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PART I: ORIENTATION 

 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Studying rural and “rurban” squatting communities in Spain 

Leaving Barcelona’s urban buzz behind, a sandy pathway leads into the 
Collserola National Park, which confines the city at its North-West end. 
Following Sunday strollers and ambitious bikers up the hill, on the right side 
soon a majestic looking mansion appears between the trees: the old building 
with its spacious red window frames stands above green garden terraces that 
are spread out peacefully in the valley. A small painted sign at the entrance 
invites people to join the free Sunday tour around the community. Passing a 
garden plot with an elderly woman carefully looking after her plants, I walk 
through an old arch to find a group of people gathered in the shade of a 
blossoming almond tree. A man casually dressed in sweatpants is telling 
anecdotes about community life in the squat: The pleasure of only having to 
cook twice a month as cooking shifts rotate between the 30 adults living there! 
They collectively self-manage the valley which includes running a social 
center, sharing the communal gardens with their neighbors, raising chickens, 
making bread, using solar showers and composting toilets. As we move on to 
their bike repair workshop, a woman steps out on the balcony above us and 
starts to play accordion… 

This short extract taken from my fieldnotes in February 2016 reflects on my first visit to a 

“rurban” squatting community at the fringe of Barcelona. “Rurban” – with this word creation 

the group refers to their location and lifestyle that combines both elements of the urban and 

the rural. It became one of the protagonists of my investigation on intentional communities 

that squatted and re-appropriated abandoned land in peri-urban and rural areas in Spain. An 

intentional community is broadly defined as a group of people who decided to live together 

with a common purpose or goal (Miller, 1999). Challenging mainstream urban norms and 

values, these squatting communities practice self-management and experiment with 

alternative lifestyles based on a close connection to the land. They aim to relate to each other 

and the environment in a form that is antagonistic to that of capitalism, tied to a non-

hierarchical organization and agro-ecological practices. 
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While intentional community building has a long history, today there seems to be a renewed 

interest in communal forms of living when it comes to potential small scale solutions for 

pressing societal and ecological challenges. For example, the World Watch Institute suggested 

in their State of the world report in 2008 that communities “can play a significant role in helping 

reduce ecological problems that currently threaten the future of human civilization.” 

(Assadourian, 2008: 159) Local food and energy production, increased self-sufficiency and 

reduced dependence on far-off goods were seen as central in order to survive in a less stable 

future (ibid.). The “rurban” community described above served as an example. Similarly 

pointing to social and environmental crises, Lockyer & Veteto (2013a) contended that 

anthropologists have to engage with these already existing imaginative responses and 

possibilities. 

Four months after my first visit to the “rurban” squat, a scenic bus drive passing mountain 

ranges, valleys, and small rivers of the foothills of the Pyrenees in Northern Spain, brought me 

to another fieldsite, another reality of community life: 

Surrounded by green hills and forests, this occupied village is still half in ruins. 
Wild plants took over the decaying stone walls of the medieval homesteads, 
which were abandoned by the old rural population in the 1960s. The group of 
people that squatted the land in 2005 works hard to reconstruct the buildings 
with traditional techniques, creating a local infrastructure. Sheep are grazing 
on the hills, children are playing on the meadows and in the woods, vegetables 
are grown on large patches of land. One of the houses catches my attention 
especially: A huge squatting symbol—a circle with an arrow in the form of a 
lightening—was painted on its walls, declaring that this land was reclaimed. 
On the little tour around the village we pass colorful dry toilets (named “K-k-
leku”), solar panels, the big communal house, and a little stage in front of it. A 
few days ago, an anniversary festival was held here. “11 años preokupando,“ 
reads a large banner: This wordplay of “okupar” (for squatting this land) and 
“preocupar” (for taking care of the land) sums up the community’s mission of 
recovering the village and seeking autonomy.  

I visited a third community which, already in 1980, occupied another abandoned village in the 

Pre-Pyrenees. As an ecovillage, this community seeks food sovereignty and self-sufficiency. 

They bake organic bread and sell it in their surroundings, and offer educational courses on 

communal living. 

Considering their endeavors as responses to neoliberal globalization, ongoing environmental 

destruction, and the rule of capitalism, I conceptualize intentional communities as social 

movements which attempt to change the social order and challenge dominant authorities 
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(Ergas, 2010; Schehr, 1997). The communities are part of informal networks of collectives 

connected to rural squatting and repopulation: They share the political vision of promoting 

social transformation, interdependence, self-management, and horizontal decision making. 

Hereby, discourses on the defense of the environment and land play a significant role. 

Illustrative it the title of this thesis, “The land is for those that live on it!”, which is taken from 

the “rurban” community’s manifesto (Web_C1). The quote’s origins can be traced back to 

Emilio Zapata, a leading figure in the Mexican Revolution: His slogan “¡La tierra es de quien la 

trabaja!” (“The land is owned by those who labor it!”) became symbolic for the agrarian 

movement called Zapatismo. With the goal to restore possession of the land to the indigenous 

peasant classes, the Zapatistas intend to build a new world from below against dominant forms 

of power, creating “territories in resistance” (N. Harvey, 2015). Messages of solidarity with the 

Zapatista uprising were scribbled on the wooden planks of one of the community’s dry toilets, 

and a painting of a Zapatista farm decorates a communal kitchen. In a bigger picture, the goals 

and practices of the squatting communities can be placed in the context of the larger 

environmental movement and contemporary autonomous movements connected to alter-

globalization and the right to the land. Other examples are the French militant occupation ZAD 

(zone à défendre) which is intended to blockade a development project (Link 1), or the 

autonomous rural movement Reclaim the fields! which arose in Europe and consists of “people 

and collective projects willing to go back to the land and reassume the control over food 

production.” (Link 2)  

In their efforts to collectively re-appropriate land, to self-organize, and to live an alternative, I 

am interested in how these squatting communities relate to the “outside world”; to wider 

society. How are their endeavors to “do things differently” negotiated in the societal context 

in which they are embedded? And in how far do they seek interactions with the “outside 

world”—or want to withdraw from it? This thesis will investigate the communities’ complex 

relations to the “mainstream” society, the surrounding areas and cities, their ambitions to 

outreach, as well as their activities in wider networks of alternative communities and 

movements. This implies looking at how they develop a collective identity in negotiation with 

the “world outside”, as well as how they try to transmit some of their visions to the wider 

society. My study can be located in the “anthropology of intentional communities” (Andelson 

& Lockyer, 2006) as well as the “anthropology of social movements” (European Association of 

Social Anthropologists, 2016). It is based on ethnographic fieldwork, which I conducted 

between January and September 2016 during my exchange year in Spain. My methods 
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comprised participant observation, combined with interviews and an analysis of documents 

produced by and about the communities under investigation, such as their websites, 

pamphlets, and journals. Theories on new social movements and collective identity will help to 

frame the investigation.  

Connected to the countercultural stance of the squatting communities, this research is 

furthermore embedded in recent debates on anti-capitalism. The communities’ endeavors are 

related to autonomism, which can be described as a hybrid of Marxism, anarchism, and several 

other currents of thought such as Situationism and environmentalism (Tormey, 2004). A central 

aspect is that social change is not aspired by direct confrontation in form of the revolution, but 

by building something new within the system. It gives primacy to the idea that all people are 

capable of organizing themselves for the purpose of resistance and communal organization 

(ibid.). Holloway, in his book Crack Capitalism (2010), argued that the way to destroy capitalism 

is a movement of refusal of capitalistic logics and the creation and expansion of alternatives, 

starting on a micro-societal level. In a similar manner, Graeber, in his Fragments of an Anarchist 

Anthropology (2004), considered the attempt to create autonomous communities 

“revolutionary acts”. My research will reflect on the negotiations of identities, struggles, 

possibilities, and contradictions within the squatting communities’ attempts to build 

alternatives to capitalism. 

After concretizing the objective and research questions of my investigation in this chapter, I 

will provide a review on relevant literature and a theoretical framework for this discussion in 

chapter 2. In chapter 3 I will present in detail the data and methods I used, including a reflection 

on their implications and the limitations of this study. Chapter 4 provides a conceptualization 

of the squatting communities by tracing back their history, and presenting the cases of this 

study in short portraits. The main part of the thesis constitutes chapter 5, where I will explore 

the communities’ relation to “the world outside” in four dimensions: their relations to 

“mainstream” society (5.1), their interactions with their surrounding areas and cities (5.2), their 

outreach endeavors (5.3), as well as their network activities (5.4). 

1.2 Objective of study and research questions 

The main objective of this research is to investigate the complex relationships that exist 

between squatting communities and larger society. At the center are, broadly speaking, the 

entanglements between the internal worlds of these communities and the “world outside”. 



5 
 

Clearly, this “outside world” is not something which exists separately from the communities, 

and their endeavors to challenge dominant norms take place within the context of larger 

society (Brown, 2002: 8f.). I will explore how they establish themselves in negotiation with the 

society in which they are embedded, and how they are influenced by the dominant society and 

culture, by opportunities and constraints they face. Likewise, I want to understand how 

squatting communities try to “reach out” to bring some of their visions across to the “outside 

world”. Moreover, I will investigate how they relate to like-minded collectives and projects in 

wider networks or movements. Therefore, the exploration of how the Spanish squatting 

communities relate to the “world outside” is divided into the following questions: 

 How do the communities establish themselves and produce a collective identity in 

negotiation with the “mainstream society”?  

 How do they interact with surrounding areas and cities? 

 In what ways do they try to project some of their ideas to the outside? (Outreach) 

 How are they connected to other communities and movements, and try to establish 

networks? 

 

 

2. Theory and literature review 

2.1 State of the art 

Studies of intentional communities (ICs) were carried out in wide range of academic fields, such 

as anthropology, sociology, psychology, geography, political sciences, religious studies, 

ecology, economy, and history. In the Encyclopedia of Cultural Anthropology, Andelson (1996) 

presented the term intentional community as an umbrella to refer to small-scale social 

formations which are also known as utopian communities, communes, socialistic experiments, 

cooperative colonies, and alternative communities. He defined an IC as “a group of people who 

associate by choice and out of shared convictions in a cooperative and usually coresidential 

living arrangement, with active fellowship as an explicit goal.” (ibid., p. 656) By convention, this 

term is restricted to communities within a context of state-level politics (ibid.). Recognizing the 

growing interest of anthropology in ICs, Andelson & Lockyer (2006: 30) considered them 

“experiments in human diversity” which offer “an opportunity for anthropologists to engage 

with some of our most fundamental questions.” Within the past years, especially ecovillages—
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establishing the newest phase in the development of ICs from the 1990s (see 4.1)—with their 

focus on sustainability and ecology received growing attention from scholars, for example in 

the field of environmental anthropology (Lockyer & Veteto, 2013b). 

An intentional community is usually connected to a sense of separation from the dominant 

culture, and the development of distinctive cultural norms, values, practices, and ideologies 

outside mainstream society (Poldervaart, 2001; Shenker, 1986). ICs, as for example the 

numerous “hippie” communes of the 1960s, have been said to seek “self-determination, often 

making its own laws and refusing to obey some of those set by the larger society.” (Kanter, 

1972: 2) In an attempt to conceptualize the huge variety of ICs today, Meijering (2006) 

proposed a typology which differentiates between ecological, religious, communal, and 

practical ICs. In a more recent approach, Escribano, Molina, & Lubbers (forthcoming), focusing 

specifically on ecological ICs in the region of Catalonia in Spain, suggested a distinction between 

transformative and instrumental ICs, according to whether the inhabitants of a community 

have a common vision or not. Following this proposal, transformative ICs can be furthermore 

divided into “action communities” (which search for self-management and self-sufficiency 

within the society, connected to urban social movements), “production communities” (which 

focus on the production of ecological goods), and “training communities” (which are 

characterized by visitors who come to the community for educational reasons) (ibid.).  

Often, ICs were connected to the concept of utopia (Andreas & Wagner, 2012; Kanter, 1972; 

Lockyer & Veteto, 2013b). Sargisson (2007: 393), for instance, considered ICs “utopian 

experiments”, and described them as “spaces in which the good life is explored and pursued.” 

ICs have also been approached as heterotopias (Meijering, 2006: 20), which are, in the sense 

of Foucault (2012: 24), “counter-sites […] in which [real sites] are simultaneously represented, 

contested, and inverted”. This approach underscores their capacity to challenge mainstream 

norms and values. Furthermore, ICs were considered in the context of liminality: Brown (2002) 

called ICs “liminal places” due to their certain degree of spatial isolation, their likely 

disagreement with capitalist economic norms, their negation of traditional sexual roles, and 

often differing religion, ideology, and worldview. As ICs live a critique in opposition to a 

dominant culture (Ergas, 2010: 36), they were also called “spaces of resistance” and a form of 

“domestic protest” to the consumer-driven society which surrounds them (Fischetti, 2008; 

Kirby, 2004). Ecovillages have also been portrayed as examples for “autonomous geographies”: 

as “spaces where there is a desire to constitute non-capitalist collective forms of politics, 
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identity and citizenship [...] created through a combination of resistance and creation, and a 

questioning and challenging of dominant laws and social norms.” (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006: 

730) Moreover, rural ICs have been looked at in the context of neorurality: Often coming from 

the city as newcomers to the rural, they create their own separate vision of rurality (Meijering, 

van Hoven, & Huigen, 2007). Therefore, ICs can be linked to the new diversity of the 

countryside, and to the increasing variety of social actors involved in redefining the rural (Cloke, 

2006; Oliva, 2010; Roseman, Conde, & Pérez, 2013; Woods, 2005). 

While squatting is commonly perceived as an urban movement related to counter-culture and 

radical politics, connected to the desire to be free from capitalist control (Cattaneo & Martínez, 

2014; Martínez, 2007; Venegas, 2014), Cattaneo (2013) has shown that squatting also includes 

rural phenomena. He pointed out that the neorural movement, based on the combination of 

radical ideas and the high disposability of abandoned land due to urban growth, often took the 

characteristics of rural squatting: 

In synthesis, the rural squatting experience results from the application of the 
traditional squat ideology based on political antagonism, anti-capitalism and 
autonomous self-organization, combined with the neorural perspective, 
inspired by a return to simpler and more communitarian lifestyles and by the 
minimization of human impact on nature. (ibid., p. 152) 

According to Cattaneo (ibid.), rural squatters, who satisfy most of their needs directly from the 

surrounding natural environment, achieve higher degrees of autonomy from the system of 

man-made products than urban squats. Research on “rurban” squats in the hills of Barcelona’s 

Collserola Natural Park (including one of the communities under investigation) suggested that 

these places can be considered practical implementations towards degrowth (Cattaneo & 

Gavaldá, 2010). Furthermore, the ecological economics of these “rurban” squats has been 

discussed (Cattaneo, 2008), as well as their effectiveness as examples of how to move towards 

energetic sustainability (Engel-Di Mauro & Cattaneo, 2014). Among the few works offering 

explicit insight into rural squatting is a thesis by Badal Pijuan (2001) with descriptions of the 

ethics and realities of rural squatters in Spain. Moreover, the Colectivo Malayerba (1996), a 

student’s organization from Madrid, provided reflections on the ideological foundations or 

rural squatting.  

Departing from the counter-cultural stance of ICs and squats, this thesis focuses especially on 

the various relations the squatting communities under investigation have with the wider 

society. In this regard it has been pointed out that most ICs are somewhere between attempts 
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to change mainstream society and the refusal of all contacts: “They continue to use what they 

need from mainstream society and reject what they feasibly can.” (Meijering, Huigen, & Van 

Hoven, 2007: 43) However, there are also communities that are more actively engaged, and 

offer alternative spaces: Thus, some make important contributions to mainstream society 

(ibid.). Generally, there are reasons to assume that squatting communities are interested in 

engaging with the outside world: Cattaneo (2013: 143) asserted that links among squatters are 

extended “to the outside social and ecological environment, be it the local neighbourhood, 

larger urban movements or the local territory in rural areas.” 

Schehr (1997) argued that contemporary ICs (that were initiated since the 1980s) are a new 

social movement as they attempt to change the social order on the level of the everyday life 

(see 2.2). Ergas (2010), following this approach in her study of collective identity in an urban 

ecovillage, pointed out that ecovillages constitute social movements as they challenge 

institutional, organizational, and cultural authority. She described the relationship with the 

larger society as dynamic and interactive since community members negotiate their goals 

within and through the surrounding banks, schools, media, car culture, and dominant 

ideologies, while relying on the surrounding community in many ways (ibid., p. 43). Writing as 

well on ecovillages, Dawson (2013: 217) contested that the ecovillage movement has 

developed from an inward focus on self-sufficiency to an outward focus on building alliances 

with neighbors, citizen groups, and educational organizations: from islands to networks. He 

argued that, therefore, “ecovillages can no longer be described as standing outside of and in 

opposition to the mainstream.” (ibid.) 

As Meijering et al. (2007: 50) pointed out, there is the need for further in-depth case studies 

“to unravel the complex relations that exist between intentional communities and mainstream 

society”. This is where I want to make a contribution with this thesis. The squatting 

communities in Spain offer interesting cases in the context of rural repopulation, squatting, 

self-management, autonomy, and ecology, being fused with a form of resistance and rural 

protest. Following Schehr (1997) and Ergas (2010), I consider them a social movement which is 

also based on shared collective identities.  
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2.2 Theoretical considerations 

The conceptualization of the squatting communities as parts of a social movement which wants 

to break with and challenge society’s norms requires some theoretical framing for the further 

analysis. In the following, I will first give an overview of social movement theory in order to 

provide a better understanding of how squatting communities can be approached in this light. 

In a second step, I will engage with theory on collective identity. As it will be shown, to think of 

collective identity will be useful to explore how communities create a sense of we-ness by 

demarcating boundaries to the “outside world”, as well as how it accounts for mobilizations 

and attachment in wider networks of communities. 

Social movement theory 

Since the late 1960s, a vast number of movements and protests suggested that deep changes 

were in the making; American civil rights and anti-war movements, the Mai 1968 revolt in 

France, students’ protest in Germany, Britain, or Mexico, pro-democracy mobilizations taking 

place in diverse locations from Francoist Madrid to communist Prague, the emergence of 

women’s and environmental movements—all this made the study of social movements 

develop into a major area of research (Snow, Soule, & Kriesi, 2007: 1). Today, social movements 

(although with fluctuations in intensity) have become an established feature of the social 

landscape: Protest politics, grassroot participation, and symbolic challenges can no longer be 

described as unconventional (della Porta & Diani, 2006: 1). Increasingly it is contested that we 

live in a “movement society” (Meyer & Tarrow, 1998), or “perhaps even in a movement world” 

(Snow, et al., 2007: 4). Apart from large-scale protest events that make it into the daily news, 

a large amount of contemporary movements takes place on a local level, and—unrelated to 

major issues—might go unnoticed by national or international media (ibid.). The squatting 

communities can be seen as an example for such local movements. 

A definition given by Snow et al. (2007: 11), shows that social movements serve as an important 

vehicle for articulating and pressing a collectivity’s interest and claims, with the goal of seeking 

or halting change: 

social movements can be thought of as collectivities acting with some degree 
of organization and continuity outside of institutional or organizational 
channels for the purpose of challenging or defending extant authority, 
whether it is institutionally or culturally based, in the group, organization, 
society, culture, or world order of which they are part. 
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The movements that emerged since the 1960s are commonly referred to as new social 

movements (NSMs). In contrast to traditional social movements of the past which focused 

mainly on issues of labor and nations, NSMs are centered on concerns such as women’s 

liberation or environmental protection (della Porta & Diani, 2006: 6). They are no longer 

classed-based but rather characterized by a heterogeneity of actors. They differ from their 

predecessors in a variety of ways: 

Among the principal innovations of the new movements, in contrast with the 
workers’ movement, are a critical ideology in relation to modernism and 
progress; decentralized and participatory organizational structures; defense 
of interpersonal solidarity against the great bureaucracies; and the 
reclamation of autonomous spaces, rather than material advantages. (della 
Porta & Diani, 2006: 9) 

Della Porta & Diani (2006; Diani, 1992), from a sociologist view, see social movements as 

consisting of three mechanisms through which actors engage in collective action: They are 

involved in conflictual relations with clearly identified opponents (engaged in political and/or 

cultural conflicts meant to promote or oppose social change), they are linked in dense informal 

networks, and they share a distinct collective identity which creates recognition and 

connectedness.  

Also contextual factors play a role in the study of social movements. This includes the 

acknowledgement of broader structural and cultural conditions that facilitate and constrain the 

emergence and operation of social movements (e.g. historical contexts, associated cycles of 

protest, context of strain and conflict, political, cultural, and resource contexts) (Snow et al., 

2007: 12). In this regard, the political process approach became very popular in social 

movement research: Focusing on the political context, it looks at the political opportunity 

structure (which influences the choice of protest strategies and the impact of social movements 

on their environment), the configurations of actors (protagonists, antagonists, bystanders), and 

the interaction contexts (strategies of social movement and opponents) (Kriesi, 2007). 

Furthermore, theorists such as Melucci (1989) incorporated cultural issues as central to the 

motivating logic of society (Nash, 2005: 10). Escobar (1992) pointed out that contemporary 

social movements are not only political struggles but also cultural struggles: they are as much 

struggles over meaning as over socio-economic conditions. He elaborated: 

To understand contemporary social movements, one must look at the micro-
level of everyday practices and their imbrication with larger processes of 
development, patriarchy, capital and the State. How these forces find their 
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way into people’s lives, their effects on people’s identity and social relations, 
and people’s responses and ’uses’ of them have to be examined through a 
close engagement and reading of popular actions. (Escobar, 1992: 420) 

In this regard, anthropology, as Brodkin (2005) remarks, can make particular contributions to 

the study of social movements by theoretically informed ethnography. As the study of the local 

and particular, it “has the ability to concretely show how activists strategize to create and 

deploy political identities, achieve goals, and develop persuasive ideologies and visions of a just 

future.” (ibid., p. 304) 

According to Melucci (1982, 1989, 1996), a crucial aspect of NSMs is that they try to resist the 

intrusion of the state and the market into social life while defending personal autonomy against 

the omnipresent and comprehensive manipulation of the system (cf. della Porta & Diani, 2006: 

9). Nash (2005) pointed out that globalization processes related to the expansion and 

integration of capitalism in new areas generated movements in which the uniting theme is the 

growing autonomy sought by its participants: the right of participants to be themselves. This is 

a new feature in comparison to the unifying model for action which was prevalent in the 

“traditional” movements of the 20th century (Nash, 2005: 23).  

Schehr (1997: 9), following Melucci’s approach as well as drawing on poststructuralism and 

chaos theory, argued that a new conceptualization of social movements needs to be “capable 

of recognizing and accentuating subaltern expressions of resistance operating within civil 

society at the level of the lifeworld.” Therefore, he suggested that also efforts of resistance that 

seek changes in everyday life (and are not engaging within the political arena of the state) 

should be considered social movements. As intentional communities recapture for themselves 

a social space for the reconstruction of identity and community autonomy—their practices 

encompassing dimensions such as community self-government, interpersonal interaction, 

production and consumption (and many others)—Schehr concluded that they should “be 

viewed not as ‘utopian’ transgression, but rather as a radical recognition of the inherent power 

of juxtaposition” (ibid., p. 163). He asserted that ICs can be recognized as a social movement,  

complete with their own domestic and international modes of communication 
(books, newsletters, lectures, and conferences), research, education, 
production, distribution, and interpersonal non-violent conflict-management 
techniques, each of which represents alternatives to the proliferation of 
dominant cultural capital, and, while primarily directed at the lifeworld, the 
possibility of broader system-level change. (ibid, p. 9) 
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In the scope of this thesis and the consideration of wider networks of rural and “rurban” 

(squatting) communities, it might also be useful to consider what Flesher Fominaya (2014), in 

her work on the Spanish 15M/Indignados movement, called “autonomous movements”. She 

characterized these movements as “organized in horizontal networks, underlain by principles 

of self-organization, direct/participatory democracy, autonomy, diversity and direct action.” 

(ibid, p. 145) Autonomy here refers not only to the internal organizing principles and structures 

of the movement, but also to the independence from established political parties and trade 

unions, and a distinction from the more vertical institutional left model of representative 

politics (ibid., p. 145). Moreover, autonomous movements do not seek the appropriation of 

state power, “but rather oppose centralized power and instead foster the strengthening of 

autonomous spaces for collective decision-making and social transformation.” (ibid, p. 49) This 

social transformation sought by autonomous movements comes primarily through creating 

alternatives and cultural resistance (ibid., p. 146). I suppose that these are crucial features of 

the squatting communities as well.  

In the study of NSMs, it was often stressed that collective identity replaced class consciousness 

as the factor that accounts for mobilization and individual attachments (Hunt & Benford, 2007: 

437). As Flesher Fominaya (2014: 146f.) pointed out in regard to autonomous movements, 

“[t]he lack of formal organizational and institutional infrastructures means that collective 

identity processes are crucial in maintaining internal coherence in these movements”. In the 

context of the squatting communities under investigation, collective identity seems to be an 

important aspect to explore in two regards; how it is negotiated on the group level of one 

squatting community, and how collective identity is created on the “movement level” of a 

wider network of communities. These considerations will also help to better understand the 

main inquiry of this thesis; the communities’ relationship to the “outside world”. As the 

following discussion of the concept of collective identity will show, identity is produced in 

relation with this “outside world”. 

Collective identity 

Identity has become quite a buzz word in the present day. Gingrich (2011) demonstrated that 

the inflationary use and extension of the term leads to questions of how to further make sense 

and use of this concept. In this regard, Baumann & Gingrich (2004: 6) pleaded to understand 

identity in general as multi-dimensional: a variable and inconsistent set of fundamental human 
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lifeforms. While identity has both an individual and a collective dimension, the latter is the 

most relevant in the scope of this work, and I will herein concentrate on collective identity.  

Hunt & Benford (2007) explained that contemporary treatments of collective identity go back 

to two kinds of theoretical underpinnings: On the one hand, classical roots from the late 19th 

and 20th century, stemming from Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, served as groundworks to 

engage with the structural-cultural bases for group identity formation. On the other hand, 

socio-psychological foundations provided an understanding for individuals’ group identification 

and motivations to engage in collective action (ibid., p. 434f.). However, as Flesher Fominaya 

(2010: 394) pointed out, the notion of collective identity is notoriously “slippery”, and there is 

no universal definition. Snow (2001), for example, placed collective identity in a shared place 

and links it to a shared sense of “we-ness” and collective agency: 

…discussions of the concept invariably suggest that its essence resides in a 
shared sense of ‘one-ness’ or ‘we-ness’ anchored in real or imagined shared 
attributes and experiences among those who comprise the collectivity and in 
relation or contrast to one more actual or imagined sets of others. Embedded 
within the shared sense of we is a corresponding sense of collective agency… 
Thus, it can be argued that collective identity is constituted by a shared and 
interactive sense of ‘we-ness’ and collective agency. (cited in Fominaya, 2010: 
394) 

According to Taylor & Whittier (1992), collective identity at the collective group level concerns 

“the shared definition of a group that derives from members’ common interests, experiences, 

and solidarity”. Melucci (1995) defined collective identity as a dynamic reflexive process, which 

implies that any collective identity is not a static thing, but negotiated, defined and redefined 

by the actors. This means that the cognitive framework is not necessarily coherent but “shaped 

through interaction and comprises different and even contradictory definitions” (Fominaya, 

2010: 395). This also implies that actors do not necessarily have to completely agree with 

ideologies, beliefs, interests or goals in order to generate collective action (ibid.). A collective 

identity enables actors to distinguish the collective self from the “other” and be also identified 

by those “others”. In this regard, identity can be seen as a cultural representation, a set of 

shared meanings which are constantly negotiated, as Hall (1990: 222) proposed: 

Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which 
the new cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of identity 
as a ‘production’, which is never complete, always in process, and always 
constituted within, not outside, representation.  
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In the production of identities not only internal definitions of a group, but also externally-

located processes of social categorization play an important role (Jenkins, 1994). Therefore, 

power and authority relations have to be taken into account. Melucci (1995: 47) pointed out 

that a social movement recognizes itself through a reflexive understanding of the environment 

in which it develops, which also includes an awareness of the opportunities and constraints it 

faces. In a nutshell, collective identity is crucially shaped by particular socio-cultural contexts, 

and is (re-)produced in interaction (Hunt & Benford, 2007: 450). 

Flesher Fominaya (2010), drawing on Melucci’s work, summarized the key elements of 

collective identity formation. An important aspect are emotions and affective ties (Hunt & 

Benford, 2007). Boundary work plays another significant role as the process of defining what 

“we are” also implies to establish “what we are not”: That is, commonalities and difference 

with reference groups are expressed (Flesher Fominaya, 2010: 395). Gamson (1997) pointed 

out that boundary work takes place at different levels: boundaries are drawn between 

dominant and challenger groups (e.g. between mainstream society and squatting 

communities), between challenger social movement groups (e.g. between different 

communities), and also within movement groups in the process of consolidation (e.g. within 

one community). Therefore, collective identity is to some degree tied to “boundary patrol” 

(ibid., p. 181), which is linked to inclusion and exclusion practices. Furthermore, collective 

identity formation takes place in opposition to dominant cultural practices, which implies that 

movement practices and organizational forms, such as decision making based on consensus or 

horizontal structures, are conscious alternatives to dominant paradigms (Fominaya, 2010: 

396). Other important aspects are shared leadership, organization, ideologies and rituals, as 

well as symbolic resources as signifiers of collective identity (ibid.). Shared meanings or 

consciousness are also important. Eventually, collective identity is linked to a shared collective 

action project, and the context, political field, or organizational structure within which 

movement groups operate also play a role (ibid.). 

Questions arise how to differentiate between collective identity on a group level (in my case, 

within one community), and on a movement level (a wider network of rural and “rurban” 

collectives). Saunders (2008: 232) argued that there exists a theoretical muddle between these 

two entities, and he claimed that the kinds of processes of collective identity formation that 

Melucci described can only take place at the group level. For him, “[c]ollective identity (in the 

singular) at the movement level does not exist, but collective identities do” (ibid.). Flesher 
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Fominaya (2010: 399), focusing especially on contemporary social movements based on 

diversity (such as the global justice movement), argued that it is not necessary to abandon the 

concept of collective identity on a movement level—as long as one retains Melucci’s processual 

interpretation of the concept. To underline this argument, she pointed out that some 

movements explicitly define their collective identity in terms of diversity, heterogeneity and 

inclusivity: “One might say a hallmark of the autonomous anti-capitalist collective identity is 

precisely an ‘anti-identitarian’ orientation.” (ibid.) Still, activists do self-identify as being part of 

a broader global “movement of movements”, in which a movement collective identity is 

created across differences. These aspects are of interest in the scope of my study as well, 

although I do not deal with a movement as big and inclusive as the global justice movement 

(although some of my informants might consider themselves a part of it). As it will be shown, 

diversity and heterogeneity within and between different groups are stressed as key aspects in 

the squatting communities under investigation. Therefore, it seems to be interesting to explore 

how, across these differences, a collective identity is constructed.  

To conclude, exploring the production of a collective identity enables me to investigate how 

the communities define themselves in relation to wider society; for example by developing 

practices and values opposed to dominant mainstream culture, by drawing boundaries and 

expressing belonging or difference to other groups. In this regard, it is also important to look 

at how the societal context affect collective identity, goals, and the means of action, as Ergas 

(2010: 33) demonstrated in the case of ecovillages: 

Although ecovillagers seek to create an alternative society, the ecovillage is 
embedded within a city and the larger culture. Ecovillagers simultaneously live 
in the ecovillage and the larger society, thus, local laws, economy, and 
prevailing ideologies within the dominant society affect ecovillagers, and vice 
versa. The larger society shapes the physical and symbolic environment of the 
villagers engaging in the collective identity construction process. These actors 
then set out to reshape the already existing laws and prevailing ideologies in 
the dominant culture by spreading awareness and leading by example. 

These dynamic processes will be further examined in chapter 5. 
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3. Data and methods 

3.1 Research process 

This project evolved during my exchange year in Spain, studying at the Autonomous University 

of Barcelona in the winter semester 2015 and summer semester 2016. From the outset, this 

research developed out of my personal interest in alternative, communal forms of living. 

Therefore, it was as much a personal as an academic journey. For preparation I started with a 

broad literature review: I engaged with studies on ecovillages and intentional communities, 

recent anti-capitalist literature, environmental anthropology, utopian studies, squatting, 

literature on space/place, rurality and its context in Spain. Before entering the field, I reviewed 

websites, videos, and other materials produced by different communities in order to get a 

better understanding of what they are doing, and to trace interesting topics I could focus on. 

The actual fieldwork started in January 2016 with a preliminary phase of contacting and visiting 

possible fieldsites, first with a general focus on eco-community projects in Catalonia. Later the 

focus shifted to collectives who rehabilitate abandoned houses or villages outside of the city. 

Ongoing online research and field visits often led to more contacts, including some 

communities outside of Catalonia. Within nine months (January-September 2016), I visited in 

total eight different places, of which I chose three to do more in-depth fieldwork (Figure 1). 

The thesis is based on ethnographic research methods, combining participant observation with 

interviews and document analysis. As O’Reilly (2005) pointed out, ethnographic research is 

iterative, it goes back and forth between research, data collection, and analysis. While I 

progressed with my research, I kept adjusting my research focus, turned back to literature, and 

tried to incorporate new perspectives in my fieldwork. In the following, I will present my 

fieldsites, the data set this thesis is built on, as well as the methods I applied. 

3.2 Fieldsites 

My project is a comparative study of three different communities which are located in 

Catalonia and the Pre-Pyrenees in Spain. I chose these cases specifically as they share certain 

characteristics which constitute a good basis for comparison. The demographics of the 

communities are similar, with about 25-30 adults and children living there and the majority of 

inhabitants being in their 30s and 40s. Further, they all form part of networks of rural squatting 

and rural repopulation, which see their basis in autonomy, self-management, agroecology, and 
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the collectivization of resources. They have certain values and practices in common, such as 

being organized in assemblies, taking decisions in consensus, and sharing (at least parts of) 

their economy and resources. Still, the communities also differ significantly from each other, 

especially when it comes to their location and distinctive lifestyles (rural and “rurban”), 

individual projects, the embeddedness in their surroundings, and their approaches to “reach 

out” to society. This makes them interesting cases for a comparison in regard to my research 

questions. 

Table 1 gives an overview of the different communities that are part of this study.1 In chapter 

4.3 I will provide more detailed portraits.   

                                                        
1 On the explicit request of one community, and to guarantee the anonymity of my informants, I decided to 
not publish the names and concrete locations of the communities. Furthermore, all names of community 
members mentioned in this thesis have been changed. 

Figure 1: Map of fieldsites 
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Table 1: Overview of fieldsites 

 C1 C2 C3 

Location/region Old hospital building in 

the outskirts of 

Barcelona, in the 

foothills of a national 

park 

Partly rehabilitated 

village in Aragón 

Rehabilitated village in 

Navarra 

Date of occupation late 2001 2005  1980 

Inhabitants 30 (including children),  

adults between ~30-55 

years old 

25 (including children),  

adults between ~30-46 

years old 

30 (including children), 

adults between ~18-60 

years old 

Housing Shared house with 

individual rooms and 

communal rooms, + 

individual houses 

Individual houses/flats 

and communal 

houses/rooms 

Individual houses/flats 

and communal 

houses/rooms 

Economy Mixed (members have 

their own incomes, 

paying a monthly 

contribution to a 

communal economy) 

Mixed  Communal (all members 

work inside of the 

community, economy is 

shared) 

Projects Social center, 

neighborhood gardens, 

agroecological education 

program 

Summer camps and 

theatre for children, T-

shirt printing 

Bakery and selling bread, 

educational workshops 

 

C1 was easily accessible from Barcelona, and I visited this community on an almost weekly basis 

throughout eight months. I joined the community in gardening sessions and participated in 

workshops and events they organized in their social center. When I stayed there to do extensive 

fieldwork for two weeks in July, I already knew the place and many of the community members. 

I was also able to do three follow-up visits in February 2017.  

In the cases of C2 and C3, I arranged stays via e-mail without having the opportunity to get to 

know the places and people before. I visited C2 as a guest and volunteer for three weeks in 

June 2016. My two-week-long stay at C3 in August 2016 was organized as a work-exchange 

during a workcamp on roof reconstructions. I did not have a chance to return to either C2 or 

C3 for follow-up visits.  
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Apart from staying at the three communities, I participated in a gathering of communities 

which was partly organized by C2. Volunteering during this week-long event in Southern 

France, which consisted mainly of workshops and informal talks on living in community, I got 

the chance to meet people from other communal projects in France and Spain, getting a 

glimpse into the wider networks of these communities. 

3.3 Methods 

Participant observation 

Participant observation was a key method to understand how the communities are organized 

internally, how they experience their daily life, and how they relate to the outside. DeWalt & 

DeWalt (2011: 2) described participant observation as “a way to collect data in naturalistic 

settings by ethnographers who observe and/or take part in the common and uncommon 

activities of the people being studied.” Visiting the communities as a volunteer enabled me to 

observe and actively participate in all kinds of daily and routine activities such as gardening, 

communal work days, assemblies, cooking, eating together, etc. Moreover, I took part in 

various extraordinary and public events: guided tours, workshops, excursions, concerts, and 

parties.  

An integral part of participant observation are informal talks with people in the field. Here a 

differentiation could be made between conversations and informal interviewing. Casual 

conversations are those that occur within the field without any structure or control. By 

following these conversations which came up naturally during the day, I could gain insight into 

topics that were discussed within the community. In informal interviewing, according to 

DeWalt & DeWalt (2011: 139),  

the researcher follows the lead of the participants but asks occasional 
questions to focus the topic or to clarify points that s/he does not understand 
(Spradley, 1979). In this case, the informant may be more aware that s/he is 
explaining something to the researcher, training them in his/her culture.  

Often, situations of casual conversations and informal interviewing intermingled. These 

informal settings were a very fruitful ground to gain important information without being too 

intrusive, in contrast to more formal, recorded interviews. Some people also did not want to 

be interviewed, so speaking with them informally was sometimes the only way to gain 

information at all.  
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For clear ethical reasons, I opted to do an open investigation, in which I always aimed at 

informing all people involved about my research interest and the progress of my study. In every 

case I first provided a short written abstract of my research delivered by e-mail a few weeks 

before my intended stay. However, I think that this information was rarely actually forwarded 

to the whole group. On site, I usually presented my project within the first days of field 

research, in assemblies or in personal conversations. Since not everyone was present during 

these occasions, a few people might not have been aware that I am a researcher and only saw 

me as a regular guest. Also, during bigger events, like the gathering in France, it was practically 

impossible to inform everyone present that I am doing research. While it might be argued that 

my investigation was therefore not “100%” open, I still think it is ethically justified, since at 

least all the people I had longer conversations with were informed about my research interests. 

The reaction to an anthropology student differed among my informants. While in the beginning 

I faced some skepticism, the overall attitude was positive, and many people showed interest in 

my project and offered their help. My degree of participation, following Spradley (1980), could 

be labelled “active participation”. This means, I engaged in almost everything that people did 

during the time I was there. Yet still it was clear that there were some activities from which I 

was excluded, like emotional assemblies, specific group meetings, or special work tasks. In each 

community, I usually ended up having 3-4 key informants with whom I spent more time than 

with others. It has to be noted that these key informants usually were people who are in 

general more extroverted and open towards outsiders. In each case there were some people 

who showed less interest in engaging with visitors (or with a researcher).  

Adler & Adler (1987) refer to different membership roles of the researcher in the field. While I 

obviously was not a full member of the communities, I would describe my membership as 

either “peripheral” or “active”, depending on the case. Peripheral means that the researcher 

becomes part of the scene, but keeps herself from being drawn completely into it, and holds 

back from central members in the group (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011: 24). I had the feeling that I 

was only a peripheral member in cases as described above, when I did not gain access to 

specific people. In most cases, however, I felt like an active member, who has to fulfill duties 

like everyone else and whose contributions to the group (work, ideas…) are appreciated during 

the time I was there. Still, certain responsibilities and privileges which come along with full 

membership were clearly out of my experience. 
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I took fieldnotes on at least a daily basis, often up to two or three times a day whenever time 

allowed. I tried to write down extensive descriptions of what I observed and did during the day, 

and of conversation I took part in or overheard. Fieldnotes necessarily have a selective 

character, and apart from descriptive accounts and personal experiences they also imply an 

active process of interpretation and sense-making (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2001). I usually 

retired to my own room to write. Taking notes in front of community members I considered 

intruding; I usually tried to keep my research interest in the background so that situations stay 

more natural. I only took notes openly when it was appropriate to do so, e.g. in assemblies, 

open talks, or guided walks. Most of the time though, I had to rely on my memory when I wrote 

down the fieldnotes after a couple of hours in the field. Additional to written fieldnotes, I took 

photographs to capture the environment and to enhance my memory.   

Semi-structured interviews 

In each community I conducted semi-structured interviews with several people in more formal 

settings. The interviews were scheduled after I had already spent some time in the field, and 

when I felt I got a general impression of the place. Based on the information I collected during 

participant observation, I developed a guideline with a list of questions which were meant to 

follow up on concrete themes. Questions were divided into sections about the personal 

background of the members, how they see their community in a wider societal context, and 

how they experience both community life and the rural/”rurban” space. More concrete, the 

questions were directed, among other things, towards my informants’ reasons and motivations 

for joining the project, their relations to the surrounding environment, opinions on and 

relations to the city and the countryside, how they see themselves connected to other 

communities and alternative networks, wider movements and activism, their aspirations for 

social change, as well as challenging and rewarding aspects of living in community. The 

guideline with questions was adapted as I progressed with the research. 

While I took the lead in the interviews, they were open to some extent, and questions were 

added according to topics that came up spontaneously during the conversation. I recorded in 

total eight interviews (including one group interview) in the three communities under 

investigation. I conducted three further interviews in another rural community, which 

eventually was not included in this study. Most of the interviews lasted about one hour. My 

interview partners had different backgrounds and experiences with community life, and their 

amount of time living there varied: people who stayed there since the beginning of the project 
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(or even all their life) and relatively new members. A list of the interview partners is provided 

in the appendix. 

Document analysis 

Finally, I collected material about and/or produced by the communities before, during, and 

after the fieldwork: Websites, blogs, videos, articles, magazines, documentaries, pamphlets, 

bulletins, photography, artwork, music. One example is the Boletín de agitación rural (Bulletin 

of rural agitation), a collectively published journal that serves to “comment, inform and reflect 

on the events and news related to the revitalization and the fight in the rural” (Web_net). The 

analysis of these documents helps me to see both how the collectives present and express 

themselves, and how they were presented by others (e.g. in newspaper articles). They are a 

rich source for tracing narratives and discourses on rural squatting, the formulation of 

collective goals and visions. They offer much historical background, and give an impression of 

how things have developed throughout the years. A list of the documents and the acronyms I 

use to reference them can be found in the appendix. 

3.4 Reflections on methods and data 

In ethnographic fieldwork and writing, the subjectivity of the researcher has to be addressed 

(Clifford & Marcus, 1986). Postmodernist critique and the so-called “literary turn” in 

anthropology led to “the stark realisation that at the center of every ethnography lies the self 

of the anthropologist.” (Collins & Gallinat, 2010: 4) That means that the experiences and the 

personality of the researcher are relevant for how they do and write ethnography.  

The access to the field and the collection of data heavily relied on the personal relations I was 

able to develop (or not) with my informants. From the outset, I approached the communities 

with a genuine sympathy, broadly sharing their ideologies and political opinions. While I was 

able to develop friendly relationships with some of them, the fact that I did not stay longer than 

2-3 weeks in each community (with the exception of C1, where I went more regularly), made it 

difficult to build up deeper connections and to have in-depth conversations with a greater 

number of people. Since I only interviewed a few people at length, I cannot always tell about 

the representativeness of their statements for the whole community. Thus, I might lack some 

important viewpoints, and the possibilities for comparisons are limited. Given the short 

timeframe, I could only get an impressionistic view of these places; I only took “snapshots” of 

complex organisms which are actually in constant movement.  
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Moreover, the fact that I am not a native Spanish-speaker certainly had an influence on this 

project. The common language spoken in the communities was Spanish, and only in a few cases 

it was possible to converse in English. Although my Spanish was relatively fluent when I started 

the fieldwork, I found myself in situations in which I could not understand every detail, for 

example when people discussed topics I was not familiar with. While I think I usually grasped 

the most important points of conversations, some nuances might have been lost. 

Eventually, it might be good to keep in mind that, as O’Reilly (2005: 189) wrote on ethnographic 

methods, “[y]our data are not real things; they are the best record you could collect of what 

you saw and heard, with relevance to the topic you were interested in.” I acknowledge that 

this work, from my subjective perspective, will certainly cover only small parts of the many 

realities that exist in these communities. 
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PART II: SQUATTING COMMUNITIES IN SPAIN 

 

 

4. Contextualizing rural and “rurban” squatting communities 

In this chapter, I will provide background information in order to better conceptualize the three 

communities that are in the center of this study. First, a quick wrap-up of intentional 

community building throughout history will help to locate the phenomenon in a broader 

picture. I will then move on to the more concrete context of rural and “rurban” squatting and 

its development in Spain. Finally, three portraits of the cases under investigation are going to 

enter the local ground and offer an introduction to the explorations that will follow in chapter 

5. 

4.1 A brief history of intentional community building 

Communitarian experiments like those of the squatting communities are by far not a new 

phenomenon. Many times in history, as Kanter (1972: 2) put it, “groups of people have decided 

that the ideal become reality, and they have banded together in communities to bring about 

the fulfilment of their own utopian aspirations.” With a focus on American Utopian Communes 

throughout their history, she suggested that three major kinds of social critiques provided an 

impulse for the building of communes: either a religious, a politico-economic, or a psychosocial 

critique of society (ibid., p. 8). The foundation of ICs is often connected to major social or 

cultural changes as catalysts (Brown, 2002: 8; Zablocki, 1980: 38). Andelson (1996: 660) pointed 

out that ICs “tend to arise when economic or social conditions are stressful and to decline when 

conditions improve in wider society.” 

Manifestations of ICs varied greatly over time and space. Tracing back communal living in the 

“Western world”, Meijering (2006: 15) identified first ancient communal traditions in the form 

of sectarian and Christian communities in times of the Roman Empire. Phases that followed 

were monastic communities (from the 1st century onwards), heretical communities (12th and 

13th centuries), and protestant communities (16th-18th centuries). One of the best-known 

religious communal societies are the US-American Shakers, a millenarian restorationist 
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Christian sect, which was founded in the 18th century and had a peak population of about 4,000 

members in the 1820s or 1830s (Andelson, 1996: 657).  

Non-sectarian communities began to appear in the early 19th century. Socialist communities 

were based on protest against industrial society (Meijering, 2006: 15). A famous example was 

the 1825 established “New Harmony”, created by the Welsh social reformer Robert Owen 

(ibid.). His goal was to empower the working class, which should ultimately result in an 

egalitarian society. While Owen attracted many enthusiastic followers, the community lacked 

the hard skills to maintain itself: Only few inhabitants were adept at working in local industry 

or farming (Clay, 2017). After only two years of existence, “New Harmony” collapsed. As a new 

wave of non-sectarian communities based on leftist ideals, anarchist communities developed 

in the late 19th century, inspired by anarchists such as Peter Kropotkin and Leo Tolstoy (ibid.). 

Like their socialist counterparts, they usually existed only for a short period of time. From a 

historical perspective, it seems that secular communities in general had a shorter lifespan than 

those communities based on religious values (ibid.). 

In the 20th century new communities continued to appear in Europe and North America, while 

communitarianism also took root in other parts of the world. For instance, in Japan communes 

were formed both based on Western ideas as well as on indigenous philosophies, and 

kibbutzism emerged as an agricultural experiment in Israel and Palestine (Andelson, 1996: 658). 

With the counterculture movement of the 1960s in the “Western world”, a large number of 

communes based on a wide range of ideologies were born: They focused, for example, on 

environmentalism, spirituality, self-sufficiency, a ‘”meaningful existence”, reconnection with 

nature, liberation theology, or social action (Andelson, 1996; Miller, 1999). Their members—

young and educated—felt alienated in society, rejected cultural norms and values such as 

consumerism, and wanted to live more “free” lives (Meijering, 2006: 16; Miller, 1999). These 

“hippie” communes are associated with shared characteristics such as drug use and political 

activism, e.g. against the Vietnam war (ibid.). Zablocki (1980: 34) supposed that in the US, 

during this period more communities were formed than in all preceding phases of 

communitarianism (which he traced back to the 17th century). A European example for a 

“hippie” commune is the Findhorn foundation, which was established in 1962 in Scotland and 

is still running today. Inspired by spiritual values, it sees itself as “a dynamic experiment where 

everyday life is guided by the inner voice of spirit, where we work in co-creation with the 

intelligence of nature and take inspired action towards our vision of a better world.” (Link 3) 
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As the most recent development in intentional community building, Meijering (2006: 16) 

referred to cohousing communities and ecovillages which emerged since the 1990s. The 

cohousing model, which originated in Denmark and the Netherlands, unites the home as a 

private place with the home as a place rooted in a community (ibid., p. 17). An ecovillage can 

be described as a form of communal living where people attempt to live in harmony with both 

humans and nature: It was defined as “[a] human-scale, full-featured settlement, in which 

human activities are harmlessly integrated into the natural world in a way that is supportive of 

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

(Gilman, 1991: 10). By focusing on minimizing their impact on the natural environment, 

ecovillages resemble some of the “hippie” communes of the 1960s (Meijering, 2006: 17). The 

Findhorn foundation mentioned above is one of the co-founders of the Global Ecovillage 

Network (GEN), which was established in 1995 in order to connect ecovillages worldwide (Link 

4).  

4.2 Rural and “rurban” squatting in Spain 

While the Spanish squatting communities can be related to this recent phase of intentional 

community building, they require further contextualization in regards to their practice of 

squatting and the specific situation in Spain.  

Rural squatting is already present in Spain since the Revolution between 1936 and 1939, when 

anarchist groups tried to put the collectivization of land into practice (Cattaneo, 2013). During 

Franco’s dictatorship, huge migratory processes from the countryside to the city occurred since 

the 1950s, which left many villages and rural homesteads abandoned. In the period of the 

Spanish transition from dictatorship to democracy, the “neorural” movement emerged 

(Cattaneo, 2013; Nogué i Font, 1988). Searching for better living qualities and breaking with 

capitalist urban norms, people moved to the countryside, often accompanied with the ideology 

of “returning to nature” (Roseman et al., 2013). First rural villages were occupied in the late 

1970s and early 1980s with the goal of self-organization, eco-socialism, and economic self-

sufficiency (Badal Pijuan, 2001; Cattaneo, 2013). The phenomenon was consolidated with the 

formation of the Movimiento Alternativo Rural (Alternative Rural Movement) in Madrid during 

the 1980s, which had the goal of networking the peninsula’s different neorural communities 

(Escribano et al., forthcoming). Further formations were the Sindicato de Obreros del Campo 

(Labor union of workers from the countryside) and the Federación Anarquista de Colectividades 

del Campo (Anarchist federation of collectives from the countryside) between 1990 and 1993.  



27 
 

First “encuentros de okupación rural” (gatherings of rural squatting) took place in the 1990s, 

followed by a range of other self-organized get-togethers of groups who set up collective 

projects in Spain’s abandoned countryside. A hallmark in the history of rural squatting was the 

eviction of the squatted village Sasé in 1997 which provoked months of protests and resistance, 

also receiving media attention (Web_Net). Further evictions and the implementation of rural 

development plans (e.g. the construction of an artificial lake) were responded with political 

agitation by the neorurals. In these cases, the act of squatting can be considered a 

straightforward denouncement of official politics and the institution of private property (Badal, 

2001: 134). Since the mid-1990s networks expanded to also include “rurban” squats that 

emerged in Barcelona’s Collserola National Park. Being closer to the city, these “rurban” 

projects are characterized by its connections to urban social movements and the goal to 

“ruralize the city” (Dos_2006). 

The rural or “rurban” version of squatting can also be looked at within the wider counter-

cultural movement loosely defined as “okupa”, which emerged since the late 1980s in Spain 

(Adell & Martínez López, 2004; Martínez López, 2013). The spelling of “okupa” with “k” (from 

“ocupar”, meaning to occupy) highlights the radical antagonism that their participants want to 

present (Debelle, Cattaneo, González, Barranco, & Llobet, forthcoming). The original okupa 

movement is mainly characterized by the struggle for squatted social centers against private 

property. Already since the emergence of the movement in the 1980s, slow eviction processes 

took place and squats were largely stigmatized by mass media. Between 1996 and 2000, 

however, the  criminalization and repression increased significantly (Martínez, 2007). It was in 

this period that a restructuring of the movement took place, which included the increase of 

rural squats (ibid). Furthermore, the squatting movement converged with alter-globalization 

protests in the following years. Between 2001 and 2006, new self-managed but non-squatted 

social centers (rented or purchased) appeared, which opened and varied the network of 

activism (ibid.). Dee & Santos (2015) pointed out that the radical okupa identity became more 

diffuse over time as several squatting projects started to define themselves on other aspects 

of social change, while other social movements started creating social centers, too. 

In the case of the rural and “rurban” squatting communities, the practice of squatting is not 

necessarily the most defining attribute. Current networks like the Red de colectivos rurales 

(Network of rural collectives), founded in 2008, do not only consist of squats. They comprise a 

range of other groups (living on purchased or rented land, or having some other form of 
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agreement with landowners) that subscribe to similar principles: they have an economy related 

to the land or local resources, live in community, aspire for a non-hierarchical organization, and 

share a “political vision that wants to promote social transformation, interdependence, self-

management, and horizontal cooperation.” (Web_Net) On the network’s blog this is named a 

“movement of rural squatting and repopulation” (“movimiento de okupación y repoblamiento 

rural”), which connects diverse groups and supports new projects, “defending the territory 

from the claws of the state and the market” (Web_Net). 

4.3 Squatting communities under investigation: Three portraits  

In the following, I will provide a short portrait of each of the communities that are part of this 

study, based on information I gathered through participant information, interviews, as well as 

website descriptions and articles. 

C1: A “rurban” squat at the fringe of Barcelona 

In the forested hillsides of Barcelona’s Collserola Natural Park an old mansion from the 17th 

century overlooks the urban center from above (Figure 2). The ancient masía (manor house), a 

former leper hospital, was left to decay in property speculation for decades—until a group of 

climate activists occupied the place in late 2001. Originally squatted as a temporal venue for 

an international conference on climate justice, the squatters soon transformed the space into 

a community residence, including other long-term projects such as a social center, several 

gardens for the local neighborhood, a permaculture project, and an “agroecological education” 

program offering activities for school classes. The squatters resisted an eviction attempt in the 

first year through a media-effective direct action protest, and continued to resist further 

attempts with the support of neighbors and other activists. Located in the natural park and yet 

just a short walk away from the next metro station, C1 defines itself as a “rurban” (rural-urban) 

squat. In self-descriptions, the community highlights the connection to social movements, 

especially in the earlier years of its existence: participating in the struggle for food sovereignty, 

against genetic modification, to stop climate change, having been involved in the alter-

globalization and anti-capitalist movement, or participating in the defense of urban and rural 

areas, among other things (Web_C1). 

In the beginning, the fluctuation of people living in C1 was quite high. Today, a more stable 

group of around 30 people, including children, lives on the property. Most of them stay in the 

masía, which is divided into the open social center (opened once a week) and the living space. 
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Two residents built their own houses made of adobe and straw in the patio. There are several 

spaces in communal use, such as a big kitchen (the former hospital kitchen), a living room, the 

patio (including an outdoor shower), dry toilets, a bicycle repair workshop, and a communal 

garden plot. The social center consists, among other things, of a bar, a free shop, a library, a 

yoga room, and an information point about the natural park as well as other rural collectives 

and projects. 

The community is organized in different work groups, there are assemblies with consensus 

decision-making, collective workdays twice a week, and they usually share lunch and dinner: 

Each member cooks about twice every month for the whole community. C1 has a mixed 

economy: One part is communal, for which income is generated through organizing events in 

the social center (including a huge “fiesta mayor” every spring) and monthly contributions of 

every resident of about 60€. With this money, the community is able to sustain itself and their 

expenses. Apart from that, every resident also has their private economy, most of them having 

part-time or temporary jobs in Barcelona. 
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Figure 2: House of C1 with surroundings 

Figure 4: Village of C3 from above with surroundings 

Figure 3: Ruins and a renovated house in C2, with squatting sign  
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C2: A rural collective in Aragón 

A medieval village in the Pre-Pyrenees of Aragón, abandoned since 1965, is the home of C2 

(Figure 3). In its earlier days only accessible by foot, today a narrow forestall road leads up to 

the small homesteads. When a group of young people with the vision to live collectively in the 

countryside discovered the village in ruins, they wrote a project draft and asked the local 

government of Aragón (who owns the land) for a land transfer. Never having received any, they 

decided to squat the place in 2005. Since then, the group has been growing, and re-

construction work has started: Houses are rebuilt mostly in the traditional style, walls and roofs 

out of stones. A local infrastructure was built up: Energy is produced through photovoltaic 

systems, running tap water comes from two natural springs. They grow vegetables for their 

own consumption—potatoes and garlic in larger amounts to also sell them. Moreover, sheep, 

chicken, pigs, and rabbits are farmed. Today, a group of 25 people, including children, inhabits 

the village of which half of the houses are already recuperated while the other half remains in 

ruins. Most of them live together in family units, while there are also two houses in communal 

use, including a kitchen, a dining room, a living room with wireless internet connection, a 

rehearsal space, a multi-functional room, dry toilets, and some workshops. Outside, a small 

children’s playground was built.  

Lunch is shared and prepared in rotating shifts like in C1, while breakfast and dinner are usually 

taken individually in the houses, which also contain their own kitchens. Every week an assembly 

is held in which recent issues are discussed and decisions are made in consensus. There is a 

communal work day every week, where the inhabitants get together and work collectively (or 

in teams) on specific work tasks. Daily responsibilities in the village are divided between the 

community members, such as taking care of animals, gardening, or being involved in T-Shirt 

printing. The t-shirt printing (serigraphy), along with the sale of some of their produce and the 

organization of a summer camp for youths, are sources of communal income. Like in C1, the 

economy of C2 is mixed, and apart from paying 60€/month to the communal economy, every 

inhabitant also has their private means, and most of them continue to have jobs outside of the 

community. 
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C3: An “ecovillage” in Navarra experimenting with utopia 

The abandoned village in the Pre-Pyrenees of Navarra was occupied on the 21th March of 

1980—a date chosen with care as it marks the beginning of spring (Figure 4). The new 

inhabitants came from activist groups in Bilbao, involved in the conscientious objection 

movement. In this abandoned village, they dreamt “to build a communitarian, alternative and 

transformative space to adapt to the rhythms of nature.” (Web_C3) The first years in the village 

were spent without telephones, street, and cars: The reconstruction work was broadly done by 

hand, access to the community involved a longer foot march through the hills, and horses were 

used to carry needed material. Nowadays, a street leads right next to the entrance of the 

village, and they share a range of communal cars, fueled by recycled vegetable oil. They 

obtained a cession (transfer of land) from the local government and installed their own council. 

All village houses were reconstructed throughout the years, being inhabited by currently 

around 30 people, including children. One big communal house contains a kitchen and dining 

hall, as well as a couple of visitor’s rooms and a multifunctional room (for dancing, playing, 

yoga, etc.). This village also runs their own school for the young children of the community, of 

which there are about a dozen. The community has built a quite stable economy, mainly 

through selling organic bread in the surrounding area and through giving courses on rural life 

and community living. In this case, the whole economy is communal, that is, all kinds of income 

are shared. When I was there, none of the inhabitants had to work outside of the community, 

them being able to sustain themselves through their communal projects.  

C3 is energy self-sufficient, using solar and wind energy. Gardens are spread throughout the 

village, which are maintained between the inhabitants and serve to partly grow their own food. 

There are also animals farmed here, such as chicken, sheep, and pigs. C3 is part of the Iberian 

ecovillage network, highlighting ecological agriculture and an eco-friendly lifestyle.  
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5. Squatting communities and their relations to wider society 

This chapter engages with the main inquiry of this thesis: How do the squatting communities 

relate to the “outside world”? The discussion is divided into four subchapters, covering 

different dimensions: their relations to mainstream society (5.1), to their surroundings (5.2), 

their ambitions to outreach (5.3), and their activity in wider networks (5.4).  

5.1 Relations to mainstream society 

In the cities, the people don’t smile, they are nervous, preoccupied, 
the asphalt absorbs them and slowly suffocates them, and they get 
lost, together with their belongings, in a materialist world. Still, it is 
possible to live differently. Here we live in occupied villages closer to 
the land, we collaborate, we don’t have a hierarchy, we build an 
egalitarian society, and although not everything is peace and 
harmony, we try to recover other values, and disconnect as much as 
possible from consumerism. (Bul_2010)2 

 

The move into an intentional community is often the result of people feeling “displaced” in 

mainstream society (Meijering, 2006: 25). The dissatisfaction with their old life, disagreement 

with society’s values and norms, the search for a freer existence, as well as the dislike of urban 

environments and the wish to live closer to nature are points of departure why people decided 

to squat abandoned land to build an alternative community, or to join an established one. The 

quote above, taken from the collectively published Boletín de agitación rural, displays a general 

critique of urban society, and the intention to break with its norms. Especially the move to the 

two rural communities C2 and C3 was often related to the longing for a closer relationship with 

nature, and, in many cases, the wish to escape former city life. Exemplary is Iván, inhabitant of 

C2, who is originally from Madrid and spent some years in Germany working for a big company 

before he moved back to Spain and decided to look for an alternative way of life: 

I’m from the city, I lived in the city since I was a child. And it was all about 
stable work, wage labor, the routine from Monday to Friday, and what 
remains afterwards in daily life. So, I didn’t see a sense in the city... Somehow 

                                                        
2 In this thesis, all texts quoted from Spanish sources were translated to English. In some cases, loose 

translations were prioritized over literal translations to improve comprehension. The original quotes can be 
found in the appendix. 
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I always wanted to leave. I like the countryside; I like the contact with nature. 
(interview 24/06/2016) 

Although the “rurban” community C1 is located at the outskirts of Barcelona and does not imply 

a total break with the urban, here as well the opposition to urban norms is central. This 

becomes tangible in the self-description on the community’s website:  

The valley of [C1] is a network of projects that resists, at the rhythm of the 
seasons, the voracity of a city without limits. It is a creative act of disobedience 
to the world of money, smoke, noise and speed. (Web_C1) 

Another example is Tom, one of the first squatters of C1, who told me about the frustration he 

felt in his old job as an English teacher, having been paid less and less: “So I just saw the way 

the system always exploits everybody, and I just wanted to find some other way to live.” 

(interview, 29/07/2016) Interested in non-hierarchical ways of organization, he turned to 

anarchist circles, where he got familiar with squatting. 

Meijering, Huigen & Van Hoven (2007: 43) have pointed out that the withdrawal to ICs is also 

a consequence of people’s frustration resulting from their experience that although they may 

express criticism about society, they cannot change society, either because their numbers are 

too small, or because they are not heard. Several inhabitants of all three communities 

(especially those of C1 and C3) were activists before they decided to build up a community: 

They were involved in alter-globalization movements, the anti-military movement, in climate 

activism, and other types of activist groups. As Tom recalled, these were not always very 

successful experiences for them. He depicted living in a squatting community as another, more 

sustainable and holistic form of activism: 

People wanted to do something about climate change. […]. Before [C1] a lot 
of activism was just people dedicating their whole lives to like singles issues 
and getting really, really burnt out, and it being totally unsustainable. […] So 
what we kind of wanted to do was instead of fighting the system per se, we 
wanted to just live an alternative. […] So that's kind of you be the change you 
wanna be, it's like another theory of activism. (interview, 29/07/2016) 

Similarly, several members of the other communities expressed their disbelief in the effects of 

punctual on-the-street-activism such as demonstrations. For example, it was pointed out that 

this is a very ineffective way to combat an enemy as big as capitalism, or that this kind of 

activism is not useful at all as it is not offering a real alternative. In contrast, to seek autonomy 

in a self-managed community can be considered a “commitment to the revolution of the 

everyday” (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006: 732). It was a common narrative that here they try to 
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put their ideals into daily practice, thereby moving beyond mere criticism. The practice of 

building communities is seen as “our most incendiary political pamphlet”, as it was written in 

the Boletín de agitación rural (Bul_2010). In a similar manner, Sarah, resident of C1, described 

functioning autonomous and self-managed communities, as a “mature approach to political 

change.” (interview, 12/09/2016) And in a publication of C3 resuming 35 years of the 

community’s existence, it was stated that “the most significant contribution of [C3] in the 

political universe can be found in the very fact of existing 35 years with the characteristics we 

continuously develop. […] it openly communicates a small/big truth: That you can live and 

create in a collective and horizontal way with a minimal environmental impact.” (Publ_C3) Kirby 

(2004) referred in this regard to a “domestically based mode of protest”. It runs parallel to 

protest movements against capitalism and “challenges conventional understanding of civil 

disobedience, which has tended to be conceived as responding to specific, time-sensitive 

events taking place in public (though increasingly shielded) venues.” (ibid.) This form of 

domestic protest then offers the potential to provide a positive and local response to the social 

situations perceived as unjust and repressive. Here, the squatting communities clearly have 

adopted slogans of the post-1968 new social movements, such as “the personal is political” and 

“think globally, act locally” (Martínez, 2007: 394). 

The collective identity formation of the squatting communities thus takes place in response to 

dominant cultural practices and paradigms, seeking to break with hegemonic norms and role 

categories. In their critique of mainstream society they refer to the perceived negative 

implications of capitalism and neoliberalism, such as a society based on individualism, 

competition, exploitative working conditions in wage labor, a hierarchical organization, 

consumerism, the destruction of nature, the rule of private property, and over-stimulation in 

cities. Their own shared values and principles are conscious alternatives to that. Here, as 

Meijering (2006: 114) pointed out, “communal living is a goal in itself, as a counterbalance to 

the perceived individualist mainstream society“. Echoing traditional anarchist principles, the 

squatting communities further highlight self-management, cooperation and mutual aid, 

horizontality, the collectivization of land, as well as “living with less” and a close connection to 

the land/nature as their own values and goals. These values can also be described as 

“postmaterialist” (Inglehart, 1977), placing less emphasis on economic growth and more on 

other qualities of life, such as a higher regard of nature and the search for non-hierarchical, 

more egalitarian relationships. 
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Table 2 gives an overview how mainstream society is perceived and critiqued, and how the 

communities’ values and practices are developed in opposition. 

 

Table 2: Perception of mainstream society and the communities‘ values in contrast 

Mainstream society Squatting Communities 

State control, laws Self-management, autonomy 

Humans as islands, individualism Humans as social beings, communal living 

Competition, market Cooperation, sharing, mutual help, solidarity 

Hierarchies Horizontality 

Consumerism Living with less, recycling, “Do it yourself” 

Privatization Collectivization  

Destruction of nature, no contact with 
nature 

Permaculture, “living with nature”, 
agroecology 

 

Exemplary for the communities’ critique of society is the perceived disregard of nature under 

capitalism. In rural and “rurban” squats the defense of the environment, its values, and the 

discourse over rural ways of life play a strong role, and are more important than the defense 

of social-class values, which is a struggle more typical for urban squats (Cattaneo, 2013). All 

three communities subscribe to agroecology, drawing on permaculture principles and other 

philosophies of ecological agriculture. Permaculture is a system of agricultural and social design 

principles which is based on the utilization of patterns and features observed in natural 

ecosystems (Holmgren, 2002). Tom of C1 stated: 

Generally, the society believes that nature is a hostile force that needs to be 
dominated. And we believe in permaculture because we think that it's much 
better for us to get what we want out of nature in a way that also it gets nature 
what it wants. In other words: To flow with the system and find a way that you 
can use the system in a way that benefits both of you. (interview, 29/07/2016) 

Another member of C1, Lino, supposed that in contrast to mainstream society, in the 

community they are more aware of questions of climate change, the environment, and ecology, 

having these aspects integrated in their everyday life (interview, 25/07/2016). Apart from the 

gardens in which they produce parts of their food, all communities have dry toilets, compost 

their food, collect wood to make fire, produce their own energy, and farm animals. These 

shared practices and experiences, anchored in an explicit rural lifestyle (in a lighter, “rurban” 

version in the case of C1), further constitute the basis of a collective identity among a broader 

range of rural and ”rurban” communities. Lino explained: 
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Things like producing what we eat, composting it, being in direct contact with 
a natural environment like this valley, and managing it—so, of course, this also 
allowed us to generate a different way [of doing things], and different values. 
The dry toilets, for example, might be a trivial thing but for us they have a very 
important value. […] what we do has to be conscious, responsible with the 
situation we are living in, with the environment that we have. (Lino, C1, 
interview 25/07/2016) 

Thus, practices and commonly used things like the dry toilets become an important marker of 

difference and also have a symbolic meaning, opposed to wasteful urban lifestyles (Figure 5). 

A woman living in another “rurban” squat close to C1 summarized the underlying critique by 

stating that, in fact, “there is nothing civilized about water toilets” in cities since the system of 

drinking water is fed with faeces (fieldnotes, 05/03/2016). 

The critical assessment of society’s 

treatment of the natural environment, and 

the discourse on human 

interconnectedness with natural cycles in 

the rural and “rurban” communities break 

with the Western nature-culture dualism 

(Lockyer & Veteto, 2013a). According to 

Holloway (2010: 129), the overcoming of 

the separation between humans and other 

forms of life is the substance of many 

“cracks” in capitalism today: “the development (through organic gardening, permaculture, the 

creation of botanic gardens, dry toilets, whatever) of a form of living, a form of doing, based on 

a different relation with nature.” The communities’ paradigm can be characterized as a political 

ecology (Cattaneo, 2013).  

Apart from the shared general values outlined above, it has to be noted that the communities 

mean different things to different people. It was common for inhabitants to stress that every 

single member holds their very own view of the respective community. Also, motivations and 

personal aspirations vary between individual community members in all cases. While some, for 

example, dreamt to build an “anarchist utopia”, others looked primarily for a safe environment 

to raise their children, while others highlighted a quiet life close to nature. Within the 

communities, different approaches and lifestyle options are tolerated, at least to the extent 

Figure 5: Dry toilet in C1 
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that they are still compatible with the overall community’s values. Individual liberty—and 

responsibility—are stressed.  

Striving for autonomy 

Autonomy—the central theme of new social movements—is the underlying goal of the 

squatting communities. Autonomy is connected to self-management (autogestión), which is 

one of their most emphasized principles. This is for example outlined on the blog of the Red de 

colectivos rurales, an informal network that aims to connect a range of different self-managed 

projects, repopulated villages, and communities in Spain:  

As a base we take autonomy; the right and the natural capacity of the villages 
to decide for themselves to regulate their relations or not, to manage their 
necessities and the way they cover them, respecting the diversity of villages 
and people. (Web_Net) 

Self-management comes along with the organization in assemblies and collective decision 

making, which are regular items on the agenda of the communities. The assembly tradition has 

a long trajectory in a diverse range of social movements since at least the late 1970s, as Flesher 

Fominaya (2014: 151) pointed out. The squatting communities share this base with many 

autonomous social movements and counter-cultural experiments, such as the alter-

globalization movements; the larger okupa movement, the Spanish 15M, or the Zapatistas, as 

well as communas or anarchists. The ideological closeness to (and at times coalition with) other 

autonomous movements and lines of thought is sometimes expressed and symbolized. The sign 

of the squatting movement can be found, with more or less prominence, in all three 

communities. The anarchist “A”-symbol is used in writings (especially in C2), slogans of the 15M 

are quoted (“we are not against the system, but the system is against us”, Web_C1), or 

reference to the Zapatistas are made: by displaying images or books, and expressing solidarity.  

Autonomism is associated with the idea that all people are capable of organizing themselves 

for the purpose of resistance and communal organization (Tormey, 2004). Ideas of collectivism 

and mutuality are key (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006). Marco, an inhabitant of C2, commented 

that his dream and goal of living in this community is “to be in control of our reality, our 

environment” (interview, 16/06/2016). He explained that this is connected to knowing where 

daily resources come from (such as water, food), and to make all fundamental decisions about 

how to live collectively themselves. Feeling somehow liberated from the constraints and 

negative conditions of society, it seems, as Gilsenan (2013: 57f.) observed, “that the move for 
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some to a more communal way of life […] is a move away from some sense of oppression and 

towards a freer existence.” This was for example addressed by Tom of C1: 

[…] the issue with modern society is all this insurance, and law suits, and 
fucking lawyers, and judges and bureaucracy […]. So, one of the reasons I 
really like this project is because we don't have to deal with any of that at all. 
We just use common-sense. And that is a relief. (interview, 29/07/2016) 

Nearly all informants said that living in community means for them more liberty, “to not feel 

the constant pressure of money and time” (Sarah, C1, interview 12/09/2016). Likewise, the 

squatting communities are experienced as places where the inhabitants can actively shape 

their life and their environment: 

At the same time this is my home, where I live. And it is my home because for 
me it is a place where I can build something, where I feel satisfied because the 
effort I make is invested in something that I see growing every day, and which 
is working. Where you have a capacity for action. Because often you are in the 
city, in the office, and you don’t have the capacity to change the things that 
come to you. And here, if you don’t like something—a situation, or a form of 
doing—you have quite the capacity to change it. (Iván, C2, interview 
24/06/2016) 

The communities’ striving for autonomy includes attempts to do as much as possible “with 

their own hands”, and to be less dependent on the state or the capitalist market. Holloway 

(2010) considers the drive towards “self-determination” as the underlying force in 

contemporary anti-capitalist endeavors. A connected idea is to “live with less” and to focus on 

only the necessary things in life. By highlighting their subscription to a “Do it yourself”-culture, 

ecological home-grown food, the premise to recycle, and the rejection of consumer goods such 

as TVs, they also mark their difference to the consumer-driven mainstream society. The 

following extract from a group interview in C2 demonstrates that living in community is 

contrasted with the “rat race” of work and consumption in the city, while the return to a 

simpler life is described as being able to live with more dignity: 

Rafael: There is a way to live like people lived before, with dignity. With the 
right to the basic needs of a person: a home, health, education, and 
alimentation. […] So we demonstrate capitalism that it’s possible, right? To 
live this way... with dignity. Instead of living [...] in a city, right? Having to work, 
exploit...  

Gonzalo: …and to buy and buy and buy. (interview, 12/06/2016) 
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Dignity is one of the key concepts in Holloway’s Crack Capitalism (2010). According to him, 

“dignity develops by rejecting the pressure to produce as a response to capitalistic power and 

instead embraces the desire to create.” (Hunter, 2014: 172)  

Cattaneo (2013) argued that the lifestyles of rural and “rurban” squatters represent alternative 

systems with different degrees of autonomy from the main political economic system 

characterized by industrial capitalist production. He referred to three types of autonomy: 

political (autonomy of thought), economic (autonomy of money), and ecological autonomy (for 

living with more natural and less industrially produced means). He maintained that the farther 

away from the city, the higher the levels 

of autonomy that are achieved (ibid., p. 

155). While all three communities 

pursue an autonomy of thought (in 

terms of radical political and ecological 

thinking and motivations), the degree of 

being economically and ecologically 

autonomous—and the ambitions to be 

so—vary. Being relatively far from the 

city and urban infrastructure, the rural 

communities C2 and C3 put more 

emphasis on self-sufficiency by producing a large part of food, energy, and other material by 

themselves. The lyrics of the song “Autosuficiente” (“Self-sufficient”) are taken from a CD that 

was produced in C2 (Figure 6). It is a humorous praise of the rural lifestyle in the squatted 

village, which, according to this song, leads to independence and feelings of happiness. It 

demonstrates the ideal of self-sufficiency: while living in harmony with the land, all necessary 

needs are covered by the work with their own hands, and dependencies like buying in the 

supermarket or wage labor are of the past. However, in reality things are not so easy. The path 

towards autonomy is long and stony—and self-sufficiency is far from being achieved yet: In 

contrast to what is claimed in the lyrics, C2 still relies on products from supermarkets, and most 

of its members still work outside of the community and accept wage labor jobs, which they 

consider very undesirable. The text does not reflect that the “return to the land” is connected 

to a high amount of work and strenuous activities, often perceived as over-whelming and 

stressful: reconstructing houses and doing renovation work, keeping the gardens and fields, 

taking care of the animals, as well as engaging in the community’s projects in order to build up 

“Self-sufficient” 

I just look at the sky and I am happy 
And I never think about returning to Madrid 

I warm myself with the wood I cut myself 
The garden grows with my watering and the sun 
Happy in my village I don’t care about anything 

I don’t need supermarkets, I will never buy again 
And I build my house without asking 

Eat eggs from my chicken 
I lay down on the floor of my room 

And see manure in decay 
(…) 

Now I’m independent 
I don’t do wage labour 

Finally, I’m more self-sufficient 

Figure 6: Lyrics of the song "Autosuficiente", translated (CD_C2) 
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a communal economy. The demand of this lifestyle often exceeded the community members’ 

expectations. Renzo, an inhabitant of C2, told me, half laughing: “You think you come to live 

here to be more calm—but no! There is a lot of work!” (fieldnotes 07/06/2016). In C3, people 

reflected on the “brutal work” they had to do the first years when they came to the village and 

started to recover the ruins and work the lands (Vid_C3). It took them 20 years to build up the 

whole village. While in C3 inhabitants by now established a communal economy through selling 

bread and offering educational courses (also still relying on money), the members of C2 are still 

in the process of reconstructing the village and building up projects.  

In the case of the “rurban” community C1, farming activities produce a good part of the group’s 

alimentation, yet much food is brought in from outside. Their electricity is only partly produced 

by solar panels while they also tapped a nearby power pole. Neither is self-sufficiency or food 

autonomy their mission. On their website, they state that while they want to take their own 

decisions, not being too much caught in the “social-economic dynamics that we reject,” they 

do not see the need to produce everything themselves: “We search for greater autonomy, yes, 

but also through a greater exchange within a frame of a social economy.” (Web_C1) Here, 

higher achievements towards ecological autonomy are traded for the potential of social 

transformation and political activism within the city (Cattaneo, 2013: 156). The community 

clearly sees itself as a part of wider networks which help them to collaboratively work on 

common goals and be more independent from the state and economy. I will come back to this 

network perspective in chapter 5.2. The lifestyle in C1 is much less physically demanding than 

in the rural communities, since they do not work on large land and there is not much 

construction work to be done. Respectively, residents of C1 have to dedicate much less time in 

keeping the community running (on a material level) than the inhabitants of C2 and C3. Many 

of them have jobs outside the community. Depending on their profession, they work from 

home or, in most cases, in Barcelona, either on a regular basis or only temporarily during 

seasons (only one resident had a 40h job). Most of them work in social, political, environmental, 

or creative sectors, being social workers, yoga and dancing teachers, writers, academic 

researchers, a midwife, or working for the citizen platform Barcelona en comú.  

Opportunities and constraints of squatting 

The possibility of autonomy and living an alternative lifestyle is negotiated within a wider 

political context, or a “political opportunity structure” (Kriesi, 2007). As Melucci (1995: 47) 

pointed out, a social movement recognizes itself through a reflexive understanding of the 
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environment in which it develops, which also includes an awareness of the political 

opportunities and constraints it faces. In this regard, Ergas & Clement (2015: 5) made clear that 

(environmental) activists “cannot simply seek out and create opportunities for change 

independently of the constraints imposed by the larger political-economic structure of an 

urbanized capitalist society.” For Holloway (2010: 54), the state is one of the forces of social 

cohesion that confronts cracks in capitalism: Since the notion of the crack implies disrespect 

for the law and is seen as a threat to society, the danger of repression is constantly present. 

The act of squatting necessarily comes along with issues of legality and the potential threat of 

eviction, fines, or other penalties. In this respect, the three communities faced different 

opportunities and constraints over time, reaching from repression to tolerance.  

The residents of C1, when they squatted the decaying private hospital building in Barcelona’s 

Collserola Natural Park, experienced the most repression from state agents. A few months after 

their arrival, the owners of the property—a private hospital fund whose three board members 

are the city government, the regional government, and the Catholic Church—sought and won 

an eviction order. However, drawing on the group’s various activist experiences, the group was 

able to resist with a non-violent direct action protest, applying techniques from road protest 

tree camps used in the United Kingdom and anti-logging blockades. Their resistance surprised 

the police, as this report shows: 

Attached to the exterior of the house were bathtubs, chairs, and death planks; 
on the roof there was a tripod and lightning conductor that people could climb 
and hang from. When the police arrived at dawn one morning in early June 
we were ready. At the call: “the police are at the bottom of the track,” our 
defense machine went into action. [...] People were hanging from the building 
in the rain, and over a hundred more people were setting up camp in the 
gardens below. The police never gained control of the situation. (Cordingley, 
2005: 57f.) 

Moreover, the community actively engaged the media, which reported about their resistance: 

They were broadcast in the TV news and got headlines in newspapers. This represented a new 

strategy since in Barcelona squatters traditionally do not engage with the media (Dee & 

Debelle, 2015). Today, the residents of C1 do not have the concrete fear of eviction since they 

managed to build up a wide base of reputation and support (see also 4.3 and 5.2). Moreover, 

the political situation in Barcelona changed significantly with the election of the left-wing 

citizen platform Barcelona en comú in 2015. In fact, there are also collaborations today as I will 

show later on. Still, residents of C1 are aware that the possibility to get evicted continues to be 

present, for example with a changing political climate. During the end of my fieldwork, there 
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were discussions within the community whether they should enter negotiations with the 

municipality in order to become legalized. Legalizations of squats have been unusual in Spain, 

and are often a taboo subject among political squatters all over Europe, as Martínez (2014: 

647) pointed out:  

[…] it remains unclear whether legalizations of squats may be considered as 
straightforward instances of institutionalization and state assimilation, which 
reduce the squatters’ autonomy and anti-systemic radicalism, or whether 
these legalizations contribute to alternative forms of institutionalization.  

Also among members of C1, legalization is a controversial topic. While it supposes more 

security for its inhabitants since the threat of eviction would be diminished3, and therefore lead 

to a certain stability of the community and its future, it might also have other consequences 

which could cut the community’s autonomy. Lino explained: “Everything depends on what 

[legalization] would imply. If it implies that suddenly the project changes because you have to 

modify it structurally because it is not according to a law, the normativity… in this case, maybe 

it doesn’t interest me that much.” (interview, 25/07/2016) Another inhabitant, Steven, stated 

that in his experience all projects that have become legal, also quickly became “boring”, as they 

have to conform to laws and regulations, and more money is involved. Yet he mused that in 

the case of C1 things might be different, and they could perhaps become a positive example in 

this regard (fieldnotes, 21/07/2016). In his work on the institutionalization of urban squats in 

Madrid, Martínez (2014) suggested that “[f]or squatting to have a successful impact, then, 

depends on both the type of autonomy achieved by squatters and the different outcomes of 

the processes of institutionalization.” A legalization process of the squat might also imply a 

certain re-definition of the community’s identity, e.g. in the terms of still identifying as a squat. 

While in the case of C1 the owner of the property is a private hospital fund, the land of the 

occupied villages C2 and C3 belong to the autonomous Spanish communities Aragón and 

Navarra, hence they are public territories. The rather isolated locations of these rural squatting 

communities leave most of their endeavors unseen by the eyes of authorities. While this 

supposes an existence with less control from the outside, they do face several constraints, and 

in some cases repression. The case of C3, one of the oldest rural squatting communities in Spain 

after Franco (squatted in 1980), appears like a success story in this regard. During this time, 

there seemed to have been more opportunities that land occupations and repopulation 

                                                        
3 However, legalization does not necessarily mean a safe dwelling for ever, as described by Holm & Kuhn 
(2010: 12). 
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endeavors were tolerated. An inhabitant of C3 is cited in an article about occupied villages in 

the magazine Malpais: 

In the beginning, there was some fear that they would come to evict us. But 
you have to keep in mind that we spent 14 years without having a street nor 
a pathway for cars, everything was done by foot, and here the cops don’t 
come up by foot to evict you, even if they would pay them double. They don’t 
come. Also, it’s true that they didn’t believe that we were going to stay. 
Sometimes very different people came and asked for ID cards or things like 
that, but there hasn’t been the persecution that followed later with other 
occupied places. (Jour_2014) 

Eventually, community members were granted their request for a temporal cession (land 

transfer) from the local government of Navarra, and moreover they installed their own council. 

With this council, they have the competency to manage the territory in terms of the wood, 

animals, path ways, and other aspects (Jour_2014). In this regard, they are more “official” than 

the other cases. An inhabitant was quoted saying: “Yes, it legalizes you because the council acts 

like a delegate of the state of Navarra. You are like a landowner—temporarily—but you are a 

landowner.” (Jour_2014)  

However, later cases of rural squatting show that people who sought to repopulate abandoned 

land often suffer criminalization, evictions, and police violence (Grup de treball de l’Institut 

Català d’Antropologia, 2017). One example is the eviction of the occupied village Sasé in 1997, 

whose struggles for resistance are vividly remembered on a wall clustered with newspaper 

articles in C2. Very recently, a group of people who repopulated an abandoned village close to 

Madrid were charged with high fines and a prison sentence (Fernández Monge, 2017). In 

another recent case, a collective that repopulated a village in the same region as C2 faced the 

threat of eviction and a fine (Europa Press, 2017). 

C2 did not experience eviction attempts, however, the community had to face more constraints 

by bureaucrats than in the case of C3. While in the beginning the group tried to gain legal 

permission for the land by presenting a project plan and requesting a cession from the 

government of Aragón, the fact that they never received a reply resulted in the decision to 

squat the village. Squatting in their eyes could then be understood as “taking control of basic 

needs into their own hands, doing the right thing and not waiting for the ruling elite’s 

decisions.” (Martínez, 2014) Perhaps the political constraints and bureaucratic barriers that 

impeded them to access the land on a more legal way in the first place also led to a higher self-

identification as a squatted village, visible for example in the huge squatting symbol on a 
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prominent building in the village. The community faced further legal constraints as the local 

municipality denied them the basic right for registration in the local consensus bureau. It is 

Spanish law that the consensus register must reflect the residence where every inhabitant 

really lives. The registration enables citizens to vote in the municipality, and to receive support 

for school transport, among other things. For many years, the inhabitants were requesting 

registration in the town council, without success—a situation which they criticized as highly 

unjust. During my fieldwork, however, a development took place. All community members 

went to the town hall in the nearby village to protest once again, equipped with banners 

demanding “no more excuses” from the municipality run by the conservative party PP (Partido 

Popular). In this situation, their dislike of authorities and bureaucrats became visible, showing 

an attitude that presumed a general resentment from the municipality’s side towards them. 

Being all gathered in the office—the community members hardly fitted into the small room—

the mayor told them they could finally do the registration that day; papers had already been 

prepared. Perhaps still in disbelief about the good news, community members started a 

discussion about mistrust and discontentment with everything having taken too long. The 

mayor’s main explanation was that he had not been in charge for long, and that it was not his 

fault. Later, in a private conversation, he expressed that he is quite indifferent towards C2’s 

endeavors, while further making clear that usually one has to own or rent a place in order to 

be registered, and not just squat a place (fieldnotes, 24/06/2016). Although members of C2 

usually are not much interested in seeing their name published, they approached the local 

newspaper during their protests so they could report about their case. The newspaper covered 

the process of registration in various articles in a positive tone, referring to them as 

“repobladores” (people repopulating the countryside).4 In an article it was explained that the 

law was on their side, also quoting a member of the citizen platform Alta Aragón en Común 

who supported them. Furthermore, positive aspects of rural repopulation of abandoned zones 

were stressed, such as the demographic benefits for the municipality (see 5.2). The act of 

registration thus shows how C2 achieved more recognition over time; it was celebrated as a 

significant step in C2’s history. Finally, satisfied with the issued registration, my informants told 

me that they do not want more attention from the state or state agents, or to get the village 

legalized. They also stressed that they do not ask for any kind of support from the outside, just 

seeking to continue their life in the village. Some feared that even the registration would imply 

                                                        
4 The references and links to the newspaper articles about C2 are not provided in this thesis as they would 
affect the community’s anonymity.  
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more control or the payment of taxes which they until now did not pay. While others relativized 

those worries, there might still be some impacts for the community. In one of the newspaper 

articles the mayor was quoted saying that, along with the same rights, the inhabitants of C2 

“also have to have the same duties” as other residents of the municipality, such as paying taxes 

for real estates. Further, he stated that the self-constructed houses might require a check-up 

to see if they comply the norms of construction and habitability. While I know from one of my 

informants that in the meantime a government commission visited the community, it has yet 

to be seen which consequences will follow. In the past, the community already had to deal with 

other bureaucratic constraints when they received fines for illegally cutting pine trees of the 

area. The community defended this practice with the argument of recovering the 

autochthonous forest (pine trees usually do not grow in this area; they were planted during 

reforestation missions issued in Franco’s dictatorship). The trees are an important resource for 

the community in terms of firewood and construction material, and the prohibition to cut them 

would influence the possibility of autonomy. As far as I know, C2 continues using these trees.  

While laws and bureaucracy constrain the squatting communities’ endeavors, their readiness 

to apply illegal practices (such as squatting itself) can be seen as a critique and challenge of 

these dominant norms. As it has been shown, the communities also seized the given political 

opportunities in order to gain more security and rights. They enter negotiations with local 

authorities in which they try to receive some sort of tolerance and recognition—while trying to 

maintain their autonomy. To do this, they also collaborate with left-wing politicians who are in 

their favor or make use of mainstream media for their own ends. The communities further 

legitimize squatting by highlighting the positive impact of their endeavors for their surrounding 

regions (see also 5.2). Today they do not fear the concrete danger of eviction. 

Negotiating the alternative 

In their efforts to live autonomously and to cultivate different values and practices, the 

communities are not only constrained by bigger political-economic structures, but also 

influenced by the dominant culture and ideology of the society in which they are embedded. 

Community members stated that it is not easy to break with internalized values and patterns 

they grew up with. “All the problems that exist in society, we have here as well,” Paco of C3 

confessed to a group of visitors during a tour through the village and its surroundings, talking 

about the difficulty of fully living up to their values (fieldnotes, 13/08/2016). Struggles around 

topics such as power relations, consensus decision-making, being heard in assemblies, 
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individualism or consumer behaviors continue to play a role, and were addressed in various 

occasions. In a Boletín de agitación rural it was written: “We believe that we are doing 

something different, and end up using the same mental schemes that made us look for an 

alternative.” Thereby their experiments are at times self-contradictory and involve the re-

creation of the social relations they are trying to overcome (Holloway 2010: 257). That 

hierarchies, either explicitly or implicitly, often exist within communities was discussed in 

several studies (Meijering, Huigen, et al., 2007; Pepper, 2005; Ramírez, 2013). In the case of C3, 

for instance, it was quite out-spoken that those members who live the longest in the 

community also have the right to decide more, while new members are excluded from decisive 

assemblies (a practice which was criticized by a member of C1). Furthermore, informants of all 

communities stated that it is often hard to address emotional or social issues within the group, 

although they are trying to integrate these aspects with specific emotional assemblies and 

gatherings. By their awareness of their own flaws and “imperfection”, community members 

also recognized that, first of all, they have to change themselves, and not the society. 

To some extent, contradictions or clashes within the communities’ values seem to be 

inevitable. Holloway (2010: 63) pointed out that within the crack in capitalism, “the external 

world is not only external: we carry it inside us”. Hence, in all the efforts to “do it differently” 

there is no purity possible. Forces of social cohesion of capitalist society make any form of 

rebellion riddled by contradictions and dilemmas: “the totality of capitalist social relations 

seems to flow around us and suck us back into the system” (Holloway, 2010: 53). The 

communities’ fractured, at time contradictory character, as well as the limits of their endeavors 

are also incorporated in the process of collective identity production. The walk towards 

autonomy is understood as a process, which is necessarily complicated and comes along with 

compromises. Iván of C2 stated: 

So, we don’t recycle everything, we continue to buy in the supermarket, we 
continue to do things. But it’s on a much lower level than it would be possible 
in a flat in the city. And moreover, there is always the possibility to improve 
[…] (interview, 24/06/2016) 

Tom of C1 observed: “Of course we fall into all the ideals of our society as well. Like we do just 

wind up being consumers.” (interview, 29/07/2016) At the same time, he expressed that it is 

important to not be too obsessed about sticking to principles which might be hard to come by 

in the society they are living in: 
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But, you know, in general our society is doing things that are so skewed from 
the values that I believe in […] It's so far off, the contrast is so great, that it's 
good that we're not fanatical about it. Because to be fanatical about it is a 
mistake. […] Yeah, I would measure it [the community project] as a great 
success in terms in living in accordance to our values. I think it is the thing 
we're best at. We're best at it particularly because we're not fanatical about 
it. Because we use commonsense and we talk about it. (Tom, C1, interview 
29/07/2016) 

By understanding the communities as experiments, as processes, as places of “learning” 

(aprendizaje) and not being too dogmatic about their ideals, it is still possible for community 

members to feel able to live according to their values, while their practice is at times divergent 

from their ideals. 

When exploring the squatting communities’ relations to mainstream society, it is important to 

stress that these relations change over time, and are constantly negotiated. Both the 

communities as well as larger society undergo transformations, and what once started as a 

counter-cultural practice might, at another point in time, be not so counter-cultural anymore. 

In her case study on ecological intentional communities, Meijering (2006: 91) noted that over 

time inhabitants conformed to a certain degree with capitalist, materialist values. Also the 

squatting communities, while in many ways they aspire to come closer to their goals, appear 

to have moved away from some of their initial “utopian ideals” to more pragmatic 

implementations. For example, this seems to be the case when it comes to buying new goods 

instead of making things with their own hands: In the beginning the purchase of every tool and 

machine was lengthy discussed and negotiated, members of C3 told me—now they just buy 

what they need without arguing about it. Moreover, not always the most ecological choice is 

made but convenience and compromises are accepted. In C1, some residents were questioning 

in how far they still constitute an ecological alternative since, in their opinion, some members 

did not live up to their original goals of sustainability anymore, as they do not insulate their 

rooms, waste a lot of energy for heating, and have a high car usage.  

In her case study, Meijering (2006) observed that the main process of adaptation to dominant 

values was that of individualization. These tendencies were noticed by members of the 

squatting communities as well. While in all three cases, in the beginning people lived more 

communally and many spaces were shared, a shift in dynamics took place once members began 

to have children. Sarah of C1 pointed out: “I think that that's made [C1] less communal, and 

more separated into units of couples, families, or friendship groups.” This also came along with 
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the privatization of space, e.g. the installation of private kitchens. Marco of C2 observed similar 

tendencies in his community: 

It quite changed the lifestyle. It has good and bad aspects. I think when more 
children were born here, there was the tendency to form more couples, 
families. Now people are more in their intimate spaces, whereas before we 
shared more spaces. I don’t know how it will be in a couple of years, but for 
now it’s like that. (interview, 16/06/2016) 

He also noted that in some cases people started to have more private belongings again, e.g. 

tools. Furthermore, members of C1 told me that a part of them is now devoting more time to 

their own personal and family projects than to the community’s ones. Some of the residents, 

mostly those without children, saw this development very critically, and feared that the 

community would eventually abandon their original vision of sharing: 

This is the place where we came to share. This is one of the few places where 
humanity gets the opportunity to share. And so to turn it into a place where 
people don't share, for me would be a tragedy. (Tom, C1, interview 
29/07/2016) 

By becoming more individualistic, it can be said that community members have become less 

deviant from “mainstream” lifestyle choices. 

On the other hand, the communities’ relation to mainstream society also changes as the larger 

society becomes more open and tolerant towards communal and ecological communities. 

Meijering (2006: 91) linked this to the increasing distinction of postmodern characteristics in 

society: With ephemerality, discontinuity, fragmentation, and chaos as distinct attributes of 

postmodernism (D. Harvey, 1989), “[d]ifferent identities, together with a reality consisting of 

various life-worlds, become increasingly accepted” (Meijering 2006: 16). Today, a larger group 

of people seems to identify with originally counter-cultural values and practices, such as 

ecology, women’s rights, and self-actualization (Ray & Anderson, 2000). As it will be shown in 

chapter 5.3, the squatting communities attract many visitors who are interested in their 

lifestyles. Also, sympathetic media coverage about the communities indicate that popular 

interest in these kind of communal experiments is growing (however, an in-depth media 

analysis was out of the scope of this study). An example for mainstream interest in squatting 

communities is the online series Libres – La series de okupación rural, which was published in 

2013 (Link 5). It tells the story of a group of young people moving from the city to the 

countryside, squatting an abandoned village in the foothills of the Pyrenees. However, in this 

case the outsider’s representation of rural squatting did not seem “to get it right”, and 
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members of C2 criticized the series for a number of misrepresentations. In their eyes, an 

unrealistic and superficial image of life in a repopulated village was created, making use of 

stereotypes. It was considered “a rural series for people from the city”, who “will probably get 

a wrong idea about what it means to live in the mountains” (Bul_2013). This hints at the 

difficulties of the communities to bring their self-image and ideas across to larger society. This 

aspect will be further explored in the following chapters. 

5.2 Relations to surrounding areas and cities 

Another aspect to explore about communities’ relationships to the larger society, is their 

interaction with their surrounding areas and cities. This means looking at more concrete 

relations on the local level. I will consider the case of the rurban community C1 separately from 

the rural villages of C2 and C3. On a side note, I want to mention that here I work with quite 

general categories of “the urban” and “the rural”, which at times might appear as too 

monolithic. For the purpose of this work, I use these terms as general references for complex 

environments, not denying their underlying heterogeneity, as well as the many spaces and 

realities that exist between the rural and the urban. 

A “rurban” community: Entanglements with the urban neighborhood 

The self-labelling of being a “rurban” community already suggests that C1 sees itself as being 

“in-between” the rural and the urban. This accounts for both the geographical location in a 

peri-urban area of Barcelona which combines the forested environment of a natural park with 

the urban center easy at reach, as well as a lifestyle that contains elements of both the rural 

and the urban. In this case, there is a clear interdependence visible between the community 

and the urban neighborhood. C1 defines itself as being a highly networked and inclusive place, 

relying on the interaction with its surroundings. On their website they wrote: 

If it’s not collaborative, it’s not our revolution. However idyllic the description 
of this small ecosystem may sound, we have no wish to be the last village in 
Gaul. […] And so from day one we [enlisted] the brotherhood and mutual 
support of those around us, especially in three areas: the local 
neighbourhood, the Collserola Natural Park and the social movements. 
(Web_C1) 

In order to develop rapport and recognition in the neighborhood, the squatters had to 

demonstrate that they do not correspond with the negative image that urban squats often hold 

in public opinion. Mainstream media discourses in Spain mostly criminalized squatters, and 

depicted them as “selfish parasites” (Dee & Santos, 2015: 131) and a threat to the moral order 
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of society. A clear strategy was thus to avoid squatting stereotypes, and to show that they are 

not just eager about partying and not paying rent, but want to contribute to the neighborhood. 

Therefore, a significant factor for social recognition proves to be the category of work. Manuel, 

resident of C1, explained that it was important to make visible improvements in the house: For 

example, they renewed the windows and put up an information stand at the entrance of the 

community with information about the project and their program (fieldnotes, 02/03/2017). 

Moreover, Steven told me that neighbors appreciated their renovation work on a pool for rain 

water, which then as well was used by local children. In this regard, Steven reckoned that a 

main reason for their good relations and reception in the area is that they are so open, and that 

people can see what they are doing (fieldnotes, 21/07/2013).  

Indeed, from the beginning, many of the local people supported the idea of defending the 

natural park against urban speculation: To squat the old hospital building also meant to recover 

a heritage that was left to decay. The neighborhood, Nou Barris, is known for having a deep-

rooted social movement with strong local associations. Lino reflected: 

In the beginning of C1, the social and associative fabric of Nou Barris gave us 
a lot of support because for them to squat this place also meant a defense of 
the territory […] the defense to secure a project which is more social and 
interesting for the neighborhood […] So, here in the neighborhood we were 
received very well, and the relationship with them was always quite good in 
general. (interview, 25/07/2016) 

When the community faced an eviction attempt in 2002, the local neighbors were among the 

many people that showed their support and thereby helped to prevent the eviction. C1 

recognized that the continuity of the project and the further defense of the space depended 

largely on support from the local people. With this kind of backing, one resident stated in a 

report he published after the first years of existence of C1, “we can consistently beat criminal 

charges by arguing our social legitimacy” (Cordingley, 2005: 62). 
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The community gardens are one of 

the main interaction points of C1 

with its neighborhood (Figure 7). A 

major part of the terraces that are 

spread out below the masía is 

dedicated to the people of the 

barrio (neighborhood) so they can 

cultivate their own gardens. This 

“community of the communal 

gardens”, as it is called on the 

website of C1, “is a mix of old men, 

women, families and youngsters” (Web_C1), who pass a good amount of their time in the 

gardens. During my visits, I often saw mostly elderly men and women doing garden work in 

their plots. Some people were chatting, and during weekends I observed families sunbathing, 

children playing around a dome the community constructed on the terraces, and neighbors 

hosting a barbecue in the communal gardens (fieldnotes, 09/04/2016). On the website of C1 it 

is stated that “many spaces of encounter were appropriated in order to unite this space, 

especially assemblies, work days, and feasts” (Web_C1). Within C1, there is a commission 

responsible to facilitate the garden project. Residents of C1 also helped to build up an 

infrastructure in the garden, as for instance a garden shed. Furthermore, it was always stressed 

that the relations to the local neighborhood are very good: That they are friends with the 

people, invite them to their birthdays, have chats, and even get along well with the local fire 

department which happens to come by every now and then. The community also highlighted 

the merits of intergenerational learning, exchange, and support with the elderly people from 

the neighborhood. While some of the neighbors came up to help with construction work in the 

beginning of C1’s history, the community members learned from them. It was due to their 

neighbors’ help, for example, that they discovered access to water lines on the territory. In the 

bakery, I discovered a photograph of an elderly man I saw coming up several times to visit the 

community during my fieldwork. He used to sit down in the kitchen and talk to everyone who 

passed by, knowing all people of the house. Manuel told me that in earlier years, this man, who 

lives in the barrio below, taught people of the community how to make bread (fieldnotes, 

22/07/2016). Likewise, neighbors appreciate the opportunity to garden and work the land, and, 

in solidarity with the community, even consider themselves “squatters” (Vid_C1).  

Figure 7: Parts of the neighbours’ community gardens in C1 
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While C1 established a lot of recognition and support in the neighborhood and managed to 

dismiss the negative images associated with okupas (squats), they also have to deal with 

different codes and values that are prevalent in the barrio. In regard to the communal gardens, 

for example, the residents “struggled to convey to [the neighbors] our message of ecology and 

autonomy” (Cordingley, 2005: 62), a wording which suggests that the collaboration also came 

along with negotiations and at times divergent ideas. Manuel reported that the neighbors were 

more interested in private plots, rather than shared communal gardens, as it was the original 

idea of the community. He referred to earlier discussions and quarrels among neighbors when 

they set up the gardens: To bring the idea of working in community across was difficult, Manuel 

went on. “No wonder, in the society we live in,” he added, referring to dominant values such 

as individualism (fieldnotes, 02/03/2017). There are also hints that in other areas, such as for 

example gender roles, there are different norms at play, which might even lead to value clashes 

between community members and neighbors. One day working in the garden, a female 

resident of C1 told me and some other volunteers that an old male gardener of the 

neighborhood just touched her breasts. She was furious about it, and thought about going back 

to him to talk about it (fieldnotes, 03/03/2016). However, I have no further data about this and 

cannot tell if this was a single incident or part of a broader experience. In conversations 

residents usually stressed that there are no conflicts between them and neighbors, and topics 

such as sexism never came up. I suspect that negative experiences like the one mentioned are 

thus exceptions. On the website of C1, it is furthermore stressed that they embrace the 

heterogeneity of the space due to the many different actors that are involved, and that the 

agreement on the same norms, resulting from consensus, is crucial: 

We contested that it is very important that the norms are the same for 
everyone and stem from a real consensus. So, it is a very heterogeneous space 
with a diversity of interests and origins, which is at the same time its greatest 
wealth. (Web_C1) 

It would be interesting to furthermore explore how consensus is reached with the neighbors 

and other actors who use this space, and how norms are played out. However, during my 

research it was not possible to dive deeper into these relations.  

Instead of the image of an “island”—a metaphor which is sometimes used in the context of 

intentional communities (Andreas, 2013; von Lüpke, 2012)—residents of C1 are eager to depict 

the community and the related projects (the social center and the communal gardens) as points 

of connections (see 5.3). They see themselves as a contributing part for their social 
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environment with which they are in constant interaction. Thus, their intention is not to 

withdraw to the outskirts to the city in order to minimize their contact to society, but they want 

to be involved in and contribute to local processes by including their neighbors and other 

citizens. From this perspective, “boundary patrol” (Gamson, 1997) of the community plays a 

minor role as inclusion and openness are exercised as integral values. Sarah underpinned this 

perspective of connection: 

We are quite isolated up on a hill but we are also really connected. And there's 
like old people coming up and growing their vegetables, there is a really nice 
connection into the neighborhood. People coming to the [social center], 
people coming and doing workshops and talks, and I think that we offer a 
space for people to communicate. We have a regular audience, and people 
can come and talk about issues that are important, and that is a really great 
thing to be offering to groups that are working on political issues. (interview, 
12/09/2016) 

The “network identity” of C1 goes along with newer research on ecovillages and other ICs, 

which suggests that due to a growing outward focus of these kind of communities—through 

building alliances with neighbors, citizen groups, and educational organizations—ecovillages 

have moved from being islands to being networks (Dawson, 2013). It can also be related to the 

fact that parts of larger society are more interested in the communities’ goals, such as 

communal living, agroecology, and environmental protection, as it has been stated in chapter 

5.1. Later, in the chapters 5.3 and 5.4, I will explore what this network approach means in the 

context of communal life, and how this is negotiated over time. 

Rural communities: An outsider status? 

While in C1 the neighborhood is just a short walk away, the two rural communities C2 and C3 

are spatially more remote from their neighbors. In contrast to Catalonia, Navarra and Aragón 

belong to the less densely populated areas of Spain. However, despite their rural location, the 

two communities are far from being completely “out of reach”. This is also due to 

developments in the past years, in which C3 for example faced the construction of an artificial 

lake and a street very close to their home. In comparison to earlier years, C2 and C3 are now 

much better accessible, and in the case of C3 there is even a bus passing by very close to the 

village entrance. Other villages or towns are reached within a relatively short car drive.  

From what I observed during my fieldwork, there are a few regular interactions taking place 

with people from other villages nearby. In C2, children go to the school in the next village, 

where they constitute half of the class of 11 children. Further interaction with the surrounding 
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areas happens in a rather sporadic manner. In both cases, inhabitants of C2 and C3 temporarily 

worked for people in the villages, for example in construction work (at which they are very 

skilled). Moreover, they participate in local events such as markets or parties, in which at least 

some of the inhabitants go to sell some local produce (C3), or play with the community’s band 

(C2), among other things. Products not available in the community are bought in nearby villages 

or towns (especially in the case of C2), and sometimes, leisure time is spent there. In C2’s 

attempts to push through their right to register in the city council of the nearby town, they also 

sought contact with the villagers. In the past, they hosted for example an “invitation to 

Vermouth”, offering Spanish tortilla and Vermouth in front of the town hall.  

More than spatially apart from other villages, the communities are ideologically distant from 

the rural population. Most of the inhabitants of C2 and C3 are newcomers to the countryside: 

As “neorurals” they came from the city in order to look for a different life (Eguizabal & Blas, 

1991; Nogué i Font, 1988; Rivera, 2009). Meijering et al. (2007: 49) pointed out that intentional 

communities are often seen as “Others” by locals and other incomers in the rural: “They do not 

fit into the countryside ‘just like that’”. This is true for C2 and C3 as well. Remembering their 

arrival and first years in C3, inhabitants told me how both the traditional rural population as 

well as the police (who came about once a year to check if they were still around) did not 

believe they would make it for too long. The conditions in this area are harsh: Winters are long 

and cold—not suitable for urbanites, or so the rural neighbors thought. But they did manage it 

to stay, community members such as Ricardo of C3 would point out almost triumphantly: “just 

in another way as the peasants expected.” (fieldnotes, 10/08/2016) A prevalent stereotype 

community members perceive from people outside, in the past and still today, is that of 

hippies. “As long as you have long hair you are a hippie,” Marco of C2 told me laughing 

(fieldnotes, 22/06/2016). And Audrée, inhabitant of C3, confirmed that they are often seen as 

hippies from outside, although, in her opinion, in C3 “there are no hippies” (interview, 

18/08/2016). Diego of C2 assumed that the villagers imagine that in C2 they are naked all the 

time and make free love—which is obviously not the case, as members by now live almost 

exclusively in quite “traditional” family units. Moreover, Diego supposed that the fact that they 

do not pay taxes is not well seen from outside (fieldnotes, 24/06/2016). The hippie stereotype 

is perceived as a universal label stamped on the neorurals repopulating the villages. Often it 

seemed that inhabitants took these external ascriptions with humor, even called themselves 

hippies in a mocking way. But, also, they were eager to stress that they are not like that. While 

it seemed important to them to highlight their difference from other neorurals (for example a 
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close-by community which members of C2 considered much more “hippie” and unorganized 

than themselves), Rafael complained that “[f]rom the outside we are all the same.” (fieldnotes, 

13/06/2016) However, the “othering” at times also takes place from the side of the community 

members. Raphael described the “traditional” rural population in a quite homogenous way, as 

“closed-up and right-wing”, with which they do not relate well (fieldnotes, 13/06/2016). 

On the other hand, it was expressed that the communities do wish to have relations with the 

villagers. In the journal Malpais, an inhabitant of C3 was quoted saying that the interaction with 

the surrounding area is an important aspect for the community, as they do not want to isolate 

themselves (Jour_2014). Inés, a member of the same community, stated: “We do want 

relations [with the ‘conventional’ villages], but as we are a bit ‘the different ones’ we have to 

go slowly.” (interview, 18/08/2016). Relationships with the local villages develop only slowly, 

and the communities struggle to bring their self-image across. As “repobladores” (people 

repopulating the countryside), the communities see themselves as contributions to the area. 

For once, by recovering abandoned land and the autochthonous forests, by renovating villages 

that were left to decay. Community members stressed that they revitalize the countryside, 

which faces problems of population loss and ageing of the remaining inhabitants (Romeo, 

2016). In this regard, Iván stated that their presence does not do harm to anyone, but on the 

contrary “is a big help”, and an advantage for the village people, as they can support them: 

We do some work together, and they do it with us because probably they 
don’t have anyone else to do it (laughs). There are no young people in the 
valley who are available […]. So, for them it’s good that we are here and that 
they can count on us. (interview 24/06/2016) 

While these positive effects of rural repopulation were also addressed in local newspapers (see 

5.1), there was the shared impression that some of the “traditional” rurals do not recognize 

the value of the community for the area, and relations are still marked by a certain reluctance. 

Community members expressed that it is hard to gain people’s acceptance and appreciation. 

Only with time locals began to see that in C3 they are actually doing “more or less normal 

things,” as Ricardo pointed out (fieldnotes, 14/08/2016). An important factor for establishing 

recognition seems to be, like in the case of C1, work: Natalia, an inhabitant of C2, supposed 

that since the villagers see people of the community working a lot, e.g. doing reconstruction 

work, they value them more (fieldnotes, 24/06/2016). Iván, after stating that he perceived 

diverse, also positive reactions, suspected that villagers’ relationships towards them are still 

underlined by “a bit of fear” and “ignorance”: He told me that although they collaborate with 



57 
 

some of them in terms of work, “they still don’t trust to come here and greet us, to see what 

we are doing, how we are.” (interview, 24/06/2016). In any case, the outsider status seems to 

remain, even after more than 35 years of existence as in the case of C3. Here, inhabitants stated 

that even those that were born and raised in C3, were still not seen as “people from here” by 

the rural population.  

Roseman, Conde, & Pérez (2013) have pointed out that often the relations between neorurals 

and locals are a source of discrepancies and even conflicts as the interests between these two 

are very different. In C3, a hot topic in this regard is hunting, in which the opinion of the 

community diverges drastically from those of the locals. Here, the rural tradition is juxtaposed 

with the environmental interests of the community. Inés pointed out her view, in which her 

dislike of the rural tradition becomes tangible: 

They just don’t understand the topic of hunting. For them it’s like: “We always 
did it!” And we have hunting prohibited in our territory. So they get very 
angry. (interview 18/08/2016) 

Different codes are also visible when it comes to gender roles. In the past, female inhabitants 

of C3 went to work in the villages for construction work on roofs. Reports describe how the 

local population was surprised about that, and did not expect women to do this kind of work. 

In C2, I observed a conversation with one of the few neighbors who came to visit the 

community during my stay, a woman who sympathizes with C2. During lunch, she told the 

community members that “if they have work for girls”, they should let her know. Hugo, 

inhabitant of C2, then told her that here they are against the division of gender roles, and there 

is no work only for girls (fieldnotes, 08/06/2016). These discrepancies in values might be 

barriers for further collaboration.  

Socializing with local people, to summarize, does not always play out as hoped. From my 

observations, I would say that building stable relationships with the surroundings on a 

community level (going beyond individual contacts of some the community members) was also 

not a priority of C2 and C3, at least not as much as in the case of C1. Rather than taking a 

network approach, these two communities are more concerned with fulfilling their needs on 

their own. Although some inhabitants expressed that they wish more relations such as 

interchange with neighbors (e.g. when it comes to different kind of products), until now this 

did rarely happen. They also seem to face more prejudices than the “rurban” community C1 

close to the city does. 
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Rivera (2009) asserted that neorurals often relate more among themselves than with the local 

population. This can also be observed in the cases of C2 and C3. There are relations and 

networks with other repopulated villages with neorurals—although these relations too are 

accompanied by difficulties, as I will show in chapter 5.4. An interesting aspect would also be 

to investigate how communities relate to other “outsiders” in the countryside, such as 

migrants, for example. Studies suggests that many rural “others” experience feelings of “not 

fitting in”, thus the rural becomes a place of power struggles played out by different lifestyle 

groups (Meijering, Huigen, et al., 2007; Woods, 2005: 296). While further explorations of this 

topic lie out of the scope of my research, there are indications that relations to other “rural 

outsiders” could be of importance for the ICs. In the case of C2, Rafael pointed out that in fact 

one of the few good relations they have with their neighbors, is that with an Arab migrant: 

Rafael supposed that because “he is an outsider as well, we connect.” (fieldnotes, 13/06/2016) 

City relations 

In the following, I want to explore the communities’ relationship to the cities, that is, beyond 

their respective rurban and rural neighborhoods. In the blog of the Red de colectivos rurales it 

is stated that “to link city and countryside” is one of the common objectives (Web_net). 

According to Herrero Martínez (2004), rural squatting implies, among other things, to break up 

with the territorial order and to reorganize the space from below: to break with the dichotomy 

of village and city. This suggests a general openness of rural communities to the cities, and 

ambitions to bring their ideals and “fights” across.  

In chapter 5.1 on relations with the mainstream society, it was already described how at times 

community members take a quite anti-urban stance, especially in the rural communities C2 and 

C3, but also in C1. While certain aspects of cities, such as cultural offerings or social centers, 

are valued, people told me that they do not like urban environments, as they see cities as being 

too stressful, capitalist, consumerist, too densely populated, and cut-off from nature. Tom of 

C1 described the city as “a parasite” on the countryside and on humanity, “because it pulls raw 

material out of the countryside, and pushes trash out to the countryside all the time. It's a drain 

of materials, of energy, and just consumes, and then produces mostly waste.” (interview, 

29/07/2016)  
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The (dis-)connection from the urban 

clearly differs between the cases under 

investigation, of course also related to 

their location. It has already been stated 

that C1, established as a “rurban 

community”, positions itself between the 

rural and the urban. A central objective is 

to “ruralize the city”, that is to bring 

elements of the rural to the urban and to 

set a counterweight to urban development. Here the delusion of clear borders between city 

and countryside becomes tangible when these two categories are bridged and fused. While in 

the community many elements remind on “rurality” (such as the gardens, dry toilets, 

surrounding forests, etc.), the city, i.e. Barcelona, is always present: The view from the patio is 

directed towards the urban sprawl of skyscrapers at the foot of the valley, and the sound of 

traffic noises, e.g. police sirens, creeps up to the communal house (Figure 8). In C1, relations to 

the city are immanent, and played out in a variety of ways, as already pointed out previously. 

The city is indeed embraced as a part of the community’s “rurban” identity, as Lino stated: “I’m 

not sure if we could establish two separated units, C1 and the city. I don’t think that’s possible.” 

(interview, 25/07/2016) Most members enjoy to live outside the urban buzz in a quieter, more 

“natural” environment, but appreciate to still be connected to the city. They do not want to be 

an isolated community: Residents work and spend leisure time in the city, while at the same 

time the closeness to the city enables many people to come up and visit them. Sarah stated 

about their “rurban” location and the importance of being close to the city: 

I mean it's a really special position to be in, where you can be in the city and 
involved with city life and the kind of open-mindedness, and like visions of 
change that you can have in the city, very different from what you can have in 
a rural place. (interview 12/09/2016) 

By highlighting their “rurban-ness” and their “in-between-ness”, they express connections to 

both rural and urban environments and realities, seeing themselves as a connection point 

between the two. At the same time, by presenting themselves as “rurban”, difference is 

marked to both the rural and the urban. Although they see themselves as connected to the 

city, they do not quite “fit in” here: Going to the center of Barcelona, for example, also requires 

community members to transform, perhaps even conform to city norms. Manuel explained one 

Figure 8: Building of C1 with the view of Barcelona 
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day, considering that they live “more on the countryside”, how he gets prepared to go to the 

city: showering the dirt off, arranging the hair, and changing clothes (fieldnotes, 19/07/2016).  

The social center is a key point of interaction with the city. Offering a wider range of activities, 

it is a platform of discussion and connection, in which also recent topics of the city, as for 

example mass tourism or refugee politics, are debated. The social center is a fundamental 

aspect of the outreaching activities of C1, to which I will return in chapter 5.3. Moreover, city 

relations are also played out through connections with urban and other “rurban” projects and 

squats (see chapter 5.4). Especially in earlier years, members used to be involved in urban 

movements and activism, such as the 15M protests. While this kind of activism has dropped 

throughout the years, today a large part of the community members supports the citizen 

platform Barcelona en comú, for which one of the residents is also employed. During my 

fieldwork, one day an event in the community-run social center was dedicated to evaluate the 

first year of government of Barcelona en comú in the municipality. However, this involvement 

does not take place in the name of the whole community, and there are also critical voices 

about Barcelona en comú. 

In the cases of the two rural communities, the move to the countryside was also a clear decision 

against the city and in favor of a lifestyle that does not include elements of the urban. In the 

terms of Rivera (2009: 426), here one could speak of an “utopia of rooting” (“utopía de 

arraigo”) in the rural, which implies a fundamental change of life: the distance from the city is 

taken in order to build a new center of life, and to establish a feeling of belonging in the rural. 

In contrast to a life in the city, here community members feel that they can live according to 

their particular times and necessities, in which urban relations are not included as much as in 

the case of C1.  

Still, C2 and C3 are not independent from the city. On an individual basis, inhabitants also go 

to cities to buy things, to meet people, to study, to work (especially in the case of C2), or to 

occasionally spend leisure time in nearby urban areas. On a group level, the most important 

relation to cities is marked by economic interactions. C3 is most known in the closest city, 

Pamplona, for selling organic bread, which is one of the community’s main sources of income. 

According to its members, the community acquired quite a name in the region for selling 

ecological products. In C2, apart from working for their individual incomes, inhabitants also 

occasionally sell communally produced T-shirts and other products on markets and fairs.  
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From what I can tell from my fieldwork, further involvement in cities, e.g. participation in urban 

movements, does rarely take place. Occasionally, a member of C3 gives talks about the 

community in cities, e.g. in urban social centers, yet I do not have information about how often 

this takes place. In C2, some of the inhabitants expressed they would like to have more 

relations with the city, especially with alternative urban projects. Elena stated that a former 

inhabitant, who by now has left the community, had the idea to interchange more with people 

from the city: The community could collect and recycle construction material from the city in 

exchange for vegetables from the communities’ garden. When this idea was raised in the group 

interview, the other community members present reacted with enthusiasm. However, Elena 

quickly went on to point out that, actually, they are all too occupied with activities within the 

community, and that there would be no time or energy left for this kind of engagement. She 

further voiced the opinion that the urban population also hardly has interest in what is 

happening in the villages (interview, 12/06/2016). Another member of C2, Rafael, pointed out 

that he would like to be more involved in Barcelona’s urban movements but the big distance 

prevents him from more participation (fieldnotes, 14/06/2016). To summarize, in the cases of 

C2 and C3, the geographical distance alone, combined with the demanding lifestyle connected 

to the communities’ focus on self-sufficiency, hardly leave room to actively enforce exchange 

with the city beyond their economic interactions. In the following chapter it will be shown that 

rather than going out to the city, inhabitants invite people from the city to come to the 

community. 

5.3 Reaching out 

 Without someone telling the world, it’s all pointless.  
—Steven, C1 

 

The squatting communities’ general ambition to contribute to social change goes beyond just 

trying to live the alternative. It implies that you also have to show the alternative and to make 

it available for others: to “come out of our shell and show society that another model is 

possible,” as it was stated on the website of the Red de colectivos rurales (Web_net). The 

importance to be present in the exterior was recognized by many inhabitants, for example by 

Audrée of C3: 

There was a moment in which I needed to separate myself completely from 
society. Later I noticed: We are living something different and nobody sees it. 
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So, I started to think: You need to be able to show to the rest of the world that 
this is possible, right? (Audrée, C3, interview 18/08/2016) 

In this chapter I will explore this objective and its application further, reflecting on the 

community’s attempts to reach out to the “world outside”. What kind of agenda and strategies 

do they have to spread out their visions and values? How is this negotiated within the groups?  

Being an example 

It was often expressed that the communities can serve as examples of how to live differently. 

In the anniversary publication of C3 it was written that the community is a “utopia in the maze 

of society”: “C3 functions like a small example to show that there is a way and you just have to 

go ahead and take it.” (Publ_C3) Iván of C2 agreed that the community considers itself to be an 

example, and hopes that it leads to growing networks: 

[…] It’s one of the things I like the most. […] Yes, I hope we are [an example], 
so it means that there is continuity in the movement and that the networks 
broaden, and the number of people. (interview, 24/06/2016) 

Steven, resident of C1, stated that one of the most useful things to do in order to transmit 

something to the exterior is to talk to visitors, and explain what this project is all about. He 

suggested that visiting the community inspires people: “You only need to see this place for a 

few hours to change your life.” (fieldnotes 21/07/2016) A prevalent stance by members of all 

three communities was to describe the community as inspiring and educational places, where 

people can come to learn about alternative lifestyles and be encouraged to start something 

similar. Some inhabitants further aim to represent the community in the exterior, that is to go 

to specific events and give talks about community life (however, to a lesser extent). 

At the same time, the communities are far from claiming to be the “perfect example” or to 

have found the “ultimate solution”. I noticed that many times a rather modest stance was taken 

in this regard, my informants pointing out that they are still far from being perfect (as shown 

in 5.1). Rather, they consider themselves as one of many possible examples of how to live an 

alternative life:  

I don't think that we could say... you know, everyone could just live in a place 
like [C1], everyone should just start up something like this and this is the 
example of how it should be—but I think it's part of it. And it's a useful part of 
it. (Sarah, C1, interview, 12/09/2016) 

There are different interaction points (cf. Albrecht, 2016: 42) with the exterior, and a range of 

strategies and communication channels to bring their visions across. In general, the focus lies 
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on interpersonal and everyday interactions on site. The repertoire of outreach activities can be 

summarized as follows: 

 public days/events   

 workshops/courses 

 volunteer offers 

 educational events for children 

 community gardens for neighbors (C1) (see chapter 5.2) 

 participating in events outside (e.g. selling food on festivals, giving 

talks/workshops in social centers...)   

 publishing information online (videos, websites, blogs, ….) 

Further interaction points are communication with journalists or researchers, who mostly—but 

not only—approach them out of their own interest: 

 media reporting about them 

 scientific research conducted about them 

In the following, I will focus on the main activity connected to the outreach endeavors, which 

is receiving visitors. 

Opening doors: Receiving visitors  

In all three communities it is possible to come as a visitor or volunteer, with special offers 

directed to people who want to know more about alternative lifestyles and communal living. 

They have websites in which they present their projects: Giving short descriptions, including 

image galleries, announcing upcoming events and volunteer offers. Here, people interested in 

the communities easily find information about how and when they can be visited, being 

provided with contact information such as an e-mail address and a map. The information is 

available in Spanish, and in the cases of C1 and C3 there are, next to the local languages Catalan 

(C1) and Euskara (C3), also translations to English and even French (C3) to address the many 

international guests that these communities attract.  

The most accessible community is C1. It runs a social center which is open almost every Sunday 

(except in summer and other temporary breaks throughout the year). Part of the Sunday 

program is a tour through the community, given by one of the residents. This tour leads visitors 

through the gardens, the (otherwise closed) exterior patio and some interior parts of the house, 

explaining the internal organization and the community’s history, as well as attending to 

visitors’ questions. Apart from the tour, the program varies every Sunday and is either hosted 

by the community itself or by other associated collectives and organizations, mostly coming 
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from Barcelona or its surroundings. The range of activities is very broad and diverse. The 

program between February 2016 and February 2017 featured workshops about permaculture, 

organic cosmetics, dancing, the body and sexuality, talks about the refugee crisis, discussions 

with the citizen platform Barcelona en comú, concerts, theatre plays, and the screening of 

documentaries about environmental activists’ protests, among many other things. In the 

context of autonomous spaces, social centers have been characterized as “laboratories for 

resistance and creation, being ongoing forums for action and reflection or praxis.” (Pickerill & 

Chatterton, 2006: 741) Sarah describes the social center as an “extra dimension” of the 

community which helps people to connect with other like-minded people and projects: 

[…] giving people a window into community life, and giving people a means to 
get to know one another. And the workshops, the political talks, all of that 
contributes something really valuable in this city, and in this movement. Like 
a lot of people come through [C1], very inspired by in part because of the 
social center. And so contributing to that as well for me feels really exciting. 
(interview, 12/09/2016) 

Another possibility to access C1 is given every Thursday when people are invited to join the 

community in one of their two weekly “communal work days” and help out in their garden. 

While learning about organic agriculture, visitors also have the opportunity to get in touch with 

some of the community members and share a meal with them after work. In addition, the 

community hosts overnight guests, with a maximum duration of two weeks during certain 

periods of the year. Guests usually participate in the daily community life, taking on little tasks 

such as cooking or helping out in bar shifts in the social center. Moreover, the community runs 

an agroecological educational program, in which school classes can arrange guided tours 

through the gardens. At the moment, this seems to happen only sporadically, depending on 

the capacities of the community members. Further (educational) visits are arranged for diverse 

other groups; for example, international students from a summer school on degrowth came 

for a work day, or activist groups visited to get to know the place. In the gardens, independent 

from the community, there is also an open permaculture project run by an external group who 

invites people interested in permaculture to join them in a communal garden. However, during 

my fieldwork this group underwent some transformations, and these meetings were put on 

hold. 
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In C2, visitors can come for a couple of days or weeks, either as guests or as volunteers. The 

community signed up on the Spanish WWOOFING5 platform, a webpage which connects 

organic farms with people who are interested in volunteering in the form of a work-exchange. 

“Wwoofers” are expected to work around six hours every day while being compensated with 

food and accommodation. Other guests might as well participate in daily tasks but are not 

obliged to do so, while they are asked to leave a small contribution for food. As far as I heard, 

this community also offers workshops, although it seems that there were not many taking place 

up to now. Both guests and volunteers take part in communal meals, and are invited to join in 

other activities. C2 also runs a rural social center. At times events such as parties are hosted. 

However, due to the location much less activities than in C1 take place and fewer visitors pass 

by. During the time I was there the community was also organizing a summer camp for school 

children, which includes various activities around outdoor life, connected to the general idea 

of “living with less”. They already organized summer camps in the past, and continue to do so, 

as far as I know. 

C3 opens its doors various times in 

the year. There are periods of 

“open doors” in every season 

(usually two weeks long) in which 

visitors participate in daily tasks 

while getting to know the 

community through additionally 

organized talks and discussions. 

Another opportunity to actively 

experience community life are 

workcamps which are organized 

around specific work tasks, such 

as the reconstruction of a roof during the time of my fieldwork (Figure 9). Moreover, there are 

courses offered about self-sufficiency in the rural, producing and conserving food, construction 

work, etc. These courses are a basic strategy to transmit some of the community’s values, 

experiences, and knowledge to the outside. In the anniversary publication of C3 it was written: 

“everything we learned we now want to communicate.” (Publ_C3) For these courses, 

                                                        
5 “World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms”, http://wwoof.net/  

Figure 9: Roof constructions during a workcamp in C3 

http://wwoof.net/
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participants pay a fee, while in the other cases visitors receive food and accommodation in 

exchange for work.  

During my fieldwork, I met many other visitors who passed by to spend a day, a week, or up to 

some months in the respective community. C1, due to its closeness to the city and their quite 

full agenda, has the highest number of visitors passing through, most of them staying for a 

couple of hours. Every time I went there, I met new people who had just heard about the place, 

or who were old friends and had returned for a visit. This is followed by C3 which has a high 

reputation when it comes to ecovillages in Spain. C2 being the lesser known of the three, 

receive the fewest visitors. In all cases, there are visitor’s rooms or houses for those that stay 

for a couple of days or longer. Especially in the case of C3, where many visitors stay at the same 

time, there was the tendency to form a little “community” of visitors itself. This was also 

intended by the members of C3, connected to the idea that visitors thereby can experience 

“community building” first-hand by themselves. Nearly all visitors I talked to had an overall 

positive perception of the respective community. To a large extent the visitors were people 

generally interested in alternative lifestyles, wanting to try out communal life, or learn about 

ecological agriculture, among other things. Some of them were involved in similar communal 

projects and were searching for inspiration, exchange, or advice. Mostly coming from cities, it 

was common for visitors to point out the change of environment and lifestyle they experience 

in the community, seeing it for example as a “refuge” from the city: quieter, greener, more 

peaceful, etc. It was appreciated as a place to disconnect from stressful everyday-life in the 

city, to get in touch with nature, and to work with your own hands. At times, the work tasks 

volunteers were involved in were perceived as hard and strenuous, e.g. carrying heavy stones 

or doing garden work. Nevertheless, this kind of work was also often positively connoted: 

“Better than doing workout in a fitness center”, as a volunteer, digging over a garden plot in 

C1, once exclaimed (fieldnotes, 26/02/2016). Often, visiting and volunteering was connected 

to learning: acquiring practical skills by helping in the gardening or construction work, or by 

participating in a workshop or course about a specific topic. Also, leisure time can be enjoyed 

during communal meals, parties, concerts, etc. 

Many inhabitants embrace the welcoming of visitors and the role they play in showing their 

lifestyle to others. It was often expressed that the visitors themselves are a valuable 

contribution to the project and that the positive experiences are mutual. For example, Lino of 

C1 pointed out: 
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So, people like you, people who pass by and also bring their experiences, 
support the project. And it is also very gratifying to be able to be in contact 
with the people (…) and you can get to know many different ways… to get to 
know people and projects and ways of doing. (interview, 25/07/2016) 

Visitors also play a role in an economic sense. In C1, the community’s economy relies to a large 

extent on the income generated through the social center, mainly through selling food and 

drinks on Sundays (workshops are often free or donation based). Moreover, once a year they 

throw a big party (“fiesta mayor”) for several hundred people, from which they hope to take in 

most of the money that is needed throughout the year (the rest of the economy is constituted 

by monthly contributions of the residents). In C3, the offered workshops are, next to selling 

bread, a central motor for their communal economy. And also the youth summer camp 

organized by C2 as well as visitors passing by are seen as important sources of income. 

Therefore, opening the communities for people from outside and arranging outreach activities 

play a significant role to fulfil the communities’ goals. That is, to transmit some of their 

principles to the outside and possibly expand the network of communities, to benefit from the 

social exchange with visitors, and to indeed be able to survive economically. This is reflected in 

a statement by Iván: 

Now we often say that people should come because it’s new energy. They 
bring new visions, freshness, work, and a lot of things…money as well (laughs). 
(interview 24/06/2016) 

The invitation of visitors and the constitution of being examples and “open places” also 

influences internal processes: The more “known” and open a community is, the more it has to 

deal with the attention from the outside and a growing number of people coming by. This also 

has an impact on the life of community members and can lead to tensions. In the following, I 

want to explore how the “outreach” focus of the communities and the relationship with the 

exterior are negotiated. 

Negotiating openness and visibility 

There are noticeable tensions between the objective of being an example and the wish of 

community members to just live their lives. A member of C3, Eduardo, stated that despite their 

consensus that being open for visitors is an integral part of the community, the inhabitants 

have different attitudes towards guests. Some might see them mainly as helping hands, while 

for others they are more an obstacle or a distraction than anything else (fieldnotes, 

15/08/2016). In all communities I met both inhabitants who were generally outgoing and open 

to visitors, and others who did not seem to be too interested in talking to guests. In C1, Sarah 
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told me that when they recently talked about common visions, it appeared that the “outward 

looking focus” is something that everybody in the community principally considers important, 

but not everybody wants to be engaged in. She demonstrated this point with an example of 

the Thursday activities, when guests come to help in the gardens and share a meal with the 

community members: 

So there are certain people [of the community] who on Thursdays don't go 
and eat with people who come up the garden […] It's their choice, but for me 
it's like this is important... to make people feel welcome. Like for me it's really 
important that on Thursdays it's like people meet people from the community 
in a really informal way. (Sarah, C1, interview 12/09/2016) 

Having come often to this community on Thursdays and Sunday events, I was surprised at how 

many residents I actually had not met yet when I finally stayed there for two weeks in summer, 

basically because they had been mostly absent during the open days. In an information e-mail, 

which guests of C1 receive before arriving, it is mentioned that some residents might be a bit 

reserved towards visitors. This is explained with the many social contacts they are exposed to: 

In the community alone there are 30 people and that at times is more 
relationships than we have the capacity to sustain. Because of this, there are 
always some members of the community who are less welcoming than others, 
especially at first. We hope that you understand this and that in any case you 
enjoy your experience. (e-mail of C1) 

Some other guests and volunteers I talked to expressed that they sometimes found it difficult 

to connect with community members. In some cases (especially in C2 and C3), this was also 

related to language barriers between international guests and the mostly Spanish speaking 

inhabitants. 

The visibility and accessibility of the community has a significant influence on the members’ 

private lives. Since a street was built right next to C3, they have to deal with many more visitors 

passing by. In an anonymous interview published in the journal Malpais, an inhabitant of C3 

stated that after the construction of the street, 

[m]any more visitors come. In reality it’s also nothing very bad, but you are 
obliged to work more on your way of being present, because it changes a lot. 
Earlier, the area over there was like the back part of the village, there we had 
a little hut at the side of the river, and you could be naked for many hours—
we didn’t care. Now you can’t, because it’s the entrance of the village, and 
there are people, and cars come just to look at you. You are much more 
exposed. (Jour_2014) 
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In C1, Manuel told me, that since they have the reputation of being an open and social place, 

it is part of the game to comply with these expectations of people passing by and thus be 

present for them (fieldnotes, 31/07/2016). However, this also leads to discomfort for some 

residents. Lino pointed out: 

There might be some people who would prefer this to be a quieter place, to 
be farther away from the city, and that you are not cooking and the doorbell 
rings three times. Or that you go out to the dry toilets and someone asks you: 
“Hey, what is this place?” […] But that’s also part of it. It’s part of being so 
close to the city. Well, you have to find a way. (interview, 25/07/2016) 

With the growing reputation and interest from outside for this kind of lifestyle, the 

development of strategies and visitors’ policies seem to be important. In C1, there are two 

people responsible to coordinate outward relations, that is to organize visitors' stays, update 

the website, reply to e-mails, attend to press enquiries, and communicate with other collectives 

and actors, etc. Kind of tongue-in-cheek, the respective commission within the community was 

called “defense”, and the two people in charge for it are referred to “filters”—as their job is to 

“filter” the many requests this community receives in terms of visits, cooperation, etc. These 

terms, although chosen with humor, give a hint that this community recognized a need to 

somehow “defend” or protect their community life from an “overflow” of visits and requests 

from the exterior by installing clear structures, rules, and also limits for the openness of the 

community. There are other commissions responsible for other parts of interaction points with 

the outside, that is for the community gardens (and the volunteers coming on Thursdays) and 

the social center (organizing Sunday events). In C2 and C3, to my knowledge there is no specific 

“commission” dedicated to exterior relations, however there are individual people responsible 

for at least responding to e-mails and coordinating visits. 

First of all, the access to the community and the number of visitors have to be controlled and 

kept to a level that allows the community members to still feel comfortable with. In C1, the 

limit of guests in the house was reduced to not more than two or three guests at a time (this 

does not include, however, the many private visits of residents’ friends). Earlier they had too 

many visits, with many people often staying just a few nights, Steven told me. Residents got 

upset: with seeing that the last teabag was gone, or having to take breakfast with unknown 

people almost every day (fieldnotes, 21/07/2016). Lino further explained the decision to accept 

fewer people:  
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[...] This also has to do with the sensation of not seeing constantly new faces, 
and not even having the opportunity to talk to them nor to relate to them. 
And on the other hand, because at this moment we are interested in 
establishing relations with people who spend more time here—that not only 
three people come and then they go after a week, but that they spend more 
time here. (interview, 25/07/2016) 

The flux of visitors, however, is not always controllable. Unexpected guests happen to appear 

spontaneously from time to time, some of them also asking for a place to stay overnight or a 

couple of days—although in all cases the communities write on their websites that people 

should contact them before visiting. Inhabitants of C1 and C3 told me that they do not accept 

unannounced guests outside of their visitors’ periods, but they made exceptions. Usually, these 

guests are provided with basic information, perhaps granted a night to stay, and told to come 

back during the open days/weeks. In the e-mail sent out to C1’s visitors it becomes tangible 

how the community struggles with the consequences of its reputation, trying to limit the 

number of visitors: 

We have many guests and many requests to stay, we'd love you to tell your 
friends and collectives about your experiences here, but please don't 
proselytise to bring more guests! ;-) (e-mail of C1) 

The inhabitants of C2 often referred to C1 and C3, who as they know receive much more 

attention and visitors. It was pointed out that they do not want to end up like them. While 

members of C2 do want the community to be “an example”, receiving too many guests is 

perceived to be problematic. They fear they would feel uncomfortable and moreover would 

not have time to attend each guest individually. Iván mentioned that he likes the fact that until 

now they are mainly attracting visitors who are generally close to their mind-sets. In this way, 

he prefers to limit the number of visitors, focusing more on “quality” instead of quantity: 

It’s really good that people come, but [it’s also good] to determine people. In 
other words, you don’t welcome everyone the same way, you are not 
comfortable with everyone the same way. In the end, this is your house, and 
you are at home here and people come. And now I have the impression that 
the majority of the people that come are very related, because they come 
because they know where they go. […] In this sense I also like how it is now. 
That perhaps not many people come but that the people who come are of 
quality. (Iván, C2, interview 24/06/2016) 

There are certain rules and expectations of inhabitants directed towards guests. These are 

communicated in some cases in advance via e-mail or on their website, and in all three cases 

on-site: through informal tours given for new arrivals and partly also through information 

sheets in visitor’s rooms. Community members usually expect visitors to lend a hand in daily 
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tasks and communal work. However, visitors and guest do not always comply the expectations. 

For instance, in C2 a French couple was staying for a few days when I arrived. They hardly 

seemed interested in contributing anything to the community’s work, spending most of their 

time exploring the surroundings. When they came to say goodbye just before we started to 

work on the communal work day, Iván half-jokingly said that there will be more work for them 

next time. As their car left the village, Natalia sarcastically shouted behind them: “Welcome to 

our hotel!” (fieldnotes, 08/06/2016) This demonstrates the community’s discontentment when 

guests do not participate in the communal life, and appear to mistake their community as a 

holiday destination. In this regard, Marco stated clearly that they do not want “tourism” in C2. 

(fieldnotes, 22/06/2016). Also other reasons can lead to disapproval, for example when guests 

want to interfere too much in the community’s issues: In C3, Paco talked lengthy about people 

from outside who come and think they know better how to do certain things, some criticizing 

the community’s practices and giving advice. He undermined that they are in no position to do 

so since they lack the experience of really having lived this lifestyle (fieldnotes, 13/08/2016). In 

this case, clear boundaries are drawn between the community and guests, determining 

outsiders and insiders. 

The negotiation of openness also implies a negotiation of space: of public, common and private 

spaces within the community. Just because the community is a squat, some people from 

outside might make the error to think they also have the right to enter and use this place, 

Steven once said when this topic was discussed during dinner time in C1 (fieldnotes, 

04/08/2016). Tom, in an interview, made clear that since the community takes care of the 

space, they also have certain rights to decide about its uses. He stated that people usually 

accept that they turn down requests they receive: 

We often say no to people and we often give hardly any reasons. There was a 
group of people that wanted to do their meditation here and we just said no. 
The same as in any other center, where you go, where you wanna use the 
space, sometimes people just say no. People just accept it. Despite the fact 
that it's a squat, it's not like a society in which people feel entitled to this 
space. (Tom, C1, interview 29/07/2016) 

Speaking in terms of community sociology (cf. Elias & Scotson, 1965), the squatters, as 

“insiders” living at the place, have a certain power in defining who has access and what 

behavioral standards are desirable. This confirms that, as Meijering, Huigen, et al. (2007: 45) 

pointed out, many members of intentional communities, although committed to inclusive 

procedures, “can also exclude other people from their home, through territoriality or ‘the 
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spatial expression of power’ (Storey 2001, p. 6).” Over time, spaces of common use and private 

use were negotiated, whereas the private space gained more importance. Due to the closeness 

to the city in the case of C1, the tendency to privatize space inside the community seems to be 

necessary to guarantee the sustainability of communal life. This was also described by Pattaroni 

(2014) in The Squatters’ Movement in Europe: 

It is interesting to see how, over time, squatters learned to cope with the 
inclination to dwell. Gradually, walls are re-erected, and the formal 
privatisation of certain spaces is tolerated. [...] These changes are sometimes 
viewed as 'embourgeoisement' from the outside [...] The issue is not to deny 
these other inclinations or wanting to eliminate personas paradoxes, but 
rather to find fragile balance between the militant project and personal 
comfort, between a friendly, exuberant community and a more settled group. 
Squatters as such are caught between the need to regulate and institutionalise 
to ensure that their project is sustainable in the larger order of the city, and 
the need to carry on the objector tradition, that wellspring of life and upsurge. 
(Pattaroni, 2014: 73-74)  

The relations communities want to and can establish with the exterior depend to a large degree 

on the internal state of the community. For example, at times inhabitants seem to be too 

occupied with work inside the communities that they feel they have no capacity for outreach 

activities. I already mentioned this in the previous chapter 5.2, when members of C2 discussed 

their limitations in collaborating with projects in the city. The difficulty to combine outreach 

with the demanding tasks connected to self-management within in the community was for 

example addressed by Audrée of C3: 

Many times we talk about what more we can do. We would like to be able to 
do many more things, but sometimes we don’t have… It’s like there is also a 
limit already with getting money, the food and everything that you need to 
live. […] And now there are many small children as well. […] So of course this 
occupies you a lot. (interview, 18/08/2016) 

In these cases, self-management has a higher priority than managing the external impact of 

communities. Moreover, the shift of communities towards individualization and a growing 

focus on private issues, as addressed in 5.1, also influences the ambitions to dedicate time for 

outward directed activities. As stated above, in C1 parts of the residents are currently more 

focused on their own projects than on the community’s ones. This was also noticeable when 

during my fieldwork the community members were about to rotate their responsibilities within 

the community, and almost nobody was interested in getting involved in the organization of 

the social center, i.e. joining the respective commission. Lino, while reassuring that the social 

center will stay a priority for them, said that they might have to “rescale” their objections and 
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implications in this regard (interview, 25/07/2016). To some degrees there are thus conflicts in 

their aspirations of being an example, and the difficulties to combine this with their everyday 

life. There are noticeable tensions between an outward and an inward focus within the 

communities. 

5.4 Building networks 

In this chapter I will explore the ways that the squatting communities establish connections to 

each other, as well as other movements and groups. How do they build networks? I will also 

examine the ways they create and maintain a collective identity. 

Connections between communities 

The rural and “rurban” squatting communities, in their local regions and in the wider landscape 

of Spain, are not alone in their attempts to build small-scale alternatives to the capitalist city. 

They identify with a range of other collectives that are organized along the same forms of 

functioning (horizontality, self-management, assemblies, etc.), run similar projects (related to 

agriculture, alternative education, etc.), and share political assumptions (connected to rurality, 

anti-capitalism, and anti-patriarchy). In all three cases, the communities are part of informal 

networks, and, with varying intensity, seek collaboration, mutual help, and interchange with 

other communities. Among other things, community gatherings and collective work days are 

organized, and news about communities are diffused through blogs, social media, or bulletins. 

One network that was established to connect distinctive collectives in Spain is the Red de 

colectivos rurales, which has been mentioned already throughout this thesis. According to the 

network’s blog, it was founded to combat isolation of the communities, to organize better 

avenues of communication between them, to enable mutual help, and to also reach out and 

show society that another model of living is possible (Web_net). Grouping distinctive 

collectives, including all three communities under investigation, it is stated that the autonomy 

of each participating group—reaching “from houses to villages, from groups that self-manage 

everything to others which are more focused on specific areas” (Web_net)—is taken as a 

foundation. The diversity and heterogeneity of the participants is stressed. If thinking of a 

“movement of rural squatting and repopulation”, as it was called on their blog, it might be best 

understood in the light of contemporary autonomous movements: being organized in 

horizontal networks, underlain by principles of self-organization, autonomy of the actors, and 

diversity (Flesher Fominaya, 2014). 



74 
 

Central to the construction of a collective identity within these wider networks is a shared 

“collective action project” (Fominaya, 2010: 396), which is rooted in the rural way of life, rural 

agitation, and the re-appropriation of land. There is a general awareness that the communities, 

by reclaiming land and building autonomous projects, follow a longer tradition and broader 

movement of people demonstrating resistance to capitalist developments in rural areas. By 

writing a “history of rural agitation”, which was published numerous times on the network’s 

blog and in a Buletín of rural agitation, members of C2 created a collective history and memory 

that links the communities’ experiences back in time. Significant events related to rural 

squatting and repopulation since the 1980s were resumed, including land occupations, 

incidents of rural squatting, as well as fights against evictions. According to the authors, the 

intention of this summary is to “reflect on a historical trajectory which is uniting us and is still 

growing […]”. There is a togetherness created which refers to “collective projects of people 

who […] didn’t go to the countryside just to graze but who are also looking for a social change 

[…]” (Bul_16). By emphasizing this shared ambition of seeking social transformations, a 

collective agenda is established. Further, the communities’ networks are contextualized within 

a broader framework of previous attempts to “unite and coordinate the efforts of rural groups 

after the fascist franquista phase” (Bul_16), such as the Movimiento Alternativo Rural or the 

Federación Anarquista de Colectividades del Campo (see also 4.2).  

The connection to other rural and “rurban” experiments firstly plays out on an ideological level, 

by recognizing similar experiences and ambitions. In the journal Malpais, various alternative 

communities, including C3, that repopulated abandoned villages in the region of Navarra, 

articulated a certain feeling of being connected to each other: 

Although we don’t see each other a lot here in the valley—I think we are like 
100 people in total—I have the feeling that we are very connected, that we 
don’t see each other a lot but it doesn’t matter, because we are working and 
making the journey in the same sense, and this is what I feel from the 
beginning. From the first time I arrived at [another community] I felt that. 
(Jour_2014) 

Furthermore, it was stated that there is a “security” of “being together”—feeling connected 

because “we are all living the same thing.” (Jour_2014) A similar kind of belonging was 

expressed by Iván of C2, who said that he feels part of a wider network of alternative villages 

in the region:  
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[...] what I like most is not only the village of [C2], but that the village of [C2] 
forms part of the network of villages in the Pyrenees. And I feel part of this 
network, I don’t only feel part of [C2]. (interview, 24/06/2016) 

He explained that within the network there is primarily a sense of “moral support”; to know 

that they are not isolated, and that there are others doing the same (interview, 24/06/2016). 

Sarah of C1 referred to the importance of people in communities needing to feel “more part of 

a wider thing” (interview, 12/09/2016). By recognizing others and being recognized as 

belonging to the same unit, solidarity is created—an important factor for participation in a 

movement: “an individual feels as if a common cause and fate are shared” (Hunt & Benford, 

2007: 439). 

Coming together, fighting together, working together 

Collectively organized gatherings are one of the main places of interaction for different 

communities to come together, connect, exchange experiences, and to thereby form affective 

ties. In the 1990s, when there was a growth of rural squatting communities in Spain, the first 

gatherings were held with the explicit focus on rural squatting. In 1996, for example, an anti-

capitalistic conference with a rural perspective was organized at the University of Madrid, titled 

“Colectividades y okupación rural” (collectives and rural squatting). Other “Encuentros de 

okupación rural” (meetings of rural squatting) followed in different spaces, accompanied by 

the publication of bulletins or dossiers about topics being discussed. Later, these gatherings 

were often called “Jornadas de okupación y preocupación rural”; the additional “preocupación” 

refers to groups that are not squatting per se, but run self-managed projects with a similar 

spirit—groups that, in general, also “take care” (“preocupar”) of the land (Dos_2006). These 

jornadas are also meant to help emerging projects, including collective work days, talks, or 

practical workshops on topics like self-management, do-it-yourself construction, the economy, 

child raising, or education. In 2000, the “Jornadas de pre-okupacion rural y urbana” took place 

in “rurban” squats close to Barcelona. This facilitated the convergence of people involved in 

rural, “rurban”, and urban squats. Four years later, C1 hosted a similar event, including debates 

about the relations of countryside and city. In 2008, a first gathering titled “Desenredos” 

(“desenredar” means to untangle, to unravel) took place, hosted by C3. With the slogan “no 

sólo de huerta vivimos” (“we don’t only live from the garden”) and the understanding that 

collective projects mostly fail because of social problems within communities (and not because 

of material issues), this type of gathering focuses on various aspects of communal life: 

interhuman relations, conflict resolution, gender, power, communication, and sexuality. It 
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operates as an attempt to work on the internal issues communities acknowledge as obstacles 

in their daily lives. In contrast to the more open character of the jornadas, the “Desenredos” 

events are meant as internal gatherings for people already living in communities. In the spirit 

of autonomy, these gatherings are self-managed. While one community, in collaboration with 

others, organizes a gathering in their locality, all  the participants will join in cooking shifts and 

other tasks that need to be done to keep the event running. The program might be adapted 

during the process, and there is space to introduce different topics. Participants donate money 

to cover the expenses that were made to organize the gathering. 

During the period of my research, there were various events taking place which included the 

involvement of the communities under investigation. In July, there was a “Desenredos” 

gathering, for the first time hosted by a French community, attempting to bring together 

collectives from both France and Spain in a multi-lingual event (translations were made to 

Spanish, French, and the Basque language, Euskara). The event was co-organized by two 

members of C2, who gave me the opportunity to join as a volunteer. The program consisted of 

talks and workshops about topics such as power and hierarchies in communities, a clown 

workshop, and the screening of a documentary about land occupations during the Spanish civil 

war, among other things. In C1, a couple of members were part of an organizing committee of 

a gathering for collectives in Catalonia which took place in September 2016. In the case of C3, 

which is also involved in networks of ecovillages, a member participated in the Iberian 

Ecovillage gathering in August.  

Events such as the jornadas were described by some community members as “a moment to 

see us, share experiences and help out some rural project” (Lino, C1, interview 25/07/2016). 

Sarah explained about the gathering in Catalonia that it was meant to bring communities of the 

area together, to facilitate connections between them, and to discuss big issues that different 

communities have in common: It offers a “space for reflection” (interview, 12/09/2016). The 

“Desenredos” event in France was described as a “space of trust and security” (Bul_2016). The 

objective was, among other things, “to widen the networks, to normalize practices like the 

management of emotions, the listening” (ibid.). In the dossier of the jornadas in 2006 it was 

maintained that these gatherings are important for two reasons:  

First, the creation of real links between us is what allows us to self-manage. 
For us, self-management does not mean to gather money and manage it but 
to create relations that make self-management easier. And second, because 
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resistance and fights become more effective when we are together. 
(Dos_2006) 

Here, it is stressed that the union of different communities is central to achieving the dual goals 

of self-management, and resisting repression. The underlying principles of solidarity and 

mutual aid were echoed in various occasions. “The union makes us strong,” is how Iván 

described the importance of collaboration with other projects (interview, 24/06/2016). On the 

website of C1 it is stated that “when we come together with more people and activate mutual 

aid and collective intelligence, you can do many more things.” (Web_C1)  

Based on the established feeling of “we-ness”, communities demonstrate solidarity with 

others, and join mobilizations for resistance. When the inhabitants of another occupied village, 

La Selba, recently faced a court case and an eviction threat after 7 years of reconstruction work, 

they called on others to unite with them against repressive forces. On flyers shared in social 

networks it was written: “They have property and laws, we have collective power and an 

untamed heart.” (Web_net) A part of their resistance activities was a demonstration at the 

court, where a group of sympathizers from other rural collectives laid out papers with a huge 

squatting sign in front of the building. Solidarity was also expressed from afar: Members of C1, 

in their annual fiesta mayor, put up a big poster in support of La Selba on the dancefloor. Other 

collectives did the same, and in social networks numerous photos were shared: people posed 

with protest signs against the forced depopulation of rehabilitated villages, with slogans like 

“¡La selba se queda!” (“La Selba stays!”) and “¡Pueblos vivos!” (“Living villages!”). The affective 

ties between different communities encompass rural, “rurban” and urban self-managed 

collectives. For example, when the threatened eviction of the urban squat Can Vies in Barcelona 

lead to huge protest riots in 2014 (Bain, 2014), also members of C2, some coming from 

Barcelona themselves, participated in resistance actions. Still today, flags of solidarity for the 

urban squat are hanging in the village of C2.  

In their “everyday life”, connections between communities are mostly maintained on an 

individual level. That is, some inhabitants know people from other communities, retain 

friendships and visit each other from time to time. Occasionally, more group cooperation 

emerges from these relationships: resources or equipment are exchanged or borrowed, and 

people join other communities to help in work activities. One example that demonstrates the 

functioning of informal networks and temporal cooperation between communities is the home 

childbirth that took place in another squatted village close to C2. Inhabitants of C2 repaired 

their 4x4 car and lent it to the other community so that the pregnant woman could be driven 
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to the hospital in the case of an emergency. Moreover, Audrée of C3, a midwife who offers her 

help voluntarily to mothers in other alternative rural villages, came to assist at the birth. 

In C1, the social center is a very important space because the community regularly offers room 

for other collectives, including close-by communities (see 5.3). Lino pointed out: 

If we are characterized by one thing, then by the social center. It’s part of our 
way of making activism by disclosure, by giving voice to other collectives, by 
helping them that they can finance themselves through running the bar, trying 
to generate networks, that the people get to know each other, to connect 
people with other projects… (interview, 25/07/2016) 

One part of the social center is also a so-called “Window on Rural Life”; a corner with 

information about rural re-population and the ruralization of the city. It includes, among other 

things, a directory of re-population projects, as well as practical resources, enabling visitors to 

learn about other communities and draw inspiration for their own projects. C2 and C3 can be 

found in this directory. Apart from the activities in the social center, there are occasional 

interactions with other squats or self-managed communities. These are mostly in Catalonia but 

sometimes extend beyond. For example, there are personal connections to activists of the ZAD 

(zone à défendre), the militant occupations and anarchist communes in France. During my stay, 

a French squatter came to visit C1, and in personal conversations with some of the residents 

shared information, opinions, and updates about the squatting projects (fieldnotes, 

27/07/2016). These personal links to other groups seem to be numerous, each resident 

knowing one or another person from other communities, squats, activist groups, etc.  

In the case of C2, a small network of five other repopulated villages in the geographically close 

area was established, and monthly auzolanes (Basque word for “neighborhood labor”) take 

place: The participating collectives in this local network rotate hosting each other monthly for 

communal work days. Iván referred to a “familiar network” which includes mutual 

collaboration as well as friendships (interview, 24/06/2016). During my stay, there were two 

auzolanes organized in other communities. They were dedicated to specific work tasks, such as 

clearing a piece of land from bushes or repairing a pathway. Only very few people of C2 took 

part—however, I do not know how this situation is in general. Again, connections are mainly 

established through personal links. For example, a French woman living in C2 maintains ties 

with rural communities in France, close to the Spanish border. Apart from involvement in local 

networks, the inhabitants of C2 also helped with projects in Catalonia. Iván explained: 
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Also with the people from Barcelona, they came here for a working day of fire 
wood, later we went there and helped reconstructing [a community] at some 
point. So, it’s also nice that it’s just a day but you already know each other. 
(interview 24/06/2016) 

In C3, like in the other cases, most relations with other alternative villages and rural 

communities are best described as having a sporadic character. In an article in the journal 

Malpais, an inhabitant of C3 explained that these relations 

…are sometimes of interchange, of friendship, sometimes of love. There are 
many, but almost always they are most from person to person. Relations, let’s 
say of structure and structure, of entity and entity, apart from the auzolanes 
or some type of selective interchange, there are not many. (Jour_2014) 

During fieldwork and interviews, inhabitants of C3 mentioned two communities in particular 

that they have the most contact with today: a well-known ecovillage in the South of Portugal, 

from which someone came to help them with their water situation, and an intentional 

community close to Madrid which specializes in dream therapy and interchanges therapies 

with C3. In this case, relationships are principally built between ideologically-similar 

communities rather than with geographically close ones. There are further links to other 

communities established: For example, one of the inhabitants travelled to an event in the 

French commune Longo Mai, and in 2014, 30 people of C3 went on a 21-day journey to visit 

other community projects in the peninsula (Publ_C3).  

Fluctuating relations and limits of cooperation 

Apart from occasional get-togethers, work-exchanges, and displays of solidarity and moral 

support, the connections and networks established between communities are characterized by 

a certain looseness. Since there are no formal organizational infrastructures, the mobilization 

for group activities and gatherings, as well as the publication of bulletins, the writing of blog 

entries, or other network activity, depend on community members willing to dedicate time to 

it. In the introduction to a dossier about a gathering in 2006 it was stated that, since the 2000s, 

“the events started to space out and the participation went down.” (Dos_2016) It was observed 

that between the different projects in the network, “a certain dispersion is developing.” (ibid.) 

The necessity to keep up interactions between communities was stressed. In another gathering 

in 2010, it was discussed whether the collectives constitute a social movement. In an article in 

a bulletin, where this debate was resumed, it was noted that while there is already a “shared 

fight from the distance”, they do not place enough value on “the revolutionary potential” of 

their practices (Bul_2010). The observation was made that, so far, “rural squatting did not 
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transcend to the rest of the world”, with a principal reason being that communities are 

primarily dedicated to their own projects (Bul_2010). It was proposed to become stronger as a 

movement by intensifying internal and external communication, by opening the movement 

through the assistance of new projects, creating a more solid and broader network of mutual 

aid, by participating in events of rural movements, by editing a manual about rural squatting 

to facilitate the start-up process for new groups, and by, eventually, “expanding our fight 

beyond the ghetto” (ibid.). The formation of the Red de colectivos rurales in 2008 was a similar 

response to the observed need to connect and network more, and to “step out of the isolation” 

(Web_net) mentioned above. However, their activity fluctuated as well; their blog was not 

updated for over a year and has only recently resumed on a more regular basis. In the 

meantime, members of C3 thought that the network had ceased to exist, while some people in 

C1 could not even remember being aware of it (although a paper with the website address is 

posted in their social center). 

This irregularity of relations between communities appears to be common. In C1, Lino 

explained that although they participate every year in gatherings, there has been no project 

which mobilized them to do something further, and to strengthen the network: 

So often this happens: There is space for encounter but there is perhaps the 
lack of a strong project […] which unites us, which gives a regularity. And 
sometimes the projects are born and die… (Lino, C1, interview 25/07/2016) 

In the only event I assisted, the “Desenredos” in France, much fewer people participated than 

what the organizers expected. No inhabitants of C1 nor C3 came, although they were invited. 

Not all the participants were actual members of communities (as was intended) but some lived 

in family constellations, while others were simply interested in this lifestyle. In the car drive 

back to Spain, which I shared with three (ex-)members of squatting communities in Catalonia, 

this aspect was critically discussed. They questioned the usefulness of this kind of gathering 

when most of the participants do not have experience living in such a community themselves. 

It seemed, in this case, that the original aim of the event (to reflect on internal community 

issues) had dissolved. Moreover, one of them expressed that often in these events they “talk a 

lot”, and little is actually done to develop opportunities for further collaboration (fieldnotes, 

27/06/2016). 

Cooperation between communities can be complicated by the diversity and heterogeneity of 

the different collectives within the networks, since they all develop their own approaches, 
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ideals, and organizational methods. A lot of times when I talked with my informants about 

other communities they know, inhabitants stated their personal opinions, and how they see 

themselves in comparison to them. Apart from pointing out positive aspects, often a critical 

assessment was also made. Then it was expressed that specific other groups are, for example, 

less organized, chaotic, having a bad atmosphere, are unstable, charging too much money for 

events, or are not as communal. In doing so, the communities also marked their difference 

from others. This can make it difficult to collaborate at times, and can also lead to conflicts. In 

the case of C2, the community that squatted in a nearby village was sometimes made fun of 

for being unorganized and “hippie”, and for not taking life in the rural seriously. For example, 

members of C2 criticized that people of the other community planned an auzolan even though 

it was not their turn to do so, and they find fault with the fact that nobody except one member 

lives there permanently, while all others leave during winter. This runs counter to their vision 

of repopulating the rural and committing to this lifestyle. I once accompanied an inhabitant of 

C2, Rafael, to this other community; we brought a basket of fruits and vegetables for a woman 

who had just given birth. The visit was short. After delivering the basket, we sat in the 

communal kitchen, and Rafael mentioned in front of the inhabitants that he wondered if 

“things would change now” that they have a new-born child in the community, which would 

require more responsibility. One of the inhabitants reacted offended, asking him: “What do 

you mean? That we have an organization like in [C2]?” Later, back to C2, Rafael would often 

cite this tense conversation with a mocking tone (fieldnotes, 21/06/2016). This demonstrates 

how boundary work in the process of identity construction also takes place between different 

challenger groups within a movement (Gamson, 1997). In this case, members of C2 drew clear 

boundaries to this other group, and defined themselves as different from them; as responsible, 

more organized, and really committed to a rural lifestyle.  

The difficulty to coordinate collaboration between different autonomous projects became 

apparent in other situations. When asked about the local network of communities, another 

inhabitant of C2, Diego, replied that things could be better organized. He opined that it would 

make sense to exchange some products; for example, since they produce a lot of potatoes and 

garlic in C2, it would be helpful if others cultivated other things. However, he stated, it is hard 

to tell the others, since they have their own projects and priorities (fieldnotes, 21/06/2016). 

Also, auzolanes are at times hard to organize when people give short-notice announcements 

and do not inform everybody in detail about what they want to do, as was the case when I 

stayed in C2. Likewise, in C3, inhabitants talked about “difficulties” in the relations with other 
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alternative villages nearby (Inés, C3, interview 18/08/2016). While in the past they also 

organized auzolanes within a local network of other alternative villages, they decided to quit 

them and do not come together anymore for communal work days. Audrée explained this 

decision: 

And now for example we stopped doing the auzolanes for a while because 
there are many differences in the way of organizing the life—every village is a 
whole world. So, there has been a bit of shock, of difficulty, and for now we 
stopped it. […] Because it also surpassed us and we didn’t get there and they 
have very different structures […] It was a bit tough for us […] (interview 
18/08/2016) 

Another reason for only limited collaboration is that community members are often more 

focused on managing life in their own communities instead of dedicating time to outward 

relations, as already mentioned above. Inés explained the cancelation of auzolanes with the 

statement that they “want to be more present here”, in their own community (interview, 

18/08/2016). Diego of C2 said that “in the end you are focused on your group”, and it is hard 

to organize more (fieldnotes, 21/06/2016). Several inhabitants of C2 referred to an ex-member 

of the community who was more involved in networking and maintaining outward 

relationships. However, since his departure, nobody had taken on his “work”. Once more this 

hints at the difficulty of establishing stable relationships between autonomous groups when 

these relationships mostly depend on individuals and informal links. Furthermore, a factor 

which impedes more practical interchange and collaboration between communities is the 

physical distance between each other. A participant of the “Desenredos” event, for instance, 

stated that he cannot collaborate effectively with communities further away than ten 

kilometers: He expressed that it is often too much effort to reach a place that far away, when 

the practical help he is offering is so little (fieldnotes, 27/06/2016). These factors make long 

term relations between communities hard to achieve. 

Despite these difficulties, there are still efforts made to improve collaboration and broaden 

networks. In the summer of 2017, the “Desenredos” event will again take place in France, which 

hints at further aspirations to network beyond the Spanish border with communities from the 

neighboring country. Furthermore, as mentioned above, C1 was involved in organizing a 

gathering for Catalonian collectives in September 2016, seeking for further connections with 

other projects in the region. While in the past only sporadic interactions took place, Lino 

asserted that now they are also aspiring to more regular relationships with other communities 

close by: 
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Now, for example, with the projects from Catalonia we do like to be closer. 
We would like to see each other, interchange experiences, and as we are near 
it’s easier to meet, and to have a bit more continuity if we want to organize 
some debates, if we want to generate some type of material, if we want to 
implement some form of change in our collectives. (interview 25/07/2016) 

Further developments have yet to take place. Since it was the first gathering of this kind, it set 

the objective as “getting to know each other”, members of C1 told me. Sarah, one of the main 

organizers, reflected that for the network to play a long-term role, more visions and initiatives 

are needed. She said that when evaluating the meeting, she noticed that people were “feeling 

the lack of” concrete ideas of how those relationships could be useful to the communities 

(Sarah, C1, interview 12/09/2016). 

Questions arise, then, about how to achieve better collaboration between autonomous 

communities. It has been shown that there is a collective identity and solidarity which unites a 

wide range of collectives: feeling connected and part of “something wider”, exchanging 

experiences, and drawing on mutual aid are considered very important. On a practical level, 

however, long-term collaboration within these loose and informal networks seems to be hard 

to achieve. This can be connected to the strong feeling of autonomy within each group, and 

the overall heterogeneity of participants in this wider movement, while there is no “institution” 

that provides stability. With their strong local approaches, each of them has a distinctive flavor 

and the communities’ focus is, by default, directed to internal work and processes, rather than 

seeking to cooperate more with others.  

Going beyond: Activism and connections to other social movements and wider networks 

When exploring the squatting communities’ relationships with like-minded groups, it seems to 

be interesting to also investigate what connections there are to other movements, networks, 

and actors, including activism outside of the realm of communal life. A comprehensive 

overview of connections and implications, however, seems to be impossible within the scope 

of this thesis. As Martínez (2007: 381) demonstrated for the broader European squatters’ 

movement, there is a huge complexity of transversal networks with other movements. 

Throughout the thesis it has already been shown that cross references can be made, for 

example, to the alter-globalization movements, or other rural resistance movements. As real 

links are often maintained individually by community members and shift over time (just like 

movement cycles themselves), I will only present some examples and discuss tendencies I 

observed during fieldwork. 
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C1, in particular, depicts itself as a crossroad of social movements, playing “a key role within 

the social movements of Barcelona,” as Lino evaluated (interview, 25/07/2016). From the 

outset, C1 was an activist hub: The first people who squatted the place were climate activists 

who were looking for a location to host an international gathering against climate change in 

2002. The gathering was co-organized with “Rising Tide”, a grassroots international network 

which promotes local, community-based solutions to the climate crisis. Throughout the 

community’s history, residents participated in a range of social movements and protests. On 

their website, they stress their participation in the anti-globalization and anti-capitalist 

movement, in the struggle for food sovereignty, in the defense of urban and rural areas, against 

genetic modification and climate change, as well as their involvement in mobilizations of the 

Spanish “idignados’ movement” such as the 15M (Web_C1). When in May 2011 the Plaça 

Catalunya in Barcelona was occupied by huge crowds of people in anti-government protests 

(Corsín Jiménez & Estalella, 2011), some members of C1 were in the middle of the action. 

Picture galleries on the community’s website show photos of a range of demonstrations they 

participated in, as well as a long list of supporting organizations that illustrates their 

connections with local, national, and international actors, including the Via Campesina 

internacional or the World Watch Institute. On their website, it is further stated that they form 

part of various networks which emerged from the 15M protests and its predecessors: 

We form part of the diffuse network of producers, elaborators and activists in 
the agroecological field, especially on the level of Catalonia, but with links to 
the whole peninsula. The same can be said about squatted social centers in 
the city of Barcelona. On the other hand, we participate in the alliance of food 
sovereignty and, especially, in the spaces of coordination of our district, Nou 
Barris, as well as our mountain, Collserola. (Web_C1) 

The community is involved in local networks that fight for the preservation of the ecosystem 

of the natural park they are located in. A main place of connection, as already pointed out 

earlier, is the social center: a meeting space for various social activists, including a bar clustered 

with posters of protest calls and information about other autonomous spaces and projects. 

Further, on their Facebook page they regularly post information about demonstrations and 

local struggles in a variety of fields, calling for solidarity. 

However, the residents’ involvement in activism and networks was much higher in earlier 

years, and seems to play a smaller role today. Several members stated that their participation 

in social movements dropped throughout the years because social movements were 

decreasing generally in Barcelona (such as the mobilizations of the alter-globalization 
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movement), and because residents were focusing on their own individual lives and projects 

within the community. In the past few years, residents of C1 were mostly involved in the 

grassroots organization Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca (Platform for People Affected 

by Mortgages), and today, most support is given to the citizen’s organization Barcelona en 

comú (see also 5.2). Political work and activism is left up to the individual, and there is no 

political involvement at the group level. Moreover, some residents stated that today they see 

their form of “activism” on a more personal and private level, e.g. in the ecological up-bringing 

of children. While in the past, C1 seemed to identify itself much more as an activist community, 

it is now more focused on families and other personal projects. This overall development thus 

resonates with the community’s shifting focus already pointed out in the previous chapters. 

Still, C1 can be considered as a highly networked place which retains connections to many 

different other groups, individual actors, and networks—although with less intensity than in 

earlier years of its existence. 

In the case of C2, my data is very limited. In contrast to C1, this community did not start as an 

explicit activist group (although some members considered themselves activists before). 

Neither did I hear from any of the members about their current active participation in 

movements or networks apart from squatting networks. In any case, involvement happens on 

an individual level, as Iván stated, while as a group they try to give some selective support: 

(...) it’s more on a personal level, you know, people who come from political 
movements, from political actions and things like that. And there are people 
who are more about the concrete. We do have an awareness of the situation 
outside, and we try to help out. Sometimes we give donations or material help 
or things like that to specific movements. Those that are more concrete and 
related, or close to us, I think. Not long ago, a girl went to help refugees and 
we helped her with some money and whatever we could do. (interview, 
24/06/2016) 

In C3, the original group of people who came to occupy the village was partially comprised of 

activists. In a publication celebrating 35 years of the community’s existence it was pointed out 

that: 

An important part of our group was already a group of action before we 
arrived in the village. We worked a lot to eliminate the military service until 
we succeeded. Later we came here. And we have been present in other 
confrontations against the system. (Publ_C3) 

Two pages of the publication were dedicated to a “political reflection” of the community, 

showing community members participating in local protests. The most important activist 
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involvement in the communities’ history was a protest of an artificial lake’s construction in the 

area. Since plans for the construction were announced in 1983, members of the community 

continuously organized demonstrations in the surrounding areas, and in 1994 they got more 

active with a larger number of people and the creation of support groups (Publ_C3). Inés 

remembered that the fight against the lake “went on for many years and was very intense” 

(interview, 18/08/2016). Their activism comprised confrontations with authorities and a lot of 

resistance action, and it can be considered as the most subversive activism they were involved 

in. People were close to going to prison and receiving fines. The protests did not prevent the 

eventual construction of the lake, which resulted in the destruction of seven villages, gardens, 

and protected areas. The community viewed this development as an example of administrative 

imposition, manipulation of information, and the abuse of power (Publ_C3). While further 

connections developed with other networks, they mostly took place at a personal rather than 

at a group level and political agitation and mobilizations like in the case of the artificial lake did 

not reoccur. Today, as Ricardo explained, they are more focused “on our own project,” as well 

as on individual and personal matters (fieldnotes, 14/08/2016). 

To summarize, the three communities started with different aspirations concerning their 

activism and involvement in movements, participating in different networks. Over the years, 

this activist involvement generally decreased: Today, the focus is clearly on the inhabitants’ 

community and personal life.  
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PART III: CONCLUSIONS AND OUTLOOK 

 

 

6. Summary and discussion of results 

In this thesis, I have explored the complex relations that exist between “rurban” and rural 

squatting communities and “the outside world”; the wider society. Understanding that this 

“outside world” is not something that exists separately from the communities, I investigated 

how their endeavors to build alternatives are negotiated within the context of the society they 

are embedded in. To guide the investigation, I examined four dimensions: (1) their general 

relations to “mainstream society”, (2) their interactions with the surrounding regions and cities, 

(3) their outreach activities, and (4) their network activities with other communities, groups, or 

movements. To some degree, these dimensions overlap (e.g. the surrounding areas and cities 

can also be considered part of “mainstream society”, and networks with other communities 

are formed in the surrounding areas), therefore they must not be understood as closed entities. 

Rather, this structure allowed me to separately approach different aspects of their relations to 

the exterior. As a theoretical framework, I engaged with social movement theory and collective 

identity. I hoped to understand more about how the communities position themselves in the 

larger society, how they interact with it, their motivations to reach out, and how they 

interconnect in wider networks of communities and movements. In this last section, I will 

discuss the conclusions gained from each dimension, and will also put them in context with 

case studies of other intentional communities.  

By investigating the communities’ relations with “the outside world”, it was important to 

explore how a collective identity is constantly developed in a negotiation with it: How do the 

communities perceive themselves in relation to the wider society? Throughout the thesis I 

illustrated how a sense of belonging is established, and how boundaries are created. The 

communities identify themselves with shared values and practices which developed out of 

opposition to mainstream paradigms, and are rooted in the rural—or “rurban”—approach to 

building alternatives to the capitalist city. Communal living, self-management, autonomy, 

agroecology, horizontality, mutual help, and collectivization are important markers in this 

regard, and are intended to break with individualism, consumerism, hierarchical structures, 
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competition, and the destruction of nature in modern society. As Schehr (1997) argued, 

intentional communities can be considered a social movement which seeks changes on the 

level of everyday life: They reshape a social space for the reconstruction of identity and 

community autonomy. Living in a community, inhabitants expressed that they feel freer and 

more in control of their lives. Yet, to describe their endeavors as only oppositional to the 

mainstream and their identities as pure resistance identities would fall too short and neglect 

the number of entanglements that take place, which reveal both the struggles to overcome 

dominant norms as well as the interdependencies with the “world outside”. My findings show 

that the relations of squatting communities with larger society indeed are—parallel to what 

research about ecovillages suggested—dynamic and interactive: while they seek to create 

alternatives, they are embedded within the dominant society which shapes the collective 

identity construction process—while similarly, squatting communities try to reshape laws and 

ideologies of mainstream culture (Ergas 2010). The communities cannot be considered to be 

outside of the mainstream (Dawson, 2013). 

In this thesis, I chose to compare three communities, from which one is located on the margins 

of Barcelona (C1), while the other two are situated more remotely in small villages in the 

countryside (C2, C3). As expected, the relations and interactions with the exterior differ 

between these cases, both regarding the self-perceptions and ambitions of the communities, 

as well as when it comes to their reception from the outside, and the opportunities and 

constraints they face. From the outset, C1 was founded with an activist “network approach”, 

seeking collaboration with neighbors and involvement in social movements. The community 

was concerned with explicitly presenting itself as different from the urban squatting 

stereotypes often depicted by the media. They gained a reputation by demonstrating their 

ambitions to really contribute to, and improve the neighborhood, by also trying to include the 

locals by installing a social center and community gardens. They established themselves as a 

“rurban” community, stressing their “in-between-ness”: while identifying with elements of a 

rural lifestyle such as agroecology and a close connection to the land, they are also “plugged” 

into the city, visible in their daily activities as well as in their feeling of belonging to urban 

movements. Therefore, they see themselves as a connection point between the rural and the 

urban, and as a fusion of the two elements. This fusion has allowed them to develop their own, 

unique identity by combining aspects of both. In contrast to C2 and C3, C1 does not focus on 

being self-sufficient. Here, members also cover their needs outside of the community, with 
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many having jobs in the city. Autonomy is viewed as being able to make their own decisions, 

and not necessarily producing everything by themselves. 

C2 and C3 are much less related to their surrounding areas, and more focused on achieving 

self-sufficiency within the community. Their lifestyle is more rooted in the rural, and everyday 

activities involve the farming of animals and working the land much more than in C1. In these 

cases, it seemed more difficult to establish connections to the surrounding villages—often they 

had to struggle with prejudices of being “hippies” and the wary stance of neighbors towards 

the “neorurals”, as informants told me. However, it is important to stress that relations to locals 

are not one-dimensional, and the communities do have meaningful relationships with some of 

their neighbors which, however, could not be fully explored throughout my fieldwork. In C3 

particularly, there are important economic ties established with the surrounding region 

because the community sells their home-made organic bread to shops and cooperatives in 

Pamplona, the closest town. Community members consider themselves pioneers of ecological 

products in the region, and seem to have gained a reputation for that. Furthermore, inhabitants 

of both C2 and C3 worked for villagers nearby (e.g. doing construction work) which helped 

them to gain more acceptance. While it was voiced by some of them (especially in C3) that they 

would appreciate more exchanges with the surrounding villages, it has still only been realized 

to a limited degree.  

Meijering et al. (2007: 49) stated that intentional communities located in (sub)urban areas 

remain most integrated in mainstream society: “They continue their use of urban space, 

illustrating the pragmatic approach that many intentional communities employ towards their 

withdrawal from the mainstream.” In contrast, rural communities appear to be accompanied 

by the wish to decline participation in society and focus inwards on the restricted area of the 

community (ibid.). These trends can be confirmed with my case studies. It also became 

apparent that the “rurban” community faces different constraints but also different 

opportunities. Since C1 is much more visible and exposed to the urban society, squatting 

private land, the residents also had to deal with more aggressive forms of repression by state 

agents in their first years, including an eviction attempt. In this case, it was very important to 

gain the neighbors’ tolerance and support to sustain the place and resist further repression. At 

the same time, the “rurban” location also enables the community to fulfil many of its goals in 

terms of living with little money, leading a sustainable example, and being involved in urban 

movements. They can recycle in the city and easily get resources they don’t produce 
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themselves, they can use bikes and public transport to get around, they attract a lot of visitors 

so they can diffuse their visions (and also generate income), and they can build up a wide 

network of supporters and allies within the city and beyond. As Cattaneo (2013) pointed out, 

rural squats, on the other hand, achieve a higher degree of autonomy from the system of man-

made products. With regards to opportunities, C2 and C3 can draw on a large amount of land 

and natural resources, and due to their spatial remoteness, control from the outside through 

authorities seems to be somewhat smaller (but still takes place). However, achieving autonomy 

and self-sufficiency requires a lot of hard work, and was perceived as very demanding and 

stressful by community members, especially in the first years when the villages were still in 

ruins. Moreover, other factors limit their ability to become fully self-sufficient, such as a harsh 

climate. In the cases of C2 and C3, the geographical distance, combined with the demanding 

lifestyle connected to the communities’ endeavors for self-sufficiency, hardly leaves room to 

actively engage in more connections with their surroundings or nearby cities, apart from the 

economic interactions mentioned above. 

Furthermore, I pointed out how the communities recognize themselves through a reflexive 

understanding of their environment, and an awareness of the opportunities and constraints 

they face (Melucci, 1995: 47). Being subject to the threat of eviction or fines for illegal 

endeavors, the communities seize any political opportunities they can avail of to gain more 

security and rights. Stressing the positive impact for their surroundings (e.g. through the 

renovation and repopulation of abandoned villages and houses, reforestation, or running a 

social center), they enter negotiations with local authorities in which they try to receive some 

sort of tolerance and recognition—while trying to maintain their autonomy. To do this, some 

of them also collaborate with left-wing politicians who are in their favor, or they make use of 

mainstream media who will report about their case. Nonetheless, legal constraints continue to 

play a role, as recent cases of repression, including high fines and evictions threats towards 

rural squatters show. 

Here also the contrasting characteristics of squatting communities and non-squatting 

intentional communities become apparent. On the one hand, the mentioned legal constraints 

and the potential repression of squatting constitute an increased threat for the existence and 

the success of the communities. On the other hand, squatting also provides opportunities, and 

obtaining land in this way relieves them from the need to buy or rent land. In the case of a US-

American urban ecovillage studied by Ergas (2010), residents perceived constraints in having 
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to pay a mortgage for the land: therefore, they had to take more formal jobs to earn money, 

and consequently they could dedicate less time to the community. Moreover, Kasper (2008: 

21) pointed out that often the high costs of joining an existing community can be prohibitive in 

terms of attracting new members and working towards expansion, as well as socioeconomic 

and ethnic diversity. In the cases of the squatting communities, a relatively low-cost life is 

possible. As Cattaneo (2013: 147) pointed out, “squatters adopt several time-viable non-money 

alternatives”, especially in terms of housing, and are therefore more “free from barriers to exit 

from the labour market”. Still, in C1 and C2 community members do have to take jobs outside 

of the community to earn some money, although they usually work much less hours than the 

average population. Furthermore, in squatting communities, economic landowner-renter 

hierarchies within the community, which were often reported on in other ICs as interfering 

with the vision of horizontality (e.g. Ergas 2010), are eliminated, as there is no landowner. 

However, this does not imply that hierarchies are, per se, not present in squatting communities. 

In the case of C3, for example, there were some occasions when founding members of the 

community, or those that have resided there for a longer time, have more say than newer 

members. Other power struggles and invisible hierarchies certainly do play a role in squatting 

communities, as they were addressed throughout my fieldwork, and were explored by Ramírez 

(2013). A closer analysis of these dynamics was, however, out of the scope of this thesis. 

While squatting brings opportunities to build autonomous spaces, it does not imply that the 

communities are outside of, or less influenced by, the dominant society. In all cases, the 

communities still participate in larger economic structures. They use resources and services 

from nearby towns and cities, they all still rely on money, and are therefore also economically 

dependent on “the world outside”. For the communities’ survival, income is generated by the 

inhabitants through jobs outside of the community (C1 and C2), by selling products, running a 

social center, or offering educational courses to paying guests. To differing degrees, they are 

all still dependent on the capitalist market and this is something they have in common with 

most ICs. As Dawson (2006: 56) argued, even ecovillages that appear to be little “success 

stories” with striving local economies are “inextricably tied into the wider and destructive 

global economy that surrounds them”, and depend on a culture of consumerism. Furthermore, 

the communities are inevitably shaped by underlying dominant ideologies. While they present 

themselves as alternatives and examples to live differently, most of their inhabitants also 

demonstrated a high awareness of their own shortcomings, contradictions, and 

inconsistencies. Many reflected on how difficult it is to overcome the internalized values and 
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patterns they grew up with. Community members reported that, at times, they “fall back” into 

consumer patterns, share less, show individualist behavior, or find it hard to come to terms 

with power struggles, as mentioned above. Being aware of their own “imperfections”, 

community members also stressed the experimental and processual character of their 

communities, while they reject dogmatism. Similar sentiments were also observed in other 

studies, for example in the case of ecovillagers who declared that they are not ecologically 

perfect yet. Kasper (2008: 20) pointed out: “Common among ecovillagers is the recognition 

that an ecovillage is a process, and not a finished product.” In the squatting communities, it 

was common to talk about “places of learning” (aprendizaje), which underlines the members’ 

ambition to develop (personally and as a group) but also implies the possibility to fail, and to 

keep exploring how to do it better. The cases of the squatting communities demonstrate that 

the efforts of becoming autonomous and the somewhat revolutionary ambition to build 

something new within the system, necessarily come along with a range of problems. Holloway, 

in his work Crack Capitalism (2010), referred to different forces of social cohesion in capitalist 

society which confront any form of anti-capitalist rebellion: The state (who sets limitations by 

law), our own personal “failings” (as we reproduce internalized social relations), and value (the 

power of the market and money). These forces, which were also observed in the squatting 

communities, make cracks in capitalism riddled by contradictions: “Our cracks are not pure 

cracks, our dignities are not pure dignities. We try to break with capitalist society, but our break 

still bears its birthmarks.”  

It is important to stress the dynamic character of ICs, and to acknowledge that they are in 

constant transformation. Of course, over time, society also changes and so too do the 

opportunities or constraints for ICs. There seems to be evidence, consistent with Meijering et 

al.’s findings (Meijering 2006; Meijering, van Hoven, & Huigen, 2007), that ICs are becoming 

more “mainstream” over time. On the one hand, the communities’ liminal status decreased as 

mainstream society becomes more open for the lifestyle practiced by communities and is more 

interested in original counter-cultural values and practices such as ecology: ICs, like squatting 

communities, are thus more accepted. This can be confirmed with the high number of visitors 

C1 and C3 attract, and the sympathetic media coverage they generally seem to receive 

(however, a profound analysis of this was out of the scope of this thesis). 

At the same time, Meijering (2006: 91) recognized that communities also become “more 

accepted through a certain degree of conformity by the community members.” In her case 
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studies on environmental communities, she found out that the process of adaptation mainly 

takes place through the individualization of inhabitants, e.g. by privatizing space. In the 

intentional community De Hobbistee in the Netherlands, Meijering et al. (2007: 364) observed 

how the community over time acquired more tolerance and acceptance due to internal 

transformations and the inhabitants’ willingness to merge more into the local context (sending 

children to the local school), and by being less deviant in their lifestyle choices (more families 

living there and the abandonment of drug use). The community’s “rurality” thus became more 

mainstream and clashed less with that of the locals. There were indications of similar 

tendencies in the squatting communities. In some respects, the communities became more 

pragmatic and less utopian in their endeavors. My informants reported that shifts took place 

with the birth of children, which led to the formation of family units and more private spaces. 

Moreover, the focus shifted to more personal projects of the inhabitants, as it was especially 

noticeable in C1. A further common tendency was that community members’ activism in the 

exterior decreased. Therefore, in some regards the communities moved away from the 

counter-cultural character of their earlier years. 

It is a shared goal of the communities to show also to “the outside world” that there is the 

possibility of an alternative way of living. It is an aspiration of the “movement” to expand, and 

to inspire and encourage others to build up similar projects. While there are different outreach 

strategies of the communities, most efforts comprise of welcoming visitors and providing an 

insight to their lifestyles. C1 offers a lot of interaction with the exterior, most significantly 

through a social center in which they organize a wide range of activities (also in cooperation 

with other groups and collectives), tours around the house, communal work days in the garden, 

and the possibility to stay up to two weeks as a guest. Also in C2 and C3 visitors are received, 

either as volunteers, guests, or workshop participants (mostly in C3). Apart from the possibility 

to spread their ideas, the communities’ outreach activity is often also tied to economic factors, 

as mentioned above. It is also a way for the community members to socialize with people 

outside of the community. On the other hand, establishing the community as an open place 

and receiving visitors also leads to challenges for community life: There are tensions between 

wanting to be an example vs. the wish of community members to just live their lives. This was 

also observed in other cases, such as ecovillages (Kasper, 2008). The communities developed 

strategies to deal with the flux of visitors by limiting the number of guests, declaring private 

areas and specific visitor’s periods, among other things. The demanding daily tasks in rural 

communities (especially in C2 and C3), as well as the mentioned shifts of communities towards 
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individualization and a growing focus on private issues, also influences the ambitions to 

dedicate time for outward directed activities. It seemed that in general self-management and 

community/personal life have a higher priority than managing outreach endeavors. 

The members of the squatting communities expressed a sense of belonging to wider informal 

networks, or a “movement”, of rural and “rurban” collectives and communities. A collective 

identity based on their shared practices, values, and aspirations for social change, connected 

to a close relation with the land, create recognition between each other. This “movement of 

rural squatting and repopulation”, as it was called on the blog of the Red de colectivos rurales, 

might be best understood in the light of contemporary autonomous movements: being 

organized in horizontal networks, underscored by principles of self-organization, autonomy of 

the actors, and diversity (Flesher Fominaya, 2014). Community members felt most connected 

to other groups on an ideological level, while practical interactions have a rather sporadic 

character and are mostly played out through the relationships between individual inhabitants 

of different communities. Self-managed gatherings (on a regional, national, or bi-national level) 

serve to bring different communities and collectives together, provide spaces to reflect on 

common issues, and are sometimes open to other people interested in this lifestyle. Besides 

the gatherings, modes of intra-network communication are irregularly published bulletins, 

dossiers, or blog entries. The principles of mutual help and solidarity are realized in occasional 

communal work days, by showing support and resistance (e.g. during eviction attempts of 

other rural squats), or by borrowing material, among other things. It has also been shown that 

networks are subject to fluctuations, and some of them only have a short life span. Often, the 

maintenance of connections, the organization of gatherings or communal workdays, as well as 

the publication of bulletins or other movement activities depend on the commitment of a 

community and the dedication of individuals, and continuity is not guaranteed. Moreover, the 

heterogeneity of the communities and the strong local focus on their own autonomy can lead 

to barriers for collaboration. Here it has become apparent that boundary work also takes place 

between communities, i.e. different challenger groups within a movement (Gamson, 1997). 

Each community marks their difference from others (e.g. in their form of organization), and 

find collaboration at times difficult. While communities do say that they aspire to broaden their 

network and refer to advantages of being more connected, often an internal focus on self-

management is prioritized. However, there is also evidence that in the future there might be 

more connections established, e.g. by the formation of a new network in Catalonia in the case 
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of C1, and by resuming the network activity of the Red de colectivos rurales. Here, there are 

noticeable expanding relations with French communities. 

To conclude, a focus on the relations with “the world outside” shows that the internal life of 

communities is in many ways related to larger society, and that in this relation collective 

identities, goals, values, and practices are constantly negotiated. Both voluntarily and 

involuntarily communities enter relationships with the outside—with authorities, neighbors, 

visitors, like-minded groups and people, the wider economy, etc. For the communities 

themselves, outside connections are important in many ways: Among other things, to gain 

social legitimacy as a squat, to build up a network of support to resist the threat of repression, 

to inform other people about alternative lifestyles and to thereby broaden the movement, for 

economic reasons, and to satisfy needs of community members that cannot be covered within 

the communities. As it has been shown, the goal of autonomy and of building an alternative to 

capitalism is negotiated within the opportunities and constraints of the dominant society. The 

relations between squatting communities and society are complex and transform over time.  

 

7. Limitations of the study and recommendations for further research 

The main limitation of this study is the small amount of data I could use for this analysis. My 

field research was carried out spending only a few weeks in each community: Undoubtedly, 

this is not enough time to grasp the complexity of each of these groups. Also, I conducted only 

a few interviews with inhabitants, which further limited me in providing an in-depth analysis. 

Furthermore, I focused my study on specific dimensions of outward relationships. This 

inventory of relations is most probably not exhausted by these dimensions, and could be 

continued in other realms, such as concrete economic relations, or the myriad individual 

contacts with the exterior in areas of education, work, friendship, families. However, this was 

out of the scope of my analysis. 

To further explore relationships with “the world outside”, it might be useful to work with 

network analysis. This could help to understand better what kind of relationships community 

members have with people in their surrounding areas and cities. It could also be used to trace 

the connections between communities, and the development of the movement. Moreover, 

long-term studies would be a valuable contribution for analyzing changing relationships 

between the communities and wider society throughout a longer period. This would include 
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understanding how the communities were established initially, how they consolidated 

themselves in their surroundings, and how opportunities and constraints changed and affected 

them. 

A question resulting from the exploration of outwards relations of the communities, is in how 

far they can have an impact on larger society. As Pickerill & Chatterton (2006: 738) pointed out, 

“[a]utonomous projects face the accusation that, even if they do improve participants’ quality 

of living, they fail to have a transformative impact on the broader locality and even less on the 

global capitalist system (DeFilippis, 2004).” Although community members often stated that 

they believe to inspire visitors, even some of the them doubted in how far they have a 

meaningful social impact further beyond. Eduardo, inhabitant of C3, for example expressed 

that he is missing a “more global vision” of the community. He believed that although a high 

number of people pass through every year, they do not have much impact outside of the 

community (fieldnotes, 15/08/2016). Some also referred to their flaws in this regard, pointing 

out that in many aspects they cannot really serve as an example (yet), or that their model of 

living is not applicable to other contexts such as urban environments. 

It was out of the scope of this thesis to evaluate how successful the communities’ outreach 

endeavors are in terms of inspiring social change beyond their own doors. Debates about the 

impact of ICs on a broader scale are not new; a primary example of this is the dispute about 

the significance of the ecovillage movement (Fotopoulos, 2000; Trainer, 2002). Yet, solid 

research in this regard is missing. The outcome of social movements, a field that, in general, 

has received much less attention than the emergence and mobilization of movements, has to 

be more thoroughly explored. There seems to be the need to find ways to “measure” the 

outreach and impact of ICs. Some efforts have been made already, e.g. through the 

development of a framework for assessing the transformative impact of ecovillages (Albrecht, 

2016). The application of this kind of frameworks to squatting communities and a range of 

other ICs could help to understand better how far communal experience impacts larger society. 

This implies a change of perspective that was not fully covered throughout this thesis: How 

does the “outside world” relate to squatting communities? 
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Appendix 

Overview of collected data 

Participant observation 

C1 

 

C2 C3 Community 

gathering 

Fieldnotes about 2 

weeks stay as a guest 

and volunteer (July 

2016) + 33 day visits 

(February-September 

2016, February 2017) 

Fieldnotes about 3 

weeks stay as a guest 

and volunteer (June 

2016) 

Fieldnotes about 2 

weeks stay as a 

volunteer during a 

workcamp on roof 

construction (August 

2016) 

Fieldnotes about 1 

week participation as 

a volunteer in a 

communities’ 

gathering (July 2016) 

Recorded interviews (all names changed) 

C1 C2 C3 

Lino (m, 38), 25/07/2016, 

duration: 1:00 h 

 

Group interview with 5 

members (2 m, 3 w), 

12/06/2016, duration: 1:00 h 

Inés (w, 34), 18/08/2016, 

duration: 0:47h 

Tom (m, 44), 29/07/2016, 

duration: 2:00 h 

Iván (m, 34), 24/06/2016, 

duration: 1:17 h 

Audrée (w, 53), 18/8/2016, 

duration: 1h 

Sarah (w, 37) 12/09/2016, 

duration: 1:18 h 

Marco (m, >30), 16/06/2016, 

duration: ~2:00 h 

 

Documents 

Acronym Name/Type Year Content  

Web_C1 Website of C1 (accessed 

Oct 

2016) 

“Who we are”, manifesto, FAQ, visitor’s 

information, supporting organizations 

Web_C2 Website of C2 (accessed 

Oct 

2016) 

Project description, about economy, life 

in the community, visitor’s information 

Web_C3 Website of C3 (accessed 

Feb 

2017) 

“About us”, visitor’s information, 

activities, description of projects 

Publ_C3 Anniversary 

publication by C3 

2015 Review of 35 years of community life in 

C3 

Web_C3b Project description of 

C3 in the Iberian 

Ecovillage Network 

(RIE) 

(accessed 

Oct 

2016) 

Self-description, about community life 

Web_Net Blog of the network 

Red de Colectivos 

Rurales 

2012-

2015 

Description of network, list of collectives, 

information about gatherings, common 



108 
 

(accessed 

Mar 

2017) 

objectives, political projection, micro 

manifesto of the movement, contact 

Bul_2010, 

Bul_2012, 

Bul_2013, 

Bul_2016 

Boletín de agitación 

rural, collectively 

published fanzine (4 

issues) 

2010, 

2012, 

2013, 

2016 

Articles about rural squatting and 

repopulation, different collectives, 

community life, review of events, etc. 

Dos_2006 Dossier of “Jornadas 

de okupación y 

preocupación rural” 

2006 Summary of a gathering of rural 

collectives 

Jour_2014 Magazine Malpais, 

“Fanzine de crítica 

lugareña” 

2014 Interviews with different alternative 

villages in Navarra, among them C3 

Man_2015 “Manual básico de 

súpervivencia en 

comunidad” 

2015 Manual about living in community, 

published and distributed within the 

network of rural collectives 

Vid_C1 Video “Paths through 

Utopia” 

2011 Feature film about different collective 

projects in Europe, including a portrait of 

C1 

Vid_C2 Video “La vida en el 

campo me mata”, 

made by C2  

2011 Self-presentation about life in C2: self-

management and living in the 

countryside 

Vid_Gat1 Video “Jornadas 

Okupación Rural” 

2014 Video about a gathering 

Vid_Gat2 Video “Trobada Red...” 2013 Video about a gathering 

CD_C2 CD ? Music and artwork produced in C2 

 Several newspaper and 

online articles about 

C1, C2, and C3 

2001-

2016 

Media representations of the 

communities (e.g. about life in 

community, resistance, protests, etc.) 

Link 5 (see 

references) 

Online-Series Libres 2013 Fictional series about rural squatting in 

the Pre-Pyrenees 
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Original quotes 

5.1 Relations to mainstream society 

En las ciudades, las personas no sonríen, están nerviosas, preocupadas, el asfalto las absorbe y 
las ahoga poco a poco y se pierden junto con sus posesiones en un mundo materialista. Sin 
embargo es posible vivir diferente. Akí vivimos en pueblos okupados, más cerca de la tierra, las 
personas colaboramos entre nosotras, no tenemos una jerarquía, construimos una sociedad 
igualitaria y aunque no es todo paz y armonía, intentamos recuperar otros valores y 
desconectar en la medida de lo posible del consumismo. (Bul_2010)  

Soy de la ciudad, viví desde pequeño en la ciudad. Y estaba a mi alrededor, lo que significa el 
trabajo estable, asalariado, fijo, rutinario de lunes a viernes y lo que queda después del día a 
día. Osea, no veía en la ciudad un sentido, ni sentido ni...no sé. Sí de una manera siempre he 
querido salir. Me gusta el campo, me gusta el contacto con la naturaleza. (Iván, C2, interview 
24/06/2016)  

Para empezar decir que la aportación más significativa de C3 en el universo político, se 
encuentra en el mero hecho de existir durante 35 años con las características que 
desarrollaremos en continuidad. C3 es un proyecto vivencial y en términos de vida comunica 
abiertamente una pequeña/gran verdad: Que se puede vivir y crear de una manera colectiva y 
horizontal con un impacto mínimo medioambiental. (Publ_C3) 

Rafael: Pues demostramos al capitalismo que es posible, ¿no? Poder vivir en esta 
manera. Pues... dignamente, con dignidad, ¿no? En vez de vivir [...] en una ciudad, ¿no? 
Tener que trabajar, explotar [...]. 

Gonzalo: Y comprar y comprar y comprar. (C2, interview, 12/06/2016) 

Como cosas así como producimos lo que comemos, compostarlo, estar en contacto directo con 
un entorno natural como es este valle, gestionarlo—entonces claro, eso también nos ha 
permitido generar una manera y valores diferentes. Las letrinas por ejemplo, puede ser una 
chorrada pero para nosotros tiene un valor muy importante, [...] tiene que ser consciente, 
responsable con la situación la que vivimos, con el entorno que tenemos. (Lino, C1, interview 
25/07/2016) 

Tomamos como base la autonomía; el derecho y la capacidad natural de los pueblos de decidir 
por sí mismos, regular o no sus relaciones, y gestionar sus necesidades y la forma de 
satisfacerlas, respetando la diversidad de pueblos y personas. (Web_Net) 

Para mí a la misma es mi casa, donde vivo. Y es mi casa por lo me parece un sitio donde puedo 
construir algo, donde me siento a gusto de que el esfuerzo que estoy haciendo está empleado 
en algo que yo veo día a día que va creciendo y que va funcionando. Donde tienes una 
capacidad de acción, que muchas veces estás en la ciudad, en la oficina, y las cosas que pasan 
por delante no tienes capacidad de modificar. Y aquí pues sí que cuando no te gusta una cosa, 
una situación o una forma de hacer, tienes bastante capacidad para cambiarlo. (Iván, C2, 
interview 24/06/2016) 
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Lyrics: Autosuficiente 

Tan solo miro al cielo y soy feliz 
Y no pienso nunca en volver a Madrid 
Me caliento con leña que corto yo 
La huerta crece con mi riego y con el sol 
Feliciano en mi pueblo todo me da igual 
Ya no necesito eroski no comprare jamas 
Y construyo mi casa sin preguntar 
Ceno huevos que las gallinas me dan 
Me tumbo en el suelo de mi habitación 
Y veo estiércol en descomposición 
[...] 
Ahora soy independiente 
No trabajo asalariadamente 
Soy más autosuficiente al fin 
(CD_C2) 
 

Sois autosuficientes? - No lo somos ni queremos serlo, ni en la comunidad ni en los otros 
proyectos del valle. Nuestra apuesta es por la autonomía y la autogestión ¿Y que significan 
estas palabras? Pues que nuestra tendencia es a tomar nuestras propias decisiones buscando 
no vernos demasiado atrapados en las dinámicas socio-económicas que rechazamos. Pero eso 
no implica que nos lo tengamos que producir todo. Buscamos mayor autonomía, si, pero 
también mediante un mayor intercambio dentro del marco de una economía solidaria. 
(Web_C1) 

Entonces todo depende de lo que implique eso [la legalización], ¿no? Si se implica que de 
repente el proyecto cambia porque se tiene que modificar estructuralmente porque no está 
acorde a una legalidad, normatividad. Entonces dices, pues igual no me interesa tanto. 
(interview, 25/07/2016) 

Al principio había algún temor de que vinieran a desalojar. Pero hay que tener en cuenta que 
estuvimos 14 años sin carretera, ni camino de coches, todo a pie, y aquí no sube la pasma a 
desalojarte a pie, ni aunque les paguen el doble de paga extra. No vienen. Y también es verdad 
que no se creyeron que íbamos a permanecer. De vez en cuando veían gente muy diferente y 
pedían carnés o alguna cosa así, pero realmente no hubo esa persecución que ha habido más 
tarde para las entidades que han estado okupadas. (Jour_2014) 

Sí, te legaliza porque el consejo actúa como un delegado del gobierno de Navarra. Eres como 
un propietario, temporal, pero eres un propietario. (Jour_2014) 

 

5.2 Relations to surrounding areas and cities 

El inicio de [C1], todo lo que era el tejido social y asociativo de Nou Barris, nos dio mucho apoyo 
porque para ellos okupar [este sitio] suponía una defensa del territorio también, [...] defensa 
de asegurar un proyecto más social e interesante de cara al barrio [...]. Entonces aquí en el 
barrio fuimos muy bien acogidos y la relación con ellos ha sido siempre bastante buena en 
general. (Lino, C1, interview 25/07/2016) 
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Hemos constatado que es muy importante que las normas sean las mismas para todo el mundo 
y provengan de un consenso real, pues es un espacio muy heterogéneo, con diversidad de 
intereses y orígenes, lo que al mismo tiempo constituye su mayor riqueza. (Web_C1) 

Nosotros queremos relación, pero claro, como somos un poco ‘los diferentes’ hay que ir 
despacito. (Inés, C3, interview 18/08/2016) 

Hacemos trabajos en común y los hacen con nosotros probablemente porque no tienen a otros 
con quien hacerlo (risas). No hay gente joven en el valle que tenga disponibilidad, el trabajo y 
así. Entonces a ellos lo viene bien que estemos y que puedan contar con nosotros. (Iván, C2, 
interview 24/06/2016) 

El tema de la caza es que no pueden entenderlo. Para ellos cazar es como: "¡Se ha hecho 
siempre!" Y nosotros tenemos prohibido cazar aquí en este territorio. Entonces se enfadan 
mucho. (Inés, C3, interview 18/08/2016) 

 

5.3 Reaching out 

Hubo un momento en que necesité apartarme totalmente de la sociedad. Luego me di cuenta 
que: Vale, estamos viviendo algo diferente y nadie lo ve. Entonces sí que me entró esa cosa de: 
Pues también hay que poder enseñar esto al resto del mundo que es posible, ¿no? (Audrée, 
C3, interview 18/08/2016) 

[C3] funciona como un pequeño ejemplo en las conciencias de que el camino existe y solo 
queda cogerlo y tirar para adelante. (Publ_C3) 

Y os veis como ejemplo? 

Iván: Sí. Sí, sí. Es una cosa de las me gustan. [...] Sí que espero serlo, entonces significa 
está continuidad en el movimiento y ampliar las redes y la cantidad de gente, pues 
vamos. (Iván, C2, interview, 24/06/2016) 

Entonces, bueno, gente como tú, gente que paséis por aquí y también traéis experiencias, 
aportáis al proyecto, también es gratificante, poder estar en contacto con gente y con un 
proyecto así donde pasa mucha gente. Y puedes conocer muchas maneras diferentes de.. 
bueno, conocer gente y proyectos y maneras de hacer. Entonces eso también es bastante 
gratificante. (Lino, C1, interview, 25/07/2016) 

Ahora decimos mucho que venga gente porque es energía nueva, te traen visiones nuevas, 
frescura, trabajo y un montón de cosas...dinero también (laughs). (Iván, C2, interview 
24/06/2016) 

Vienen muchísimas más visitas. En realidad tampoco es que sea muy negativo, pero te obliga a 
currarte más tu forma de estar presente, porque cambia mucho. Antes, esa zona de ahí era 
como la parte de atrás del pueblo, ahí teníamos un txokito al lado del río, y podías estar 
desnuda cantidad de horas, nos daba igual, ahora no puedes, porque es la entrada del pueblo, 
y tienes gente, vienen coches sólo para mirarte, estás como mucho más expuesta... (Jour_2014) 

Igual hay gente que preferiría que esto fuera más lento, estar más lejos de la ciudad y que no 
estés cocinando y toquen tres veces a la puerta. O que salgas aquí a la letrina y te pregunta: 
"¿Oye, qué es esto de [C1]?" […] Pero eso es parte también de la movida. Parte de estar tan 
cerca a la ciudad. Bueno, hay que encontrar manera. (Lino, C1, interview 25/07/2016) 
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[...] Y eso tiene que ver también con la sensación de no constantemente ver caras nuevas y no 
tener ni una oportunidad para hablar con ellas ni relacionarte. Y por otro lado porque igual 
también nos interesa en este momento establecer relaciones con gente que pase más tiempo 
aquí, más que nos vengan tres y se vayan en una semana, sino que pasen más tiempo y 
entonces esa manera también dar tiempo a conocer, a que esa persona aporte. (Lino, C1, 
interview, 25/07/2016) 

Pues está muy bien que venga gente, pero también determinar gente, o sea no a todo el mundo 
les recibes igual, no a todo el mundo estás igual de a gusto. Al fin es tu casa, estás aquí en tu 
casa y viene gente. Y ahora que tengo la sensación también que la mayoría de la gente que 
viene es muy afín, porque viene porque sabe a dónde viene. [...] No viene cualquiera. Entonces 
en este sentido también me gusta tal y como está. Igual no venga tanta gente, pero la que 
venga sea de calidad. (Iván, C2, interview 24/06/2016)  

Y muchas veces hablamos de qué más podemos hacer. Nos gustaría poder hacer mucho más, 
pero a veces es que no nos da, no nos da... Es como también hay una limitación ya con sacar el 
dinero, la comida y todo lo que hace falta para vivir. Pues tampoco no da— Ahora que hay 
muchos niños pequeños también. […] Entonces, claro, pues esto te ocupa un montón. 
Entonces... (Audrée, C3, interview, 18/08/2016) 

 

5.4 Building networks 

Aunque no nos vemos mucho toda la peña del valle—creo que somos como 100 en total—, 
tengo el sentimiento de que estamos muy conectados, que no nos vemos mucho pero da igual, 
porque estamos trabajando y viajando en el mismo sentido, y esto lo siento desde el principio. 
Desde la primera vez que llegué a [otra comunidad] he sentido eso. (Publ_2014) 

 [...] lo me más me gustó no solo el pueblo de [C2], sino que el pueblo de [C2] forma parte de 
la red de pueblos de Pirineos. Y me siento parte de esa red, no solo me siento parte de Sieso. 
Y el aislamiento sería mucho más grande, sería mucho más difícil para los niños por ejemplo. O 
sea, el aislamiento depende para nosotros de las visitas y de esta colaboración. (Iván, C2, 
interview, 24/06/2016) 

Primero, la creación de vínculos reales entre nosotr@s es lo que nos permite autogestionarnos. 
La autogestión, para nosotr@s, no es juntar dinero y gestionarlo sino crear relaciones que te la 
faciliten. Y segundo porque la resistencia y de lucha se hacen más eficaces cuando estamos 
junt@s. (Dos_2006) 

[...] si nos juntamos con mas gente y activamos el apoyo mutuo y la inteligencia colectiva se 
pueden hacer muchas mas cosas. (Web_C1) 

[...] los encuentros empezaron a espaciarse y la participación a decaer. (Dos_2016) 

Si nosotros nos caracteriza por algo es el centro social. Forma parte de nuestra manera de hacer 
activismo a través de la divulgación, de dar voz a otros colectivos, de ayudarlos a que se 
financien por ellos mismos a través de gestión del bar, intentar de generar redes, que la gente 
se encuentre, poner en contacto a personas con otros proyectos... (Lino, C1, interview 
25/07/2016) 

También con la gente de Barcelona, han venido aquí a una jornada de leña, luego hemos ido 
nosotros ahí a ayudar a reconstruir Cal Cases en algún momento. Pues mola también eso, que 
sea un día pero ya te conoces. (Iván, C2, interview 24/06/2016) 
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Las relaciones entre los pueblos abandonados... son a veces de intercambio, de amistad, a 
veces amorosas. Son muchas, pero casi siempre son más de persona a persona. Relaciones, 
digamos de estructura y estructura, de entidad y entidad, pues quitando el tema de los 
auzolanes, o de algún tipo de intercambio puntual, no hay mucho. (Jour_2014) 

Entonces muchas veces sucede eso: Pues que sí hay espacios de encuentro pero falta mejor un 
proyecto o una excusa fuerte para terminar de unirnos, para terminar de darle una regularidad. 
Y a veces los proyectos que han habido nacen y mueren... (Lino, C1, interview 25/07/2016) 

Y ahora mismo por ejemplo lo hemos dejado [los auzolanes] por un tiempo porque hay muchas 
diferencias también de la manera de organizar la vida, pues cada pueblo es todo un mundo. 
Pues ha habido un poco de choque, de dificultad, y ahora mismo de momento lo hemos dejado. 
[...] Porque también nos superaba y no llegábamos y tienen estructuras muy diferentes [...] Nos 
ha costado un poco. […] (Audrée, C3, interview 18/08/2016) 

Ahora por ejemplo con los colectivos de aquí Catalunya, sí que nos apetece estar más cerca, 
nos apetece vernos, nos apetece intercambiar experiencias y al estar cerca es más fácil 
encontrarse, y poder haber un poco más de continuidad si queremos organizar algunos 
debates, si queremos generar algún tipo de material, si queremos implementar algún tipo de 
cambio en nuestros colectivos. (Lino, C1, interview 25/07/2016) 

Formamos parte de la red difusa de productores, elaboradores y activistas del ámbito 
agroecológico, sobretodo a nivel catalán, pero con vínculos en toda la península. Lo mismo se 
puede decir con respecto de los centros sociales okupados en la ciudad de Barcelona. Por otro 
lado, participamos en la Alianza por la Soberanía Alimentaria y, especialmente, en los espacios 
de coordinación de nuestros distrito, Nou Barris, así como de nuestra montaña, Collserola. 
(Web_C1) 

[...] va más a nivel personal, sabes, gente que viene más de movimientos políticos, de acciones 
políticas y así. Y hay gente que está más a lo concreto. Sí que hay una conciencia de la situación 
exterior y de que intentamos hacer apoyo. Alguna vez sí que hacemos donativos o apoyo con 
materiales o tal, a ciertos movimientos. Intentando yo creo más que sean concretos y afines, o 
sea cercanos. Pues hace poco ha ido una chica a ayudar a los refugiados, pues ayudamos con 
pasta o con lo que podamos a esta chica. (Iván, C2, interview, 24/06/2016) 
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Abstract – English 

This thesis explores rural and “rurban” squatting communities in Spain and their complex 

relations to wider society. Challenging mainstream urban norms and values, these groups seek 

autonomy by re-appropriating abandoned houses and land for communal forms of living. They 

share the vision of promoting social transformation, self-management, agroecology, and 

horizontal decision making. This study reflects on how their efforts to “do things differently” 

are negotiated in the societal context in which they are embedded. I examine how they 

establish themselves in relation to the “mainstream” society, how they interact with their 

surrounding areas and cities, in what ways they try to reach out to project some of their ideas 

to the “outside world”, as well as how they engage in wider networks of communities and 

movements. The study is based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted between January and 

September 2016 in three different communities: One “rurban” (rural-urban) squatting 

community at the fringe of Barcelona, and two rural ones in the foothills of the Pyrenees. I 

draw on theories of new social movements and collective identity to frame the investigation. 

 

Abstract – Deutsch 

Diese Masterarbeit beforscht Kollektive, die verlassene Häuser und Dörfer in ländlichen und 

peri-urbanen Gebieten Spaniens besetzt haben, um dort in Gemeinschaft zu leben. Als 

Gegenentwurf zu Normen und Werten des „Mainstreams“, teilen diese Gruppen Vorstellungen 

von sozialer Transformation, Autonomie, Selbstverwaltung, Agrarökologie und horizontaler 

Organisation. Diese Arbeit untersucht wie ihre Bestrebungen „anders zu leben“ in ihrem 

gesellschaftlichen Kontext ausgehandelt werden. Dabei wird darauf eingegangen, wie sie sich 

in Wechselbeziehung zur „Mainstream“-Gesellschaft entwerfen, wie sie mit den umliegenden 

Gegenden und Städten interagieren, wie sie versuchen ihre Ideen der „Außenwelt“ zu 

vermitteln und wie sie untereinander und mit anderen Bewegungen vernetzt sind. Die Studie 

basiert auf einer ethnographischen Feldforschung, die zwischen Januar und September 2016 in 

drei verschiedenen Gemeinschaften durchgeführt wurde: Einem „rurbanen“ (rural-urbanen) 

Kollektiv am Stadtrand von Barcelona und zwei ländlichen Gemeinschaften in den 

Vorpyrenäen. Theorien über neue soziale Bewegungen und kollektive Identitäten bilden den 

Rahmen für die Untersuchung. 


