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KATARINA KUBINAKOVA

Countryside & Community Research Institute, UniversityGloucestershire, Oxstalls Lane Longlevens,
Gloucester, Gloucestershire, GRRIW, UK

AssTracT Purpose: This article utilizes tH@ommunitiesof Practice (CoP) framewotk examine
learning processes among aup of permaculture practitionetis England specifically examining
the balance betweeamre practices and boundary processes.

Design/methodology/approacfithe empirical basi®f the article derives &m three participatory
workshops and 4 interviews with permaculture practitioners distribugéebss England.

Findings: The reseeln found that permaculture practitioners are informally botwgkther by
shaed values, expertise and passion for the joint enterpfipermacultug, thus corresponding to a
CoP. It found thatcore practices (situated learning, mutual engagement, joint enterprise and
shaed repertoie) are strong but also that boundary processes are active, enabling lgaanith
interactionto take place with other learning systems, although this tentds restrictedto those

with similar perspectives. This, and tetong cohesion and identityf the CoP, leadsto some
insularity.

Practical implications: Scholars propose that innovative graapsstrengthen the conventional
Agricultural Knowledge System (AKS). This research, however, shoatsttte potential for the

permaculture CoRo integrate with the convention&KS is limited dueto its insularity and self-

reliance,in that the Permaculture Associatiatiils the roleof information provision and network

facilitation. Most opportunities for integration lay facilitating brokerage and dialogue between
membersat the peripheryf the permaculture CoP and tAKS.

Originality/value: The reseath provides a critiqu®n the use and valugf the CoPframeworkin a
new context and offers insights into how learning takes platlee permaculture community.

Key Worps Permaculture, participatory methods, Communitie®ractice, Networksf Practice,
Agricultural Knowledge Systems, boundary processes.




Introduction

There have been a numh#rstudiesin recent years which have advancedierstanding
of learning and innovation within communities networksin relation to sustainale
agriculture.Conceptually these have shifted the focus away from the nofiknowledge
transfer and emphasize the social natfréearning. These have highlightedrticula
aspectof social learning suchs social capital{Hall and Pretty2008); trust (Sligoand
Massey 2007); facilitationof stakeholder learning (Rolj and Wagemalkr2000); farmer
to farmer learning (Schneidet al. 2009 Ingram2010) and the importaceof networking
(Klerkx et al. 2010). Less attention, however, has been pgaidnderstandig learningin
bottomup groupsof food producers, farmers, consumers, gomernmentalorganiza-
tions (NGOs), experts and local administrations who are hgokir alternative wayso
produce and consume food around the principfesustainable productiofAarts, Van
Woerkum, and Vermur2007; Wiskerkeet al. 2003). Such groups operate outsior on
the fringesof conventional agricultural contexand are typically self-organizinghey
share common goals and interests and learn togeettoeeate new ideas andnovative
practices (Brunori an&assi 2000; Leeuwis and ®inden Ban2004; Knickel et al. 2009).
These groups experiment with nemethodologies and new approaches asguchcan
potentially play an important rolein strengthening innovatiorin the Agricultural
Knowledge System (AKS). Scholars suggest that the AKS, wisiaearedtowards
conventional farming contexts, neddsadaptto create new spaces and capafor such
groupshby working across boundaries (Leeiswand \an den Ban2004). However,
historically there has been a tension between these network amscauth alinear
approachto innovationas found in conventional AKS settinggs networks represerat
shift away from the dominanc&f AKS actorsas sourcesof knowledge (EU SCAR
2012). Research into the processes of learning within such graupprovide insights
into potential transformations within tHeKS to support sustainable food production.

The productiorof knowledgein such groups occurs thrghi sharing information in
networks, eitkr faceto faceor virtually, which cantake the shapef ‘Communitiesof
Practice (CoP) (Brunoriet al. 2013). CoPis a conceptual framewd which has evolve
as a way of thinking about processex social learning and knowledge generation in
groups that are informally bound togetbgrshared values, expertise, interest and practice
(see Wenger and Snyd@000). The notionof CoP was first propesl by Lave and
Wenger (991) and later developed by Wenger9@) and Wenger, McDermott, and
Snyder 202), with contributions from other scholars (e.g. Brown and Daidi991,
20013, 2001b) in the contextof debates about knowledge, learning and innovation in
organizationslt has been widely used and adagtedescribe learningsa sociakcivity
in a numberf contexts, including: stakeholder management and deaisékimg (Pahl-
Wostl et al. 2007), participatory planning (Ma@s and Noe2012), extension for organic
farming (Morgar2011), negotiated learningp a dairy projec{O’Kane, Paine, and King
2008) and farner networks (Oreszczy Lane, Carr2010. It is particularly valuedas a
practical approachio thinking about real-life situations which‘operationalisessocial
learning relatingt directly to social structures and to the practice of the partitspa the
process (Morgan2011, 100). Learnings at the coreof the concepbf CoP ad they are
viewedas socid learning systemer building blocksof social learning systems (Wenger
McDermott, and Snyde20(2). CoP therefore provides a relevant framework for
understanding learning processes within innovative grdapgarticular the notionsf
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core practices and boundary processes elabaratedP, which can desdreits capacity
to connect with other learning systems, are relet@aninderstanding tensms between
networks and the conventional AKS (Wen@d®@8). Further insightsanbe drawn from
the knowledge management literaturewhich the notionof CoP has developed; this
recognzesthe roleof emerging informaknowledge-based grougn the creatiorof an
innovative knowledge system and highlights the possibilitiestering their develop-
ment butin the contexbof tensions between the CoP and tperent organizations or
structures (Wenger, McDermott, and Snyaeer).

This article utilizes the CoP framevikato examine learning processes among a group
of permacultur@ractitionersin England,specifically examining the balance between core
practices and boundary procesdasdoing this, the articlaimsto explore the potential
for such groupdo link to, and potentially strengthen, the AKS, thmrecontributing
overallto understandigsof learningin sustainable agriculture. The empirical badishe
article derives from participatoryorkshops ad interviews wth permaculture practi-
tioners distributed acrogsngland.

ConceptualizindCOP

COP and Core Practces

COP are defiad as ‘groupsof people who share a concern, a sktproblems,or a
passion about a tapiand who deepen their knowledge and expeitisthis area by
interacthgon an ongoingbasis (Wenger, McDermott, and Snyd20@, 4). A defining
featue of CoP is that they seento emerge spontaneously from informal netwogki
among individuals who havesimilar work-related activities and interests (Swan,
Scarbrogh, and Roberisn 2002). They are describeds a self-organized group of
individuds concermd with a specific practice, who are learning hesvimprove this
practice throgh regubr interaction (Brown and Duguiti991).

The CoP conceptual framework has highleghthe extentto which knowledge and
learning aresituatedin practice. Lave andVengefs (1991) theoryof situated learning
propo®d that learning involves a process engagement in a CoP basedl the notion
that learnings social and comesrgely from the experienagf participatingn daily life.

As Wenger 1998, 45) explans ‘collectivelywe participatein activities and engage in
them, and ovetime, this collectve learning resus in practices that redict both the
pursuitof our enterprissand the attendant social relations. These practices are thus the
propety of a kind of community cread over timeby the sustained pursuif a shared
enterpriseAs such these kindsf communities are called communitiefspracice’.

Wenger (998, 2000 traced the link between learniagan act of social participation
(situated practice) to three elemenfscommunity: mutal engagement, joint enterprise
and shared repertoire. CoRembers build their community throughutual engagement
They come together because they are engagedttions, the meang of which they
negotiate wih one anotheMemberswork together, explicly or implicitly, to achievea
negotiated common goal joint enterprie, which mayor may not officiallybe defined.
CoP members also produce a skaepertoie, a comnon history and culture is generated
over timeby shared practices, language, stories, tools, concepts and repeated ingeraction
(Wenger199).



The CoP framework grewut of group-based learnirig the workplace but todayt is
loosdy usedto descrbe a numberof organizational and spatial settings. Criticisms have
been voiced about the extensive w$ehe term CoP and thiilution’ of the concept
(Lindkvist 2006; Roberts2006; Engestom2007; Amin and Robert2008). In recognition
that communities have increasipgproblemait and permeable boundaries, ofm not
rely on face-to-face meetings anthn comprise multipe communities, scholars have
propogd modified concepts suclas ‘Distributed Comrmunities of Practicé and
‘Constellation®f Practices(Wenger, McDermott, and Snyd20(2). The application of
CoP within relatively unstructurednd dispersed communities suchs farming
communities has emphasized the fluid nature of CoP (MA&@&l), and led researchers
to describe them ddletworksof Practce€ (NoP), which share similar features to CoP but
are characterizelly looser ties, a weak organizational framework and grestternal
influence (see Brown and Dugu2001a 2001h 2002 Oreszczyn, Lane, Cai2010).
Thus understandingsf what constitutes CoP are flexible; hoxee the core practices
descriled above remia centralto the concept.

COP and Boundares

The sensef identity people gain from belongirig a CoPis important as thiss a key
factorin a personis decision about wheo associaterad identify with. However, Wenger
(2000) argues that this feelingf belonging that comes thi mutual engagement, joint
enterprise ad shared repertoiresan make CoPinward looking, that CoRan becone
hostaye to their history, insular, defensive, closed in, and oriemtetheir own focus.
Where this happense argues, the community loses its dynamism and the préstice
dangerof becoming stale. Over time, Weng&®@8) asserts, the shared history of learning
which characterizes communities creates informal boundaries betwesnwho have
participated in that community and those who have Aste notes,‘sharedpracticeby

its very nature creatémundares’ (Wengerl9®8, 232). Thesdoundaries are descelas
fluid or unspoken but are not insignificant as tieapcreate divisions and cdoe a source

of separation, fragmertian, disconnection andhisunderstanding. Scholars suggest that,
where boundaries exist, thisan constrain knowledge flows between communities
(Wenger199; Tagliaventi and MattarelR006. They also argue that, although thése
eviderce of incremental innovation withitCoP, their internal cohesn might limit the
flow of knowledge across communitiesdatherefore constrain more radicinnovation
(Brown and Dugid 2001a; Swan, Scarbrough, andobert- son20@2).

However, when the boundarietdifferent CoP mest is considered that more learning
opportunities arise compardad those inside the community, as boundary intevacti
usually involves being exposed new opportunities for learning and fresh perspectives
(Wenger2000). To avoid beinginward looking and self-referential, and engaged only
in reproductionit is suggested that CoP internal social cohezdéiasto be balaned with
opennes$o new knowledge and practice, both by interactiorib wther CoP and thrgin
processesf knowledge generation and renewal (Brown and Duguid
2001a; Swan, Scarbragh, and Roberisn 2002; Probst and Bordib 2008). According to
Wenger (998) the learning and innovation potentidla social learning system ligsits
configurationof strong core practices (whemeutual engagement, joint enterprise and
shared repertoires are evident), and active boundary prodedss® people, artifacts
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and objects enable boundariesbi®bridged) (WengeR0WD). This notionis relevant to
understanding how innovative groups interact with €S asit describes the€CoPs
ability to openup to newknowledge. The article goemn to explore this configuration of
core practices and boundary processdbe contexbf permaculturén England.

Permaculturén England

Permaculture &sbeen defied broadlyasa design system for creating sustainable human
environmentslt is an approachto the designof communiy and agricultural systems
accordngto the principles that mimic ecological systems (Mollison and Holm@§ga8;
Mollison 1983; Holmgren 2002). Permaculture has threman components: three
underpinning ethics, a seff design principles and a sef design tod. A central
themein permaculture is the desigif ecological landscapes that produce foad.the
emphasisis on design principls, it does not prescribe a specific methofl food
production, althouglit is often referedto as agro-ecological farming and commony
associated wh perennial plargt, agroforestry, organic systems, with forest gandgaind
polyculture being popular systen#ss permaculturés a design system for sustainilyi
and for the production of fibre and enemgywell as food, it is appliedin a number of
contexts, including food, forestry, soil and water managemeetggnhousing and
plannng (e.g. Pickeitl 2012). The permaculture approach cess& comnon ground, it
inspires memben® participde and guides their learning amd such corresponde what
Wenger 20Q0) terms the CoP domain.

Thecommunty dimenson of permaculturewhichis the social fabriof learning which
fosters interactions and relationships, comprises mentdjetise Permaculte Associ-
ation (FRA) (over 1200 individual67 group, andl8 businessaswell asa wider network
of practitioners who are not PA members (Permaculture Associaiidh) in England.
Funding comedargely from membership fees, with some charity contributions. The
permaculture community has developed a dfeframeworks, ideas, tools, information
that the community can share. Chief among thies¢he FA, which promotes the
understandingf the theory and practicef permaculturéen England by educating the
public; providing individuals and groups with accé&ssadvice, suppay information and
training andresearchingpermaculture. This formé&lodylegitimizesthe design principles,
provides accredited training courses (the Permaculesggn Course (PDC) and the
Diplomain Applied Permacultte Design (DAPD), provides a webte and newsletters
and runs events famembers.It also runs théLearning And Network Demonstratioh
(LAND) project fundedby the Lottery Loal Food fund. Thisis a networkof 54
demonstration sites (ariZB learrer sites) for permaculture practitioners and the general
public, which includes designed home gardens, community gargeidc spaces
allotments, smallholdings and fasmThis ‘routinizatiod represents thepracice
dimension describely Wenger 2000). The permaculture commuyiin England can
be describedhas an innovative groupof people operatingn the margins of conventional
food production. Wh a constituency comprising naonventional land managers; with
little recogniton from the conventional agricultural community ameb perceived
relevanceto agricultural policy, the community receive® government fundig or
support and has very few links with; representation withi the conventional AKS.



Methodobgy

This artide aimsto examnethe natureof the learningn the permaculture community in
England.It uses the CoP conceptual framewtokexamine the configuratioaf core
practices and boundary processes. Specifidtaligks:to what extent does internal social
coherewe create boundaries between the permaculture community andohisgge? ©
what extent does internal renahvand opennes® newknowledge enable boundaries to
be bridged? How does the relationship between core practices and bopnatzsses in
the permaculture communiaffectits potentialto connectto the AKS?

The reseath was carried outs part of the three-yeaEU-funded projet SOLINSA
(Support of Learning and Innovatiorin Sustainable Agriculture). This praje is
underpinnedy transdisciplinaryapproaches which are considetedbe most appropriate
to understanding processes within learning and innovation nef\ildome and Mosdétz
2013). As such the reseeln team and the PA actors met reguldadyencourge mutual
learning ad joint question setting, and plan research activitieds partof this, three
participatoryworkshops,co-convened with the A, were hdd at six-month intervals
Participans (15-20 at eachworkshop) were invited thraih the LAND project. These
primarily included permaculture practitionerstiviand holding, although tutors andAP
representatives also attended. To supplement the workshopso-face-and telephone
semi-structured interviews were carried outhwl4 individuals, including non-LAND
practitioners wih PA/LAND staff and advisory boardnembers as well as LAND
individuds who had not attended theorkshops As a result, a rangef individuals, with
respectto age, gender, background, training, experience, location aedofypite, were
includedin the research.

These represented the diserangeof actors who engage with permaculture. The
workshops and the interviews focused understanding methods and preferences for
learning, sourcesf information and inspiration, and interpretations and understgsdin
of permaculture practice. Workshop methods were participatory anddéat future
planning using joint visioning; historical analysis using times lines; nvappf influences
and networkgo understand sourced information and inspiration; and individual story-
telling to ascertain personal experiences and reflections. Wqrksima interviews were
recorcedand analysisf transcripts was undertaken manuatiydentify comnon thenes
with respecto the researh questions outlined above.

Core Practices

Wenger R000) linked situated learning and the main three dimerssid CoP, mutual
engagement, joint enterprise and shared repertoire. Together tinelse ttmughtof as
comprising the core practices within the permacul@o®.

Situated Learmg

Respondets in this research indicate that their learniisgintimately connead to
practicing permaculture and participatinga communityAs memberf a permaculture
community they benefit from the diversitf the knowledge and motivatiof other
members, they also draw their enthusiasm and inspiration fetlow practitioners
Sharing informations important and all respondents valued this aspect. One Workshop
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(WS) participat who managsan urban site explained, for example, héw got new
ideas and new techniques from other PA masib visiting their sites:

Finding out howit works for them andhow it doesrit — thats the main thing fome...that is
the most important thing, sharing skills thavduldn’t otherwise get to. Participant 1

Freely shamg information with others without any noti of persoml gain, apart from
reciprocity, was a key characteristic mentiobgd/VS participantsas another explains:

Permaculturés about connections and the sharing and | think the faicivéhare not holding
‘my bit of informatiori but we give it away toas many peoplaspossible and permaculture
for meis a really good plact do that. Participant 6

Workshop participants also pointed to the absence of hierasdnyimportant aspect of
PA governance, enabling shared learnimdake placeon an equal basis. The training
courses (PDC anBAPD) and skill sharing events rusy the PA andby LAND play a
central rolein bringing people togethdo learn. One non-LAID interviewee, who has
been invohed with permaculture since the lat®80sand manages a 7a&re holding in
Wales, described the transformative effe€tparticipatingin the two-week intensiy
permaculture design course:

What does exigs permaculture people aridyou get enouglf them togethein a majority
it has a very different feeb how things work.If you think of permaculture desigas a
culture, everyone who does a design course goes througlila sortof process. They will
be taughtby different [people] and there wibe a different emphasisut it will have the
same foundational backbandt is a whole package, food, company, learning s quite
inspiring and transformativi® be working with a groupof like-minded people antb be
learning about something. Interviewee 2

Practitioners, whilst connectedy the webge and newsletters, are geographically
dispersed and often only megttevents and training courseThey tend noto be that
well conneotd localy and some express feelingsisolation, bothin geographical and
ideological terms. However, although practitiongesnot personally interaain a daily
basis, the relationship between themsthe quote above suggestsmore intimae thana
simple aggregatioof individuals involvedn a common practice.

Mutual Engagement, JoirEnterprise, Shaad Repertoire

Thereis eviderce of ‘mutual engagementthat binds permaculture practitioners together
into a social entity wh shared values and norms. Practitioners initiate and sustain
relations organized around permaculture design, with theofdlee PA being cerait here

in maintaining the community. Practitioners feel pafra community, aVS participant,

for example, said:lt feels greato be partof what | realseis a worldwide network of
peoplé, amther agreed sayin{t is just knowing thattherés people likeyourselves

This sentiments particularly strong for those who, prit@ making contact with other
practitioners and joining/® felt very isolated. On&VS participant, who runs a rural
LAND centre, describes the imgtaof joining the PA andlinking up with other
practitioners:



You tendto think you are the onlgneinvolved doing this (laughs) and then afla sudden
people come along and you thifike thinks the sameas | do! Whats happenechere?...
[meeting others] has been a tremendous bBestseen what they have been involvednd it
givesmelotsof ideason what | can do, you know, so it [networking]mportant!’ve lost this
isolation..you know, because when you live déephe countryside you build a fence around
yourself. When | was youngerit wasself-sufficiency, you know, individuals going into the
wild and creating our own cultutaut of courseit was a nonsense really because we are all
partof a community andve needto involve everybody. Participant 12

Respondets explained that their shared frames helped th@rnommunicate. Another
WS participant, for example, sail found the meeting poinis the Permaculture
principles and theethics..I’ve always felt thisis good because peopleeaspeakinga
similar languaye’. Not onlyis there a shared langgabut also a commn sentiment, as
one respondent described the biennial Convergence gathering wheg@Qthmeople
attending‘all practice and who kindf feel similrthings. Broadly therds a sense that
all practitioners are working within the same overall vision ahdrhg the same basic
philosophy, and applghg the same fundamental design principlélthough WS
participants mentioned that there were different lidtprinciples, they agreed that they
are dl underpinned by one key principte'work with nature not againgf.

Permaculture practitioners appeéamork together explicitly andmplicitly, to achiewe
a negotiated coman goal or joint enterprise, whiclis not officially defined. They are
bound togetheby their collectively developed and continually negotiated understgndi
of what permaculture is. Although there are agreed and codified pes\aipspondents
could not provile a commonly agreed definition ady prescriptiorfor, the permaculture
approab. As one interviewee (9)n organic farner said, ‘We have beemembersof PA
since 2003, but struggledo find a definition” As a consequence there are a range of
interpretation®f the approau. The flexibility of permaculture is attractive to people as
the principles came applied anywhere, but equally candifficult to know if it is being
done properlyasthe following comments demonstrate:

When you are working with natur#,is not constraining because every sisecompletely
different.It is not like designing a product, which hasstickto a rigid specificationit is so
site-specificso people specificlt is so fluid — this is both a strength and a weakness. With
something thais so fluid, it’s quite difficult sometimeso know if you're doingit right, but

at the same time this means that yinn't feel constrainetdy anything. Participant 7

Some respondents, rather than seghi definitionof permaculture, emphasize the desig
framewak asa defining element of permacultusich guides them, and recogeithat
there ae different individual approaches and resulting lifestyfgs.interviewee, who is
an experienced practitioner and a course trainer, remarked:

Firstof all | don’t really talk about a Permaculture | talk about a PermaculasigrlThats
quite a big differencdt’s the desigrof the systemsSoto meit is a design discipline, but
you can use it as an integrating principlein your actions, everything that yodo...
Permaculture designers have different approaches and diffdestyles, accordingly. So
althoughwe use the same basic ethics, principles and design taeldhave different
lifestyles. Interviewee 2

As such, finding a definition for permaculture for sofdeesrit matter, there are many
routesin’, as one respondent (Interview®®) said, he continuedlf you look at Bill
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Mollison’s design manual theris a very clear paragraph that just expresses it but then
you have more quirky ones, one trainer described ftrevolution disguisedas organic
gardenng™’.

These design principdetools and training courses contribtibea shaed reperbire, a
range of communal resources, writing, routines, rituals and wafysloing thirgs that
have become pamf the communitys practice over timeCertain people, notably the
founders of the permaculture principles (Mollison and Holmgrl978), and their
publications (referretb by WS participantsas ‘bibles) have become mythologized and
partof the accepmd history and narrativef permaculture. They also have shared ways of
doing things and stories and activities hdpcreate a common langueand discourse
reflecting a certén perspective on the worldsoneWS participant explaing

You go somewhere and you are alh the same page straight awayuydon't have to
explain what your methodology is. For example, wiafre here together | know that you
have the same soof ethical mindset that | hav8o | don't haveto proveto you or explain
my reasoning.Thisis really refreshing for me. Participant 6

This shared understandirgunderpinnedby tacit knowledge. One participa expressed
this well “‘We know in our heads whait is, but it’s hardto put into words’ Another

agreed, sayinfPermaculturés easyto understandbut not easyto explan.” Quite a lot of
the “spirit’ of permaculture canndtte put downon paper— as another addedt kind of

rubsoff’ from being, andvorking, with others. Muclof permaculturés experiential and
performative, understoodly ‘breathingit in> asone participant explained.

The data presented here show that the practitioners are inforraaty iogether by
shared values, expertise and passion for the joint enterpfiggermaculture, thus
correspondingto understandings of CoP (Wenger and Snydéf0). Permaculture
community memberdo not personally interaain a daily basis or do they share any
former linkswhich might provide a comon basis for understanding, unlike, for example,
organic farmers wha@sMorgan 011) found, are already embeddeadsocial and farming
networks and thus allowed the proce$sonversion to organic farming to further lolil
shared understanding amongst them. Neverthelssssirtue of membership of the
permacultureCoP, an individual can access and contribute its collective idenity. CoP
members are committed to a unique approach and philosophy amwd ahhistory
repertoire, discourse and resowcéhey are bound togethdsy their collectively
developed approach tona languaye about, permaculture. This supports a current
consenssin the literature that CoBo not require close spatial proximity, that relational
proximity is not reducibleo co-location (Amin andRoberts2008); that practicesanbe
shared widely among practitionénscommunities without members coming into contact
with one another (Duguid005 113); and that non-sgotic aspect®f social structures
are equally important as semiotic asp@ciSoP (Barston and Tustir&p05). The learning
described hereis linked to participationin the compay of othes, where the
participation referénot justto local event®f engagemerih certainacivities with certén
people, buto a more encompassing procedseing active participania the practices
of social communities and constructing identitias relation to these communitiés
(Wenger199g, 4).

It would seem that the cohesiand identityof the CoP and the ideaf permaculture
is strang. Thereis good evidence of all core elements of CoP (mutual engagemiant, jo



enterprise and shared repertoire) being entwimedhe permaculture community. In
particular, the repositorgf both expliét codified knowledge and the less tangible tacit
knowledge, a feature described by other scholars for CoP and NoFE&sw®enod,
Chapman, and Pair#12; Brown and Duguic?001a, 2001h create a sense of belonging
and an inherent stability which allows learning within and around the comniyd take
place (Allen2000, 28). Together vth the straig commitmentto joint enterprise this
reinforces mutual engagement. Permacalpuactitioners also work together explicitly to
achieve a negotiated commgoal. By applying the design principles and using common
tools, practitioners holéach other accountable a sensef joint enterprise. They also
cohere around what Aller2Q00 describedas tacit, internalized shared understandings
about the practice of permaculture which bond individuals togetigrhelpto createa
comnonidentity and languag€’Kane,Paine, and King2008) describes aimilar shared
discourse or diaict within a dairy farming projet CoP, as a common epistemolozal
language, whichis usedto maintain thecommunitys identity. These results suggest
that a sebf practices has emergéa support learningn permaculture independentbyf

the AKS. These are definday distinctive learning processes, tacit understandings and
languaye which arguably make external communication with AKS actors both difficult
andunrecessary.

Boundaries and BoundaProcesses

The core practices described above might increase the tgnievards insularityn the
permaculture CoP. Wh a constituency comprising individuals whave a deep ethical
commitmentto permaculture, share a coramhistory, and put a great relianom tacit
understandingef the permaculture apprdachereis a risk that the CoP becasself-
referential, engaged bnin reproductdn of permaculture practices and inaccelestb
those on the outside die a lackof understanding. This risk enharedby somein the
community who stres the needto strictly adhereto the permaculture principles and
designs. Theswere describedy respondentas practising permaculture with ‘big P’.
One intervieweean experienced practitioner, desaibhimself as being oneof these
who had mellowed over time:

At onepoint | was incredibly purist and | look baakmyself and thinkwhatanidiot’. | was

so strict with what | ate and all that sart stuff. It’s interesting. Becaudéve been involved
for 23 yearor whatevermy concernsay, around the definition, changed over time. This in a
way is what everyone goes through. Interviewee 2

However, WS participants distinguishélibese purists fronpeople practising perma-
culturewith a ‘small p’, who applied a more relaxed anaible interpretdbn to the
approach. They identified a tension between these pudsts non-purists of perma-
culture design. Aresponent’s (Interviewee 4) view that the PA is&a mad collection @
often quitedifficult b**rs’ reinforceghe notion of contestation @t how permacultu
is interpreted and operationalized. So®a& members bave that permacultre has
becometoo dogmatic, andhat it should open up antlet go of the P word’. They
consider that there is a perceived exclusiatyput the approach fromhose outside
which creates a barrier to understandiag this comment from a WS participan
demonstrates:



Learning in the PemacultureCommunty of Practicein England 11

| don't use the p wordlf you're too muchof a Permaculture community/s exclusive to
people whadon't understand who think there is a burahhippies doing their own thing

They needo involve the wider community. People loak from the outside and sakats
not for me. Participant 7

Other respondents agreed that thisr@a need for Permacultute lose its alternative
image and appe#d a wider constituency. One interviewee,ésample, commented that:

The Permaculture Association needs reshapihgeeddo revisit its identity. They feel like a
home backyard project, doing things for love, using volunteedon’t want Permaculture to
disappeambut the alternativés to have whatwe experiencedoh thats not Permaculture
[referringto a comment made about their fabypthe PA]. Interviewee 4

These tensions and dissenting voices show that some people argyptigie boundaries
of the CoP, exploring new interpretations and new waf/gperationalizing permaculture
to makeit moreaccessibleo those outside.

The permaculture CoP boundaries thenmesslvan be descriled as porous. The
understanding of what constitutes permacultieso flexible that anyone feeling
themselescompetenbr interested can practiée People are ot excluded from joining
the R, it is an open membershif:his membersip is dynamic,so although the numive
of members remainsit around 1200, the composition is changall the time.As one
interviewee,a PA advisory boarthember, explained:

[Membership is] creeping up, the PA has a high turnoveplpgoin when theylo a course
and then leave. Whewe started there were the true believersw thereis a trail of old
hands who have incorporatéd[Permaculture] into their lives, and a larger and varying
active community givingis a wider community. Interviewek)

A rangeof interpretations and a diverse and chaggconstituency of the permaculture
community, with dispersed members arguably should encouradepramg in, fresh
perspectives and experienc&espondents also identified a numtdrindividuds and
organizations they looto for information and inspiration from outside the permacaltur
community, including: theAgroforestry Trust, the Soil Association, Centre for Alter-
native Technalgy, and local transition groups. A few managefspermaculture sites
interact wth their local communityas one participat (10) remarkedWe have contacts
on many frons, farmers, local government, architects, urban food growetse reaching
outto a lotof peoplé, although thids not typical. The PA themsedgalso fulfil a similar
role at a different level,working with other national and international PAs, and simil
organizationaswell aslike-minded academicslotably noneof these actors mentioned
individuds or organizations within the formal AKS.

There are someoncerns that the ideaf permaculture and the cohecerof the CoP
are being dilutedoy an open and dispersed membership and varying and contested
interpretations and understandings TlEsin line with perspectives about a general
misinterpretatin of permaculture. The foundeof the permaculture movement lament
the popularized spreaof permacultureas an alternatve lifestyle choice or sysem of
organic gardening, arguing that this significantly understates ifeesmad objectives. As
with organic farming, some feel thaermaculturés goals and preferences are being
appropriated and redefined, and thus dilubgdvarious actorgDarnhofer, Schermer, and



Schneeberge2008; Morgan2011). This might suggest that, rather than invigorating the
CoP, a mixed constituency with differing perspectimgght compromgsethe community

by threatermg its coherence. However, equaitycanbe argued that the enterprise that
keeps a CoP togethér the resultof a collectve procesof negotiation. Not everybody
understandsr practices permacultune the same wayt is commundy negotiated. This
‘conflictual as well as harmoniousaspectis a featureof social participation (Wenger
1998, 55-56). As such the ambiguityn interpretatbn can be regardedas an asset,a
healthy aspecbf the CoPwhich defines the learning and innovation potentflthis
social learning system.

There is evidenceof acive boundary processes, specifically of bridging, through
persoml interactions, brokeradey individuds who link CoP, and the activitiesf the A
and theLAND project (demonstration sites, newsletters, websites, conferessenga-
tions) which correspond to what Star and Grieseri®B89 call ‘boundary objects,
devices that connedifferentCoP. Arguably these boundary processes together with CoP
membership renewal and expamsensure that internal social coherers balanced with
opennesso new knowledge and practice, something scholars rexgamécessariyf CoP
areto succeed and nad become inward looking anself-referental (Brown and Duguid
20013, 2001k Probst and Boraib 2008). However, the naturef the boundary
interactbnis important, Veénger (2000) assets that learningat boundariess maximized
when experience and competence iarelose tension, and that achieving a generative
tension betwenthem requires having open engagement with real differesoesll as
comnon ground. The evidere presented would suggest that individuals and the PA are
limiting their boundary interactiorte those CoP witlsimilar perspectives and values
alternatve food and energy production and lifestyles (as listed abé&wejuch, they are
not necessarily encountering real differencesiew competencies but limiting interac-
tionsto thosein the same social learning system. The implicatadrtbis with respect to
connectingo the AKS are discussed below.

Conclusion

The CoP provides a relevant framewiéor understandig learning processes the group

of people practicing the permaculture approackngland. The da presented here show
that the practitioners are informally bound togetheshared values, expertise and passion
for the joint enterpris@f permaculture, thus corresponditgy understandings of CoP
(Wenger and Snyde200). They share ideas, solutions aed-learnin respectto a
comnon goal or ideal. Given the dispersed and sometidisconnected naturef the
practitioners, and their networking outside the permaculture comyntivdtemight bea
case for describing the growgs a distributed CoP (Wenge¥lcDermott, and Snyder
20@) or anNoP (Brown and Dugd 20013, 2001b). However, the groupf permaculture
practitioners demonsti@many distinctive featuresf CoP. For example: they hawe
legitimate organization authoriiy the PA around which the community coheres; their
learning is an act of social participation; and theris an emphasison individual
competence and practice. Moven although some are influenceg sources outdee of

the immediate permaculture community, most knowledggeneratd and circulated
within the communitylt may, however, be more appropriatto describe permaculture as a
CoP for some people and an NoP for aheather than seek to labi¢las definitivelya
CoPor NoP. The former comprise inward-loakjcore members (thérue believers, or
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purists) and the latter comprise those operaginthe periphery who are loakg both
inside the CoP/NP andto other CoP/NoP for their information and who might contest
what they consideto be dogmatic interpretatiorsf permaculture.

These rest suggest that links, actual and potential, between the core acttive
permaculture CoP and thKS are limited. Strong internal ties within the permaculture
CoP, together wh views of some purists, suggest a tendency for the ol inward
looking and gives the perception of being inaccessible ftmnoutside. Equally, the
significance givento the knowledge generatl and circulated within the community
particularly the tacitor ‘unspolen’ knowledge, means that communication with more
formal learning systemis limited. Such exchangis somethng that the conventional
AKS, with its relianceon exchanging codifietnowledge,is not equippedo do (Curry
and Kirnanforthcoming. Also, althaighthe boundariesf the CoP are porousdthere
is a differentiated and dyndaencommunity, engagemei# principaly with othersin the
same social learning system (e.g. thasethe transition movement or organic food
production networks As such, the CoP horins are limited and only extentb the
fringesof the conventional AKS.

Furthermorein the absencef support from formal AKS institutions and acaihe A
has emergedo meet the needsf permaculture practitionetsy providing formalized
knowledge (information, training, guidae and pathway®f learning) and facilitating
informal learning. This sits within a widéalternativé learning system, and appears to
meet the needs of individuals also offers space for debate and differing interpretations.
As such, the AKS mighbe seenas an irrelevance to the permaculture C&rually it
could be argued that the CoP would notvieadeveloped ag did, with a lotof mutual
inspiration and learnindf, ties wih the mainstream AKS had existed; that a critical aspect
that fostered the CoP development has been thedhakipport from the AKS. This
finding has implications with respetd debates concerning the need for AKS actors to
accanmodate emerging group$o strengthen the innovation systems (Smits and
Kuhlmann2004; VanBuuren and Eshuig010). Activities aimedat fostering such groups
needto be sensitive to, andot compiomise, their selfeliance and self-organization.

If the AKSis to engage with the permaculture commurityieedsto facilitate com-
munication with thosenemberson the periphey who are outward lookig, developing
new interpretatinsof the practice and alrdg engagngin boundary processes. This can
be done by experimenting with newnethods and practices retatto facilitation and
brokerage which have proved effectimether countries (Leeuwis anéiden Bar?004).

The roleof actors whocanspan and connect both knowledge systenk®y. Insights
from the knowledge management literatguggest that the AKSn cultivating CoP,
requires a setf design principles which emphasize a flexible appgnpapeningup a
dialogue between inside and outside perspectives and enadiffgrent levels of
participation (Wenger, McDermott, and Snyd2902). Further reseah is needed to
ascertin the viewsof those within the AKS with respett these proposals.
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