
 

 

 

WE ARE THE WORLD 

Environmental sustainability in a spiritual eco-community in Japan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nina Nout 

2560757 

Master thesis VU University 2017 

Social and Cultural Anthropology 

Supervisor: Freek Colombijn 



2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nina Nout 

2560757 

 

Master thesis  

Social and Cultural Anthropology 

VU University 

Amsterdam, 5th of August 2017 

 

Supervisor/First Assessor: Freek Colombijn 

Second assessor: Peter Versteeg 

 

Word count: 27.396 

 

 

 

  



3 
 

Preface 

Writing this thesis has been quite the journey, not only from the Netherlands to Japan and back again, 

but also from staring at a blank page to finishing with over 70 pages of text. I have immensely enjoyed 

that journey, even though I also definitely had my struggles. I would not have been able to go on this 

adventure without the support and help of many wonderful people, and I would like to express my 

heartfelt gratitude here.  

Firstly, I want to thank all of the members of the Konohana Family. I am so grateful that I could be 

part of your lives. Your openness and willingness to share your daily lives with me inspired me and 

made me feel at home in a place so different from what I was used to. I will carry these fond memories 

with me for the rest of my life. As Chiyo told me when she dropped me off at the train station at the 

end of my three month stay, this doesn’t feel like goodbye. I look forward to seeing you all again 

someday!  

I also want to give special thanks to my supervisor Freek Colombijn for his continuous support 

and the valuable insights he gave me. I could not have organized all the stories I wished to tell without 

his feedback and the discussions we had.  

Thank you also to my friends, for all the love and support. The movie nights and spontaneous 

dinners helped me get through this stressful period!   

Lastly, I want to thank my parents for always believing in me and continuing to support my 

dreams, however impossible they may seem.  

 

 

Nina Nout 

Amsterdam, 5th of August 2017 

 

 

  



4 
 

Executive Summary 

Even though nature’s capacity is not equipped to meet human demand for resources and to absorb our 

waste, people continue to live unsustainable lifestyles. By 2030, we will need the equivalent of two 

earths to sustain our lifestyles. This raises the question of why we do not change our behaviours. An 

important part of this answer can be found in the social analysis of the role environment plays for 

people. Because it is ultimately people than need to make long-term changes in their day-to-day lives 

to live more sustainably. Yet the social dimensions of environmental sustainability are often 

subjugated to political, economic and ecological interests in the contemporary debate about 

environmental issues. This is why it is important to raise more awareness about the social dimension 

of environmental sustainability. 

To raising awareness of the social aspect of environmental sustainability it is important to first 

understand how environmental sustainability can influence the social world. Developing this 

understanding can be done through analysing communities that have made the conscious decision to 

live more sustainably. Therefore, this research focusses on an eco-community in Japan and how the 

members navigate the dynamics within the intersecting communal framework based on environmental 

sustainability and spirituality. The interplay between environmental sustainability and spirituality adds 

extra depth to the social dimension of environmental sustainability. At the same time, it also shows 

how people’s beliefs impact their environmentally sustainable behaviours, whether that is in a positive 

or negative way. Furthermore, the ideological analysis of spirituality sheds light into how power 

structures are maintained even within eco-communities where members are considered equal.  

The findings in this thesis emphasize the importance of a more holistic approach to environmental 

sustainability. This is because attitudes towards environmental sustainability reflect the dominant 

norms and values of a society. Furthermore, because of the interplay between different social spheres, 

environmentally sustainable behaviours can also influence the worldview people have. This is because 

people redefine their social realities through the development of their environmental and spiritual 

ideals. This redefinition is also bound up with questions of what it means to be ‘free’, how ‘power’ is 

exercised through ideology, how interpersonal and human-nature relations are constructed, and what 

role humans have on this world.  

Eco-communities are still embedded in the larger structures of capitalist society. This causes a 

constant negotiation between the two structures. Ultimately, an eco-community also influences 

outsiders through the community’s alternative discourse, because they introduce this discourse to the 

rest of the world. Ecological discourses that are based on utopian thought also have validity in the 

holistic analysis of environmental sustainability. 

Lastly, long-term sustainability and community can be two mutually reinforcing concepts; it is 

through community building that people can create long-lasting alternative discourses to general 

society.   
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1. Introduction 

We need a sustainable world. That also means we need sustainable work, a sustainable home, a 

sustainable life. Because we are part of this world. 

Field notes 02-03-2017 

 

 

1.1 Problem statement 

 

Today, we need 1.6 earths to meet our demands for resources and to absorb our waste (National 

Footprint Accounts 2016). Moreover, at the rate we are consuming and producing we will need the 

equivalent of two earth to support us by 2030 (National Footprint Accounts 2016). It is clear nature’s 

capacity is not equipped to meet the demands of our consumer orientated lifestyles, yet human-

environment interactions continue to have increasingly unsustainable outcomes (Sundar Chintha & 

George 2012).  

This leads us to the question of ‘why?”. Why is it that we continue to struggle with implementing 

more environmentally sustainable ways of producing and consuming? Why is it that we continue to 

produce such large amounts of waste? These questions inevitably lead to questioning the current social 

systems that we live in. Because, as Castells (2000) argues, contemporary social structures are formed 

by the ‘relationships of production/consumption, power, and experience’ (p. 5). Meaning is produced 

and reproduced in the context of these social structures. Hence, the globalized systems in which we 

live define our cultural realm. 

The idea that our cultural realm is influenced by the global capitalist system means our basic 

understanding of the world is influenced by this system. This is most apparent in the way global 

capitalism promotes certain types of social structures. Firstly, our consumer behaviours are influenced 

by the constant promotion of the idea that objects have intrinsic value (Appadurai 1990; Sundar 

Chintha & George 2012). Products are commoditized. Secondly, the capitalist system places human 

interest over nature, which leads to unsustainable consumption patterns (Emas 2015; Ergas 2010). The 

advantages of luxury lifestyles are emphasized and valued above nature. In this global capitalist 

system, ‘nature is viewed as an instrument to satisfy the incessantly increasing desires of humankind’ 

(Leonard 2007, p. 30). Our understanding of what it means to be sustainable is embedded in the social 

realities constructed within this system (Geus 2002).  

On the one hand, these social realities influence how we behave and what we believe in. On the 

other hand, people can also influence these social structures through their actions and beliefs. This is 

why it is important that the social dimension of environmental sustainability is not neglected. Rather, 

the role environmental sustainable plays on our social world should be subject to further 
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anthropological enquiry. As Orr (2004) implied in his book about our interaction and relationship with 

nature, perhaps we need to question our most basic assumptions about how we live on the earth. 

The essence of this question invites us to look more critically at the social aspects of sustainability, 

an aspect that is often overlooked in contemporary political debate about sustainability. Kirby (2011) 

also argues that in current discourses on environment, the ‘variety and complexity of conceptions of 

“environment” remain frequently downplayed, even ignored’ (p. 1).  Indeed, it should be noted that 

environment does not only have a descriptive meaning. Environment is also used to ‘express, justify or 

establish particular values or judgements, courses of action and reaction [..] and ways of thinking.’ 

(Barry 2007, p. 12) In other words, it has a normative aspect to it, and the concept environment can 

have a variety of different value meanings and is interpreted differently around the world. In that way 

it is relational, it’s meaning changing depending on who uses it for what.  

To gain a better understanding of how the environment, and in particular environmentally 

sustainable behaviours can influence the social sphere, it is important to look at people and 

communities that have made the conscious decision to live more sustainable lives. Because eco-

communities offer an alternative to consumerism and the speed of the contemporary world as the only 

available temporalities (Parkins 2004; Van Schyndel Kasper 2008). Through exploring these 

alternatives, we can also explore alternative paradigms about the relation between nature, the 

environment and culture (Geus 2002; Van Schyndel Kasper 2008). Furthermore, we can analyse how 

these different spheres interact and how social reality is formed through this interaction. In this way, 

environmental sustainability also becomes a keyhole to exploring other social questions, like how 

communities organize themselves and how harmony is kept within a community. Ultimately, 

analysing the connection between the environment and the social can give us insights into how our 

social world can be influenced by a changing perspective on nature and living sustainably.  

Furthermore, eco-communities exist on a basis of shared values and beliefs (Quisumbing King 

2016). These values can sometimes clash with people’s personal opinions and their ideas of freedom. 

Yet because of the necessity to maintain social harmony within the community, the tension between 

the communal and the personal needs to be constantly negotiated. On the one hand, the community 

needs to be stable in order to safeguard longevity. On the other hand, in order to avoid conflict or 

resistance, it is important that people feel they have the freedom to life as they wish. Analysing the 

negotiations between these interests can shed light into how sustainable living can be achieved through 

communal living.    

Spirituality can also play an important role in achieving social harmony within an eco-community 

(Brecher 2013). The Global Ecovillage Network (referred to as GEN from this point on) has 

developed a three-legged stool model for ecovillages that focusses on the ecological, social, and 

spiritual. To GEN, these three dimensions are vital to building a long-lasting a successful eco-

community (Brecher 2013). Furthermore, in nature-based spirituality, connections between the 

cosmos, earth, nature and all living beings are considered incredibly important and valuable (Taylor 
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2010). This bring environmental sustainability even closer to the social world of people, as nature is 

considered as something worthy of revenant care rather.  

It is relevant to understand how the ecological, social and spiritual influence social cohesion within 

an eco-community, because there are still too many sustainable initiatives that fail due to a lack of 

focus on one of these spheres (Brecher 2013).  

Aside from focusing on internal influences on social cohesion, the analysis of how eco-

communities position themselves in general society is also relevant. On the one hand, eco-

communities need to find their place in a society that they are fundamentally against. On the other 

hand, they also exercise a certain influence on the people around them. Furthermore, members of eco-

communities also face the challenge of creating their ideal community. I stress ideal here, because in 

reality, eco-communities do not meet their own criteria (Van Schyndel Kasper 2008).  

I have analysed the above topics in an eco-community called Konohana Family (referred to as 

Konohana from this point on). Konohana is located in Japan and has successfully established itself as 

an eco-community, both community-wise and in general society.  

 

1.2 Regional background 

 

The case of Japan 

 

When we are sailing in this sea, what will come into sight in the distance? 

It is the small dragon-shaped island. Full of green and clear waters. 

The World of Miroku (Konohana original song) 

 

To gain a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness between environmental sustainability and 

social cohesion Japan is a valuable research site for several reasons. Firstly, Japan has unique 

demographics, it has limited land mass because it is an island country. This means that many 

environmental issues that large societies struggle with are magnified. Waste is a striking example of 

this. Waste is one of the most pressing environmental issues in contemporary Japan because the 

amount of waste the Japanese produces is far more than the limited land mass the country has to store 

that waste. Artificial landfills of solid waste transform Japan’s coastline, and waste is even transported 

to rural communities who get compensated for accepting this waste (Kirby 2011). In 2002, Tokyo 

Prefecture alone produced 23.5 million tons of waste (Kirby 2011, p. 6). Up to 80 percent of waste is 

incinerated, but that produces plumes of emission (Kirby 2011, p.6). Furthermore, the excess amount 

of waste also contaminates the water or is dispersed through litter (Chavez 2014).  

Secondly, Japan has known rapid economic growth over a relatively short time frame. In Japan, 

the period after the Second World War was marked by rapid economic growth and a population that 

became increasingly focused on consumerist society (Kirby 2011). In fact, Isadon, the spiritual leader 
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and one of the founding members of Konohana, also profited from this economic growth before he 

started the community. He and his first wife Akiko, who is also still a member of Konohana, ran a 

successful interior design business for many years in, as he described, a time that was ‘full of energy 

to become wealthy and to develop the society economically’.  

Thirdly, Japan is not only a valuable research site because of the magnified environmental issues. 

The country also provides us with different insights into our relation with nature and the way we 

practice environmental sustainability. Japan has develop in relative isolation, contact with other states 

was minimized by consecutive Japanese shoguns during the Tokugawa shogunate (Encyclopaedia 

Britannica, 2011). In this system, schools of thought developed that were distinctively different from 

those outside of Japan.  

Fourthly, Shinto Buddhist and nature based beliefs are dominant in Japan. Shinto worships of 

spirits which flow throughout the world is in accordance with the Japanese self-identification of being 

‘at one’ with nature and natural phenomena (Byron Earhart 1970). In other words, Shinto beliefs 

emphasize that man is one with nature. As Byron Earhart (1970) explains, ‘the three factors of gods, 

man and nature tend to coexist equally on the same plane, rather than in a hierarchical ranking’ (p. 3). 

Also, nature itself intrinsically manifests the sacred or is kami [god/spirit/divinity] (field notes; Taylor 

2010). This is different from countries with a Christian tradition, where their single god is generally 

considered to be all-knowing and separate from nature. 

Paradoxically, despite its Shinto beliefs, contemporary Japanese society is characterized by 

increasingly unsustainable behaviours. Japan now ranks fifth worldwide by total ecological footprint. 

It has an ecological footprint per capita of 5.0 GHA, while its bio capacity per capita is only 0.7 GHA 

(National Footprint Accounts 2016). It is clear there is a contradiction between the dominant religion 

of Japan and the actual behaviours of its citizen. Byron Earhart (1970) rightfully questions: ‘how can a 

country with a traditional ideal of reverence for nature develop socioeconomic structures which in 

actuality show disrespect for nature and cause damage to nature?’ (p. 4). 

 

Konohana Family 

 

Some of the current members of Konohana asked themselves similar questions to that of Byron 

Earhart. Established near Fujinomiya city in 1994 by 20 members as a spiritual community, Konohana 

has now grown into a spiritual eco-village with approximately 85 permanent members. The 

community offers a place for a variety of people, most of whom have environmental concerns, seek to 

develop their spirituality or who feel a deep sense of dissatisfaction with life in general society. About 

a third of the members are children. The ages of adults range from early thirties to late seventies. 

About 60 percent of the community are women. Almost everybody is Japanese, there is one Korean 

member, though she has lived her whole life in Japan. 
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Despite this homogeneity in nationality, the community is quite diverse on other subjects. There 

are people with only primary education as well as university graduates. Notably, the younger 

generation (between 30 and 50) is generally higher education than the older generation (between 60 

and 80). There are people who come from major cities, small countryside villages or who have lived 

and worked overseas. Religious affiliations are just as diverse, from the son of a Shinto priest, or 

people with no religious affiliation to the son of Jehovah witnesses. A significant number of members 

have a background related to environmental sustainability, whether that is through organic farming, 

volunteering or work.   

Aside from members, helpers, long-term guests and care guests also live in the community. 

Helpers generally help in the fields or kitchen and can stay at the community’s inn for a reduced fee. 

Long-term guests are people who pay rent to live in the community. They generally work outside of 

the community and are not (yet) interested in becoming full-fledged members, because this comes 

with further commitments and responsibilities. The care-guests do not need to pay for their stay in 

Konohana. These people generally struggle with a variety of physical or mental health issues. While 

some care-guests have become members, it is more common for care-guest to live in Konohana for 

one to two months before they feel they are able to independently live in general society again. To 

Konohana members, contact with care-guests comes from a dual objective. On the one hand, they wish 

to spread their message and teach others about it. On the other hand is a genuine concern for the 

wellbeing of others, and an openness to anyone that feels Konohana would be able to support them.    

The name Konohana, which literally translates as ‘this flower’ or ‘these flowers’, is derived from 

the goddess of Mt. Fuji, Konohana Sakuyahime no Mikoto. As the highest mountain of Japan and with 

its nearly symmetrical form, Mt. Fuji is significant to many Japanese. Konohana lies at the foot of this 

mountain, and the mountain plays an important role in the community. Mt. Fuji is referred to in almost 

all rituals and sacred rites, and the members admire or comment on it daily.  

Furthermore, Mt. Fuji is part of the origin story of Konohana. Isadon and several other members 

climbed the mountain in the early 90’s. Isadon told me he received a message from the divine when he 

stood on the mountain’s summit. That message was to establish Konohana at the foot of the mountain. 

By telling this story, Isadon also related his spiritual experiences to the physical world. By connecting 

their spiritual beliefs to the mountain, these beliefs become more tangible and embedded in the reality 

of the physical world (Bratseth 2013).  

Prior to their life in Konohana, Isadon and his former wife Akiko ran an interior design and 

carpenter business. During his work visits, costumers increasingly began to consult Isadon about 

issues in their lives. With a keen eye for his costumers’ worries and tensions, Isadon came to consult 

several of his costumers. At some point, this resulted in daily meetings and after several years, a group 

of these people decided to live together in one community. Isadon took on the role of their spiritual 

leader to guide the other members in their path of becoming Bodhisattvas and creating utopia on 

Earth. Now in his sixties, Isadon still fulfils this role every day.   
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 The most important values to Konohana members are to consider others’ joy as their own, to live 

in harmony with nature and all living beings on earth, and to get rid of the ‘ego’. ‘Ego’ relates to 

people’s desires and greed. Konohana members believe that someone will only be able to fully 

develop their unique personality if they learn to get over their ‘ego’. 

Today, Konohana proves to be a valuable research site to analyse the link between environmental 

sustainability and social cohesion for several reasons. Firstly, the Konohana members are very much 

aware of environmental changes and issues. This became clear to me during a talk with Jun. Like most 

evenings, I was huddled in front of the fire heater to get through the cold winter night. Jun joined me, 

as we had gotten into a bit of a habit to chat during the free time between dinner and the daily 

community meeting. With a background in sustainable farming, Jun was quite interesting in my 

research topic. That particular evening, I told Jun that one of my teachers had once told me that 

environmental destruction is a disaster in slow motion, and that is why people do not see it. This 

statement resonated with him, and he told me: 

 

As farmers, we notice it so clearly. Especially the last 10 years. When I came here [19 years ago], 

the taps froze every one to two years. There was always snow. Now, barely. Only sometimes, there 

is suddenly 50 centimetres! 

 

He went on to tell me how the typhoons, storms and rains are more violent now than they had 

been. He was concerned with the way humans disregarded this. This concern was shared by many of 

the members.  

Secondly, while the members all come from different backgrounds, they connected with each other 

based on a shared set of values as well as misgivings about contemporary Japanese society. This 

points to larger structures that they want to resist through living in Konohana. Some of the members 

came from Tokyo or other large cities in Japan, and they emphasized the difference between their lives 

now, and their lives then.  

Figure 1 (see following page) shows a street in Tokyo and the countryside near Fujinomiya. It is 

also an example of a perceived difference of what is more ‘artificial’ and what is more ‘natural’ This 

also demonstrates a social phenomenon where people become disillusioned with society and search for 

alternatives that makes them feel like they live more fulfilling live. In that way, living in Konohana is 

also very much about finding meaning to life. 

Thirdly, despite the fact many of the members search for an alternative way of life, this does not 

mean they close themselves off from society. In fact, Konohana actively engages with the wider 

society they are located in. They do this through organizing and hosting events, lunches, trainings, 

their inn operations, and social media. Furthermore, they sell their surplus of products and have 

opened their own café and shop in late March. Their interaction with outsiders provided me with the 
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opportunity to analyse how they are influenced by the society around them, but also how they 

influence society.  

 

     

Figure 1: Tokyo street (left), rice-paddy field Konohana (right)  

(photos: Nina Nout (left), Konohana Family (right)) 

 

Fourthly, the Konohana members have established an economic system that is in line with their 

beliefs (see figure 2 on the following page. For a more in-depth analysis, see appendix 1). In essence, 

the members have organized their whole lives to be in harmony with their spiritual beliefs and this is 

reflected in their economic system.  

In Konohana, all assets and money is shared because they believe economy should reflect the 

natural world. To them, the natural world is one life network, ‘the whole is one life’ (field notes). In 

other words, they live according to what they call ‘the universal system’. 

While members have individual bank accounts, almost no member could tell me how much money 

they had exactly. There is one member, called Natsuki, who does the finances and administration. He 

distributes the income equally among all adult members and calculates the yearly overviews. As one 

member jokingly remarked ‘Natsuki is the only person who cares where the money is!’. It is only 

when large spending decisions need to be made, like for a new plot of land or for renovations that this 

is discussed in the community.  

The Konohana economic system is a practical alternative to consumer society, even though they 

still position themselves in this society through the sales of their surplus of products and the 

community’s inn. Thus there is a constant negotiation between following their economic ideals and 

adhering to the overarching structures of capitalist society. 
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Figure 2: the philosophy behind Konohana’s economic system (Konohana Family) 

 

Fifthly, because Konohana has established its own social and economic structures members 

constantly need to navigate within these structures. While they live in Konohana out of their own free 

will, they still face the inherent challenges of community life, like ‘incompatible objectives, undefined 

responsibilities of leadership and followership, lifestyle differences, and interpersonal conflict’ 

(Brecher 2013). These negotiations shed more light into the way people navigate their personal values 

and the communal idea of what is the ‘right’ path to take. 

 

1.3 Research questions 

 

Flowing from my problem statement, I will use the concept of environmental sustainability in this 

thesis as a keyhole to analysing the social world of a community. Through this framework I aim to 

address larger questions regarding social structures, the way we construct our reality, and perceptions 

of freedom. I have formulated the following research question to achieve this: 

 

How do members of Konohana navigate the dynamics between on the one hand their personal 

freedom and on the other hand the need to sustain social cohesion within the intersecting communal 

framework based on environmental sustainability and spirituality? 
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This main question is further divided into the following four sub-questions:  

 

1. Why do people join Konohana and how does this influence their image of the community? 

2. How is environmental sustainability conceptualized and put into practice by the community? 

3. What role does spirituality play in the community, both on a communal level and on a 

personal level? 

4. How do members navigate between their personal values and those of the community in order 

to sustain the social cohesion in the community? 

 

1.5 Academic and social relevance 

 

Over the past few decades, environmental sustainability has received considerable attention within the 

scholarly community as well as in politics and main stream media. The debate about sustainable 

development has grown in importance due to climate change, and the interpretation of sustainability 

has become subject to increasingly politicized debate. Unfortunately, this debate is still largely 

focused on the political compromise between environmental scholars and the driving forces behind the 

global economy.  

What I miss in this debate are the social and cultural factors of environmental behaviours, and in 

the questions about why these behaviours are sustainable or not. So through this thesis, I aim to 

encourage an academic debate about the connections between environmental sustainability and the 

social world of people. As Kaijser and Kronsell (2014) state, ‘social equality and environmental 

considerations can diverge considerably regarding what types of behavioural, political, and technical 

changes are assumed to be required for attaining a better society’ (p. 424). Through this thesis, I aim to 

show that there is an interconnectedness between different aspects of our reality (like between social 

equality goals and environmental sustainability). By showing this connection, I aim to contribute to 

the academic and political debates on environmental sustainability and move these debates towards a 

more holistic perspective.    

Furthermore, I plan to share the findings of my research with GEN and other parties involved to 

see if they are interested in my analysis of the ways members negotiate between their personal 

freedom and communal values. Ultimately, I hope this can bring more awareness to the interplay 

between social cohesion and environmentally sustainable behaviours. Through improving this 

awareness I aim to contribute to improving the success rate of starting eco-communities or eco-

villages.    
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2. Stepping into the field 

 

 

 

Fresh from Tokyo, still slightly awed with the cacophony of impressions, sounds, lights, sights, smells, 

tastes and surprises that make Japan’s capitol city unlike anything in the world, I arrived in the city 

Fujinomiya in the beginning of January. Konohana is a twenty minute car ride from Fujinomiya, 

located on the slopes of a mountain that runs into a valley in which a small village is established. With 

Mt. Fuji dominating the skyline instead of the skyscrapers of Tokyo, I felt like my fieldwork was truly 

about to start. At that point, I had not yet realized that the few days I spent in Tokyo would ultimately 

prove to have their own value in my fieldwork as well. While I would never be able to grasp exactly 

what the members felt when they talked about their lives before Konohana, when some lived in Tokyo 

or other large cities, it was easier for me to imagine the scenes they talked about. As well as the 

anonymity that comes with being part of a city home to over 13 million citizens (Tokyo Metropolitan 

Government n.d.).  

 

2.1 The setting 

  

For three months, from the beginning of January till the end of March, I lived in Konohana. Upon my 

arrival in Konohana, I initially thought ‘what a strange place I have come to’ and wondered how I 

would be able to get accustomed to it. I soon found out this feeling was actually the source of a 

running joke within the community itself. As it turned out, almost everyone had found it a strange 

place when they first came. This is because life in Konohana is different from life in general society, 

It is one of those rare cloudy winter days. Throughout the day, the clouds pack 

together until even Mt. Fuji is obscured from my view. White wisps of mist 

slowly roll up over the surrounding mountains and drift through the mountain 

passes. Like an avalanche in slow motion, eventually engulfing the village 

and shrouding everything in mist. The world around me, usually so vibrant 

with color now appears only in shades of white and grey. It has rained for 

most of the afternoon, and everything is still wet and cold. It is in stark 

contrast to the land’s normal state; with its dry air, sunny days and clear blue 

sky. Life itself seems to have hidden from the clouds, the children are inside 

and the worksite of the community’s upcoming shop and café is deserted. It 

is oddly quiet. I realize I have become so used to having people around me at 

all hours of the day, being alone has begun to feel unfamiliar. 

Field notes 05-02-2017 
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from the way people shared their space and time to the daily community meetings members attended. 

Still, the members themselves considered their way of life to be a model for the future. As Isadon once 

said, ‘in order to be pioneer, you have to be crazy’. And thus, I set out to explore that ‘craziness’. 

While Konohana is a community, not all members live in the same space. The community actually 

uses four houses: Himawari, Konohana-An, Hontaku and Yusenkaku. Hontaku was the community’s 

first house and has been used ever since the community’s establishment in 1993. Nowadays, it is 

where most of the children sleep, as well as some adult and elderly members. It is also where miso 

(fermented soy paste) and o-miki (non-alcoholic drink) are made. Himawari is where the main hall is 

located. It is the central gathering space, lunch and dinner is served in this hall and the community’s 

daily meetings, concerts and festivals were held there. Needless to say, I spent a lot of my time there.  

My room was in Konohana-An, the building adjacent to Himawari. Impressions of Himawari and 

Konohana-An can be seen in figure 3. Konohana An is an old, traditional Japanese house and during 

the nights, temperatures dropped to below zero. Traditional Japanese houses are generally very badly 

isolated and have no central heating system. I slept with several hot water bottles, and during the 

breaks I usually installed myself under the kotatsu. A kotatsu is a low table with the sides covered by a 

blanket and with a warming element under it. There were always a number of people gathered at the 

kotatsu during breaks, whether that was to take a nap or to chat with one another. And thus the kotatsu 

proved not only a place of warmth but also of information.  

 

 

Figure 3: Main hall in Himawari (right) and entrance to Konohana-An (left) (photos: Nina Nout) 

 

When I first arrived in Konohana, I was appointed to a Western-style room, which meant I had a 

Western bed, the room had wooden floors and I had a large closet. After a little more than a month, I 

was transferred to a traditional Japanese room to make room for some short-term guests. In the 

traditional room, I slept on a futon, which is a quilted mattress laid out on the floor and a duvet. I 

needed to fold and store away my futon every morning to create free space in the room.   

I felt this transferral between rooms meant I had become a more normal presence in the 

community. I had gone through the process of being a guest, to being a more regular part of the 

household, even though I would always keep the somewhat special position of an anthropologist; not 
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quite an outsider, but also not quite an insider. Still, my presence in the community had begun to feel 

more natural to the members, and I took the room change as a literal sign of that.  

I also started to share my room with T-chan, as it is normal for members and long term guests to 

share rooms. T-chan was a former care guest of Konohana and now a long term-guest and participant 

of the Truth School. This change meant I was almost never alone in the community. During the days, I 

spent my time with the members, we worked together, had meals together, and there were also 

communal female bath times. During the nights, I shared a room. Having a moment to myself began to 

be increasingly rare. Even when working on my field notes, or writing out my interviews, I often did 

this in the proximity of others, whether that was because they were taking a nap, working on a laptop 

themselves, or because the children were playing around me. This process was surprisingly natural 

and, as I wrote in my field notes, after a little more than a month being alone in Konohana had begun 

to feel unfamiliar.  

Yusenkaku was the community’s newest building, designed and built largely by the members 

themselves. Better isolated, light and almost completely made out of high quality wood, it was a 

beautiful building. I spent a lot of time here during the last part of my fieldwork. This was because I 

followed the Truth School. The Truth School, or Shingakko, is the community’s special one-month 

program where they give in-depth teachings about their message and how they carry this out to 

outsiders on a more ideological level.  

Isadon, the spiritual leader, and a few other members and children live in Yusenkaku. The 

members who live in Yusenkaku are generally members that I got to consider as close to Isadon in one 

way or the other, be that as his secretary or as an important voice in the way rituals and everyday work 

is conducted in the community. In Yusenkaku, all members, including Isadon, also share their rooms 

with other members.   

Yusenkaku is a two minute walk from Himawari and Konohana-An. On the way there, I would 

always walk past Lotus Land. Lotus Land is the community’s new shop and café. It was still under 

construction when I arrived, and had its pre-opening during the last week of my fieldwork.    

Aside from the houses, the community has a sacred field where some of the rituals were 

conducted, a few storehouses, a greenhouse and many plots of land spread around the valley. The 

main reason that the community does not own a single large plot of land is that after the Second World 

War a landowner system was set up that divided small plots of land among people. To ensure land was 

distributed equally, these lands were divided among villagers, and thus, the valley is littered with 

different types of fields.  

The way the landowner system is set up means that there are a lot of small farmers in the area. In 

recent years, many of these farmers are aging and with a shortage of younger people to take over their 

work, they try to search for different solutions to utilize their lands. This is also one of the reasons 

Konohana has an active engagement with the local community. The community borrows land from the 

farmers to cultivate. For most of the lands, the community do not need to pay anything, because the 
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local farmers are already glad the land is not neglected. Thus, the community has found a way to 

utilize the complicated landowner system in their favour, and through it, they are able to further 

establish and maintain connections with the local community.  

 

2.2 My informants 

 

Please note that I have used alternative names for all people I met during my field work, expect 

for Isadon. His position as the spiritual leaders is so distinctive, that I felt this was unnecessary.  

 

Each and every one of the members of Konohana played a role in helping me to learn and understand 

more about their lifestyle and the complexities behind it. With some members, I did not conduct any 

interviews, but in their own ways they helped me in understanding more about their lives, through 

their actions or even their comments during community meetings or in the field. Furthermore, I felt 

incredibly welcomed into the community. This was because of the welcoming concert and their open 

attitudes, but also through small things, like how someone from the kitchen staff would call me iver in 

the mornings to give me freshly baked bread because they knew I was from the Netherlands and bread 

is the staple dish there. While these small gestures may not mean much at first glance, I think it is 

these kinds of gestures that make people feel welcome in Konohana.   

My main informants were Chiyo, Yumi, Aya, Kai, Jun and Isadon. Other people who I spoke to 

frequently and at length were Shiina, Noriko, Manoko and E-chan. The stories of these people have 

shown me a new perspective on how environmental sustainability can play a role in social life and the 

construction of reality.  

Chiyo, Yumi, Aya, Kai, Jun and Isadon were all members of Konohana. Isadon I have introduced 

before, he is the spiritual leader and one of the founders of Konohana. Jun is one of the leaders of the 

field team, and has been a part of Konohana for nineteen years. Yumi is the personal secretary of 

Isadon and became responsible for the management of Lotus Land shortly before it opened. Aya is 

responsible for national communications and promotion of Konohana. Chiyo is responsible for 

international communications. Chiyo was also the person I had the most contact with and who 

translated almost all community meetings and interviews. Kai had been a member, had left the 

community but come back again. He became a member again during my stay, and also followed the 

Truth School. 

Shiina, Noriko, E-chan and Manoko were not members of the community. While Shiina was not 

officially a member of Konohana, she had worked as the caretaker of seeds and young plants in 

Konohana for the past year, so she commuted to the community every day. Talking with her helped 

me to understand the community from a different point of view. Furthermore, these talks gave me 

insight in the considerations people might have about whether to join the community or not. Shiina 

also participated in the Truth School. Noriko was another participant of the Truth School. She was not 
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a member and while she had visited Konohana a few times before, this was the first time she stayed 

with them for an extended period of time. Talking with her gave me valuable insights into how the 

community could be perceived from an outsider point of view. E-chan was an American woman who 

had stayed with Konohana last year during the Truth School. She had returned for two months on a 

spiritual mission, on which I will elaborate on later in the thesis. Manoko was a long-term care guest 

of the community. It was insightful to see how his interactions with the members and the way 

members acted with him differed because he was not officially a member. Furthermore, he and I had 

many talks about literature and philosophy. He introduced me to some Japanese classics that helped 

deepen my understanding of Japanese society, and thus, the larger national setting in which Konohana 

was located.  
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Participant observation and informal interviews 

 

Participant observation has by far been the method I have used most. I lived in Konohana, so it never 

really stopped. My experiences on the field and in contact with the Konohana members helped me 

understand the processes of community life, and how ideological ideas are given meaning and 

recreated through everyday life as well as special rituals.  

For my anthropological fieldwork, I literally worked in the field as well (as can be seen in figure 

4). At the beginning of my fieldwork, one of the field team members had jokingly remarked I had 

pretty hands. Unlike his hands, there was almost no callous on mine, nor grains of dirt that after years 

of work on the field were almost impossible to wash away. Certainly, my hands had never seen heavy 

field work, just the occasional garden work every now and again, but that was about to change as I 

was taken along to the fields. And on every new field, one of the members would explain to me what 

they did in the fields and I was curious to ask them more about the why and how.  

Them teaching me how to work in the vegetables fields was also them teaching me how they 

perceived the vegetable fields. Through their explanations, I began to grasp the way they looked at the 

world and I began to understand how they perceived the relationship between human and plants (and 

by extension nature). This relation between humans-plants was an essential part of the ideology in 

their community life, which I will elaborate on later on this thesis.  

 

 

Figure 4: Participant observation, work in the field (photos: Konohana Family) 

 

I had endless questions that flowed forth from my participant observation. Asking these questions 

was often how my informal interviews started. I used these small interviews, sometimes only a few 

minutes, to gain deeper understanding of the things I had seen or done. Sometimes, the informal 

interviews started the other way around and members asked me about my opinions or wanted to tell 
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me about theirs. Sometimes, it simply sprang forth from conversations we had while we huddled close 

to the fire heather for warmth on the chilly evenings. 

These conversations, or sometimes only snippets of conversations, take up a considerable part of 

my field notes. While they are not necessary structured, they do shed light on the daily realities of life 

in Konohana. Furthermore, paired together they form a picture of how individuals live their everyday 

lives in a communal setting. This is why I will also use these snippets from my informal interviews in 

this thesis.    

A combination of participant observation and informal interviews helped me along in my research 

on many occasions, not in the last place during the daily tea breaks. Twice a day, there was a tea 

break. These breaks were held with the team we worked in. It was during the informal setting of these 

tea breaks that I would get to discover so much more about the way they perceived live. The 

conversations ranged from seemingly mundane things to more serious discussions about what they felt 

or how they perceived life. Topics that had been discussed with so much seriousness during the 

community meetings, were addressed with a sometimes surprising but refreshing amount of humour 

during these breaks. Social norms obviously shifted, if only slightly, depending on whether all 

members of the community were present or if the talk was within small teams of members that worked 

together almost every day.  

 

 

Figure 5: Tea breaks during field work (left photo: Konohana Family, right photo: Nina Nout) 

 

Aside from the more informal setting of tea breaks, there were also more formal meetings. Every 

evening after dinner, the children’s meeting was held. During these meetings, the children could talk 

about their day to the present adults. These meetings were led by the children themselves. Later in the 

evening, the Otona meeting (literally adult’s meeting) was held for the adult members of Konohana. 

The only free evenings were on Saturdays or Sundays. During the Otona meetings, the members 

discussed anything from their daily lives to more spiritual or ideological topics. It was during these 

meetings that I took a more observant role, and participated less so I could focus on the nuances of the 

meetings.  
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I also had the chance to observe a variety of other meetings, namely about the opening of Lotus 

Land, evaluation meetings for the Truth School, ritualistic meetings, a meeting between a researcher 

and the spiritual leader, as well as a meeting between the spiritual leader and a long-time friend of the 

community. Aside from the meetings there were a variety of rituals and festivals that I was allowed to 

attend. Some of them, Chiyo stressed, I was quite fortunate to be able to be a part of. She explained 

even most of the members had not been able to attend them.  

 

3.2 Semi-structured interviews 

 

Another important source of information were the semi-formal interviews I conducted with a part of 

the members. These interviews were to help me better understand the complexities of life in 

Konohana, as well as to try and discover underlying similarities and tensions. I have done 34 

interviews with 26 different people. Most of my respondents were adult members between 30 and 55 

years old. I also interviewed a few of the elderly ladies, who were in their late sixties to early 

seventies.  

In the semi-structured interviews, I maintained a general structure, so that I could compare the 

answers of members and analyse the findings to find similarities and differences, and ultimately to 

discover underlying structures and meanings within the setting of the community. 

The semi-structures interviews were done with a translator, as I was not proficient enough in 

Japanese to do these by myself. Chiyo translated most of my interviews. At first I wondered how this 

would affect my interview, but I think this ultimately seemed to work out in my favour. All of the 

members I interviewed seemed very willing to share their story with me. In fact, during some 

interviews, it was thanks to the shared memories of Chiyo and the interviewee that I came to discover 

underlying stories. I felt Chiyo found a balance between trying to transfer the interviewee’s voice as 

objectively as she could and in interjecting her own knowledge that worked very well for me. What 

was interesting as well, was that Chiyo told me she had never heard many of the stories the members 

told me. This gave me more insight in how knowledge about individual members’ past (specifically 

their lives before Konohana) was not that essential to the way their bonds had been maintained so far.  

At some point the members (Yumi came up with this idea) suggested that I interview Isadon every 

week. I think there were several reasons for this. Firstly, they believed I could learn most about the 

philosophy of Konohana through my talks with him. Secondly, however theoretically irrelevant this 

may seem, I felt Isadon enjoyed his interviews with me. This was in part because he enjoyed telling 

me about Konohana and spirituality, partly because of the questions I asked and partly because of the 

atmosphere that was created during these interviews. A sort of flow that resulted in interviews that 

turned into talks that could last up to three hours.    

The interviews with Isadon also became a good indicator of how I began to adapt and understand 

their lifestyle. The first interview with Isadon ended with me feeling quite confused and with a feeling 
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I had not been able to do a ‘good’ interview (as subjective as that term is). The lasts interviews I did 

with him had a much more natural flow to them and I had begun to understand most of the references, 

as well as the ways they gave meaning to phenomena and their own position in the world. Analysing 

these interviews was not only relevant for my empirical data, it also made me more aware of my 

personal process of ‘becoming’ part of the community in a way.  

Thirdly, they felt I ‘fit in’ in Konohana, and were happy to give me the opportunity to have the 

chance to talk to him so often. More than once, members remarked they had not expected that my 

presence would become such a natural aspect of daily life. Other researchers had visited them before, 

but that had always been slightly different and in a way, distant. I had established a certain level of 

trust that helped me incredibly in the contact with members and gave me the chance to interview 

Isadon so often. They told me it was quite extraordinary to be able to have so many opportunities to 

interview him.  

This establishment of trust was also reflected in other ways. By the end of my fieldwork, I was 

sometimes informed of sensitive topics before this was common knowledge in the community. 

Furthermore, several members became more open in discussing their deeper convictions, doubts and 

how they dealt with that because I ‘understood’.  

 

3.3 Visual and audio methods 

 

Aside from the above mentioned fieldwork methods, I used visual and audio methods and have 

collected hundreds of photos, videos, several songs, drawings, flyers, cards and many hours of audio 

recordings.  

About a third of the community are children and I felt I needed to actively involve them in my 

fieldwork as well. So we organized a drawing afternoon for them, because I felt this would be an 

engaging way for the children to express their opinions. The children drew what they thought of living 

in Konohana and what they thought of the future.  

Originally, I had planned to use the method of diary keeping to discover more about the thoughts 

of the adult members. However, when I was on the field I realized they emphasized more on 

vocalizing their thoughts than on putting them in writing. Furthermore, there was little time for them 

to keep a diary, as they woke up early to work and went to bed late after the community meeting. So 

instead, I focussed more on the pictures they took themselves and let them explain the meanings to me 

behind these pictures. Most of the members had a cell phone, and they took pictures of their daily 

activities or sights they saw to send to the other members. Furthermore, visual data was also heavily 

used on their social media, another aspect that I analysed. 

One method I had not considered before my fieldwork was the way music and song played a role 

in the community. Yet during my fieldwork, I realized that music was an important part of their 

community life. On the one hand, it was used to welcome visitors through the welcoming concert. On 
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the other hand, it was a way to bring people within the community together. This is why a will also 

focus on the social aspects of music in this thesis.  

 

3.4 A holistic approach to environmental sustainability 

 

In this methods chapter, I have described where and how I did my field research and why this was 

relevant for my data gathering and analysis. Through the data I gathered by these methods I noticed 

how there are intersecting values in the lives of Konohana members that underlie most of the social 

actions and work in Konohana. Concepts like environmental sustainability, spirituality, social 

cohesion, inclusion and exclusion, freedom and power were bound together in an intrinsic manner in 

the community. This intersection between different concepts had a profound influence on the social 

fibres of the community. This is why, in this thesis, I will analyse these concepts through a holistic 

approach, so that I can take into consideration how environmentally sustainable behaviours are also 

inextricably linked with all other aspects that make up their identity, sense of self and sense of 

community.  
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4. Finding Freedom through Community 

 

 

Emi, one of the leaders of the field team, recalled this nineteen year old memory of Isadon’s words 

with a smile. She had experienced her first few visits to Konohana as both exciting and a little scary. 

She had wanted to discover a different way of life through communal living. She told me ‘I wanted to 

know about myself, but at the same time I also wanted to be a person who I don’t know. I wanted to be 

myself who I don’t know’. Taking the step to ‘discover herself’ had been a difficult decision. Still, 

with every visit to Konohana her values began to shift more, until she ultimately decided to start living 

in Konohana. Her husband opposed the idea and told her not to go, but she told him ‘’I cannot leave 

from Konohana. This is a very important place. My values have changed, so I cannot really live in 

both worlds.’  

Her words felt like a continuation of a more informal talk I had had with her a few weeks prior. 

During a sunny day in early January, we drove through the forested mountains at the outskirts of the 

Fuji-Hakone-Izu National Park. From time to time, we caught glimpses of the glistering waters of the 

Pacific Ocean in the far distance. We were on our way to collect fallen leaves for composting, so that 

they could be used as organic fertilizer in two or three years’ time. Watching her behind the wheel of 

the little truck, wearing farming clothes and worn rubber boots, I asked her what her life had been like 

before she came to Konohana. She told me she had been a housewife and that she had to clean and 

cook everyday while her husband went to work. With a look around her, she continued on that she 

enjoyed her current life much more.  

Before Emi came to Konohana, she was married to a man from an old Japanese family and was 

responsible for the care of their son and the house. She had worn her black hair long and had used 

make-up every day. After she began visiting Konohana, she had cut her hair and stopped wearing 

make-up. While her initial visit to Konohana had been because she wanted to eat free organic food (at 

that time, Konohana did not charge people for their meals), the lifestyle drew her in. More visits 

followed, first with her son and ultimately alone, until she decided she wanted to become a member. 

Her husband’s values had not changed as much as hers, and he did not agree with her decision. He 

refused to let her take their son with her. Despite this conflict, Aki still decided to move to Konohana. 

Even if that meant separating from her husband and son, and she told me ‘once the divorce was 

established I have never met my son and husband again’.  

I have to admit, a mother leaving her son to live in a community shocked me. I wondered how she 

justified her decision and why she had decided to separate from her family to live in Konohana. Had 

And then Isadon said, ‘if you want to listen to my talk, then you should come 

with your rubber boots’. 

Interview Emi 09-02-2017 
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this been completely out of her own free will? Ultimately, her reasoning gave me insight into the way 

Konohana members construct their current social reality. Emi believed that her love for her child had 

become more pure by letting him go, because there was no desire, attachment or greed for her child. 

She believed she had raised her child based on her own ego, and that would ultimately impact him 

negatively. To her, following the path of Konohana would be beneficial for the whole and also for her 

child:  

 

So having attachment to my kinship, or to my own thing. No.. [..] My fate is I cannot bring my ex-

husband or son, but the most important thing is to polish my heart and spirit. That is how I 

thought. It was really painful to me, but I just convinced myself, as a result it’s going to be good 

for my child, and good for all. So that’s what I told myself. Then I chose this direction. 

 

Despite her conviction that her decision was right, she still struggled. She cried every day during the 

first two years. Yet she told me she does not believe she made a mistake joining Konohana:  

 

Because if each individual does not really have an attachment to their own thing, then if you can 

think, the elderly people is like your parents and grandparents. And if you think any child is your 

child. If many people think like that in society. Then.. then no one is going to be unhappy. Then 

there are no children who have no parents and miserable lives. That’s how I see it. 

 

Emi believes life in Konohana enables her to (indirectly) support others because she is no longer 

bound by kinship ties. To her, life in Konohana is an act of selflessness towards her son. Life in 

Konohana is a way to expand her own world as well as support others. Undoubtedly, a variety of 

reasons played a role in her decision to divorce, from the feeling that she was not connected to her 

husband, a sense of unease over being a housewife, to love for her family that she chose to express in 

her own way. Interestingly, she now places these reasons in relation to Konohana and the spiritual 

beliefs she has adopted. In that way, her memories fit into the communal framework of Konohana.  

 

4.1 Construction of memory 

 

Emi’s narrative of her past has to be considered in terms of the nature of the community in which they 

are told, in this case Konohana. This is because a person’s social reality or framework influences their 

recollection of past events. As Halbwachs (1992) argues, ‘no memory is possible outside the 

framework used by people in society to determine and retrieve their recollections” (p. 43). 

Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown, and later Edmund Leach have all had similar arguments, further adding 

that what people recalled in a specific social context or framework could also be used to legitimate 

institutions or to back a claim to status or rights (Roberts 2015).  
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Emi’s recollection of past events is in line with how many of the members recalled their memories 

of joining Konohana. For all of the members I interviewed spirituality played a fundamental and 

indispensable role in their recollections of why they joined.   

Notably, many of the members were aware that they looked at the world from a specific social 

framework and that they recalled their memories through this framework. Jun practically embodied 

this awareness, as he asked me whether I wanted to hear the spiritual side or the material side of his 

reasons for joining Konohana. Chiyo too, reflected on why she had joined Konohana and how her 

current beliefs influence those memories. So rather than being unaware that they positioned 

themselves according to the social framework they navigated in, many of the members were aware of 

this framework. This awareness brought forth an interesting dynamic. On the one hand the members 

were aware of their framework and that their ideas and actions were influenced by this. On the other 

hand they saw this framework as the truth, rather than a social construct. In that way, memory was still 

a way to legitimize their current lifestyle and beliefs. Yet their awareness of their framework also 

makes them deeply reflective towards their own beliefs, attitudes and the way they structure their 

lives.  

People’s awareness of their social framework and the resulting dynamics are not often discussed or 

taken into consideration in anthropological analysis of memory. Yet in Konohana, this awareness 

played a significant role. Firstly, it makes members more inward focused in the sense that they 

consciously try to overlap the existing beliefs in Konohana with their own. This overlapping could 

create tensions, which were addressed during the daily Otona meetings. In this way, their personal 

reflections became a topic of communal discussion and influenced the social framework of the 

community. Secondly, the members consider their awareness to be a sign that they can analyse the 

social structures of the world with a clearer view. In this way, overarching systems that make up the 

social realities of society are also subject to critical debate.   

Dissatisfied over these overarching systems formed another reason why Konohana members 

joined the community. The most often heard critique of members was that they felt relations in general 

society were too often based on profit and loss. Keito told me the following:   

 

H: Some part of me really strongly felt this world is not real, it is a fake world. 

N: hmm hmm.. what do you mean with that? 

H: In a concrete way, that era was based on money and goods. I couldn’t really see the value in 

that. So I couldn’t really put all my life into it. That’s why I wanted to know what are the truly 

important things to me, for all my life. That’s what I wanted to know.  

 

Many of the members expressed similar opinions. To them, community life provides a more 

mindful way to negotiate life in the contemporary world. It is an alternative kind paradigm that can 

help in negotiating their everyday lives more attentively. Furthermore, life in a community is seen as a 
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way to feel connected to others. This is perceived in two main ways. Firstly, it is the contact 

individuals have with each other. Secondly, it is the depth of their connections with each other. Many 

members felt they had two ‘faces’ before they lived in Konohana, one for the outside world and one 

for the inside. There was a gap between the two, and they felt they could not express their deepest 

thoughts and feelings to others.  

The feeling of having two ‘faces’ relates quite closely to Goffman’s theory of the self. Goffman 

(1967) argues that people put on a ‘face’ (take on a role) to act based on approved social attributes. 

These ‘faces’ or roles are often habitual, like ‘traditional plays in a game or traditional steps in a 

dance’ (p. 13). Yet despite being habitual, there is a certain commitment needed to maintaining the 

role and related image. It is this feeling of commitment that seems to bring forth a deep sense of 

dissatisfaction for many of the members. They felt that the gap between their public ‘face’ and who 

they were privately was large, and that keeping up a constant role was tiring. To the members, life in 

Konohana gives them the opportunity to lessen that gap. 

In Konohana, the daily Otona meetings are an important part in lessening the gap between what 

members think and say. Literally everything and anything is open for discussion during these meeting. 

A particular example of this openness was a discussion about the relationship between a male member 

and a female member. The male member’s wife had been in the hospital and he had a relationship with 

another female member. That female member’s roommate had gotten increasingly annoyed by their 

behaviours and shared her thoughts and irritations freely. Other members then commented on the 

situation, which resulted in a discussion on whether or not the relationship was beneficial for the 

community or that it brought forth only tensions. After two months, I had grown accustomed to these 

types of open discussion, but this was held during a meeting that so happened to be the first night a 

researcher and her husband who stayed in the community for three days. She told Isadon the following 

afternoon:    

 

So uhm. I was at the meeting yesterday, right. Your community meeting. To me that is.. evolution 

of a human being to a very high level. Because normally.. in a normal family, even with husband 

wife children, or with your parents. You don’t really have conversations like that. 

 

In a way, the openness and importance of connections in Konohana are also reactions to changes 

in contemporary Japanese society. Not feeling connected to others and loneliness have become 

increasingly problematic topics in Japan. It has come to the point that the word kozoku, that combines 

the characters for ‘loneliness’ and ‘group’, has become a term to address the problem (Brasor 2011). 

As paradoxical as the term ‘lonely group’ may seem, it is a very real and present result of a variety of 

intersecting issues Japan has had to deal with in recent years. This is partly attributed to the increase of 

single-person households, a declining and aging population, and economic issues. While these topics 

are often referred to in discussions about Japan’s current issues, The Ashi Shimbun adds a valuable 
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insight to this discussion. The Asahi Shimbun, one of the largest newspapers of Japan, also addresses 

that ‘the ‘kozoku country’ Japan is turning into the logical outcome of the entire post-war experiment’ 

(Brasor 2011).  

In post-war Japan, the ideal model of social life that was promoted through government policy and 

media was that of the man as a lifetime employee of a company and of the woman as a wife, mother 

and housekeeper. This model required the construction of a rigid welfare and education system 

(Fifield 2017; Nemoto 2008)). As long as Japanese economic growth continued, this model continued 

to operate, but when the country went through economic crises in the 1990s, this model became 

untenable. Yet social policy could not adjust to the rapid changes in Japanese society, leading to a 

variety of social issues, from single-households being excluding from health benefits to increasing 

stress on elderly care due to the rapidly aging population (Fifield 2017).    

 Another significant issue are the strict gender roles that exist in Japanese society. While women 

have increasingly found their way to the labour market, the household and childcare remains the main 

responsibility of women. (Yamamoto & Ran, 2014). Moreover, marriage still often means that women 

will become housewives, as Nemoto (2008) pointed out in her study about female perspectives on 

work and marriage. One of her respondents told her, ‘Marriage seems to determine everything about 

who we are as women in this society’ (p. 229).    

To Emi, her marriage also determined who she was in society, even though she felt this was in 

conflict with her ‘inner self’. This is why she feels she is able to express herself more freely now that 

she lives according to what she believes in. In other words, the gap between her inner and outer 

projection of herself had lessened considerably.   

Emi’s experience seems contrary to the common idea that keeping up a ‘face’ is essential in eco-

communities. This idea stems from the belief that keeping up ‘face’ often plays a significant role in 

maintaining social cohesion within eco-communities because the bonds that keep these community 

together are based on moral ideas and values instead of kinship bonds. Yet the negotiation between an 

individual’s inner values and the communal values seems to come much more easily to Konohana 

members than their attempts to keep up ‘face’ in general society. 

I would not say these negotiations came completely without effort, as many of the members 

admitted they had initially struggled to adapt to life in Konohana. One member told me that every day 

is still a struggle, but that she did not see this as a bad thing because she always learnt new things 

about the world and herself. So because her life fit more into her idea about how it should be, she 

accepted the struggles she faced more easily. 

 

4.2 The welcoming process 

 

While Konohana started as a spiritual community, the initial contact for many members was because 

of environmental concerns or an interest in organic farming. The founding members joined largely 
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because of spiritual reasons, but there has been a shift of focus for people in recent years. 

Environmental sustainability has developed into an increasingly important reason for people to visit 

Konohana, and it has also become increasingly important to daily life and in the community’s values. 

This becomes clearer through Yumi’s story. She joined Konohana in 2007 solely to develop her 

spirituality. She admitted she had had absolutely no interest in environmental sustainability nor in 

farming when she first arrived in the community: 

 

Many members are interested in sustainability, environmental issues or agriculture, that’s why 

they become member. But for me, I was not interested in such a thing at all before I became a 

members [laughs].  

 

To many of the members, her attitude had initially been a source of resistance. Yumi had had no 

interest in learning about farming, cooking or sustainability, and she recalled how the members had 

said she probably could not be a member because she did not have the right mind-set. Despite their 

initial doubts, they were eventually persuaded into accepting her because she continued to actively 

engage and learn about spirituality. Ultimately, Yumi feels that her spiritual development has made 

her aware of the importance of living in harmony with nature. 

This resistance by Konohana members towards someone that does not adhere to the dominant 

communal values can be further explained through Bourdieu’s theory on newcomers. Bourdieu (1996) 

argues that in order for a newcomer to be accepted into a certain field, they essentially need to adhere 

to ‘a specific code of conduct and expression’ (p. 235). Yumi did not subscribe to the rules 

immediately, and so members questioned her ability to conform to the social structures of Konohana.  

Konohana members have become stricter in this sense in recent years. While people could join 

Konohana instantly in the past, future members currently need to work as helpers for a year first. 

During that year, they do not get a salary from Konohana though they get food and board. After that 

year, the future member can request to become a member. The current members will vote over the 

request. The community has chosen for this option because there were many people that joined in the 

past who also ended up leaving soon.  

This system has resulted in a sense of committed and dedicated amongst members. Furthermore, 

almost all of the members I spoke to recalled how their initial contact with Konohana had felt like they 

had finally found what they had been ‘searching’ for. Most explained this as feeling like they found 

‘family’ or a sense of togetherness, as well as a purer way of life, both spiritually and environmentally. 

This feeling is exemplified in figure 6 (see the following page), where a drawing by a Konohana 

member is portrayed.  

The drawing illustrates this particular member’s view on life in Konohana compared to life in 

Tokyo. On the left he drew Mt Fuji to represent nature: green and pure. On the right he drew what he 
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feels represents Tokyo: chaotic red and black streaks that show the degradation and corruption of life 

in general society.     

 

 

Figure 6: drawing by a Konohana member  

 

Not all members were drawn to Konohana upon their initial contact. Mariko regularly joked she 

used to hate Isadon and thought Konohana members were a ‘bunch of weirdoes’. She laughed when 

she recalled she only came for the food during Konohana’s lunch events. It was not until years later, 

when her home environment had become increasingly dangerous that she sought the help of Konohana 

and was accepted into the community. It gave her an escape from a life she no longer wanted to live. 

Ultimately, she also transformed because of it. Now, she is a close partner of Isadon, and the architect 

of Yusenkaku as well as Lotus Land. Furthermore, she teaches at the Truth School and is one of the 

leading voices of the community. 

There are more members that found either security or freedom through their life in Konohana. 

While there was a significant number of members who came out of environmental or spiritual interest, 

there were also members who initially came because they needed a place to stay. Or, like Emi, they 

joined because aside from wanting to live according to the divine law, Konohana was a way to break 

free from societal expectations. This brought the members a sense of freedom they had not been able 

to experience in general society.   

  

4.3 The feeling of freedom 

 

The paradox in finding freedom through communal living is that the community of an ecovillage is 

still tied together on the basis of shared values and vision (Ergas 2010; Quisumbing King 2016). So 

living in an ecovillage inherently brings with it moral commitments, even if life in an ecovillage is 

meant as an alternative to social structures and rules (Parkins 2004; Quisumbing King 2016). Yet it 

also provides individuals with the freedom of choice, even if that choice means to choose according to 

which systems an individual wants to live. Furthermore, it gives individuals the opportunity to resist 
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the global capitalist system in a way that was impossible for them in general society.  For example, the 

members believe that life in the rural countryside of Japan is a way of resisting global capitalist 

systems. Jun’s story is a particularly striking example of this belief. 

‘Why,’ I asked Jun ‘did you join Konohana?’. In return, he asked me if I knew the song We Are 

the World by USA for Africa. We Are the World is a charity single released in 1985 for African 

famine relief that raised over $63 million for humanitarian aid in Africa. It also inspired Jun to travel 

to Ethiopia because he felt he needed to see why there was so much hunger and poverty. With a 

background in livestock machineries and agriculture, he was soon hired by an university in rural 

Ethiopia.  

Jun arrived in Ethiopia during a period of extreme turmoil and upheaval. The Ethiopian Civil War 

had raged on for more than a decade, and most of the country was in ruins. Jun told me that the 

frontline of war gradually moved towards where he lived and worked. The situation escalated to the 

point the Japanese government warned him to escape to Kenia. Heeding their warning, Jun made 

preparations to leave. His voice cracked as he told me, ‘the day when I left Ethiopia.. I talked with an 

Ethiopian counterpart. We worked together.. he had been working together with me. And he said to 

me.. ‘you’re lucky, Jun. You have a place to escape’.. They didn’t have anywhere to escape. I 

remember that’.  

The unfairness of this situation, where he alone was able to escape simply because he was 

Japanese and his friend was not stayed with Jun. Afterwards, he spoke and visited NGO’s and 

organizations involved in the region to ask if they knew a solution. Yet what he concluded was that, 

despite their best intentions, these organizations often played a role in keeping structures as they were. 

Governments were not particularly inclined to provide humane aid if Western relief organizations 

were more than willing to take up that bill. 

Furthermore, he became convinced that the base of poverty and war lay in global systems of 

capitalism, in which profit was valued over humans and nature. He began to feel he did not want to be 

a part of this system, not even as a consumer. And to achieve that wish, he needed to be independent 

economically and financially. He found this independence through Konohana.  

In other words, to Jun, life in Konohana is a way to resist existing power structures that have laid 

the basis of war, as well as a way to bring happiness to the world. His feelings are similar to Emi’s, 

who lives in Konohana because she believes this is the best not only for her son but for all humans. 

Emi’s and Jun’s feeling are shared by more members in one way or the other. While all members 

have their own unique histories, there is a general consensus that life in is not only for themselves, but 

also for others. They believe that through life in Konohana, which they believe is in harmony with the 

divine law of this universe, they can live for others as well as for themselves. In other words, living in 

Konohana enables them to live according to what they believe is right. In that way, life in Konohana 

gave them the perceived freedom of living according to the divine law. 
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Interestingly, the sense of freedom is also strongly felt by members whose material life is 

ultimately the same or similar to the path that was laid out before they joined Konohana. Takashi’s 

story is a good example of this. As the first son of an old, establish family, Takashi was raised from a 

young age to inherit the family business and the family’s wealth. As a child, he had enjoyed this 

because he had been treated specially. Yet as he grew older, he began to understand why he was 

treated specially. And so, the enjoyment turned to pressure for him. He got married because his 

parents wished for it, but he continued to feel that he did not want to inherit the family business. He 

told me that during that time of his life, ‘I felt I was in hell’.  

To Takashi, living in a society that was based on profit and loss, both on an economical level as on 

a interpersonal level, made him feel trapped. ‘I felt so isolated.. to me it was.. I had been in hell of 

profit and loss.. I cannot get out from that value [..] I felt like it’s better to die if I have to stay in this 

hell. [..] that was my first time to think like that.’. Despite Takashi’s rejection of his life as the 

inheritor of the family business, his parents continued to ask Takashi to inherit the family business 

even after he joined Konohana. He shared these emails with the community during the Otona meetings 

and a discussion ensued about what he should do.  

Ultimately, it was decided that he would make an offer to his parents. He was willing to take over 

the family business, but only if he would be allowed to establish a community like Konohana through 

it. His parents accepted his proposal. This situation ultimately gave Konohana as a whole the chance to 

expand their message and way of living. With his father’s approval, Takashi will inherit the family 

business. Yet now, Takashi no longer feels he is pressured into it because his intent is different. He 

aims to establish another settling of Konohana Family in his hometown.  

That the members experience life in Konohana as more free than they felt in general society does 

not mean they always feel free. To keep harmony within the community, personal desires are 

subjugated to communal decisions. Doing so requires a constant idea that self-interest over communal 

interest is destructive to the social fabric of the community (Brecher 2013). I will further discuss how 

the members negotiate the tensions between these interests in the following chapters. 
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5. Learning from Nature 

 

At the beginning of my fieldwork, there was an evening that I was chatting with a male member while 

we were settled in front of the fire heater. At some point, I explained to him what my research was 

about and that environmental sustainability was an important part of it. He thought for a moment, and 

then he told me: ‘I don’t really know about sustainability, but I think living together like we do is good 

for the environment’. His response surprised me because I had been under the impression that 

everybody in the community knew about environmental sustainability. By then, my notion that 

Konohana was an ecovillage in the strict sense of the word had already been changed, and I started to 

wonder if only a small number of members were actively trying to live sustainably. How wrong I 

turned out to be. During my time in Konohana, I began to understand that while the concept 

environmental sustainability might not mean much to some of the members, living sustainably 

certainly did.  

The sustainable lifestyle of Konohana members is reflected in a variety of  ways, both on a 

practical level and on a more ideological level. Practically, the members aim to be as environmentally 

friendly as possible through farming practices that maximise self-sufficiency and minimize their 

environmental impact. In this way, they raise 48 kinds of seeds and 10 types of rice and sell the 

surplus of their products to local residents. The seeds or specific vegetables are also saved for planting 

in the following year. Furthermore, the community keeps two pens of free range chickens for eggs and 

a large number of beehives for honey.    

During the growing of their crops, the members do not use any chemical fertilizers, agricultural 

chemicals, or genetically modified technology. Instead, they rely on other methods, like the use of 

strategic planting combinations and effective microorganisms. Through strategic planting 

combinations, they can repel insects from their fields. Effective microorganisms (EM) is a product 

containing a community of microorganisms in a concentrated solution. Konohana members have 

developed a way to develop this into Konohana-kin (literally Konohana bacteria) through culturing it 

with tofu refuse, brown rice amino acid, orange peels and a variety of leaves. Konohana-kin can be 

used in farming, stock raising, environmental purification, construction and in diluted form for 

consumption. On the fields, it is used as an alternative for insect repellent, as well as for fertilizers and 

prevention of diseases.   

Aside from the above methods, Konohana members also work with seasonal foods, they plant 

crops only during the appropriate season. As a result, during the months that I stayed at Konohana, my 

diet consisted mainly of a variety of vegetables and sweet potatoes while I listened to jokes and stories 

about the mountains of melons they had to work through during the summers. I ate almost no fruits, 

expect for some strawberries from the greenhouse or limes and oranges that were given to the 
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community by friends. Still, I had absolutely no complaints, for reasons that are made clearer in figure 

7.  

 

 

Figure 7:. Konohana lunch boxes. (photo’s: Konohana Family (left), Nina Nout (right)) 

 

Through the different ways Konohana members try to minimize their environmental impact, they 

claim they have succeeded in creating a lifestyle with an ecological footprint of 0,8 earths. This has 

been calculated by. This number is only 34,8% of Japan’s total eco-footprint of 2,3 earths (WWF 

2010).   

While the above numbers represent how the lifestyle of Konohana members impacts the earth, 

those numbers alone do not seem especially meaningful to most members. For them, sustainability is 

given meaning through the everyday processes of producing food and living sustainably. Because 

these processes are part of everyday life, I was also introduced to them. And so, I found myself 

learning how to make miso (fermented soy paste), soy-sauce, o-miki (non-alcoholic drink), fertilizers 

for the fields, and how to care for the plants on the fields. The members explained these processes to 

me in detail.  

These explanations were not only related to the practical side of living sustainably. The 

explanations also gave me insights into the way they perceived their relation with nature and how, to 

them, it was essential to work in harmony with nature to raise good quality crops and products. In the 

process of making o-miki for example, the group needed to do attune to each other through chants or a 

small clapping ritual. During the stirring of the liquid, the group sang chants in order to work in 

harmony, while each person stirred the liquid a few times.  

The idea that living in harmony with nature is essential was further emphasized on a more 

ideological level in their critique that humans in general society have lost their ‘life intuition’. With 

this, they meant that people have blunted their ability to distinguish between what is beneficial and 

harmful for humans. Incidentally, what they considered harmful for humans is directly linked to 

capitalist and consumerist lifestyles that cause environmental pollution and destruction. In short, to 
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Konohana members having ‘life intuition’ is essential in order to live in harmony with nature, and 

their critique of the ‘West’ was that this link was neglected or even forgotten.  

This is in line with recent discussions in the environmental field, where ‘Western’ dichotomies of 

nature are increasingly being critiqued. For example, in the Akita Workshop for the Asian Philosophy 

of Protected Areas (2013) there was the consensus that ‘there is a major difference between the social 

construction of nature from the Western  perspective  which  is  often  associated  with  the  

wilderness,  whereas Asian  communities  would  regard  humans  and  nature  as  sharing the  same 

sphere  in  the  form  of a  unitary whole’ (p. 3). This consensus criticizes the dichotomy between 

society and nature, yet it also creates a dichotomy between Western countries and Asia. While it is 

questionable if the dichotomy between the West and Asia can be upheld upon further scrutinization, 

the idea that humans and nature should be seen as an unitary whole is a valuable point of view. While 

this is a widely accredited idea in ecology, humans and nature are often still seen as two separate 

phenomena in the social sphere.   

 

5.1 A love for plants  

 

By letting go of the fundamental idea that human society and nature are two separate phenomena, we 

can begin to uncover what role nature plays in the construction of our society and in extension, social 

reality. In the case of Konohana, this can be observed from the way the members interact with the 

plants on their fields. To the members, farming is a ‘way of life to experience the divine system 

through growing crops’. Their relation with plants was influenced deeply by this idea.  

For Aya, talking about her experience with tending to plants in the fields was so deeply 

meaningful it moved her to tears. She told me about how she had been made responsible for a 

cucumber field once, and how that had influenced her: 

 

So, at the beginning oh I don’t want to do that. So much work and I’m busy, why do I have to do 

that. But when I started working in the field by myself, there was uh.. so.. much joy. I didn’t know 

anything about crops or nature, but I felt that they are very alive. So if I do something, they’re 

really.. they are mirror. So they reflect everything. And they don’t have ego like human beings. 

So.. they don’t blame, they don’t complain. [..] they are always honest and itself. They don’t 

pretend anything, so if I can’t communicate with crops, then I can also not communicate with 

human beings. 

 

To Aya, the plants not only taught her about herself, but also let her experience a relation that was 

not marked by ulterior motives, as she felt was often the case with humans. She was immensely 

grateful to the cucumbers she tended to as well. In a way, she had established an intimate relation with 
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them. She told me about how she had felt that the cucumber plants might have been tired from 

continuing to give them cucumbers every day for so long, so she stopped giving them rice water:  

 

So one day I decided not to bring rice water anymore. And then you [cucumbers] can live more 

relaxed, you don’t need to grow for us anymore. You can take rest, thank you so much, so.. uh.. 

from Tomorrow I don’t bring rice water. I decided. Then, next day I went to the field without rice 

water. Then no cucumbers there [laughs]. They understand what I said. Then I felt, thank you, you 

were making so much effort to give us. Thank you so much I felt. 

 

Aya perceived human-plant relations as being far more pure and authentic than human-human 

relations. This perception was shared with other members, like Chiyo who liked to visit the plants or 

trees on the community’s sacred grounds when she needed a break, or by Nana, who tended to the 

strawberries with her undivided love and attention.  

Aya’s, Chiyo’s and Nana’s engagements with the plants are in line with the idea that plants can 

‘inspire deeply romantic commentaries that speak of authenticity and attachment’ (Archambault 2016, 

p. 245). In that way, the relations Konohana members have with plants is also different from their 

interpersonal relationships, even within the community. This can be attributed to their idea that plants 

lack ‘ego’, and therefore, are not tainted or corrupted by desires or ulterior motives.  

The love the members have for the plants and the fields is also constructed as a response to 

consumerist lifestyles and large-scale agriculture driven by capitalist demand. The members feel that 

these lifestyles and ways of production are dominated by greed and desire and that they distort and 

destroy not only nature, but also societies. Jun for example, felt that it was these lifestyles that led to 

disruption and environmental destruction in economically poor countries that were rich in natural 

resources. Many of the members also attribute disease or mental issues in contemporary society to the 

detachment people have with nature.  

The skepticism many members portrayed towards contemporary Japanese society is in line with a 

wider shared sense of disillusionment among many Japanese citizens (Brecher 2013). After the 

economic collapse at the end of the 20th century, a growing number of people began to explore 

alternative lifestyles. Sustainable agriculture was romanticized and became more popular as an 

alternative to ‘mainstream’ lifestyles (Brecher 2013). Furthermore, as Kirby (2011) states ‘Japanese 

discourse on nature partly involves nostalgia for what are considered traditional relations with nature- 

that is, village life in an idealized agrarian community’ (p. 76).  

The relation members had with plants was also a way to express or feel moments of individual 

freedom. In Jun’s case this meant he felt he could oppose, in his own way, the existing global power 

structures that caused famine and suffering in Ethiopia, a country more than 10,000 kilometers away. 

In another member’s case, this took on a more direct and interpersonal dimension, as she told me 

during an interview that some days she felt the following: ‘I want to go to the field! I don’t want to 
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work in the office! I want to go to field [..] they [plants] are the existence giving. They don’t.. only 

human beings like me complain, blame’. Again, the perception that plants are in some way more 

authentic and pure plays an important role in this statement.  

 

5.2 The communal aspects of environmental sustainability  

 

While the members experienced moments of personal freedom in their practices, environmental 

sustainability undoubtedly strengthened the social cohesion within the community as well. As Brecher 

(2013) rightly stated, ‘community building and environmentally sustainable lifestyles are not only 

compatible but can be mutually reinforcing’ (n.p.).   

Indeed, it is the communal lifestyle of Konohana that has enabled them to achieve a long-term 

environmentally sustainable way of life. This can be seen on a practical level, where members work 

together daily and connect over their care and affection for the fields. During the busy harvesting 

season almost all members of the community will help on the fields. Furthermore, there are special 

communal festivals to celebrate and worship nature, the crops and the fields. These festivals provide 

ways for the members to reconnect and strengthen their personal ties through their shared rituals. I will 

further elaborate on this in chapter 6. Spiritual Sustainability. 

To fully understand the role environmental sustainability plays in the Konohana community, one 

also has to consider the more ideological and conceptual level of environmental sustainability. There 

are several sides to this. Firstly, Konohana members see the natural world as enspirited, as full of 

spiritual intelligence. This is in line with broader nature-based spiritual ideals that nature itself is 

considered as sacred and worthy of reverent care (Taylor 2010). The connections between the cosmos, 

earth, nature and all living beings are considered to be incredibly valuable (Taylor 2010). This belief is 

also prevalent in Konohana. Their underlying belief that all of life is connected is fundamental to the 

way Konohana members position themselves in the world and in their interactions with nature and 

humans.  

Secondly, flowing forth from the fundamental belief that all of life as connected is the feeling of a 

felt kinship with all of the rest of life. This feeling is based on the thought that all life shares a 

common ancestor, and therefore all life is related (Taylor 2010). The belief that all of life is connected 

has affinity with the Darwinian understanding that all forms of life should be considered kin because 

they’ve all come to be, the way they are through the same evolutionary processes (Taylor 2010). In 

Konohana, this belief extends beyond environmental sustainability and also translates itself into the 

social dimensions of community life. This can be seen clearly in the way they raise their children, this 

is a communal task and members help raise each other’s children. While most are not related by 

biological ties, members still consider themselves family because they believe all of life is 

interconnected.   



40 
 

Thirdly Konohana partly bases its environmental practices in the last years on a broader 

conceptual definition by GEN of what environmental sustainability, eco-communities or ecovillages 

are. By this definition, an ecovillage in its most ideal form, can be defined as ‘a human-scale 

settlement [..] that is intended to be full-featured – providing food, manufacturing, leisure, social 

opportunities, and commerce – the goal of which is the harmless integration of human activities into 

the environment in a way that supports healthy human development in physical, emotional, mental, 

and spiritual ways, and is able to continue into the indefinite future’ (Bang in Van Schyndel Kasper 

2008). I stress ideal here, because in reality, ecovillages do not meet their own criteria (Van Schyndel 

Kasper 2008). 

This is also the case in Konohana, while they try to live according to their spiritual and 

environmental ideals, there are always challenges. The members themselves are aware that their way 

of life is a continuous path, and that they have not yet reached utopia. To some members, this thought 

brings joy. They find pleasure in the chaotic and uncertain reality of the earth. Isadon once told me it 

would be boring if everything went according to plan, and that was echoed by several other members. 

Others are more troubled by the inevitable gap between ideology and reality. Chiyo admitted she had 

difficulty adjusting to this gap when she started to live in Konohana. With a background in 

environmental protection and preservation, she was determined to stimulate and broaden the 

community’s sustainable efforts. One of her goals had been to install solar panels. When her proposal 

was refused because ‘the time was not right’, she found it difficult to accept this. Yet several years 

later, the community had the opportunity to install solar panels at a steep discount. She told me that 

made her realize that rather than her trying to improve the community, her wishes had been more 

about pushing through her own desires. While she still held hopes for improving the community’s 

environmentally sustainable practices, she was more in tune with the community’s overall objectives, 

opportunities and challenges. She understood the specific fluidity of the community’s sustainable 

lifestyle. 

 

5.3 Sustainability through community 

 

This fluidity in the community’s sustainable efforts was translated into other aspects of life as well. I 

found it somewhat paradoxical that the community strived to live in a sustainable way, but used gas 

heathers in many of the rooms, used a lot of plastic wrappings when they sold their products and had 

heated toilet seats (an ordinary occurrence in Japan). Jun explained to me that the intent with which 

they used products was what made the difference. His intent was based on his consideration for the 

natural and spiritual world, and thus much more in harmony with the natural systems of this world. 

Members often translated this consideration to having a higher level of ‘intuition’. To Jun, the way he 

used a truck was fundamentally different than that of someone from general society. He told me that 
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on a practical level it might seem similar, but because his intent and level of intuition was different the 

results were different: 

 

Intuition is important in everything you do. Not only in working with plants, also in relations with 

other people and how you act with children. And also with machinery, it’s made by our hands, but 

even that you have to feel. You can’t use it properly or know where a problem is without intuition.   

 

It is arguable if this opinion can be uphold upon further practical exploration, but many of the 

members felt that their intuition was what ultimately made the difference. So it was definitely 

meaningful for the way they gave meaning to their lives. It also gave them the chance to defend or 

justify their more unsustainable actions. Furthermore, a member rightly pointed out that because they 

shared all their possessions, gas heathers and cars included, they still put less stress on the 

environment than if they had been living outside of the community and own such equipment 

individually.  

It became clear to me that to Konohana members, it was because they lived in a community that 

they could live sustainably. In that way, the development of social cohesion within the community is 

essential for the success of their environmentally sustainable way of living. Brecher (2013) also argues 

that community building is necessary for environmental success of eco-communities or ecovillages.  

He claims that organic farming, spirituality and environmental sustainability can be practiced 

individually. Yet what cannot be achieved individually is the ‘inclusion within a likeminded cohort 

that completes the satisfaction derived from those endeavours [..] a fully shared life is the only part of 

the Konohana Family that people cannot practice and achieve by themselves’ (Brecher 2013).  
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6. The Social Aspects of Spirituality 

Practicing an environmentally sustainable lifestyle is one of the ways through which Konohana 

members express their spirituality. This is because to Konohana members, their spiritual appreciation 

for nature and life is practiced through their intimate relation with nature and within the community. 

This is complimented further by their Shinto beliefs, with its emphasis on a respectful relationship 

between humans and their natural surroundings (Brecher 2013; Byron Earhart 1970). Furthermore, 

Taylor (2010) describes how people have the urge to find meaning and value through connecting the 

divine with human nature. 

Spirituality, as Taylor (2010) pointed out, may differ from religion as social phenomena, but 

analytically they are not so different. Both are system through which the world is given meaning. They 

both provide a moral framework for thoughts and behaviours.  

As I described in the previous chapter, many members shared the feeling that nature was sacred 

and pure. This further translated to the way they worked in the fields. Almost all members described 

this as valuable, like Sano, who told me there is spirituality behind growing vegetables. As the leader 

of the rice paddy team, Sano felt his work and the responsibilities of his position had helped him grow 

mentally and had made him calmer He needed to ‘listen’ to the rice to achieve a sense of harmony and 

produce good rice. In order to do this, he needed to let go of his ego. In other words, his daily life is a 

constant practice of spiritual growth. Spirituality merges environmental sustainability with the social 

world of members.  

Aside from their sustainable attitudes, spirituality is undoubtedly embedded in all other aspects of 

daily life in Konohana. From the relationship the members form with their surroundings and others to 

the daily chants at the beginning of each Otona meeting, spirituality is essential not only in the way 

the members shape their (inter)actions, but also in the way they give meaning to said (inter)actions and 

the world around them.  

 

6.1 Power and freedom in utopian thought 

 

Perhaps spirituality as it is practiced in Konohana can best be linked to Bourdieu’s idea of habitus. 

Bourdieu (1984) described that ‘habitus is neither a result of free will, nor determined by structures, 

but created by a kind of interplay between the two over time: dispositions that are both shaped by past 

events and structures, and that shape current practices and structures and also, importantly, that 

condition our very perceptions of  these’ (p. 70). This interplay between free will and structure is a 

reoccurring theme in Konohana. On the one hand, the members are guided in their thoughts and 

behaviours by the structures of their spiritual beliefs. On the other hand, they also consciously 

question these structures in an attempt to renegotiate existing structures and aim to develop their 

spirituality through alternative ways.  
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Spirituality is relational in the way that it defined to social structures of Konohana. In extension, it 

also defined the community’s power structures. This is in line with Durkheim’s theory on how the 

‘sacred’ can have a binding value within the community. In this way, spirituality is used as a social 

system and members negotiate between adhering to this system and their own personal opinions and 

ideals. Still, they do this within the social structure of the community, and the spiritual beliefs have a 

significant impact on how they perceive themselves. Furthermore, almost all members believed in 

divine law as this is told to them by Isadon. And while ‘divine law’ sounds like a set concept, Isadon 

also advocates that the members do not take everything he says for granted: 

 

No matter how superior the method is, it should not be considered scripture. If people depend 

too much on such a thing, they will not be able to attain the same spiritual level as those who 

revealed it. The path to further evolution will also be closed. Those who seek this become 

believers and the group then becomes an organized religion. Organizations remove people’s 

freedom. Therefore, do not make an organization. What we should make instead is people’s 

bond free from ego and a place to gather and talk.   

 

Despite his words, Isadon’s position as the leader remains strong. As a result, the somewhat 

paradoxical situation exists where he both encourages members to develop their own ideas, yet also 

corrects them if they divert too much from the ‘universal truth’. Furthermore, the members see him as 

the one that speaks the message of the divine. Questioning his word rarely happens, and when a 

member does question him, it is usually because they seek further guidance.  

Some members admitted to me that they had not always agreed with Isadon. This was often 

quickly followed by the statement that that had been because their ‘ego’ had been too strong. Chiyo 

admitted to me that she could be rather stubborn and that she sometimes still struggled with accepting 

what he said. Yet she felt that events eventually always pointed out that Isadon was right. In that way, 

he helped her escape her own ‘narrow frame’. There were more members who mentioned Isadon 

helped them break their ‘narrow frame’, like Natsuki, who told me:  

 

.. about Isadon [5 second silence] how can I describe [20 second silence] He saved me. [17 second 

silence] he’s my goal. [5 second silence] hmm [3 second silence]. After all, I always lived with my 

own frame. I trapped myself in my small frame. Then I suffered. Or I got pleased or became sad 

over what happens in front of me. But that is created by my frame. He’s the one who breaks that 

frame. So he is the person who released be to the eternal world.. the unlimited world. That’s why 

he saved me. He’s the savior of me and he is also my goal. 

 

While the members advocate that all relations are horizontal in the community, there are definitely 

differences in power even within the community. These differences stem mostly from a moral 
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background or spiritual beliefs and the attitude of members. Members who are more pro-active and 

actively engaged in discussions or in everyday activities are more likely to gain positions of 

‘authority’ or leadership. Still, this can also be considered as a logical development. The community 

can be seen as a small society, and each person is attributed a role to fulfil in that system.  

The way power relations in Konohana work can be connected to the Foucauldian idea that ‘power 

relations are rooted deep in the social nexus, not reconstituted ‘above’ society as a supplementary 

structure’ (Foucault 1982, p. 791). Building on this thought, the implementation of power and social 

regulation occurs in what Roberts (2015) describes as ‘many deceptively innocuous everyday 

interactions within these institutional, group, or networked contexts’ (p. 3). Indeed, in Konohana, 

power was often subtly practiced through the members’ personal relations and everyday activities.  

In addition, Althusser (1970) claims that ideology ultimately makes subjects of individuals, and 

that these subjects constantly follow ideology. At the same time, his work implies that ideology is also 

necessary to support interpersonal relationships, as ideologies give people their identities. Popper 

(1986) complements Althusser’s work, as Popper argues that attempts to realize utopia often lead to an 

authoritarian world. He argues that this is because the view of what utopia is and how it is reached is 

often defined by the (informal) leaders of the community.  

This is certainly a valid point, but there is another side to utopian thought that Popper and 

Althusser do not address. Geus (2002) argues that utopian thought can also be interpreted as the 

‘inherent ability to see the future in terms of radically new forms and values’ (p. 187). Following this 

line of thought, it can be argued that it is actually in general society that people are subjugated to the 

rule of existing structures.   

This fundamental difference between academic interpretations of utopian thought is also reflected 

in the experiences of members. While most members experience a sense of freedom through their life 

in Konohana, some outsiders felt like the members were unfree or trapped in the community. Like 

Emi’s husband, who wrote a public blogpost in which he claimed she was taken by Konohana. She 

send him a letter as a response:  

 

What I said in that letter was ‘The people in Konohana family simply live here in Fujinomiya, and 

they live with a very important value. And I am the one who resonated with that value. And with 

my own intention, I joined Konohana family. So there is nothing wrong with Konohana family. 

They simply live there with their own intention. I am the one who changed my value. So please 

just.. put down the web blog’.   

 

After she sent this letter, her husband took down the blog. Yet this conflict show just how 

differently life in Konohana can be interpreted. Some of the guests that visited Konohana during my 

stay also struggled with the power structures in Konohana. Because they are based on utopian and 

spiritual beliefs in Konohana, Isadon takes a pivotal role in these structures. One guest confided in me 
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that she felt that very uncomfortable with Isadon’s position in the community because ‘they [the 

members] hang on to his word like the air they breathe’. She could not reconcile her idea of freedom 

with the power structures in Konohana. To her, the community’s utopian ideals lead to an 

authoritarian world.   

Certainly, in many ways the members adhere to a set social system based on the ideological 

spiritual beliefs of the community. Keito told me how he had adapted during his first year in 

Konohana. He told me that he had struggled with anger a lot at the beginning:  

 

I believed there are so many problems here and that’s why I’m struggling, that’s what I thought. 

However, one day I thought, if there are more people living in the same place, being happy and 

smiling, then if so, I may have a problem.  

 

He was forced to reflect on himself. Then he told me he realized that:  

 

What I need to change is not the world, what I need to change is in myself. And when I realized 

that, that was extremely shocking. That was my first time to realize, in order to change this world, 

I need to change myself. That is the first step. Then finally, at that point, the first step as a 

Konohana family member has started. 

 

On the one hand, he adhered to the spiritual beliefs of Konohana. Yet on the other hand, this 

acceptance also gave him the opportunity to influence the community. It is on this point that 

Malinowski is a valuable addition to social theory on ideology. He advocated that individuals do not 

mindlessly follow social systems (Malinowski 1922). While it is certainly true that the spiritual beliefs 

of Konohana members dictated their social structure and rules, the members did not appear as 

‘subjects’ to an ideological rule as Althusser’s theory implied.  

Malinowski’s theory compliments Geus’ (2002) argument. To Geus, utopian thought does not 

necessarily mean individuals should be subjected to authoritarian rule. Instead, he believes that 

ecological utopian thought is necessary to break through the superficiality of current environmental 

debate. He proposes a more modest model of utopian thought, so that it can be used as a ‘politico-

navigational compass’.   

The complication with Geus’ (2002) proposition is that utopian thought has a very strong 

normative aspect to it. A social truth is created to support utopian thought, which excludes those that 

oppose utopian thought. The creation of social truth also happens in Konohana. This can be seen most 

clearly through the way they consciously link their spiritual ideas to history and the physical world.  
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6.2 Creating history and challenging dominant discourses 

 

Konohana members have a deeply thought out spiritual system through which they interpret their 

reality and define history. These beliefs about spiritual energies and kinship are often in contrast to 

most academic discourses, that usually draw on rationalism, materialism and secularism (Taylor 

2010). In that sense, spirituality is also a way to go against these dominant academic discourses. This 

is clearly exemplified in Konohana through their redefinition of history. Historical events are analysed 

and given meaning through their own system of ideological beliefs. This is in line with what Althusser 

(1970) describes as the representation of imaginary relationships of individuals to their real conditions 

of existence. An example of this can be seen in appendix 2. In this appendix, some of the ways 

Konohana members interpret historical occurrences through their spiritual framework are shown. By 

attaching their spiritual ideas to actual occurrences they give validity to these ideas. In other words, 

reality is used to rationalize their spiritual beliefs. So their interpretation of history defined their social 

reality. 

Through this rationalization, they also criticize mainstream forms of thought and history-making. 

Incidentally, this redefining of history actually fits into a wider recent anthropological debate about 

history. Palmié and Stewart (2013) rightfully criticized what they call the ‘ideological 

universalization’ of history through the vantage point of contemporary analytical frameworks. These 

frameworks are often developed based on rational procedure, (assumed) objectivity, empirical 

verification and linear temporality (Palmié and Stewart 2013). Yet analysing history from this 

framework brings with it a (implicit) normative criteria for what ‘history’ is. Spiritual narratives of 

history provide an alternative narrative of the past and the present.      

This redefinition of history is important to Konohana members, especially among the generation of 

adults between 30 and 50. A significant number of them is well-educated and often with university 

backgrounds, so they are more actively involved in more academic rationalizations of their spirituality. 

Through doing so they create their own place in history.  

This place-making is further strengthened as the community creates links between past and future 

through their ritualistic practices and spiritual festivals. These practices are another example of how 

spirituality is a way to create new ‘realities’ that are both historical and situated in the contemporary 

world. This is another way to gain validity, as the shaping of history through creating links between 

the past and the future can be a way to gain more recognition (Eriksen 2005, 2016).  

The way Konohana members shape their reality relates quite closely to what Durkheim described 

as a ‘collective consciousness’ that is based on a ‘dense network of shared symbols and rituals’ 

(Durkheim 1893). To Durkheim, society itself has moral components due to these ‘basic structures of 

life and obligations within and to the community’ (Pals 2006, p. 91). In that way, as Durkheim argues, 

religion is inseparable from society, because it provides a moral compass for the society.  
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This is certainly the case for Konohana. Their spiritual beliefs can be seen as the glue that keeps 

the community together. Furthermore, it is because of these beliefs that all members  

In that way, their spiritual beliefs can be connected to their sustainable behaviours. Quisumbing 

King’s (2016) analysis of sustainable community life can shed further light into this. She argues that 

living sustainably within a community means that people develop a shared belief on what is right and 

wrong. This is further strengthened by the inherently moral aspects spiritual beliefs bring with them, 

as Durkheim analysed on religion. Individuals within an eco-community need to navigate these 

(unspoken) beliefs of the community and abide to them. Yet, as Quisumbing King (2016) argues, 

‘people live out their ideologies in nuanced ways, so there is always a difference between individuals’.  

Following this line of thought, all forms of identity can be interpreted as dependent upon 

performative constructs. This relates again to Goffman’s theory about the ‘faces’ people take on in 

social interaction. Earlier in this thesis, I discussed that many members felt like there was less of a gap 

between how they acted and how they were after they started living. And while the members strive for 

living without this ‘gap’, the reality is that it is still there. This can be further specified by what 

Goffman (1956) calls front stage and back stage. Front stage similar to keeping of a ‘face’, it is ‘that 

part of the individual's performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion we define 

the situation for those who observe the performance’ (p. 486). Goffman (1956) describes back stage as 

the state where ‘the performer can relax; he can drop his front, forgo speaking in his lines, and step out 

of character’ (p. 488). Yet in Konohana, this backstage is practically non-existence. Members share 

their personal sphere with each other at almost all hours of the day and moments when one is truly 

alone are rare. Hence, there is not a lot of room for the state of back stage that Goffman describes. 

That the members are almost never alone paired together with the spiritual belief that they are 

connected to all others has caused a redefinition of what back stage means to them. The distinction 

between individual members has become less strict, and so the feeling of togetherness is strengthened. 

At the same time, the members keep up ‘face’ as a community to short-term guests. For example, 

during my stay there was an influential Taiwanese monk who stayed in the community for a few days. 

He was the director of a University and had a high social standing. These attributed were discussed 

and lightly joked about by the members before the monk arrived. He had a fundamentally different 

opinion on relations and marriage than Konohana members, but they remained cordial. Yet when he 

had left they felt more comfortable to voice their critiques of him. 

 

6.3 Personal freedom through spirituality  

 

While the community felt like back stage for most members, this does not mean they always feel 

comfortable sharing their space with others. As I mentioned before, privacy is very limited in 

Konohana. Aside from being together most hours of the day, all of the bedrooms are shared. There are 

no rooms with locks to separate oneself from others. This leads to the constant and public negotiation 
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that individuals want to keep up a ‘face’ that is in line with their inner self, but that is also in harmony 

with the rest of the community.  

Chiyo admitted to me that she sometimes really needed some time away from others. During 

moments like that, she often walked the fifteen minute hike to the community’s sacred grounds. She 

would take a nap there, or spend a few hours laying on the grass. It is through moments like that, that 

members experience personal freedom. At the same time, the spiritual beliefs of members also enable 

them to feel a sense of freedom through several different ways. Firstly, members like Aya experience a 

sense of freedom in their interaction with nature because they believe nature has ‘spirit’ and is divine. 

Secondly, members like Emi felt that they finally had the freedom to develop their spirituality. Emi’s 

feeling was shared by many of the members. Sano also told me how he felt he finally had the freedom 

to follow his ‘path’ because he lived in Konohana. He could not specifically explain where that path 

would lead him, but he told me that was part of the joy of following it. He felt he lived a more 

meaningful life than he had when he worked as a fitness coach in general society.  

Janice Boddy’s (1989) work in northern Sudan proves further valuable insight into how freedom 

can be defined through spirituality. In her book Wombs and Alien Spirits she explores the zâr cult, a 

large practical healing cult in Africa. By examining their moral universe, she suggests that the cult 

actually provides a way for cultural resistance against rapid historical changes and societal influences. 

This resistance is most significant for women, who are able to find freedom through their practices of 

spirit possession. In everyday life, they are often subjugated to men, but through ritual they can 

implicitly wield power and negotiate social power constructs. Drawing on her fieldwork studying cult 

practices, one of her findings is that these practices could be understood as a way of expressing 

freedom. Both collectively and individually, the zâr women’s spiritual practices can be seen as ‘a 

means of resisting and setting limits to domination’ (Boddy 1989, p. 345).    

While Boddy’s work has been conducted in a completely different setting, her findings reflect the 

idea that the way social reality is defined is pivotal to the way freedom is experienced and given 

meaning. Furthermore, it hints at the idea that negotiations of power also often take place in the larger 

system of social networks, as Foucault has argued in his own works.  

 The navigation of the sphere between freedom and social cohesion is given meaning and steered 

by the shared spiritual beliefs of the community. , where environmentally sustainable behaviours 

become ways of expressing freedom. Morality is another big factor in this. 

Still, the negotiation between their inner beliefs and their outward attitudes found place in the 

public sphere. The implication here is that spirituality is also deeply relational. 
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6.4 The role of ritual 

 

Dancing with demons 

 

I asked them about the significance of the dance and festival, they told me it was difficult to 

express through conscious thought. ‘Just empty your head and dance to the sounds of drums and 

whistles. You can keep moving forever. When people dance together, then a world of happiness and 

joy will blossom. Mai is a flowing dance, it is beyond words, the meaning hidden from conscious 

thought. It is about leaving yourself to connect with the world and have fun. Then time will flow into 

space, according to the law of the divine, and that gives life force to people’. 

field notes 28-01-2017 

 

On 28-01-2017 the annual Konohana Matsuri festival was held at Konohana. This is an important 

festival to the members, as Keito told me that ‘the spirit expressed in Konohana Matsuri is Konohana 

family’s spirit itself’. To Konohana members, the symbol on the cover of this thesis represents the 

beginning of the phenomenal world as well as endless harmony. This symbol was also the main 

symbol for Konohana Matsuri. This spiritual aspect was complimented by a social one, as another 

member remarked, ‘the festival is a place to melt in the middle of everyone. Everyone was created 

from the divine. Everything is heaven’. Their comments capture two essential components of the 

festival’s spirit. Firstly, the shared spiritual beliefs. Secondly, the sense of togetherness. Through 

rituals like the Konohana Matsuri festival, spirituality and a sense of togetherness were merged.   

 On the one hand, it was a way to celebrate and deepen their spiritual beliefs. A clear example of 

this is the members’ view on the ‘demons’ that danced during the festival. As Chiyo told me, ‘the 

demon is the existence that conveys the reason of this world, and therefore we invite it onto our 

homes. A demon is angry because the other’s heart is dirty. Demons teach that’. Through dancing with 

the demons, the members could purify their hearts.   

On the other hand, the festival was also very much about strengthening social ties, both within the 

community as with outsiders. The members had asked people they knew worldwide to send small 

bottles of water to the community. During the festival, all these bottles from different countries were 

poured together in the large container in the middle of the dancing stage. At the end of the festival, the 

water was be sprayed over all attending people so that there was no distinction between people 

worldwide. This thus also had a clear spiritual component to it.  

The video in figure 8 further illuminates how the festival was both a social and a spiritual event. 

Furthermore, it was also a way to promote Konohana to outsiders. This was both on a local and on an 

international level. Locally, flyers and invitations were spread and anyone was invited to visit. The 

members had set up small food stalls and a clothing shop on the community’s parking lot, where 

guests could buy the Konohana products or eat a meal. Internationally, people were invited to send 
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holy water from their countries to Konohana. Furthermore, the event was shared through the 

community’s social media accounts. 

 

 

Figure 8: Konohana Matsuri Festival (video Konohana Family)  

link: https://youtu.be/SkLT-F7WNtc 

 

Durkheim once explained that ‘religion is, in some sense, ‘society worshipping itself,’ so that 

‘society is the symbolic referent of religious ritual’. Furthermore, ritual is also used to strengthen 

existing power structures. This is because these power structures are not based on material 

possessions, but rather on spirituality. And thus, Isadon had a pivotal role during the Konohana 

Matsuri.  

Turner (1991) adds to that that ritual can ‘create strong emotional states [...] re-establishing and 

strengthening social relationships’ (p. 46). Indeed, in Konohana, spiritual rituals are a way to 

harmonize the personal with the communal. The spiritual component was evident in the festival. But 

aside from that the Konohana Matsuri festival was, to put it frankly, also a lot of fun. It was a special 

day for the members, and they could step out of their everyday roles to dance, sing and eat together. 

As one member told me ‘When I dance like this, my ego ceases to exists. I become the pure act of 

self’.  

 

The songs of Konohana 

 

Rituals and creative expressions are pivotal in strengthening the social cohesion within the 

community. Especially the concerts, where people sing and dance together brought the whole 

community closer together. During the Otona meetings, the focus is largely on substantive subjects, 

while the concert evenings revolved about being together and enjoyment through spirituality. All of 

the songs were deeply meaningful to the members, and so they were another way to link their spiritual 

beliefs and the sense of togetherness.  
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The concert evenings were also a way to convey the core of what Konohana stands for to others. 

For almost all guests, the members held a welcome concert. During these evenings, they performed 

several songs to the guests, before the guests were invited to either perform their own act or to join the 

members in dancing. To many of the guests, this experience was profound. Not only did they feel truly  

welcomed, they also felt like they had gotten the opportunity to be part of  the community, if only 

temporarily. This feeling had many guests coming back, or suggesting others to visit Konohana  

The songs served another purpose for the members of the community. While the songs were a 

tribute to the spiritual and divine the members believed in, they were also a way to express their own 

agency. The members composed the songs themselves and in that way, they could express their 

personal feelings through these songs. As Merriam (1964) argued, ‘without people thinking, acting, 

and creating, music sound cannot exist’ (p VIII).  

 

6.5 The meaning behind language and numbers 

 

An universal being 

 

Language also plays an important role in the community because it influences how the social was 

constructed and reproduced. I feel that my personal experiences add extra depth to this. My name was 

analysed based on an ancient linguistic system that the members believed originated from ancient 

Japan, called Katakamuna. In this system, my name means ‘constant qualitative shift’. They 

interpreted it to mean that I was able to adapt constantly and understand the universe without being 

misguided. I was, as Isadon described it, ‘an universal being’ 

Furthermore, my heliocentric calendar was analysed, as can be seen in appendix 3. My heliocentric 

calendar, like my name, had special meaning. I was born during the peak of light on June 21st.  June 

21st is also the longest day of the year, as well as the day of the summer solstice. Furthermore, the 

position of ‘my’ planets was quite unique. They interpreted this to mean that I was not held back as 

much by ‘ego’ or earthly difficulties. This was initially discussed during a Truth School lesson. 

Afterwards, my heliocentric calendar and the analysis of my name was shared during the Otona 

meeting. This led to the situation were the members of the community reflected on my name and 

birthdate and came to the communal understanding that I was meant to come to Konohana.  

 Throughout the Truth School, and especially after my name and heliocentric calendar were 

analysed, I noticed a change in the behaviours of community members. They had been open before, 

but now they began to consider me as someone who truly ‘understood’.  

 The change in perception and behaviour was mutual. I began to understand references or the 

ways through which they defined their world. I felt in tune with the community, and this reflected in 

both my attitude towards them and their attitude towards me. I had begun to be a ‘normal’ aspect of 

the community, and I had also found my place within the community. At some point, a member asked 
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me if I was still doing research, as they had gotten so used to my questions and presence, some 

members no longer felt I was there as a researcher.    

This situation also illuminates how people can be accepted within the social structure of a 

community through their spirituality. This was in part because I showed an openness to their ideas and 

a willingness to understand them. Yet I had no control over the meaning of my name and birthdate. 

Fortunately, the interplay between my personality and my spiritual traits as they interpreted them 

ultimately worked out in my favour.  

 

6.6 Spirituality and the ‘outside’ world 

 

The Konohana members actively engage with their surroundings to establish themselves further as a 

community. This engagement requires a constant negotiation in what way they present their spiritual 

and sustainable beliefs. As I have described before, locally they do this mostly thought a more 

practically oriented approach; they sell their food, organize monthly food events or festivals, provide 

handyman services and operate an inn. In March, they also opened Lotus Land, the community’s first 

shop & café. 

Through Lotus Land, the members have created another way to connect with local people and to 

spread their message. While the main focus of the shop is the café and the products they sell, 

information folders and their monthly newsletter are also available. Furthermore, through contact with 

the costumers, the members are able to explain who they are and what they believe in. Many of the 

members told me they were initially attracted to the Konohana lifestyle by an interest in organic food, 

homemade products and the sense of togetherness they experienced upon meeting Konohana. With 

Lotus Land, the Konohana members have found another way to get in touch with the locals. Because 

even if people do not join Konohana, they do get to know them in a relatively ‘regular’ way.  

Establishing this connection with the locals is important to Konohana members. Konohana was 

met by initial distrust of the local community and shunned as a cult. This happens more often to 

alternative communities in Japan. The reason for this initial distrust is largely because of the 1995 

Tokyo subway sarin attack, where the religious cult Aum Shinrikyo killed several people.  

By now, Konohana has established itself as a place where people can come for a variety of 

reasons. Whether that is for treatment by an acupuncturist, to eat good quality food for a reasonable 

price, enjoy the company of others, or to consult with Isadon or the other members. They have regular 

customers and also maintain close connections with several local council men.   

Still, the community also faces prejudices and misgivings from outsiders. Unfortunately, prejudice 

is an issue some of the children of the community also have to deal with. The children all attend local 

schools and are thus in more intense contact with ‘others’. While there are generally no issues for the 

younger children, one of the girls in middle school gets bullied because her home life is so different 

from the ‘standard’. She shared this during the children’s meeting at several occasions, and also asked 



53 
 

Isadon for advice. The adult members encouraged her to solve the issue through talking to her 

classmates or inviting them. Still, they were also willing to call the school and take further action if the 

children themselves could not solve the issue.  

Chiyo told me the older children also needed to navigate their own outside lives with life in the 

community. This was especially the case when they wanted to introduce a lover to their ‘family’ (the 

community). She could relate though, introducing your partner to over 80 people at the same time can 

be a little daunting. Especially for the girlfriend.  

Several ex-members have also written negative comments about the community on the internet, 

criticizing the social structures and relations inside Konohana. Furthermore, one ex-member has sued 

Konohana in a conflict about money. The member wanted the money back he had paid as rent before 

he became a member. Konohana did not want to give this, as the money had been to pay for food and 

sleep expenses. Konohana ultimately ended up winning this case.  

While the members prefer not to have these conflicts, the conflicts do strengthen their spiritual 

beliefs as well as their sense of community. They feel like anyone that criticizes them has not 

developed enough spiritually and therefore, cannot understand Konohana. Because of this feeling, they 

define themselves as more spiritually evolved than those that criticize them. This comparison with 

others is another example of Eriksen’s argument that a group needs the ‘other’ to define themselves. 

Furthermore, in this case Konohana definitely act according to Eriksen’s principle of the inverted 

refrigerator. By creating outward coldness, they create inward warmth. The sense that they as a 

community are one whole is further strengthened this way. 
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7. The Importance of Social Cohesion 

 

 

 

Throughout this thesis, I have discussed the various ways Konohana members navigate between their 

personal values and those of the community. Furthermore, I have reflected on how the members 

experience moments of personal freedom. In this chapter, I tie all these stories together and will 

deepen that analysis further by adding extra details and stories. 

 

7.1 Interpersonal harmony through dialogue  

 

First, I wish to briefly address Ayumi’s blog about the thousand paper cranes. I feel Ayumi’s story is a 

metaphor for a fundamental aspect of Konohana: the feeling of love. This is one of the core values of 

Konohana and is reflected in many aspects of their communication with each other. Interpersonal 

harmony is key to sustaining the community, so even when members openly discuss their annoyances 

with each other, they avoid blaming the other. Dialogue is always encouraged, because the members 

believe interpersonal harmony can only be achieved through honesty and openness. 

That is not to say all members always feel the need to talk or share their thoughts with all other 

members. There were different ways members shared their feelings with each other. Firstly, there 

existed smaller core groups in the community. These core groups usually consisted of people that 

worked together during the day, even though the formation of these groups was also subject to change. 

Nevertheless, it was in these core groups that some members felt more free to voice their opinions. 

A thousand paper cranes are hung on the wall in my room. In Japan, a 

thousand paper cranes are a symbol of longevity, so they are given to people 

who suffer from serious diseases. The cranes in my room are what everyone, 

specifically the children, in the Konohana Family had made when I was 

hospitalized [because of cervical cancer] [..] Then, all of the members from 

nursery school children to elderly people made more than a thousand paper 

cranes in only two days. When the cranes were hung from the ceiling of my 

hospital room, they were like a pillar of rainbow light. […] When I was 

hospitalized and a doctor said, “Please call your family,” so many people 

gathered into my hospital room that they could barely fit in. When the nurses 

came to my room to check my temperature, they became overwhelmed by the 

number of family members. When I almost passed out, I was surrounded by 

so many people, my pain was gone, and I felt better gradually. 

Ayumi’s blog 09-01-2017 
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Secondly, some of the members also consulted with Isadon privately. While these meetings were 

usually known and a select number of members knew of the contents, this was not always shared with 

the everybody in the community, or was spoken of at a later time. They did not necessarily try to keep 

it a secret, but simply felt not all meetings needed to be discussed.   

Still, if members considered topics to be of particular importance, they would often urge whoever 

involved to share this during the Otona meetings. Or they would share the topic themselves. Jun 

recalled that he and his wife Ayumi had initially only confided to each other about their thoughts on 

communal issues. During the Otona meetings, they would not share all their thoughts. Yet as he began 

to believe more in the system of Konohana, he decided to share the critiques his wife had told him in 

private with the rest of the members. As he told me this he started to grin. He admitted to me that 

afterwards, Ayumi had gotten angry with him and said that he had betrayed her. Still, to them it was a 

pivotal moment in their gradual socialization in the community, as this ultimately led to them sharing 

more during the community meetings.  

Another reason the members consider dialogue to be so important is because of the limited amount 

of privacy. Grievances or annoyances that are not immediately voiced can quickly built up, which 

ultimately has a negative impact on the community as a whole. Thus, sharing both difficulties and 

happiness is encouraged. On the one hand, this creates a bond between the members, as they feel 

connected over sharing both their difficulties and their happiness. On the other hand, the public 

navigation of personal freedoms is thus oftentimes done within the systems of power already in place. 

Members are steered in their ideas and values constantly, so that these can fit in the framework of pre-

existing rules and regulations. 

In other words, members have the freedom to develop their personal values, but it is often 

regulated within the fields of the social system already in place. Therefore, it could be argued that 

there is a certain constraint in the choices and ideas people are able or allowed to have. This is in line 

with Goffman’s (1961) argument that an extensive system of rules and regulations is needed for a 

community to function.  

Goffman’s analysis can be combined with Foucault’s analysis that power relations are embedded 

within such a system of rules and regulations. This combination accounts on both a structural and on a 

micro level for how individuals put on a ‘face’ in all everyday actions, however mundane they may 

seem. And while members definitely make a clearer distinction between their ‘front stage’ and ‘back 

stage’ when there are guests, they also always negotiate between their personal values and those of the 

community.  

Bourdieu’s notions of habitus comes into play here. The dynamics between free will and structure 

in the habitus of people provides further insight into ‘the interactional domain in which social actors 

respond to events by adopting certain roles and postures consistent with certain ideological tropes or 

narratives specific to a particular social field’ (Roberts 2015 p. 58).  
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7.2 The differences in narratives  

 

Jun has been in the community for nearly as long as it exists and the way he defines and structures his 

social reality has changed significantly over the years. He remembers he initially struggled with 

opening up to others, his feelings of jealousy over his wife and his spiritual struggles. But by now, 

Konohana has truly become his home and the members have become his family. This can be further 

illustrated by comparing his views to Kai’s, who joined the community during my stay there. Through 

this comparison, I wish to elaborate on their definition of ‘family’.    

During a lunch together in January, Jun asked me if I missed my family. I told him that I had 

actually Skyped with my parents just a few days before. Then he reassured me that I also had family 

here (in Konohana), while he gestured with his hand to the rest of the hall. This reassurance prompted 

me to ask him about his family. He told me about his wife and his two children and the rest of the 

Konohana family. It was only when I asked him about is biological family that he added he had two 

older sisters. The second conversation I had was with Kai. Like with Jun, I asked him about his family. 

Kai also mentioned he was married, had a son and lived in Konohana. Yet when I asked him about 

family in a wider sense, he told me he came from a family of five. He began to tell me about his 

parents and siblings. He interpreted and related this question to mean I asked him about his biological 

family. 

The difference here is that Jun had begun to see his primary family as the members of Konohana, 

while Kai had not (yet). Still, even Jun first mentioned his wife and children. There was still a 

distinction between what one could consider his nuclear family and the rest of Konohana Family. Jun 

later told me that Ayumi was his ‘partner’ in the sense that they supported each other and were deeply 

connected to each other.  

 

7.3 Sex and the universe 

 

An analysis of how social structures and relationships are maintained in Konohana would not be 

complete without considering sexual relations within the community. Sex constitutes an important part 

of both social and spiritual practices in Konohana. It is also a topic of constant negotiation between 

personal freedom and communal interests.  

The members of the community practice a form of polyamory, because they believe no person 

should ‘own’ another person. Members are free to have relationships with several other members. 

Still, relationships need to be in harmony with the community. If members feel that a relationship of 

two individuals brings disharmony, tensions or conflict it is actively discouraged. 

The members also believe that sex can bring someone to a heightened spiritual state. As Isadon 

explained, ‘sex is the unity of creating one from two, an escape from the duality system in which we 

life. We talked about something not being two. This is also true for humans, at first glance we may 
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look separate, but we are all one. Through sex you become the universe together in the very core of 

your being’.  

While members generally perceive sex as a way to experience the ‘universal truth’ and develop 

their spirituality, they also deal with the very human emotions of everyday life. For example, I 

mentioned earlier about the jealousy over his wife that Jun struggled with. While several members are 

married, the community beliefs marriage does not mean sexual exclusivity. Rather, it represents a sort 

of faithfulness to a connection two members have without excluding other relationships. As Jun 

described it, his wife is like a life partner to him, his support and friend. Still, he has needed years to 

overcome his jealousy. He admits that he sometimes still struggles with this, but he also believes that 

in order to truly love, he should let go of his feelings of attachment. Certainly, polyamory is in line 

with the idea of universal and unconditional love that Konohana members strive to achieve. Yet most 

members find it hard to navigate their personal relations and adhere to the spiritual ideals they have.  

Another example of this happened at the end of my fieldwork, when a relationship between a male 

and female member was discussed in a few Otona meetings. The male and female member had gotten 

into a relationship, and some tensions had begun to form because they focussed too much on each 

other. Their attachment to each other had caused some irritations among other members and had 

disrupted the flow of work because they had sneaked off on several occasions. The male member 

ultimately decided to bring this up himself during an Otona meeting. He shared that he had a 

relationship with the female member, but that this caused disharmony in the team they worked in, as 

well as with the female member’s roommate. He asked for the opinions of the other members. There 

was a general consensus that he and the female member were too focussed on each other, and 

therefore disrupted the flow of the community. They discouraged the relationship if it continued on 

like it had.  

A few days later, I had an interview with the male member. We had gotten along well during my 

fieldwork, and he opened up to me about his decision to share his relational issues in the Otona 

meeting: ‘I have a very strong desire for sex. In a way that is really bothering me […] the distorted 

sexual values, my stupidities, I wonder like, that can be useful. So if I just kept in secret, that’s not 

gonna be useful’. His reasoning shows how members also actively involve the community in their 

very personal issues. He said he shared his own issue, so that it could be used for the wider good. Or, 

in his words: ‘I want to use my own experience for everyone’. Ultimately he felt that it had helped him 

to share with the community: ‘Hearing other people’s point of view, I understand surely yes I am like 

that. So the view which I have seen from my previous position was a self-centred viewpoint. That is 

why sharing with others is good for me’.   

His statement hints at another way members find a balance between their personal world and the 

community. They believe that their individuality is developed through the community. In other words, 

the community is essential to the way the form themselves and they value the opinion of their fellow 

members greatly. Indeed, sometimes members could be quite critical of one another. But the members 
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always took this in strife, and rather than interpreting it as a personal attack, they saw it as an 

opportunity to reflect on their behaviour.  

That the male member was willing to share such a sensitive is also a sign of the deep trust between 

members. He trusts the other members not to reject him personally, but to take it seriously. At the 

same time, the other members responded to him openly and sincerely, even if they disapproved of the 

relationship.   

Still, sex remains a sensitive topic, especially for new members. One female member admitted to 

me she had struggled with the lack of privacy regarding sex when she had first arrived in Konohana. 

With no locks on any of the inside doors, it was not uncommon for someone to walk into the room at 

any given time. Sex had been something deeply private to her, but in Konohana, she had needed to 

change that perspective.  

Another example of the role sex has in social relations within the community happened in the 

middle of February. A friend of the community reached out with the message she wanted to have a 

child with a particular man in the community. She felt this was her spiritual mission in this life. 

Initially this was kept on the down-low. At first, I heard that she would come to the community from 

an office team member. When I asked why, that member said that had not been made very clear in the 

e-mail. Incidentally, a day later, another member, with whom I was much closer, also mentioned she 

would be coming to the community. She also immediately told me why and showed me the e-mail in 

which the friend detailed her wish. The member added ‘we don’t really have secrets, but this is a very 

sensitive issue so not everybody knows. But I thought you would understand’.  

While the members who initially heard of this were quite secretive, Isadon was much more free in 

sharing this. He laughed about it and called it a crazy situation, before continuing to joke Konohana 

members were also crazy so it was fine. After a few days, the woman’s email was also shared in the 

community meeting. She travelled to the community and arrived in early March to stay for about two 

months. 

This situation exemplifies how members personally negotiate between openness and privacy. They 

professed they had no secrets and where one as a community. Yet the realities of day to day life 

created certain tensions in trying to live up to this ideal.  

 

7.4 Freedom: defined through community 

 

In this thesis, I referred several times to Emi and other members. I mentioned that living in Konohana 

enables them to live according to what they believe is right. In that way, life in Konohana gave them 

the perceived freedom of living according to the divine law. I would like to elaborate on this apparent 

paradox, as it gives further insight into how freedom is given meaning in Konohana. 

To fully understanding how ‘freedom’ and ‘law’ are related it is important to analyse how the 

concept of freedom is given meaning in Japan and in extension, in Konohana. Freedom in Japanese is 
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自由 which reads as jiyuu. In the contemporary translation of 自由, the kanji 自 (ji) is translated as 

‘self; oneself’, and 由 (yuu) is translated as ‘reason’. Yet the original meaning of自由 lies closer to 

‘arising from oneself’ or ‘a state where you can act according to your own heart’ (Takeshi 2004). It 

was in the 1860s that自由 was translated more specifically to mean freedom, to fit the more Western 

definition of this concept (Takeshi 2004). According to the Oxford Dictionary of English (2010), 

freedom means the power or right to act, speak, or think as one wants (p. 696). The important 

difference between the English definition and the original Japanese definition is the emphasis on 

‘want’ (in English) and ‘heart’ (in Japanese). The concepts certainly look different not only 

linguistically, but also in terms of meaning, history and political structure.  

To Konohana members, ‘heart’ and ‘want’ are two distinctly different emotional states. ‘Want’ is 

based on desires and greed, while living according to ‘heart’ is a purer state that takes all of life into 

account. This leads to the understanding that to members of Konohana, freedom does not mean having 

the ‘freedom’ to follow one’s personal desires. Their interpretation of what it means to be free is 

different from the definition in contemporary Japanese society and Western ideas of freedom.  

Konohana members actually relate quite closely to what Humphrey (2007) describes as a concern 

over the contemporary view on freedom dominant in the United States and European countries. She 

claims that ‘people are worried that this new ‘freedom’ is not really freedom at all, but the downside of 

endless openness, namely ‘limitlessness’, a new slang word that actually means unbridled-ness, 

lawlessness, mayhem, chaos’ (p. 8). In her short piece Alternative Freedoms, Humphrey (2007) 

addresses that there are different kinds of freedom that can emerge in various contexts. While her 

study is focused only on Russian interpretations of freedom, she concludes with the broader and 

relevant statement that ‘People are navigators, they can actively seek out, be excluded from, come up 

against, resist, or leap into different senses of freedom, all of which allows them to live in their own 

ways. They can also create new freedoms, difficult as this may be’ (p. 10).  Humphrey’s main 

argument is that freedom can inhabit very ‘different worlds of value’. This is certainly the case in 

Konohana, who value freedom differently than people in general society would.  

Yumi’s situation adds an important point to that of Humphrey. Yumi perceived people living in 

general society as being more unfree than her. As a single mother of three children, her life in 

Konohana has nonetheless enabled her to take on the role of Isadon’s secretary as well as being the 

manager of Lotus Land. She believes her life would have been very different had she not come to 

Konohana. She would have been alone and responsible for the care of her children. To her, community 

meant: ‘Possibility. Infinite possibilities are hidden in a community. Even if one person can’t do 

something, when many people get together they can make it possible. So I think community is infinite 

possibility of humanity’.  
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7.5 The viewpoint of children 

 

The importance of community, spirituality and nature is also carried over to the children. Althusser 

(1970) explained how children are taught from an early age to follow the ‘rules’ of the establishing 

social structure. In Konohana this can also be seen through comparing the socialization process of 

children from different age groups. 

To gain a deeper understanding how the children experienced life in Konohana, I asked them to 

draw what exactly that. The drawings show that children generally associate positive aspects to 

community life. The drawings also show just how much they are influenced by the spiritual values of 

the community.   

 

    

     

Figure 9: Impressions children’s drawings (4 to 6 years old) 

 

In figure 9 is an impression of what the younger children drew. Concrete examples of Lotus Lands 

and the fields were drawn by many of the children. Bees were also represented in a significant number 

of the drawings of the younger children. This is not surprising, considering that bees are used as a 

metaphor by the adults to explain harmonious community life to the children. The children are taught 

that Konohana is like a community of bees, each bee has their individual task. All bees work together 

to form one harmonious whole. Furthermore, the bees are used to explain the concept of being free of 

‘ego’, because they have no self-centred desires. This ’ego-less’ state is a state the adult members 

actively try to achieve. 
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In the drawings of the older children (see figure 10 and 11) more abstract expressions are shown. 

The community’s conceptual ideologies are clearly reflected in these drawings, from beliefs about 

harmony with nature, the divine, the earth and all living beings, to the idea that all people are 

connected. Universal love was an important theme in their drawings.  

 

   

Figure 10: Impressions children’s drawings (7 to 11 years old)   

 

   

Figure 11: Impressions children’s drawings (11 to 14 years old) 

 

Notably, the older children express a sense of freedom in their drawings that is closely related to 

the sense of freedom most adult members have. Namely that life in Konohana enabled them to live 

according to a ‘pure heart’. When the children explained their drawings to me, their thoughts were 

often about connections that encompassed the whole world. They considered life in Konohana to be a 

way to live in harmony with all of the world and the divine: Community extended beyond Konohana. 

Unknowingly, one child captured the essence of the way they are taught the communal values 

quite strikingly. In his drawing (see figure 12 on the following page), he expressed the short phrase 

children had to say before each meal. Following this phrase, a period of silence followed in which all 

members prayed. While the children followed this example, this child’s drawing shows how to him, it 

is still an action he has to sit through rather than something deeply meaningful. The しーん, しーん,

しーん (shiin, shiin, shiin sound) is commonly used in Japan to jokingly represent awkward silence.   
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Figure 12: Silence before the meals 

 

7.6 The possibility of community 

 

Yumi’s statement that community is infinite possibility is in line with Brecher’s (2013) conclusion that 

it is through community building that long lasting environmentally sustainable initiatives can be 

guaranteed. Furthermore, he claims community and environmental sustainability are ‘mutually 

reinforcing’. Indeed, because Konohana members have found a way to harmonize the personal values 

of members with the communal ones, they have been able to establish a stable base upon which they 

have built their sustainable lifestyle. At the same time, their sustainable attitudes also provide them 

with the opportunities to experience a sense of personal freedom.  

In addition to this, it is important to note that communal living has brought a sense of fulfilment 

and freedom to many members that they were not able to experience in general society. This relates to 

several different social aspects. Firstly, some of the women feel like they have more opportunities in 

Konohana than they had in general society. To them, life in Konohana was a form of emancipation. 

Secondly, the members feel a sense of purpose they did not feel in general society. They feel like they 

live more in tune with nature and the universal law. Thirdly, the members feel they have a stable base 

in Konohana, both socially and economically. Fourthly, the strong social connections in the 

community are connections many of the members did not feel or have in general society. All of these 

aspects are interrelated, and ultimately also relate back to their environmental attitudes.  
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8. Conclusion 

In this thesis I have tried to answer the question: How do members of Konohana navigate the 

dynamics between on the one hand their personal freedom and on the other hand the need to sustain 

social cohesion within the intersecting communal framework based on environmental sustainability 

and spirituality? Through this question, I have also aimed to discuss larger topics that question our 

basic understanding of the world, like our conceptions of freedom and the way social phenomena 

relate to environmental sustainability. Through doing so, it has become clear that environmentally 

sustainable behaviours can be related to other (social) topics like economy, education, spirituality, 

family and kinship, nature, sex, and love. The interconnectedness between these topics shows how 

important it is to consider environmental sustainability from a more holistic approach.  

Throughout this thesis, it became clear that there is also a constant negotiation between personal 

freedom and communal interests. On the one hand, personal interests are subjugated to communal 

interests in order to achieve social cohesion. On the other hand, the communal interests were 

considered as helpful in improving personal freedom.  

This constant negotiation between personal freedom and communal interests finds place largely in 

public, because there is so little room for privacy in the community. In a way, this also enhances social 

cohesion, as both the back stage and the front stage behaviour of Konohana members took place in the 

same framework, or habitus as Bourdieu (1984) would call it, as all the other members. On the other 

hand, as I described, the members also try to keep up a ‘face’ and experience small moments of 

freedom through their interactions with nature. Interestingly, what it meant to keep up ‘face’ was 

redefined through communal living. 

While Goffman’s (1961; 1967) theory of the self and the ‘faces’ or roles we take on in our daily 

life centres mostly around individuals, in Konohana this could also be seen on a communal level. 

There were certainly nuances within the community as well, but the community as a whole was also 

seen as one entity. Boundaries between individuals were in that way redefined and became more fluid.  

That individual boundaries are not fixed strengthened the social cohesion in the community 

further. Members felt they shared all of their lives, and personal issues were often freely shared with 

other community members.  

Yet this openness could also be a source of resistance for newer members. Their individual 

boundaries were often much more defined, and many of the members admitted that at first, they had 

struggled with the lack of privacy and the idea that all members were given an appropriate role based 

on communal interests. This meant that people like Emi, who initially had no interest in farming were 

sometimes designated to do exactly that. Yet ultimately, the members that stayed saw this experience 

as a learning experience. They gave meaning to their memories through the communal framework, and 

interpreted their initial struggles as an issue of ‘ego’ or ‘desire’.  
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It is in the negotiation between personal values and communal values that the way freedom is 

defined comes into play. Because rather than seeing freedom as the ability to do whatever they desire, 

the members see freedom as the ability to live life according to what they think is right. This 

perspective is fundamental in their acceptance of the social structures in Konohana.  

This brings me to the power structures that were embedded in the community. While members 

experienced a sense of freedom through life in Konohana, there was also deeply embedded power 

structures. These structures were given meaning through their spiritual beliefs. Materially, members 

might all be equal, but moral authority definitely lay with Isadon. Through this authority, he ultimately 

decided on the course of the community, though this was done in dialogue with the members.  

 Still, within this spiritual system members also constantly questioned their way of life in order 

develop further. Living these questions together ultimately created a sense of community. The Otona 

meetings were essential for this, as this was the time members could attune with one another and 

reflect on their daily lives. They see this navigation very much as part of a learning process, in which 

both personal and communal spiritual growth is a central theme.  

Like freedom, environmental sustainability is also redefined to fit into the social systems of 

Konohana. On the one hand it is a way through which the members can live their spiritual beliefs. On 

the other hand they also use their spiritual beliefs to defend their more unsustainable behaviours.  

Still, while they may not live life as environmentally friendly as stricter ecovillages, Konohana has 

succeeding in creating a long-lasting and low-impact lifestyle that is in harmony with nature and the 

environment. It is through their community that they can live sustainably. Furthermore, it is because of 

their utopian and spiritual ideals that they continue to develop this sustainable live.  

Utopian thought is a tricky subject, yet it also provides opportunities to radically rethink existing 

structures in society. Konohana members have managed to establish an economic system because of it, 

and they also continue to question and renegotiate both global and communal structures.   

The renegotiation of all these different structures would not have happened if Konohana members 

had focusses solely on environmental sustainability. Indeed, there are limitations to prioritizing 

environmental sustainability alone. Thus, the members have opted for a construction that attempts to 

integrate environmental sustainability with all others aspects of their day-to-day life.  

It is worth noting that the way Konohana connects to local people differs significantly to the way 

the members carry out their message on an international scale. Locally, the ideological ideas and 

narrative of Konohana is much more subtle and nuanced. Initial contact with the local community is 

often done through farming, promoting community cohesion, physical or mental support, or through 

the selling of organic food and handmade product. In contrast, Konohana’s international message is 

orientated much more explicitly on their ideological message. This difference can be explained 

through material considerations. While locals can come upon Konohana by accident through their 

products, international contacts often specifically search for their ideological message. This is another 
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example of how Konohana as a community adapts its ‘face’ (to refer back to Goffman) to connect to 

those outside of the community. 

Spirituality also plays an important role in the conception members have of themselves. On the 

one hand, their spiritual beliefs made members deeply reflective of themselves. On the other hand, 

their self-conscious emotions were lessened. This may seem paradoxical, but upon deeper exploration 

it actually explains how the social cohesion in the community is maintained.  

In short, there is an interconnectedness between different (social) aspects that make up our social 

world and environmental sustainability is as much a part of that as anything else. To fail to consider 

that, is to create tensions between different fields. This tension often results in contradictory goals 

between social movements and environmental movements. This is why it is important to take the role 

environmental sustainability has into consideration to reflect more critically on how it is influenced by 

other aspects of our social realities. Lastly, it becomes clear that it is necessary to look via a more 

intersecting framework to understand our social world.  

In conclusion, analysing the lifestyle of Konohana offers the opportunity to radically rethink and 

move beyond the more classic recognition of the relation between the environment and social 

cohesion. To Konohana members the environment also provides ways of relating, and environmental 

sustainability and social cohesion should not be seen as two separate spheres. Like how human society 

and nature should be seen as sharing the same sphere in the form of a unitary whole, so should social 

cohesion and environmental sustainability.  

 

8.1 Recommendations 

 

An important finding of my thesis is that it is true environmental sustainability is bound up in our 

social worlds. Therefore, awareness of the environment and environmental sustainability as social 

phenomena should be raised. Combining this awareness with ecological knowledge can ultimately 

help create more sustainable models of production and consumption.  

In order to achieve this, further exploration needs to be made into how the norms about the relation 

between humans and the environment are produced, reproduced and challenged. Thus, further research 

needs to be done on how personal and communal values are promoted and considered with respect to 

environmental sustainability. Because while there are lots of initiatives for environmentally 

sustainable ways of life, these initiatives often focus on only one aspect of sustainability or the 

economy. Yet what Konohana also shows is that change is possible through grass-roots community. 

Community is a key concept here. 

This brings me to the interrelation between economy, the environment, nature and ideology. 

Konohana members believe that they have to practice their way of life through a universal method, 

which means that all aspects of their reality need to be in harmony with one another. This core of this 

idea, the harmony between different systems proposes an alternative discourse to that of capitalism. 
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Thus, the community is a clear example of how utopian thought can be useful in developing 

sustainable initiatives. Because utopian thought is also part of the complex social spheres that 

influences our perception of environmental sustainability, it cannot be ignored in explicitly 

interdisciplinary theoretical.  

Ultimately, it is only through a holistic approach that takes into account all aspects of both the 

social, mental, ideological, economic and physical spheres that long-term environmentally friendly 

plans and behaviours can be achieved and sustained.  
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Appendix 1: Analysis economic model Konohana 
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Appendix 2: Spiritual interpretation of historical occurrences 

 

 



73 
 

 

 

 

 

  



74 
 

Appendix 3: Heliocentric Calendar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


