
Prefiguring Sustainable Community: Creating a 
Culture of Critical Consumption, Changemaking & 

Institutional Engagement
Katherine Casey    Maria Lichrou     Lisa O’Malley  



CBIs are a “particular type of grass-root innovation that offers
novel bottom-up solutions to local and global environmental,
social, economic or political problems”

(Sekulova et al., 2017, p. 2363).



Prefiguration “refers to the attempted construction of alternative or
utopian social relations in the present, either in parallel with, or in
the course of, adversarial social movement protest”

(Yates, 2015, p. 236)



Instead, they have promoted anti-hierarchical and anti-capitalist practices:
decentralised organisation in affinity groups and networks, decision-making
by consensus, voluntary and non-profit undertakings, lower consumption,
and an effort to identify and counteract regimes of domination and
discrimination (e.g. patriarchy, racism, homophobia and ableism) in
activists’ own lives and interactions. It is with these practices – not with any
temporal framing – that ‘prefigurative politics’ is typically associated.

(Gordon, 2018, p. 523)



Prefiguration, the creation of alternatives in the here and now, enacts an interplay
between theory and practice…[It] is a ‘direct theory’ that theorizes through action,
through doing.

(Maeckelbergh, 2011, p. 3)



Building real utopias can both prefigure more comprehensive alternatives and move us
in the direction of those alternatives

(Wright, 2013, p. 21)

Holloway envisions ‘a multiplicity of interstitial movements’ (p. 11) creating
thousands and thousands of ‘cracks’ in that structure by refusing to program to the
system, and instead asserting alternative ways of living and interacting that prefigure a
post-capitalist way of life.

(Young and Schwartz, 2012, p. 221)



This paper explores spaces of alternative economic, political and/or social
relations, focussing on how they function to construct distinct cultures of
consumption, changemaking and institutional engagement. We, then,
investigate how these organisations function as both a model and a form of
critique.



.

Ecovillages are specific sites of innovation, and as such, they often play
critical mediating roles in the transition of alternative practices from the
grassroot to the mainstream (Boyer, 2015). More importantly,
ecovillages can act as spaces of radical rethinking (Smith et al., 2016),
fostering reflexivity and critical engagement through continuous
discussion and debate.



Cloughjordan Ecovillage (CEV) 
Sustainable Projects Ireland Limited (SPIL) (limited by guarantee) in 1999 ‘The Village’

September 2015 – 55 low energy homes on the site, 150 members.

Permaculture landscape, community farm, enterprise centre and an educational centre.



Prefiguring Sustainable Community 





Creating a Culture of Critical Consumption 



And it is about waste then as well. You know all of this stuff  comes in packaging, for 
example my house mate has a pellet burner for a heating system and the pellets are 
shipped in plastic bags and they now come wrapped in not one, but two layers of 
plastic, on top of the plastic bags to kind of hold the pallet together. And it's not 
plastic that is necessarily recyclable, certainly not in this country, whether or not it 
does get shipped to China to be recycled, I don't know. But it's just… I suppose, in a 
way it's better than buying oil that has come in a big plastic tanker and I know that, 
(Maura)



Creating  a Culture of Changemaking  

“



We were the first town in North Tipperary to do culture night. It was great that year
"Dublin, Galway, Cork, Cloughjordan" and you know, "Derry". And then North Tipperary
arts office got its act together the year after that. I suspect that they were slightly
prodded by the fact that we did something and then suddenly we were just part of
North Tipperary. So, you know, the first year we had loads of people from North
Tipperary coming to Cloughjordan and from Offaly coming to Cloughjordan but then
they were not because there were culture night activities in their own areas (Maura)





“Whether you want to dance, eat, save the planet or loosen up and mellow out, Global Green is a must-visit over the 
festival weekend. With performances, exhibits, art, information and curiosities of  all sorts Global Green is a unique festival 

experience for everyone” 



Creating a Culture of Institutional Engagement 





Leader companies are all independent organisations what they have funded here; they
have funded a community crèche. Which is a huge success, because, from the
environmental point of view because people are no longer driving to Birr, and Roscrea
and Nenagh and sometimes further afield to take their children to crèches. Which,
reduces carbon output, reduces time strain on the parents and makes for a stronger
local community. Because people are meeting their neighbours and talking with their
neighbours. Children are playing with their neighbours. [Parents] don't have to drive
the children to birthday parties 60 miles away because there's another child from
crèche that is 30 miles away. It's also a community crèche, which, means they
operate a sliding scale based on income. So, everyone has access to child care
through that facility, matter what their income is, which promotes integration across
social structure as well (Maura).



Discussion & Conclusion 



The communicative logic of prefigurative politics rests on implicit assumptions about
the capacity of small-scale actions to work as theatrical spectacles that publicly
represent political ideologies and convince others of their correctness. In this way,
lifestyle practices are seen as rhetorical acts with the capacity to persuade and inspire
others.

(Portwood-Stacer, 2012, p. 97)



A Culture of Critical Consumption 

Ethical consumption simply “masks the harms of capitalism by a 
convincing society that the harms of capitalism can be rehabilitated with 
the commodity form itself” (Gunderson, 2013, p. 115). 



A Culture of Change making 

CBIS actively seek to change the economic, cultural and social landscape 
problematising the responsibilised consumer. 



Retail can be “more than a branch or a function of marketing. What we will find
is that retailing, as it manifests in contexts such as RD, enables forms of social
movements that can turn the status quo of city life on its head. It would even
seem that for people wishing to break out of routines or to reimagine
possibilities for urban life, life, retailing provides a fitting language and logic for
doing so”

Hietanen et al., 2016, p.411 



Thank You


