

e) The lack of structure and support within mainstream communities to live a life 

in accordance with permaculture principles. 

Do members perceive that life in intentional permaculture communities provides 

an increased level of subjective well-being (SWB) as compared to life in 

mainstream communities? If so, does this perception serve to strengthen their 

bond and sense of connection to the community?  

     The data solidly supports the assertion that study participants experience a very 

high level of subjective well-being and are also flourishing as individuals within their 

respective communities.  “A high score,” state Diener and Biswas Diener (2009), 

“represents a person with many psychological resources and strengths” 

(http://internal.psychology.illinois.edu/ ~ediener /Documents/FS.pdf ).  The high level 

of the fulfillment individuals feel in their lives is directly correlated to high levels of 

community connectedness and a clearly perceived sense of belonging as they share 
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their lives with people around them who are all deliberately working together to 

pursue common goals and promote the principles of harmonious living and the 

practice of permaculture culture. 

Does the practice and application of permaculture principles in the day to day 

life of members of intentional permaculture communities provide an example of 

how contemporary mainstream people can live a life of fulfillment and meaning 

while promoting an environmentally sustainable way of living? 

     As illustrated in the theoretical model of Figure 4.15, the consistent practice and 

application of permaculture principles in the day to day life of members of intentional 

permaculture communities does indeed provide an example of a means for 

contemporary mainstream people to live a life of fulfillment and meaning while 

simultaneously promoting and living an environmentally sustainable way of life. 

If intentional permaculture communities are indeed striving toward Walden III, 

are there aspects of the structure and organization of intentional permaculture 

communities that may be transferable to mainstream communities to improve 

community structure, improve environmental practices, and provide an 

increased sense of personal well-being and connectedness to community for their 

citizens as well? 

     Intentional permaculture communities are indeed striving to create a Walden III by 

improving upon the original tenets discussed by Henry David Thoreau (1843) and B. 

F. Skinner (1948/1976).   The conscious development and cultivation of aspects of life 

existing within intentional permaculture communities as discussed by community 

members in Chapter 4, are readily transferable to mainstream community living. 
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Discussion 

      The members of La Cité Écologique, Findhorn, and D’Acres recognize the 

significance of how their individual behavior impacts upon the environment and how 

their collective actions work in harmony to nourish and protect the environment. They 

grow most of their own food. They create and nourish the soil. They contemplate how 

various agricultural choices will impact upon the local watershed and prevent soil 

erosion, and plants are grown without the use of chemical fertilizers or pesticides.  

Animals grown for food are cared for and treated humanely, provided space and a diet 

in keeping with the natural tendencies of their species.   

      The consumption of energy is continually improved upon to reduce the size of 

each community’s carbon footprint.  Findhorn is recorded as having one of the 

smallest carbon footprints for a First World community on the planet 

(www.Findhorn.org, 2014 & www.gen-europe.org, 2014).  This is accomplished 

through the use of wind, solar, and biomass to provide heat and electricity.  The 

community’s Living Machine sewer processing plant converts human waste and 

wastewater into purified water through the use of naturally occurring bacteria which 

breaks down and consumes the waste before the water is flushed into the North Sea.  

The Erraid community is entirely dependent upon a cistern system to collect water for 

drinking and washing, and the community heats all buildings 100% year round with 

wood.   

     Both sites of La Cité Écologique use solar and wind power to provide heat and 

electricity to varying degrees in each building, and the community is continually 

upgrading systems to minimize the community’s carbon footprint and dependence 
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upon non-sustainable energy sources.  D’Acres also produces a minimal carbon 

footprint.  The buildings are 100% heated with wood, and solar energy earth tubes 

augment the heating system, while solar panels provide the majority of the 

community’s electric power.   

     Each community serves as a living example to the culture gap referred to by Wilbur 

(1996/2000) between consumption of non-renewable energy sources and the results of 

consumerism and its impact on the ecological health of the planet.  Intentional 

communities show how this gap may be readily bridged and reframed into the creation 

and promotion of a culture and way of life which actively seeks to close the gap.  “A 

significant number of individuals” according to Ken Wilbur (1996/2000), 

     “must reach a post conventional and world centric level of development in  

      order to be a significant force in global care and ecological reform.  In other  

      words, it is only by effectively dealing with the culture gap that we can  

      effectively deal with the ecological crisis –  

      They’re the same gap, the same problem” (p. 300). 

     The results of the study affirm community members see their individual behavior 

and actions as living examples to the larger mainstream community, which in turn 

fosters and nourishes individual growth as members simultaneously work to maintain 

and improve the integrity of the natural environment.  Life within all three 

communities supports David Holmgren’s (2002/2011) assertion that “intentional 

communities…provide the ‘invisible structures’ of landownership, economic 

relationships, social services and decision-making processes that are necessary for a 
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full and integrated development of the diverse aspects of permaculture such as land 

use, alternative technology, and building” (p.175).  

     Individual members’ sense of subjective well-being is rooted within the basic 

structures and organization of each community.  The community structure creates the 

conditions in which the basic tenets of permaculture are manifested and perpetuated 

throughout the organization as a whole. The interrelationship of structure and 

organization becomes a symbiotic feedback loop, i.e. the symbiotic relationship of 

nurturing of others as an extension of care of self and care of the environment and 

planet, other people on the planet, and the larger shared purpose of living their lives as 

an example to the larger society.  Living this way of life can be accomplished by 

creating the basic physical infrastructure and social culture within mainstream 

communities to promote the minimal consumption of energy, goods, and services, 

which in turn supports people seeing themselves as part of and personally responsible 

for the environment — not separate—with the responsibility for maintaining 

environmental health instead of a distant government agency.  

     The ever pressing need “to dramatically lower energy consumption is inevitable, 

and it’s better to plan for it than to be taken by surprise” (Hopkins, 2008/2009, Kindle 

location 3416 of 6988).  Mainstream communities can begin to replicate the structures 

of life within intentional permaculture communities.  The high quality of life 

experienced by members of the three communities is, according to Hopkins 

(2008/2009) concrete proof:  

     “there is no reason why a lower-energy, more resilient future needs  

     to have a lower quality of life…a future with a revitalized local economy 
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     would have advantages over the present, including a happier and less stressed 

     population, an improved environment and increased stability”  

    (Hopkins, 2008/2009, Kindle location 3420 of 6988). 

     Work being done throughout the United Kingdom through the Transition Town 

initiative (Hopkins, 2008/2009; www.resilience.org, 2014) proves that mainstream 

society possesses the will, the means, and “the belief that economic growth is still 

possible, albeit greener growth” (Hopkins, 2008/2009, Kindle location 3436 of 6988).  

The buy local and eat locally grown food movement, for example, as well as 

individual choices to reduce energy expenses through the installation of biomass 

heating systems, wood stoves and furnaces, and the installation of solar panels has 

gained more and more momentum as we progress through the 21st century.  The 

increasing instances of mainstream consumers making such choices may be a primary 

indicator that an increasingly larger number of mainstream community members are 

seeking to live life in harmony with the environment.  

     The First World’s rate of energy consumption cannot be maintained (Holmgren, 

2002/2011; Diamond, 2005/2011; Hopkins, 2008/2009).  Individuals within 

mainstream communities can begin to make positive changes by paying attention to 

what their community is doing to address the need to reduce non-renewable energy 

consumption.  They can make choices in their everyday lives to recycle as much as 

possible and to look for new ways to repurpose and recycle goods used in everyday 

life.  We can make the choice to buy local, eat locally grown organic food, and push to 

have local communities create viable jobs within the community.  Local jobs mean a 

shorter commute, thereby providing more time for people to participate in their 
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communities through volunteering and social interactions, which in turn promotes the 

creation of a stronger social fabric (Putnam, 2000).     

     Most importantly, we can all advocate for government policies and legislation that 

supports all of the above.  Now is the time for activism, for as Alistair McIntosh 

(2008/2012) states, “one cannot but hear the thundering hooves and feel the hot breath 

of the apocalypse cantering by” (Kindle location 3976 of 5253).  Intentional 

permaculture communities are the harkening example that a conscious awareness of 

how we choose to live our lives impacts upon the environment, enhances our 

relationships with others, and simultaneously creates and sustains a high level of 

environmental and personal harmony. 

Recommendations for Future Study 

The Connection of Consumerism to Well Being, Social Capital, and 

Environmentalism 

     Future research on the conscious and unconscious effects of consumerism on 

individual sense of well-being and the resultant diminished social capital (Putman, 

2000) may serve to highlight ways to push for cultural change and reveal the even 

deeper connection of consumerism to unbridled energy consumption and degradation 

of the environment.  For “at the end of the day, when the glitter of the shops has worn 

off, the packaging transmogrified into garbage, and the credit card bill slips through 

the door, the world of consumerism is sad and tawdry” (McIntosh, 2008/2012, Kindle 

location 3834 of 5253).  

     Recent research on the effects of consumerism on individual sense of well-being 

(Diener & Seligman, 2004; Diener & Tov, 2009; Diener & Ryan, 2009; Diener et al, 



Walden III               99                                                  

 
 
  
 
 

2009; Diener, 2013), makes a clear connection to our relationship with the 

environment, individual well-being, but the detrimental culture of consumerism is 

often relegated to the realm of counter culture (Leonard, 2010), a Wilburian 

(1996/2000) analysis of ecological responsibility, or discussed in environmental 

literature (Holmgren, 2002/2012; McIntosh, 2008/2009).  There is little discussion, 

however, as to the link and impact on how life within intentional permaculture 

communities may be models for an integration of all the above mentioned approaches.  

Even Holmgren (2002/2012) engages in but a mere superficial discussion of the 

societal impact and interconnectedness of well-being and sustainable environmental 

practices within intentional permaculture communities.   

Connections between High and Low Context Cultural Frameworks and 

Sustainability 

     Another area of future study is to examine the contrast of how people who have 

been brought up in a low-context structure (Hall 1976/1981) where personal 

independence, as well as traditional concepts of time and personal success are deeply 

engrained within the framework of capitalism, have successfully moved toward 

creating a life within a high context culture in which relationships and commitment to 

one another trumps personal success.  Individuals possessing a high context 

framework of life tend to be more comfortable being engaged in various activities with 

different people as a normal part of life (Hall, 1976/1981).   

     The potential environmental benefits of co-housing and sharing of common goods 

may prove to be a difficult practice to adapt to if people are not aware of the far 

reaching impact of consumerism and capitalism that are currently embedded within 



Walden III               100                                                  

 
 
  
 
 

their conventional American culture belief system.  Additional studies making the 

connection between high-context and low-context cultural frameworks may lend 

themselves to understanding how to obtain more sustainable practices and a higher 

sense of community cohesiveness in the future. 

 Beyond Anthropological Reports on Intentional Permaculture Communities     

     Further studies of intentional permaculture communities would be of more 

significance to mainstream culture if such studies were to transcend an anthropological 

reporting format (Brown, 2002; Shenker, 1986/2011) and instead make 

recommendations on how people have discovered how to live lives highly connected 

to others while pooling resources to benefit the entire community.  Perhaps the old 

folk tale Stone Soup, in which every member of a community contributes something to 

make a soup to feed the entire community and therefore prevents starvation, has more 

relevance in today’s world than we are willing to acknowledge.  “[Intentional 

communities] will be our best hope in future scenarios of either a gradual reformation 

of the global mainstream or the rebuilding of society after a more precipitous and 

dramatic collapse of capitalism” (Holmgren, 2002/2012, p.171). 

The Transition Town Movement 

     The current Transition Town movement (Hopkins, 2008/2009) is the modern 

embodiment of Stone Soup.  The transition of individual towns to being fossil fuel free 

and promoting a strong local economy merits additional study.  Research examining 

the quality of life within transition towns from construction to inhabitancy would also 

shed light upon the interrelation of energy consumption and individual well-being.   
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     Putman (2000) was one of the first to bring to light the discussion about the erosion 

of social capital as a demoralizing miasma seeping throughout American society and 

Western culture as a whole. His study, however, just begins to focus the discussion of 

what must be accomplished with alacrity and verve to prevent the inevitable 

environmental and societal collapse that McIntosh (2008/2009) and Diamond 

(2005/2011) so persuasively and ardently predict. 

Conclusion 

     Contemporary intentional permaculture communities’ way of life provides a model 

and a readily transferable template for mainstream communities to improve and 

maintain a high quality of life.  Implementation of practices which enhance the quality 

of life will not be possible without continued movement towards a cultural shift away 

from consumerism. In effect, the conscious and unconscious cultural framework of 

Western society, which equates happiness with wealth and the acquisition of goods, 

will need to undergo a complete overhaul.  

     First World nations will also be required to reassess how to generate and protect 

economic growth while simultaneously working to protect the environment and repair 

existing environmental damage created by a century plus of industrialization and 

disregard for resulting environmental degradation. This will require deliberate and 

concerted action from private citizens demanding that governments institute real and 

sustainable policies to protect the environment and generate new environmentally 

compatible technologies, which are also accessible and affordable to the average 

citizen.   
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     Most importantly, the movement away from consumerism and toward a sustainable 

way of life must come from individuals.   We cannot wait for our governments to do it 

for us.  We must take the initiative to act.   People need to consciously decide to reject 

the definition that we, as inhabitants of First World countries, are mindless consumers.  

We need to begin talking about how to change our cultural framework and work 

toward redefining ourselves and our culture as a whole. We need to embrace a new 

philosophy of life which nurtures and supports our mutual responsibility for one 

another and our planet as a whole. 

    Local municipalities can examine how to integrate permaculture practices into their 

communities by educating the public about permaculture principles and how to 

integrate permaculture practices into everyday life.  This can be done if you live in an 

urban or rural setting.  Creating a cultural expectation that we all make decisions to 

minimize our carbon footprint upon the earth will generate and sustain an 

environmental movement of such force that has yet to be seen in modern culture.   

           Community planners and developers can begin to offer homes constructed as 

co-housing units and outfit new homes with affordable and sustainable energy sources 

and seek to move away from dependency upon fossil fuels as energy sources.   Local 

citizens can engage in how to have their communities become Transition Towns and 

serve as models for embedded sustainable environmental practices.  Government 

policies on federal, state, and local levels need to encompass and support community 

efforts to reduce energy costs, create sustainable practices, and revive local economies 

through the creation of good paying and rewarding employment within communities.  
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     It is our collective and individual responsibility to assure that a healthy 

environment and a life of well-being is within the grasp of our children, grandchildren, 

and succeeding generations beyond our imagination.  The three intentional 

permaculture communities in this study:  the Findhorn Foundation, La Cité 

Écologique, and D’Acres, have demonstrated what is possible when people come 

together with a shared sense of purpose and commitment to live a better life.  It is up 

to us to create Walden III, and we need to do it now.  
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Appendix 

 
 
 Table 1.1: Face to Face Interview Questions  
  

1. Examples of potential face to face interview questions are as follows: 

1) What influenced your decision to become a member of your community? 

2) How long have you been a member? 

3) Do you have other family members living with you here as well? 

4) What do you think is different about your life in this community in 
comparison to a mainstream community? 

 
5) Do you feel that you live a fulfilling life within the community?  If so, 

why? How would you define a fulfilling life?  
 
6) How do you feel you coordinate your personal needs and goals in life with 

the goals and purpose of the larger community? 
 
7) What elements of permaculture design do you practice in your everyday 

life? 
8) What would you like to share about your community? 

  



Walden III               115                                                  

 
 
  
 
 

 
 Table 1.2. Quantitative Email Survey Questions 
 
 Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) 

Below are five statements that you may agree or disagree with. Using the 1 - 7 
scale below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate 
number on  
The line preceding that item. Please be open and honest in your responding. 

7 - Strongly agree  
6 - Agree  
5 - Slightly agree  
4 - Neither agree nor disagree  
3 - Slightly disagree  
2 - Disagree  
1 - Strongly disagree 

 
    ____ In most ways my life is close to my ideal.  

    ____ The conditions of my life are excellent. 

    ____ I am satisfied with my life. 

    ____ So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 

    ____ If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. 

 31 - 35 Extremely satisfied  
 26 - 30 Satisfied  
 21 - 25 Slightly satisfied  
 20        Neutral  
 15 - 19 Slightly dissatisfied  
 10 - 14 Dissatisfied  
  5 -  9   Extremely dissatisfied  

   Permission to Use: 

• The scale is copyrighted but you are free to use it without permission or charge 
by all professionals (researchers and practitioners) as long as you give credit to 
the authors of the scale: Ed Diener, Robert A. Emmons, Randy J. Larsen and 
Sharon Griffin as noted in the 1985 article in the Journal of Personality 
Assessment. 
Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The 
Satisfaction with Life Scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 49, 71-75. 
 

https://www.psych.uiuc.edu/reprints/index.php?page=request_article&site_id=24&article_id=453
https://www.psych.uiuc.edu/reprints/index.php?page=request_article&site_id=24&article_id=453
https://www.psych.uiuc.edu/reprints/index.php?page=request_article&site_id=24&article_id=453
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Table 1.3.  FLOURISHING SCALE 
  ©Copyright by Ed Diener and Robert Biswas-Diener, January 2009. 
       

• Below are 7 statements with which you may agree or disagree.  
• Using the 1-7 scale below, indicate your agreement with each item by 

indicating that response for each statement. 
 

Strongly agree -7 
Agree- 6  
Slightly agree -5 
Neither agree nor disagree -4 
Slightly disagree-3  
Disagree -2 
Strongly disagree-1 

 
   ____ I lead a purposeful and meaningful life. 
 
   ____ My social relationships are supportive and rewarding. 
 
   ____ I am engaged and interested in my daily activities. 
 
   ____ I actively contribute to the happiness and well-being of others. 
 
   ____ I am competent and capable in the activities that are important to me. 
 
   ____ I am a good person and live a good life. 
 
   ____ People respect me. 
 
  Scoring: 

Add the responses, varying from 1 to 7, for all seven items. The possible range 
of scores is from 8 (lowest possible) to 49 (highest possible). A high score 
represents a person with many psychological resources and strengths. 

  Permission to Use 

 The scale is copyrighted but you are free to use it without permission or charge by 
 all  professionals (researchers and practitioners) as long as you give credit to the 
 authors of the scale: Diener, E., Wirtz, D., Tov, W., Kim-Prieto, C., Choi, D., Oishi, 
 S., & Biswas-Diener, R. (2009). New measures of well-being: Flourishing and 
  positive and negative feelings. Social Indicators Research, 39, 247-266. 
  Note:  This scale was inadvertently modified from eight to seven items due to a  
  printing error. 
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  Table 1.4: Qualitative Email Survey Questions: 

  Please write a brief response to the following questions: 

1) For what reasons did you decide to become a member of your community? 

2) If you have not been a resident of the community, what influences your 
decision to stay connected to the community? 
 

3) If you live (or lived) in the community, do feel that you live (or lived) a 
fulfilling life within the community?  If so, why? (If you do or have not lived 
in the community,  

            please put NA (Not applicable as your answer.)   
   
4) What elements of permaculture design do you practice in your everyday life? 

     5) What would you like to share about your community? 
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