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6 PRACTICAL COMMUNITIES: 
CONVENIENT PLACES 

6.1 Introduction  
Practical communities arose as the fourth type of community in this study on rural 
communities. This chapter discusses the research question: Which underlying mechanisms 
can help explain the life courses of practical communities in Northwest Europe? As in 
chapters 4 and 5, the focus is on how the communities realise their continuity. The main 
goal of practical communities is utilitarian, as the members share facilities such as 
childcare, common house and kitchen. A common ideology, which is the most important 
binding factor in religious, ecological, and communal communities, is usually of minor 
importance. The ideology of practical communities can be formulated in terms of providing 
convenient places for nuclear families with children. They are often located in suburban 
areas, where (upper) middle-class families live together as a community, in their own 
houses or apartments. Practical communities resemble the other types of community in 
their predominantly anti-urbanist ideas. Because of their physical proximity and limited 
ideological difference, the members continue to participate in mainstream society. 
 
As case communities, Whiteway Colony in Gloucestershire, United Kingdom, and 
Trudeslund in Birkerød, Denmark were chosen (for their locations, see Figure 3.1). 
Whiteway is an old community, and was founded in 1898. In September 2005, in-depth 
interviews were held with 26 of its 110 members. Trudeslund is an average practical 
community, and was established in 1981. It is one of the first cohousing communities, and 
served as an example for many others. Twenty of its 59 members, and five residents of 
Birkerød, were interviewed in October 2005. As in chapter 4, the communities are 
discussed in turn in each section, after which differences and similarities are pointed out. In 
section 6.2, the communities are introduced, followed by considerations on communal 
identity in 6.3, community structure in 6.4, and relations with mainstream society in 6.5. 
The chapter ends with conclusions and discussion in section 6.6. 

6.2 Whiteway and Trudeslund 
Whiteway Colony 
Whiteway Colony is located in a rural area near Stroud in Gloucestershire, and covers an 
area of 16.6 hectares. Currently, around 110 adults live in the 68 houses of the community, 
the layout of which is can be found in Figure 6.1, which also provides a schematic 
representation of the spatial division of the community’s land in private plots. Whiteway 
was established in 1898 as an anarchistic community, based on the ideals of Leo Tolstoy. 
Tolstoy was a fervent anarchist, and associated with like-minded thinkers such as Peter 
Kropotkin, Michael Bakunin, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Elisée Réclus (see section 1.4). 
Tolstoy opposed authority, especially by the state, and was inspired by rural peasant 
communities who seemed to live together in a co-operative structure without any formal 
leadership. He was a pacifist, vegetarian, and against formal marriage. 
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Figure 6.1: Layout of Whiteway Colony 

   
Whiteway’s early members deliberately moved away from the industrial cities, and went 
back-to-the-land, which was popular amongst anarchists in the late 19th century (Blunt & 
Wills 2000). In addition to Tolstoy, an important inspiration for moving back-to-the-land 
was Thoreau’s book Walden (1854), which described simple living in the countryside. 
Whiteway’s early members worked together on the land, and intended to be completely 
self-sufficient. The members attempted to manage without money, and they engaged in 
barter instead. Whiteway’s goal was to give people access to land, and oppose the 
prevailing system of a few landowners who owned most of the land. Private ownership of 
land was declined, and after buying the land, the official deeds were burned. Thus, 
Whiteway has no formal owner, and the land is not registered. The first members lived 
together in Whiteway House, the only building which stood on the land when it was bought 
(Shaw 1935) (see Figure 6.2).  
 
Whiteway is a contemporary of Eden in Germany, and resembles the latter with respect to 
its move back-to-the-land, rejection of land ownership, and vegetarianism (see sections 5.2 
and 5.4). This illustrates the relatively general nature of the trend to challenge the 
circumstances in industrial cities, and to establish a more equal and social way of living 
outside urban areas in the late 19th century. Although more, similar communities were 
established, most of these disintegrated soon after their foundation. Whiteway and Eden 
managed to persist through adapting their ideals and ways of life over time. For Whiteway, 
this process is discussed in the next section. 
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Figure 6.2: Whiteway House 

 
Source: Thacker (1993) 
  
Trudeslund 
Trudeslund is located in Birkerød, a suburb of Copenhagen. It was built in 1981, and had 
59 adult members in October 2005. Cohousing developed in Denmark in the early 1970s, 
and was based on the desire to combine family and community life (see section 1.4). In the 
case of Trudeslund, a small group of people decided to commit to a more satisfactory way 
of living together than a regular suburban neighbourhood. They were looking for a socially 
mixed environment with strong interaction among neighbours, which would provide safe 
surroundings for children. Basically, the goal was to establish a community which would 
function as an extended family. Through designing and building the community together, a 
close group developed. Thirty-three houses were built around a central common house (see 
Figures 6.3 and 6.4).  
 
Figure 6.3: Trudeslund's common house 
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Figure 6.4: Layout of Trudeslund 

 
Source: McCamant et al. (1994) 
  
As houses were very expensive in the early 1980s due to high interest rates, only relatively 
wealthy people could afford to join. The original idea of creating a community with a 
mixed social profile turned out to be unrealistic, and community members have upper 
middle-class backgrounds, and well-paid, secure jobs, often in the public sector. 
Trudeslund’s communal structure was realised through meeting places such as the common 
house, laundry, and parking lot, and social activities such as daily dinners and parties. An 
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important part of the communal social structure is formed by the working groups which are 
responsible for maintaining a specific part of, or activity in, the community, such as the 
kitchen, the outdoor spaces, children’s activities, and parties. All members have to be part 
of one working group. 

6.3 Convenient communities 
The topic of this section is how a common identity is created and maintained in Whiteway 
and Trudeslund. The binding ideology is discussed, followed by communal practices, and 
their meaning for a communal identity. 
  
Practising communal life in Whiteway Colony 
In the introduction to Whiteway, the founding ideology was described as anarchistic. In the 
context of the main characteristics of simple living and land use and occupation, the initial 
values of (1) freedom of action and (2) goodwill towards everybody, were important (Shaw 
1935). The first was maintained through a deliberate lack of rules. Free union, freedom of 
dress, freedom of religion and political freedom were practised. The second ideal implied 
that literally everybody was welcomed in the community. Committed members went so far 
in sharing their scarce possessions that they nearly starved during the first years. 
Furthermore, complete freedom turned out to result in laziness and selfishness. Therefore, 
in 1902, the structure of the community was changed from communist to individualist. 
Whiteway House was abandoned, and the members were granted use and occupation of a 
plot of the collectively owned land, on which they could build their privately owned 
houses. Communal dinners were terminated, as well as working together on the common 
land. All members became responsible for their own existence, either through (outside) jobs 
or cultivating the land (Shaw 1935). Commitment to pacifism, shared land ownership, free 
union, and rejection of institutionalised religion and restrictive rules, remained, thus 
retaining some of the original ideals. Through common activities, such as concerts, folk 
dancing, lectures, sports days, Christmas parties, and picnics, a sense of community was 
maintained. Most activities took place at the Colony Hall, which was built in 1924, or the 
sports field. From 1969, the swimming pool also became an important place for social 
gatherings (Thacker 1993). These were the most important meeting places of the Colony 
(see also Figure 6.1).  
 
The current members felt that adherence to the original ideals had declined over the years, 
in particular after the Second World War. While most of the original anarchistic ideals of 
Whiteway diminished, the shared use and occupation of the land remained the key aspects 
of the collective identity as shown by the following comment: 

The big thing that holds us all together is the fact that no one owns the land, we hold the 
land in common and are all trustees of it. (Whiteway, female member, 80s: 15) 

The land situation, and its influences on the daily lives of the members, and the continuity 
of the community, will be further elaborated in the next section. 
Apart from the common responsibility for the land, few common values remain. With the 
decline in ideals, the communal activities declined as well, and social life in Whiteway 
became less prominent. Binding activities are the monthly meetings, maintenance work on 
the communal roads and the swimming pool, the yearly fete, and parties. In addition, some 
families have been living at Whiteway for several generations, and their shared history 
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provides a strong sense of togetherness. Whiteway functions as a small village with a 
relatively intensive social interaction, which is enhanced by the common ownership of the 
land.  
 
Based on the changes in ideology which have taken place over the years, Whiteway would 
probably not have been classified as a practical community when it was founded in 1898. 
Its original ideals resemble those of ecological communities, especially its attempts at self-
sufficiency and its politically leftist convictions. Through changes in the community, which 
have enabled it to survive, the current situation diverges widely from its roots. The case of 
Whiteway demonstrates that intentional communities can develop from one type of 
community into another, a point argued in chapter 3.  
  
Practising communal life in Trudeslund 
Building Trudeslund originated from the wish for communal living and sharing with a 
diverse group of people. The community was supposed to function as an extended family. 
As a result, in the first years, the daily lives of the ‘Trudes’, as the members call 
themselves, were strongly intertwined. For example, the children were collectively looked 
after, as this would enhance the sense of being part of one large family: 

In the beginning, everybody who was living here had to go and get the children from school 
at one o’clock [once a week.] Whether you had children or not, you had to collect the 
children from school, and then you had to take care of them until the parents came home. 
(Trudeslund, male member, 60s: 4) 

All adults had to participate in the childcare, which was strictly scheduled. In addition, 
every adult had to look after the children for one week during summer. Besides being an 
important part of the realisation of the founding ideals of communal living, the childcare 
arrangements were also a practical arrangement for the working parents. However, soon the 
arrangements proved to be too demanding, and people wanted to spend more time with 
their individual families. The original ideological values of sharing, and being part of an 
extended family, lost their currency, and Trudeslund rather became an enriched 
neighbourhood. At the time of the study, most respondents indicated that they did not share 
a unifying ideology in terms of common norms and values, but rather experienced a 
collective identity based on communal practices, such as dinners, working groups, ski trips 
and parties:  

The practical things are very important to bind people together. […] Many social relations 
are created when you do things together. […] You will find common interest, common 
ground, and you are able to see things [through] other people’s eyes. [Through the common 
practices,] our common identity is established. (Trudeslund, male member, 30s: 28) 

The communal dinner, which is held daily in the common house, is perceived as the most 
important binding practice. Every day, a team of two adults and one child do the shopping, 
cooking and cleaning, which means that everybody is responsible for dinner once a month. 
Participation is voluntary, and members have to sign up for dinner in advance, so that the 
cooking team knows how many people to expect. The system has been successful from the 
start of the community.  
 
By comparison, both Whiteway and Trudeslund were held together by a stronger ideology 
when they were established than at the time of the study. Whiteway had its anarchistic 
values, associated with freedom, and Trudeslund functioned as an extended family. Over 
time, these values turned out to be unattainable, when they no longer matched the wishes of 
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the members. In both communities, a sense of good neighbourliness became prominent. A 
common identity was maintained through common practices, such as work days, meetings, 
and parties. The common ownership of the land in Whiteway and the communal dinners in 
Trudeslund are important binding factors. The communities can be characterised 
respectively as a village and a neighbourhood with relatively strong relations among the 
members. 

6.4 Community structures 
This section on the structures of practical communities concerns the internal division 
between public and private space, as this played a role in the continuity of the communities. 
Public and private space are often constructed as opposites. Public space can be 
characterised as space (1) to which everybody has free and equal access, and (2) where 
people can express and exchange their (political) opinions freely (Iveson 2003; Light & 
Smith 1998). Compared with public space, a key characteristic of private space is that their 
members have the power to keep ‘outsiders’ out (Hénaff & Strong 2001). Private space 
provides a home, where people can feel secure, comfortable and safe (although there are 
notable exceptions, for example in the case of domestic violence). Processes of exclusion in 
public spaces have been increasingly recognised, and the notion of ‘pure’ public space has 
become contested (Atkinson 2003; Carr et al. 1992; Cybriwsky 1999; Defilippis 1997; Lees 
1994; Sibley 2005). Intentional communities can be observed in this light, as they function 
as public spaces in terms of access and participation of their members, while outsiders can 
be excluded. Here, the focus is on the way in which public and private space are 
constructed in Whiteway and Trudeslund according to the above definition. The focus is on 
accessibility, the functioning of the decision-making process, and commitment of the 
members to the community, as these three aspects influenced the continuity of the 
communities. 
  
Organisational structure of Whiteway Colony 
The land of Whiteway originally functioned as public space in terms of accessibility, since 
it was equally shared and accessible to everybody. The community’s decision-making 
process is organised through the monthly meeting, which is the official governing 
institution in which all members can participate. Most issues that come up in the meetings 
concern the land ownership structure. The central element of the ownership structure is that 
the houses are privately owned, while the Colony owns the land. When somebody buys a 
house in Whiteway, the Colony allots the use and occupation of the corresponding plot of 
land to the buyer (see the division of the plots in Figure 6.1). During the residency of 
members, the land effectively belongs to them. When members leave the Colony, and put 
their house up for sale, the land on which it stands is returned to the Colony. Then, it is - 
public - Colony land, and potential changes in boundaries between the plots are discussed 
in and allocated by the meeting, before the use and occupation of the land is granted to the 
buyer of the house.  
When members want to change something in the use of their plot, for instance by building a 
garage, they have to apply for permission at a Colony meeting. After a decision has been 
made, the Colony communicates its advice to the municipality, which usually adopts it. 
Some of Whiteway’s members refuse to apply for planning permission, as they claim this is 
against the original anarchistic ideals of the community. Although the anarchistic heritage 
of the Colony has long slipped into oblivion, it is selectively used by some members to 
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their own advantage. The above shows that the division between public and private space is 
complex in Whiteway, as the status of a plot of land changes over time. In general, the plots 
on which the houses stand function as private spaces, and Whiteway’s public space consists 
of the roads, the Colony Hall, sports field and swimming pool (see Figure 6.1). Members 
view the balance between public and private space as comfortable, which strengthens the 
continuity of the community. 
 
In the context of the decision-making process, the Colony has a community board, which 
organises and chairs the meetings, but has no decision-making power. As all members own 
the land together, they collectively decide on what should happen to it. Decisions are made 
through a majority vote of more than 50 percent of the votes. From the foundation of the 
Colony, the meetings were perceived as the ideal channel for members to express their 
opinions freely. As a result, the debates during meetings have always been confrontational, 
and emotional: 

The conflicts reach a height at the Colony Meetings, where people shout at each other, and 
have huge arguments. This is part of the Whiteway tradition. (Whiteway, male member, 50s: 
19) 

In recent years, the conflictive nature of the meetings has diminished somewhat, when 
some people indicated that they felt intimidated. However, some members still felt very 
uncomfortable and declined further participation. Usually, only about a third of the houses 
are represented at meetings, and thus, not the whole Colony is effectively involved in the 
decision-making process. When there is a quorum of at least nine members present at the 
meeting, decisions can be taken. Part of the principle of freedom is still maintained as 
members cannot be obliged to attend the meetings, or to be otherwise involved in the 
Colony.  
 
In Whiteway, a major proportion of the members who are hardly involved in the 
community are the relatively large elderly population. They can continue to live 
independently in the community, because of the strong social network, as well as family 
ties, in the community. Although many respondents indicated they respected the elderly, 
who had often been closely involved in the community, they also considered the ageing 
population to be restricting the development of the community. They would welcome 
young families in Whiteway, with new ideas and energy to develop the community. 
However, it is difficult for young families to enter the community. As the land is not 
registered, no mortgages can be taken out on Colony houses. Therefore, new members have 
to pay for their house in cash, or obtain money through a relatively expensive bank loan. As 
a result of these financial barriers, most new members are pensioners, who have built up 
capital through previously owned houses. A possibility to rejuvenate the community would 
be for (grand)children to move in upon inheriting their (grand)parents’ property. 
In such a population structure, the common responsibility for the land is maintained for 
practical reasons. It is in the interest of Whiteway’s residents to make sure that the common 
land ownership continues. Because the land is collectively owned, it is in a low tax 
category. Thus, after having secured a house, it is relatively cheap to live in Whiteway. 
Privatisation of the land would diminish the initial barriers to buy property, as mortgages 
would then be given out, but it would make living there much more expensive. Whiteway’s 
current members are most likely to serve their own interest, and maintain the collective land 
structure. 
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Organisational structure of Trudeslund 
Between 1978 and 1981, before Trudeslund was built, the group of founding members 
extensively discussed how they envisioned the spatial structure of the community. 
Originally, the piece of land was an orchard, and they chose to preserve some of the trees. 
Trees still cover about one-third of Trudeslund. The common house has a central place in 
the community, with two streets diverging from it, on which the houses stand. Cars have to 
be parked on the communal parking lot at the entrance to the community (see Figure 6.4).  
In the way the houses are used, Trudeslund bears resemblance to ‘regular’ city 
neighbourhoods, for example in the Netherlands. Trudeslund’s houses are built close to 
each other, which was done to enhance interaction between the members. In general, the 
parts of the houses that are facing the streets are used as public spaces, and the back parts 
and/or first floors as more private space. All houses also have a small, private, garden at the 
back. When people are on the small patios in front of the houses (see Figure 6.5), or in the 
front parts of the houses, it implies that they feel ‘sociable’, and are willing to interact with 
their neighbours. The facades have large windows, and home occupants are visible from the 
streets. A respondent commented:  

We never draw the curtains [close in the front room]. We see it more or less as a public 
place […]. But our living room is a more private room for us and I think that is why we tend 
to use the curtains there a lot. (Trudeslund, female member, 30s: 8) 

Figure 6.5: A house in Trudeslund, with a patio in front 

   
At the time of the interviews, a conflict about the houses was brewing. The Trudeslund 
houses are relatively small, and although the living spaces of the houses are efficiently 
designed, they have relatively few bedrooms. Therefore, some families were planning to 
expand their houses. This is attributable to the fact that some ‘Trudes’ have more children, 
as well as the need of some ‘Trudes’ for more luxury. The needs of individual families for 
more space, and privacy within the context of the household, clashed with both the original 
appearance of Trudeslund and the sense of privacy of the neighbours: 

It seems that some people are thinking a lot about the aesthetics. What will Trudeslund look 
if everyone can just build? I mean, you’re not allowed to build it the way you want it 
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yourself, you have to do it with the same material, and [the community has] rules for that. 
But people are afraid, cause the streets are so narrow, and everything is so close to each 
other, and they are afraid that it will be too crowded and too built up. […] And then on the 
other hand you have the people who say: how can these issues go before people’s needs? 
(Trudeslund, female member, 30s: 23) 

The building extensions were perceived to threaten the original, carefully planned layout of 
the community. One outcome would be that it became too crowded, as the houses are 
already close to each other. This would limit the private space of the individual members in 
general. Which and whose needs prevail form the core in debates about the use of 
Trudeslund’s space, and the implications for daily life.  
 
As in Whiteway, such issues are discussed and solved in the communal meeting, which is 
the official institution through which decisions are made. The meeting is held monthly, and 
decisions are taken by majority vote. In the early 1980s, the meetings used to be very 
confrontational and disruptive. The original members, or ‘old Trudes’, as they are referred 
to in the community, were very closely involved in building up the community together, 
and had to reach difficult decisions and compromises. This liminal phase of construction 
has resulted in both good friendships and deep conflicts. After their initial enthusiasm and 
commitment, many ‘old Trudes’, who still constitute about one-third of the community’s 
members, gradually withdraw to the fringes of the community, both in terms of the 
discussions that take place and in the increasing time they spend outside the community:  

Many people who have lived here from the beginning are now in their fifties, have good 
jobs and a good income, so many of them have bought a summer-house. That means the 
dining room is almost empty during the summer weekends. I think it’s a sad thing that there 
are not many people at home. (Trudeslund, female member, 40s: 21) 

Having a summer-house is not uncommon in Denmark, and people can use it to get away 
from their daily routines. Some of Trudeslund’s members use their summer-houses in this 
way, as they feel constricted by the community and its common activities: 

Some people describe summer as an important time to get out, to get away from Trudeslund. 
An opportunity not to be public, not to share the laundry room, not to have to make 
conversation at dinner. People find a way of introducing [breaks]. (Trudeslund, male 
member, 40s: 17) 

Members temporarily ‘escape’ the community, in order to recharge. Their stay at a 
summer-house during weekends and summer holidays can be seen as a liminal phase 
between the community and society. 
 
The importance of the contributions of the ‘old Trudes’ was recognised and highly valued 
by the other members, and many accept that the older members have become less involved. 
The development of Trudeslund is left to enthusiastic ‘new Trudes’, people who moved in 
after the community was built. The joining of new members is an important aspect of 
Trudeslund’s continuity, because most new members are families with young children, and 
provide the community with new energy and ideas. Trudeslund’s houses are sold on the 
housing market, and there is no selection procedure for new members. New members buy 
their house, plus 1/33 part of the common house. As the houses are relatively expensive for 
their size, and people have to invest in the common house, new members are usually very 
conscious of and committed to the community’s goals. 
When compared with the early 1980s, the general level of community involvement seems 
to have diminished, as members give priority to their individual family lives over investing 
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energy in communal activities. Obligations which the members have to fulfil are to cook 
once a month, to clean the common house about once a month, and to participate in a 
working group. There are no formal ways to enforce this, but social pressure usually proves 
effective. However, a depersonalisation in the approach of the tasks could be observed, as 
increasingly, members objected to cleaning the common house. Although other members 
argued that it was an almost symbolic part of the community structure, it was decided that 
members can pay teenagers who live in Trudeslund to do their cleaning. Thus, it became 
legitimate to refrain from a certain involvement in the community. The same could be 
extended to apply to the working groups and cooking as well. Should this happen, the 
community would lose its distinguishing characteristics and identity. At the time of the 
study, however, it seemed that most members were still proud of Trudeslund, and 
committed to maintaining it. 
 
After the individualisation of the land plots in Whiteway, the balance between public and 
private space was gradually established. It is in the interest of Whiteway’s members to keep 
the structure as it is, because of the land taxation. In Trudeslund, there was an actual debate 
about the value of privacy, a difficult topic in a cohousing community, where an important 
focus is on sharing space. Several trends point to a decreasing interest in maintaining the 
community, which could threaten the continuity of the community. In due course, 
Trudeslund may become like the ‘regular’ neighbourhood it already resembles. 
 

6.5 Accepted and accessible places 
This section discusses the changing positions of Whiteway and Trudeslund in society, 
which occurred through changes in both communities and those in wider society. 
  
Whiteway’s position in society 
Upon its foundation, Whiteway was regarded with suspicion. One of the most persistent 
rumours about Whiteway was that it was a nudist colony. Although not true, it may have 
fuelled the negative ideas about the Colony as a group of naked, wild, and backward 
people. In addition, people associated Whiteway with free love, indecent clothing, 
communism, and paganism as the community never had a church. These practices were 
seen as deviant. People’s judgements were largely based on myths and prejudice, rather 
than face-to-face interaction. This was reinforced by the community’s physical and 
psychological isolation: 

For a long time, we weren’t included on maps. You didn’t get to Whiteway. (Whiteway, 
female member, 60s: 51) 

Through such marginalisation, the possibility for outsiders to become familiar with 
Whiteway was limited. As a result, some of the prejudices persisted: 

It has this reputation for nude bathing, sandals, and free love, which was how people saw it 
till quite recently, and probably even nowadays. (Whiteway, female member, 60s: 34) 

Whiteway’s members gradually became more integrated in mainstream society. With the 
individualisation of the community structure in 1902, people became responsible for their 
own income and therefore more oriented toward the surroundings in terms of work. From 
the 1960s onwards, the increasing mobility through the use of cars facilitated both 
professional and social contacts outside the community. Simultaneously, with the decline in 
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the original ideal of anarchism, and the collective structure in which everything was shared, 
the community became more similar to mainstream society, and gained a better reputation. 
As a combined result of these developments, Whiteway is mostly regarded as a regular 
village nowadays: 

I think [people see it] as a pretty normal village really. I don’t think it’s got this stigma now. 
(Whiteway, female member, 60s: 28) 

Although it is now largely embedded in the area, the members cherish the image of 
Whiteway as a place which is somewhat different, which strengthens the communal 
identity. A sense of being different is maintained through the appearance of Whiteway’s 
houses, which is different from the typical local Cotswold cottages, built from Cotswold 
limestone. Most original Whiteway houses were wooden shacks, built by the members 
themselves. Over time, these were rebuilt into more permanent houses, but many of the 
current houses stand on the foundations of the original shacks, and are also made of wood 
(see Figure 6.6). Through their different houses, Whiteway’s members cherish some of the 
Colony’s former deviant character, which is a securing factor in the continuity of the 
community. 
 
Figure 6.6: A typical wooden house in Whiteway 

    
Whiteway’s members also attempted to strengthen the continuity of the Colony through 
stressing similarities they shared with their surroundings. They experienced a sense of 
congeniality and found resonance with Stroud, a neighbouring town. Originally an 
industrial cloth town, Stroud has become an ‘alternative’ place, left-wing, anti-war, and 
green, with many alternative therapists and artists. These are orientations with which 
Whiteway’s members also associate themselves. Although there were no concrete activities 
linking the two places, the congeniality strengthened the rooting of Whiteway in the local 
area. Its value and heritage were recognised, which reinforced the stability of Whiteway’s 
future. 
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Trudeslund’s position in society 
When the residents of Birkerød became aware of the fact that a cohousing community was 
going to be built in their community, they were very sceptical for two reasons. First, they 
wanted to preserve the wood on Trudeslund’s land. Second, they were afraid that the 
community members would be communist long-haired, hash-smoking hippies, who would 
not fit into the middle-class community of Birkerød: 

This was a very beautiful abandoned fruit tree plantation, completely overgrown, and the 
children from the neighbourhood played here, and then we bought the whole thing, and tore 
down the trees. [Furthermore,] they thought this was going to be a new Christiania. 
(Trudeslund, male member, 60s: 24) 

The reference to Christiania by the respondent described the fear among locals that the 
community would be like the squatter free-state in Copenhagen (see also section 5.2). At 
first, Trudeslund’s members were not too much involved in the neighbourhood. When they 
saw that people mistrusted them, they began to open up to the neighbours and, for instance, 
invited them to the community’s annual anniversary party. An important integrating 
mechanism was the local school, through which both children and parents got to know each 
other. Through becoming more familiar with Trudeslund, the local people found that the 
‘Trudes’ were not much different from themselves. 
In addition, the concept of cohousing has become more known and accepted in Danish 
society in general. Whereas it was seen as ‘weird’ in the 1980s, it is now a common way of 
living in Denmark: 

It has become more established in Denmark, what a [cohousing] community looks like. It 
has become more firmly rooted. […] Now it’s like: wow, you’re living in a community! 
Whereas in the 80s, it was more like: why are you doing that? (Trudeslund, male member, 
30s: 15) 

Cohousing communities are no longer seen as hippy communes, but rather as a middle-
class phenomenon. Trudeslund’s members generally have a high status in society, and the 
community is valued for that:  

[Trudeslund] is well known in Birkerød. It has a reputation for being a place with strong 
people with power and enthusiasm. (Trudeslund, male member, 30s: 20) 

As a respected place in the mainstream, Trudeslund’s existence is not likely to be contested 
by outsiders. To secure its continuity, it needs to continue (re)defining its distinguishing 
features. Otherwise, it may become indistinguishable from society and assimilate with it. 
 
Whiteway and Trudeslund both developed from outside and moved towards the inside of 
mainstream society. Initially, they were viewed with scepticism and prejudice. In 
Whiteway’s case, such views proved to be relatively persistent. The weakening of 
Whiteway’s original ideals was an important factor in its integration. At the same time, the 
members are proud to nurture Whiteway’s image as a slightly deviant place. Trudeslund 
became increasingly accepted, with the recognition of cohousing as a regular way of living. 
Furthermore, most community members have a high social status, which ensures respect in 
the predominantly middle-class town of Birkerød. From deviant places, both communities 
have become accessible and accepted as alternative manifestations of living on the fringe of 
mainstream society as depicted in Figure 6.7. Although some members are somewhat ‘on 
the side’, as was described in section 6.4, the communities are held together by a shared 
sense of community, which is symbolised by the border around the community.  
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Figure 6.7: The position of practical communities in society 

  

6.6 Conclusions and discussion 
The main goal of practical communities is to function as convenient places for their 
members. Through communal practices, the daily lives of the community members are 
facilitated. The absence of a deeper underlying ideology is characteristic of practical 
communities. In the earlier years, the communities often had stronger ideals, focusing on 
sharing resources and living spaces. These ideals became more practical over time, and the 
members are good neighbours to each other. As the ideology is not so strong and contested, 
practical communities do not experience the ideological conflicts that occur in other types 
of communities. Based on both case communities, it can be concluded that utility is the 
main factor underlying the continuity of practical communities. As long as people value the 
advantages of communal living over the drawbacks, they remain committed to contributing 
to its continuity. 
Whiteway Colony was established as an anarchistic, Tolstoyan community. Its founding 
members lived and championed the principles of Tolstoy in the early years. The Colony 
survived because it soon abandoned many of its original ideals, and established a more 
pragmatic basis (Blunt & Wills 2000). It developed into a village with a close social 
structure. When considering the typology, it is likely that Whiteway changed from an 
ecological community at the time of its foundation, into a practical community at the time 
of the study. These changes were necessary to secure its survival. Common ownership of 
the land is the main remnant of the original ideas, and identified by the members as the 
main factor in the common identity. Central issues, often concerning the use of the land, are 
democratically decided on in the meetings. However, the meetings function not in an ideal 
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way, as they are characterised by many arguments, and only about a third of the Colonists 
attend them. Besides the common practices, Whiteway is not unlike mainstream society. 
Outsiders mostly perceive the community as a normal village, although some rumours, for 
instance about nudism, persist. This may serve as a justification for portraying the Colony 
members as wild and unsophisticated, or may be due to envy, for example about the large, 
cheap plots of land. 
As in Whiteway, Trudeslund’s communal structure was stronger when it was founded than 
it is nowadays. A sense of community is maintained through common practices such as the 
communal dinners. As is common in practical communities, facilities such as the laundry 
and common house are shared. With its suburban location, and upper middle-class 
members, Trudeslund is also typical. The membership is stable, which can be related to its 
properly functioning structure, and the absence of uprooting conflicts about the 
community’s defining ideology. An arising conflict was about the perceived encroachment 
on private space, as some families were planning to expand their houses. In such conflicts, 
Trudeslund highly resembles ‘regular’ neighbourhoods. The main danger to Trudeslund is 
that it becomes too much like mainstream society, and will therefore dissolve into it.  
 
The main mechanism underlying the continuity of practical communities is that they have 
created their own niche in mainstream society, which enables their members to live 
convenient private lives in a communal setting. A communal identity is created and 
reinforced through a lifestyle which is not entirely like the mainstream. Specific common 
practices strengthen the common identity. The main challenge to the communities’ 
continuity is to maintain a viable balance between public and private space, as it is not 
possible to unify community and family lives without impinging on the privacy of 
individual members, albeit slightly. Although this is an issue applicable to all intentional 
communities, it came up as particularly relevant in practical communities. Interestingly, in 
the other types of communities, where the members often had less private space than in 
practical communities, such issues of privacy were not as salient. In the religious 
communities under study, privacy was not an issue at all, and in ecological and communal 
groups, the members seemed to be more committed to living close together, and sharing 
common space. This can be related to the fact that members of practical communities are 
more used to mainstream norms about private space, because of their strong integration into 
mainstream discourse and practices. Creating comfortable private spaces for all members is 
a stabilising factor in the communities’ life courses, and can secure the continuity of a 
practical communal setting. 



 

 

 




