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Abstract  
 

An atom, a cell and a solar system have very little in common. My science teachers from high 

school will confirm that I am very far from being an expert on the matter but nontheless  I 

have studied these three systems in separate classes: chemistry, biology and astronomy. So I 

believe they must be fairly unrelated from each other! All they have in common is that they 

are studied through a magnifying lens by people who are better than me in maths. But once 

you look through the lens you should see a main body and smaller objects rotating around it. 

The electrons around the protons, the cytoplasm around the nucleus and the planets around 

the sun. The key element they have in common is structure. Perhaps this is too abstract, even 

for an abstract, so let’s bring things back to earth.  

 

Structures play a fundamental role in shaping the world around us and this thesis aims to 

understand to what extent and how they influence people’s daily lives.  The case study is 

based on the new town of Arborea in Sardinia, originally designed and owned by a private 

company to make an efficient and innovative industrial food production system.  It aims to 

show how the ambition to produce was ingrained in the buildings and societal structures and 

how the surroundings affected the people who moved there. Everything was studied in detail: 

from the road grid to the houses, the church’s positioning and even selecting people from the 

north of Italy who were deemed most suitable to work there. The use of structuration theory 

will be key to uncover the different layers and relations that still shape the community today. 

35.000 cows, 3800 people, a history of cultural clashes, a productive system, a very fascist 

background, a ’sex patrolling’ priest, a dozen volunteering organisations will all feature in the 

thesis and together enable to draw a picture of the new town.  

 

Keywords: new-town, design, community, structuration theory, productivity, Arborea, 
Sardinia 
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‘We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us.’  
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 2 

 
 

 

Keywords / Glossary 
  

3A - Latte Arborea = The dairy cooperative that took over the production of milk and dairy 

products from SBS after the agrarian reform.  

Agrarian Reform = Agricultural reform which took place in 1954 and changed the destiny of 

Arborea. Land workers who were binded by a mezzadria agreement were given the opportunity 

to buy the land their family had been working on as long as they joined at least two of the local 

cooperatives. This brought considerable changes in the economy and organisational structure 

of the productive system. 

Arborea = name of the municipality after the end of the fascist regime in 1944. 

Arboreans = name of the inhabitants of the municipality of Arborea. I use this term to refer to 

the people who inhabited the new community even when the municipality or hamlet had a 

different name. 

Coloni = translated literally settlers however in Arborean terminology it refers to those who 

were granted the opportunity of working the newly claimed land from the previous marshland 

that was inhabited by mainly mainland Italian families. 

Comitato Santissimo Cristo Redentore = A volunteering organisation in which all Arboreans 

who turned 25, 50 and 75 would be invited to take part in. Their main function is to fundraise 

and organise the celebrations for Arborea’s patron saint, Christ the Redeemer,  which takes 

place in the month of July. 

Cooperativa Produttori =  the cooperative that took responsibility for growing fruit and 

vegetable and the production of meat from SBS after the agrarian reform. 

Cottimo = indicates a work retribution based on the amount of work done or the amount of 

product produced. The more one works the more one earns. In the case of Arborea this was 

used as an alternative to being paid for the full day’s work as a way to allow workers to return 

home earlier in order to work on their own patch of land which they used to sustain themselves. 



 3 

Democrazia Cristiana = A political party which was very active in Italy from the end of the 

Fascist era to the early 1990’s. It had strong affiliations with the Catholic Church which often 

endorsed it and instructed worshipers to vote for them on both local and national level. 

Farmers = the workers of the land after the agrarian reform that were given the right to buy 

the land their family had been working on and thereby transitioned from being subjected to 

SBS rule to being independent farmers or cultivators. I do not distinguish farmers and 

cultivators as in most cases people did both, farming and growing fruit and vegetables so to 

simplify I refer to them generically as ‘farmers’. 

Infioratrici = Group of volunteers who would be responsible of the infiorata, a yearly religious 

event which used flowers and plants to make pictorial representations of religious motivs. 

Often elements which recalled Arborea’s municipality and productive system would also 

feature in the art work.   

Kingdom of Sardinia = The country which encompassed the current Italian regions of 

Piedomont, Liguria, Sardinia and Val d’Aosta. It was rulled by the constitutional monarchy led 

by the Savoy household with capital in Turin between 1830 and 1861. 

Kingdom of Italy = The name of Italy under the Savoy rule which went from unification in 

1861 until the referendum which resulted in Italy becoming a Republic in 1946.  

Laore =  The company owned by the Sardinian regional government which maintained an 

advisory role within the cooperatives to ensure a smooth transition from SBS control to the 

cooperatives. 

Lateran Treaty = Agreement between the Italian State under Benito Mussolini and the 

Catholic Church to solve the Roman question and compensate the Pope for the loss of territories 

following Italy’s unification. The agreement was ratified by Mussolini and the Pope in 1929 

and is still valid to date. It recognises the independence and rights of the Vatican State plus a 

series of privilileges towards the Catholic Church that have been reviewed multiple times since 

then. 

Mezzadria = The agreement Arborean land workers and farmers had to abide by in order to 

get assigned a house and land allotment in the municipality during the SBS era. It derives from 

the Italian word mezzo, which means half. Half of all produce made on the farm had to be 

given to SBS, the failure of doing so would result in loosing the right to live in the house and 

work that land which would then be assigned to another family. 
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Mussolinia di Sardegna = name of the new community when it gained the status of 

autonomous municipality in 1933. 

Peasants = term used to categorise the workers of the land who were given a house and an area 

of land from SBS and in exchange had to give 50% of their produce to the company. The term 

has negative connotations as many deem it ‘classist’ however this is not the intended use of the 

word that is inserted for lack of a more specific term to describe the people who were working 

the lands under SBS without using a complicated description every time. 

Podestá = an authoritarian mayor with full executive and legislative powers. He was appointed 

by royal charter (in practice, by the National Fascist Party) for a renewable five-year term 

(which could be revoked at any time with immediate effect). 

ProLoco = One of the biggest volunteering organisations in Arborea, it organises most of the 

big events in the municipality and represents it outside the island organising cultural events 

and exchanges. 

Savoy = Savoy or Savoia in Italian, was the royal household that rulled the kingdom of Sardinia 

and then subsequently after the unification of Italy the entire Kingdom of Italy until after WWII 

when a referendum proclaimed Italy a Republic.  

SBS = Società di Bonifiche Sarde, The society responsible for the reclaiming of the land. A 

private company founded in Milan in 1918 which by mixing governmental funds and money 

from private investors built the new community and ran the productive system for a great part 

of its history both under the fascist regime and post-war Italy. 

Villaggio Mussolini = the first name given to the new community in 1928 when it was still a 

hamlet of the neighbouring municipality of Terralba. 
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Satellite images of Sardinia and a zoom-in to Arborea. One notices the difference in 
colour between the landscapes of the municipality of Arborea and the rest of Sardinia. 
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Chapter 1: Fieldwork & Context  
  

1.1 Introduction 
  

From the satellite images of the Italian island of Sardinia, one notices a sector of neatly divided 

fields and perpendicular roads crossing from north to south and east to west which gives an 

instant impression of calculated order that contrasts neatly with the surrounding areas on the 

island. The streets in the countryside are numbered and divided into East and West, ‘just like 

New York’ as some locals pointed out. The retifilo is the main road that cuts through the centre 

of the new-town and connects it to the neighbouring towns. The name of this municipality is 

‘Arborea’, its 90 year history makes it a very new community compared to other settlements 

in Sardinia, some of which date back 3000 years.   

In terms of structure, Arborea is a very unique Italian municipality. Situated on the 

West coast of Sardinia, 15 km south of Oristano and around 90 km North-West of Cagliari, the 

“capital” of the island, it was built on what, less than a century ago, was marshland (Hatherely, 

2018, p.183). The area, which extends for 95 square kilometres, underwent considerable 

transformations to make it suitable for agricultural use. This was part of a central government-

sponsored programme deployed as a result of the extremely tough economic conditions which 

affected the entire country in the aftermath of WWI (Cau, 1987). An entire productive system 

was created and consequently a new community was established to house land workers in order 

to produce great quantities of food to serve the ever-growing urban population of Sardinia. Its 

peculiarity also lies in the fact that its first inhabitants were handpicked peasant families from 

mainland Italy, mostly the north-eastern part, chosen for their suitable way of working the land 

for the planned agricultural system (Cau, 1987). They were known as coloni (settlers) even 

though Sardinia was never considered a colony. The productive system, the people and the 

culture designed for the new town of Arborea was alien to Sardinia and was an imposition of 

a social engineering model for the purpose of the new community built around the productive 

system.  

Another interesting peculiarity of Arborea is that it consists of around 3900 people and 

approximately 30.000 cows (Kohler, 2018). As numbers suggest, the human inhabitants are a 

minority yet they hold voting rights, both within the municipality and many of them also within 

the cooperatives present on the territory, the cows do not. This is an important factor that puts 

human Arboreans above the bovines in influencing the territory they co-inhabit. The cows live 
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in stables, designed by humans whilst the humans live in houses designed by other humans. 

The stables are equipped with all that the humans believed the animals might need: a manger, 

drinking area, a milking area, a maternity quarter and so on. The stable also has extra features 

to ensure the cows’ comfort and wellbeing such as: fans, an electric brush they rub against to 

get massaged when they feel like it and a salt stick which they can lick if they are feeling low 

and want a boost of minerals to get more energy. ‘They have it good’ said Mario, the farmer 

who showed me around his stables. If we were to take a critical approach to this affirmation, 

we could observe that the cows had indeed ‘everything they needed’ to live but were not in 

their natural habitat, nor did they have a say on how their living space was designed and they 

did not have much choice on how to spend their time. They are limited by the physical 

structures and expectations imposed by the farmer and the whole productive system: each cow 

had to produce around 40 litres of milk a day and be healthy; if they did not reach the quota or 

even if they slipped and broke a leg - they would be out and most likely served as stakes. 

The stable is a space designed for purpose, which has an ‘invite only’ community of 

cows who are free to do whatever they want within it, but are limited by the structures that 

surround them and their purpose of being there. The stable clearly exemplifies a set of 

hierarchies, hegemonic culture, functional design of spaces and structures. What was the vision 

behind the design of these stables? Productivity. In this case, the goal was to achieve the highest 

number of litres of milk possible.   

There is little margin for debating whether or not the stable is a space designed for the 

purpose of productivity. The fans and brushes were placed as a specific tool to improve the 

cows’ lives, or rather as an investment in their wellbeing which was strictly related to the 

increase in productivity that would lead. Drawing a similar analysis for humans living in a new 

town centred on productivity, results more complex. Hence this thesis will set out to do just 

that. My research aim is to understand: how did the design of Arborea affect the work and 

social life of the community around it? Can one nowadays find elements of continuity 

from the founding-era? Is the continuity correlated to the structures set out from the 

start?  

Anthony Giddens’ Theory of Structuration (1984) will be used as a framework to guide 

the reader in understanding the relation between types of structure and key elements in 

Arborean society. Each type of structure identified by Giddens will be associated to the three 

key pillars that characterise Arborean society: signification, which will be explored in chapter 

three, relates to choice of people and language used when selecting the people to inhabit the 

new-town. Legitimation relates to the moral judgement by the Catholic Church at the heart of 
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the community by design which will be explored in chapter five. Whilst perhaps the strongest 

and most overarching element within Giddens structure theory within the case study is 

dominance that will be explored in chapter six, relates to the raison d'être of the new community 

from the very beginning and still today, the productive system.  

James Scott dedicates a lot of his writing to analysing peasantry and social engineering 

efforts especially in former colonial territories. In Seeing Like a State (1998) he argues that one 

of the causes why social engineering failed was high-modernist ideology which he argues is a 

by-product of scientific and technological advancement in the West that then applies to the 

rational design of social order.  He makes the example of forced villagisation in Tanzania and 

the way it brought schematic, authoritarian solutions to production and social order to show 

how these imposed structures inevitably failed.  

Arborea’s history and strict structures, authoritarian roots - as it was founded during 

fascism - make it a comparable example to Scott’s case studies on colonial Tanzania and that 

of many industry towns founded in Europe and North America. This thesis aims to explore in 

what way the social engineering process was conducted in Arborea and if, 90 years since its 

foundation, the imposed high-modernist plans to create a functional and productive community 

have succeeded or failed in their intent.  

 

The fieldwork took place between March and July 2018; details of the experience and data 

collecting methodologies used will also be explored in this chapter. Particular focus will be 

given to the choice of filming for a great extent of my time in Arborea, evaluating its pros and 

cons.  The second chapter will cover the historical contextualisation of the new town on both a 

national and local level. Chapter three will build upon the history and give voice to the people 

who have lived in the community from the early days and their experience of integrating within 

the system and with each other. Chapter four will look at the structures of the community, how 

they shaped the daily lives and roles played by its inhabitants by dividing and uniting them in 

a class and productive system. Chapter five explores the social cohesion force of the Catholic 

Church, which was placed at the centre of the community by design and will reflect on its role 

in promoting volunteering and social activities in the municipality. The final chapter will look 

closely at the connection between Arboreans and the productive system today. It will do so by 

using the ethnography of a community meeting and comparing two very different volunteering 

organisations and their relation to the cooperatives.  
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Structures, are at the basis of pretty much everything humans have built, their role in 

the new community of Arborea are particularly evident and I will argue that they have strongly 

influenced the way people lived and how they still live there today. Many things have changed 

over 90 years however the buildings, many institutions and roles within the ‘productive 

community’ arguably were not substantially altered from the fascist-era to present day albeit 

within a different political and economic context.  

  

1.2 The Field 
  

The decision to focus this thesis on the municipality of Arborea was initially driven by the fact 

that, as the earliest community was founded in 1928, it presents itself is an interesting case of 

new town. Such an observation was corroborated during a visit to the International Garden 

City Museum in Letchworth (England), where an interactive map highlighting each new town 

in the world showed no markings on the island of Sardinia. Following further enquiry, the 

curator explained that the museum held no information on any new towns in Sardinia. This 

interaction thus motivated me to visit Arborea later that year, where the enduring nature of the 

many regional languages and traditions from different parts of Italy emphasised the 

multicultural nature of the municipality. Even though the inhabitants were fewer than 4000, 

differences in accent and idiomatic expressions subsisted, leading me to investigate the 

anthropological roots of this community as will be further explored in chapter three. 

When I arrived in the community, I had a general interest in the cultural differences and 

clashes that took place between the first settlers and the surrounding communities. Whilst 

exploring my original interest I familiarised myself with the community and learnt about the 

great changes it had undergone to make it the way one can see it today. Both physically and 

culturally the process of integration to the territory and mission were of such a great magnitude 

that I decided to focus my research on the process involved from key moments in its young 

history to the day to day life occurrences of many Arboreans. Although the process of collecting 

material resulted in taking longer than an average master thesis, this gave me the opportunity 

of conducting a more in-depth fieldwork and allowing, to a certain extent, my informants and 

the situations I encountered to guide my discovery process.  
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1.3 Positioning on the Field: Gatekeepers, Reflexivity, 
Potential Biases  
  

Integration within the community was one of my primary goals in order to get an understanding 

of how it was to be an Arborean. To do so, I attempted to conduct the interviews and research 

while seamlessly blending in with the local community. The reactions of the interviewees 

suggest that this approach was fairly successful. Did I go native? I did not, but it is a good 

practice to analyse the potential bias that could have affected my understanding, data gathering 

and production of written work on the topic.  

Gatekeepers 

The role of my two main informants or gatekeepers in my fieldwork was fundamental as they 

played an active role in facilitating the finding of interviewees and following leads. A 

gatekeeper is a person who stands between the data collector and a potential respondent 

(Encyclopedia of Survey Research Methods Paul Lavarkas 2008).  The mayor of Arborea, 

Manuela Pintus and my host mother Patrizia Martis were my key gatekeepers. From day one 

Manuela went above and beyond what would be expected of a mayor in order to support 

researchers interested in the community; she was one of the first people I spoke to when I first 

visited the municipality in July 2017 and helped me find accommodation. She also introduced 

me to key figures in Arborean society and gave me a great degree of access to her daily 

responsibilities as mayor. Undoubtedly, her endorsement and availability were core elements 

of my fieldwork experience, especially at the beginning. Manuela’s youthful and informal 

approach towards her fellow citizens was instrumental in providing points of access, especially 

when it came to talking to people in a senior position within the municipality. The mayor also 

introduced me to Patrizia, my host mother who, together with her husband Andrea, very kindly 

offered me board and lodging for the duration of my fieldwork. Whilst host mothers are 

generally associated with high school cultural exchanges, I too lived with this local family, 

shared meals with them, took lifts by car and was treated like a second son. At times, this 

experience made the neat separation between fieldwork from downtime blurred, a fairly 

overwhelming experience that took me a few weeks to adjust to. Looking back, I am immensely 

grateful for the generosity of the family that hosted me as they helped me settle into the 

community much faster and effectively than I could ever have expected. Patrizia played a 

fundamental role as she knew everyone and could always think of promising interview leads 

when I wanted to explore a particular topic in my research process. I could always rely on 
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talking to her about impressions I gathered and gained her precious insight and as Russel 

Bernard phrases it: good key informants are people whom you can talk to easily (2011, p. 165), 

and undoubtedly this was the case during my fieldwork. 

Due to my close relationship both with my host family and the mayor, I decided not to 

include them in the main narrative of this thesis, as I fear that the personal relationships, I 

developed with them would bias my conclusions and hinder my capacity of writing an 

academically sound thesis. 

However, while this arrangement provided various benefits, the fact that I did not have 

independent means of transport and that my hosts lived in one of the most peripheral hamlets 

of the municipality meant that I had to rely on them regularly giving me lifts. Experiencing this 

organisational challenge of living 7 km away from the town centre, gave me an insight into the 

lives of half of the Arborean population who live outside the central urban area. As will be 

examined in greater detail in the subsequent sections, the distribution of the population in the 

surrounding areas was a defining feature of the design of the community, which had to prioritise 

vicinity to the work place, efficiency and productivity over connectivity and community.   

  

Anthropology at Home 

As I grew up in Sardinia and hold an Italian passport, some could argue I conducted 

anthropology at home, as this implies that I had a certain degree of familiarity with the field. 

However, as Greenhouse (1985) underlines, many modern anthropologists would disagree with 

the concept that shared nationality signifies familiarity. Understandably the lack of a language 

barrier and in-depth understanding of national cultural and religious frameworks influenced 

my work, but coming from the suburbs of Cagliari, the largest city in Sardinia, I must stress 

that the differences were highly marked. While the differences partly reflected an urban-rural 

divide, these were further accentuated by the fact that Arborea is commonly considered an 

island within an island, due to its history as a new town and unique mix of cultures that have 

strong northern Italian influences. I was warmly accepted and welcomed into the community, 

nobody ever saw me as a local; as my ‘host mother’ told me, I attracted quite a lot of curiosity 

in the town. This was reflected in the interviewing process with Arboreans interactions towards 

me. I grew up in Cagliari but coming from a bilingual household, I never developed a Sardinian 

accent, leading many to believe I came from mainland Italy. Identifying me as a foreigner could 

have been problematic in a traditional Sardinian rural town, but this was not the case in 

Arborea. Unlike the surrounding areas, most people there do not have a strong Sardinian accent 
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due to the fact that many inhabitants originated from the mainland and retained a different way 

of speaking (Cau, 1987). There were however several advantages linked to having grown up 

on the island such as familiarity with regional politics and dynamics, an understanding of the 

importance of milk production in the town for the island and lacking any major form of 

language and cultural barriers. 

  

1.4 Data gathering: A Multiple Lens Approach 
  

Filming Anthropologically and Ethical Considerations 

In order to make anthropological research more accessible beyond the academic realm, I 

decided to deploy visual anthropological methods to collect interview data. Using a camera for 

a large part of my time in the field undoubtedly affected my work, as I will explain throughout 

this methodological section. The desire to use visual methods originated at the end of a course 

in Public Anthropology. During the course several cases where Anthropological research had 

made a substantive impact beyond academia. There is a real job to be done to work on 

anthropology’s relationship to the societal circulation of ideas (Hylland Eriksen, 2006, p. 130). 

A case in point is how research helped shape the Swedish aid intervention in west Africa to 

help fight Ebola (Utas, 2019). Obviously not all examples of public anthropology resulted in 

life saving changes, yet nonetheless, I believe it should be a common ambition to take findings 

beyond university campuses. Many fields of academic research, mostly in the natural sciences, 

can be somewhat hard for people to relate to who are not in that field of research, however the 

results are easy to quantify. Whereas Anthropology and humanities subjects are more 

accessible to the general audience but are often harder to quantify for their societal contribution. 

After all, we are talking about the way people live, something that to a certain extent everyone 

can relate to. 

To prepare for the fieldwork I conducted an internship in the Visual Studies section of 

the Department of Social Sciences at the Arctic University of Norway, in Tromsø. My time 

there gave me an insight into working with visual methods both for research as a discovery 

process, but also as an effective method of communicating anthropological research to a 

broader audience. Using visual methods to gather data is not new when conducting 

anthropological research, as photography has been used in this way since the classic era of 

anthropology in the late 1800s (Wong, 1996). An actual anthropological film can be found as 
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early as 1922 when American filmmaker Robert Flaherty made a chronicle of the lives of the 

population in Greenland called Nanook of the North. Technological developments 

subsequently allowed better films to be made, which aimed not only at advancing research but 

also at popularising and making anthropology accessible. Films such as Masai Women (1974) 

and Masai Manhood (1975), for example, were created through a collaboration between an 

anthropologist filmmaker and the BBC (Hing-Yuk Wong, 1996), exemplifying the progressive 

dissemination of anthropological research in the mainstream. Since then, the development of 

visual anthropology went in crescendo; one of the key actors within this field is David 

MacDougall who contributed with several anthropological films during his long career, 

including an award-winning documentary on Sardinian pastoral life (Tempus De Baristas, 

1993). The life of a traditional pastoral community in Sardinia was very different from the 

context of my fieldwork, even though both cases are set on the same island at around a hundred 

kilometres from each other. In the 1990’s, however, there was a crisis in the field of visual 

anthropology as several scholars argued that the filmic document would dehumanise its 

subjects. Critics asserted that the positivistic and behaviouralist nature of this approach would 

not respect people as individuals (Postma & Crawford, 2006). Today only around thirty 

universities across the globe offer courses in visual anthropology, which raises the possibility 

that the concerns surrounding the *respect for the individual protagonists* remain an ethical 

dilemma shared by many anthropological researchers and institutions. 

  

Ethics 

Using a camera or at the very least a semi-professional microphone, made it very clear that my 

intentions were to make a record of the conversations had. I explained the purpose of my 

research that was going to result in a master thesis in Anthropology and potentially a 

documentary on the community of Arborea. I made this clear to all interviewees and people I 

collaborated with, first and foremost my host family and gatekeepers. In most anthropological 

fieldwork, the line between private conversations and data gathering is often blurred. In my 

case there was a clearer distinction and even if I found a lead when not recording, I would 

always do my best to follow it up by asking my informants to repeat it on tape. My purpose for 

being there was very clear to everyone in the town, partly because I kept repeating it, partly 

because rumours travel very fast within the community and also because the physical action of 

filming made it clear that I was taking a record of what was happening around me. 
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Fieldwork in Practice 

Aside from being one of the most influential figures in the sphere of visual anthropology, 

MacDougall’s arguments were largely upheld during fieldwork experience. A film version 

using the same material that I used for this written work would be substantially different. The 

nature of film allows one to convey more information in fewer minutes, yet it would not allow 

an explanation of theoretical frameworks and analysis unless one uses a voiceover, a practice 

frowned upon by many in the anthropological documentary field. 

When talking of new principles of visual anthropology, MacDougall argues that the 

function of visual anthropology was not that of understanding numbers, as statistics or graphs 

do, nor to give lengthy records of technical processes and structures but rather to convey a story 

of  

..persons whom we met, certain rooms and streets and compounds where they lived, 

journeys taken, dilemmas addressed, objects made and used, sounds heard, faces and 

conversations, fears and pleasures, - on short, intimations of a close personal 

acquaintance with a particular society (MacDougall, 2006).  

 From a practical stance, using a camera to record the interviews facilitated the process of data 

collection in two important ways: Firstly, using this method meant that I retained a more 

detailed and faithful recollection of the interviews compared to notes or voice recordings; 

Secondly, being freed from the necessity of note taking, I was able to conduct the interviews 

in a more attentive manner and engage more effectively with the interviewees. Both these 

aspects contributed towards making the interview process more natural for participants. 

When I first entered the community at the end of March 2018; I did not use a camera 

and I focused solely on meeting people, explaining my project and familiarising myself with 

the surroundings and different aspects of community life. A few weeks into the fieldwork, I 

started filming with the tools I had available at the time, which were an iPhone SE with an 

added extension of a Zoom microphone and a very basic selfie-stick that gave me additional 

flexibility in movement and reduced the amount of shaking. While the quality of the filming 

was not professional, it achieved its purpose. A few years ago, a PhD intentionally used a 

camera phone as a filming method to be less invasive and made an internationally acclaimed 

documentary on cancer sufferers (Wake, 2010). Shotaro Wake’s success encouraged me to 

persevere with my ambition even though I lacked professional equipment.  
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Subsequently, however, I had the fortune of collaborating with Virgilio Alfano, a local 

professional photographer and cameraman who used his time and DSLR camera with external 

microphone, to film specific events and pre-arranged interviews. Since retiring, he had worked 

photographing or filming all major events that happen in the community. This included both 

private events - such as weddings, first communions and other functions - but also community 

events for the local council or one of the many volunteer organisations present in Arborea.  His 

archive of footage of community events of the past decade is impressive and he kindly offered 

to collaborate towards the eventual making of a documentary.  At a later stage, I was lent a 

semi-professional Sony NX5 camera from Sardinian film foundation Cineteca Sarda, on the 

condition that I would give them a copy of the original, un-edited videos for archival purposes. 

By that point I had been living in Arborea for around two months, which was a lucky break, as 

people’s attitude changed slightly when they saw a more professional recording device. During 

some big events people who did not know me thought I was from a local TV channel and many 

asked me on which edition of the news the story was going to feature. When I told them that I 

was not working for a TV company but for a university research project, some looked 

disappointed. The use of a semi-professional camera gave my activities a higher degree of 

‘legitimacy’ as, when I was filming public events, people would instantly realise that it was not 

an amateur video for social media or personal use. Because the semi-professional camera 

signified that I was working on something bigger than a personal record, I believe that the 

community was more appreciative of the work I was conducting as they recognised the 

importance of a film and research on the community over my simple note taking.  

However, the people who knew me better, felt more intimidated to talk to me with the 

big camera as opposed to the iPhone. This could be partly attributed to the fact that the more 

professional camera covered my face, inhibiting the natural interaction between the interviewee 

and myself. I subsequently addressed this issue by using either the tripod or placing the camera 

on the table with a slight inclination, which improved the flow of the discourse considerably 

(Maxia, 2018).  

Occasionally, I found that the subjects were perplexed as to why I would keep 

recording even in moments of relaxation like when they were teasing each other, as they 

believed those moments were unimportant. On the contrary, spontaneous instances were 

perhaps the most interesting for an anthropological documentary project. A scene of twenty-

five year olds spraying each other with water at the end of a long shift volunteering may have 

seemed to be of little importance in their eyes, whilst such a moment of bonding could 
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perhaps be key in visually narrating what motivated them to work on a volunteer basis for the 

long hours that preceded that moment. 

I was lucky in finding a community, which was very open and collaborative, fully 

embracing my project and allowing me a degree of access beyond my wildest expectations. 

Most were happy and humbled that I wanted to hear their stories. There were some 

limitations as, occasionally, certain sensitive conversations, which touched upon topics, 

deemed controversial or potentially damaging to the image of the community were harder to 

tackle with the camera rolling. When confronted with these subjects, many interviewees 

answered in a way that reflected their desire to portray a positive image of the community to 

the outside world. This was especially evident when tackling the issue of integration and, 

specifically, when I questioned the extent to which the ‘perfect integration’ between 

Sardinians and northern Italians had taken place. On camera, the integration was portrayed as 

having occurred perfectly, whilst off camera some people still voiced concern that the 

northerners maintained a degree of superiority complex towards Sardinians. Conversely, the 

northerners felt the Sardinians were stubborn, difficult to work with and less hard working 

than them and their ancestors (Maxia, 2018).  

  

Interviews 

I conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with a 50-50 mix between 1 on 1 

conversations and group interviews. While mostly the latter were conducted with two 

participants, occasionally they would be extended to three participants and once with a group 

of seven. I decided to interview many people within the community, but my focus was mainly 

on the elderly who had witnessed the changes their municipality had undergone during a great 

part of its 90-year history. My gatekeepers suggested that I should talk to ‘the old ladies who 

met regularly to play bingo in the afternoon’, as they ‘loved to talk’ and had a lot of insight on 

how the community had changed through the years. The potential of being able to gain a 

historical insight on the dynamics within the community made me focus on these ladies, leading 

me to join them at the ‘social centre’ for the bingo afternoons.  

As the nature of the study is qualitative I chose not to adopt statistical models and opted 

for Nonprobability samples which are always appropriate for labor-intensive, in-depth studies 

of a few cases (Bernard, 2011, p. 158). More specifically I chose my interviewees via 

purposeful sampling and snowball sampling which entailed selecting people via a network. 

This was done mainly with the guidance of my key informants who, as previously outlined, 
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were in a key position within Arborean society to allow me a great breadth of contacts. I then 

moved onto selecting a specific group of people to interview. From those interviews and other 

events in the community, I found new leads and new interviewees who I deemed could offer 

an interesting insight towards the direction in which my research was going.  

In most cases, the first few times I met my interviewees I did not conduct any 

interviewing but focused on learning what sort of activities they were involved in and 

familiarise myself with the environment and the people who attended the community events. 

This was also beneficial for gaining familiarity with the individuals within the group and 

identifying potential interviewees. The bingo ladies that will feature in chapter three warmly 

welcomed me there every time and every now and then they would ask me ‘Are you still here? 

Aren’t you fed up of us?’ with a smile on their face. On a couple of occasions they even stopped 

playing bingo to concentrate on answering my questions. One thing I noticed when speaking 

to the elderly, was their openness and willingness to talk without much inhibition, something 

the younger generations did not manage as easily. 

My interviews were mainly unstructured and this allowed the conversations to flow 

naturally. In most cases, I knew my interviewees well enough before I sat with them for the 

formal interview so that the topic chosen or direction that I led the conversation towards was 

clear from the start. Only on very few occasions did I have a list of questions and topics that 

needed to be covered in a particular order (Bernard, 2011, p. 172). Even when I did have the 

list of questions I did not necessarily follow the order in which I wrote them hence still 

qualifying my interview technique as unstructured. It was undoubtedly a more lengthy process 

both for the time spent during the interview itself and also when reviewing the material and 

logging what the informants had said. The freedom of not having to take detailed written notes 

thanks to the use of a camera in most cases or the microphone on a few occasions, made the 

whole process fairly informal and natural hence less stressful for my informants.  

When interviewing the ladies playing bingo, I chose to bring up some topics around the 

table and start a conversation, which I did several times and this gave me leads and information 

that then helped me plan a group interview at a later stage. Arranging a mutually suitable time 

to film with Virgilio, as previously explained, meant that many of my interviews were pre-

planned. The group interview, counting 7 women over-70, was a perfect example of how a 

video interview could serve very well for the purpose of writing. Most of it is not ideal 

documentary material because the ladies often talked over each other making it difficult to 

follow. This happened either because they lost patience and wanted to contribute to the debate 

or because they disagreed with what had been said by another group member and felt the 
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impelling need to rectify a statement or voice disagreement. The loud and disorderly 

interactions between the interviewees pushed myself and the camera out of the picture, leading 

to a natural interaction which made the experience a cross-over between a semi-structured 

group interview and an observation in which protagonists often interacted amongst themselves, 

occasionally discussing heatedly, whilst answering the questions asked. The whole process was 

very natural and their conversation style did not change greatly from other occasions in which 

I had participated at their meetings without a camera. Other interviews I conducted were also 

mainly in a group situation with two or three people together and were carried out towards the 

end of my fieldwork period when I had the professional camera available. Amongst my 

interviewees there were people from different age ranges involved in the volunteer 

organisations; some interviews lasted only a few minutes and were conducted without much 

planning; others were longer depending on when they were conducted and where. In many 

cases it was during a break whilst working on one of the organised events; my decision to make 

them spontaneous was to tie them strongly to the activities the interviewees were conducting 

and also to give visual continuity between the characters filmed ‘in action’ and the ones talking 

on camera.   

Beyond historical references and some contextualising demographic data, this paper is 

based purely on qualitative research. In some cases, anthropological studies could benefit by 

being complemented with quantitative data, however, as the topic focuses on societal structures 

and the way in which people live their lives, the amount of quantitative data used has been kept 

to a minimum. Instead I chose to favour narratives and the perceptions of the protagonists in 

reporting their understanding of the community they live in and applying it to broader 

anthropological theoretical frameworks.     
  

Participant Observations 

In the course of my stay in Arborea I took part in its community life as much as I could. I did 

this by signing up to volunteer for several organisations but mainly for the Comitato Santissimo 

Cristo Redentore a committee, which organised the patron saint festivities and the ProLoco; a 

group of volunteers who organised events to promote the image and identity of the community. 

Participant observation really gives the researcher a unique access point into the community 

by being actively involved in the work and daily lives. However, there were a few problematics 

in combining filming with participating in physical activities, as I had to strike a balance 

between filming and helping. When I then had the use of a professional camera, my role for 
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the committee was mainly to film so that they could have a copy of the recorded footage. In 

general, participant observation had several benefits: first of all I got the opportunity to 

experience working within the community and understand the dynamics from an insiders 

perspective. Secondly and most importantly, I proved to the people I was studying that I was 

willing to work and help which made me part of the team and not purely an external observer. 

As will be explained throughout the thesis, working hard is a key element of appreciation, 

especially in Arborea. An example of when I felt the group’s appreciation was when I went to 

Villorba, one of Arborea’s sister town in Veneto, with the ProLoco. During the dinner, their 

president praised me for the work I was conducting during his speech in front of the hosting 

organisation and Arborean visiting delegation. 

  

Conclusion: 

This chapter outlined how the fieldwork was conducted, my positioning on the field, the use of 

gatekeepers, the choice of interviewees and the day to day practicalities involved in the three 

month period of data gathering in Arborea. It also underlined the importance of aiming towards 

a public anthropology and quoted Hylland Eriksen and Utas. The choice of filming for 

extensive parts of the fieldwork was also explained and detailed in its pros and cons with 

reference to examples of previous anthropological filmmaking. The use of visual methods has 

been part of Anthropology since the early days but was heavily criticised by many scholars 

within the discipline until its very recent revaluation. The next chapter will set the fieldwork 

within the necessary historical context by exploring it on a local, regional and national level.  
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Chapter 2: History & Context 
 

This chapter is dedicated to the historical analysis of Italy, Sardinia and Arborea. 

Understanding how recently Italy was unified and the strong differences between north and 

south are essential to grasping the diversity of Sardinia in the Italian context and of Arborea in 

the Sardinian context. I will reference several Italian scholars including Sardinian thinker, 

Antonio Gramsci who discusses the divisions relating to the southern question. The reader 

might observe quite a substantial amount of historical references in this chapter and throughout 

the thesis. Malinowski put strong emphasis on the fact that Anthropology and History were 

two completely different fields of study hence many scholars deem the combination of the two 

disciplines as a classical oxymoron. The apparent incompatibility stems from the necessity at 

the turn of the 20th century of marking distance between historical studies, which have a longer 

academic tradition, compared to anthropology. The need to ensure the relative independence 

required for an emergent Anthropological discipline at the time (Ginerich & Knoll, 2018, p.31) 

allowed it to develop as a legitimate independent subject. Andre Ginerich and Eva-Maria Knoll 

argue that nowadays relations between ethnographic fieldwork and historical anthropology no 

longer need to be misinterpreted as an apparent oxymoron as ethnographic fieldwork insights 

may thus shine new light of little explored corners of history. In these ways, anthropologists 

themselves may become pilots of history (2018, p.44). Due to the time and context in which the 

new community was built and to my leading argument that continuity in structures play a 

fundamental role in the shaping of a community, this thesis requires ample historical 

referencing if it wishes to prove the validity of the ethnographic material presented.   

 
 
 

2.1 Italian History: From Romantic Vision to a Unified 
Nation  
 

The Ancient Unity & Medieval Divide 

The Ancient Romans expanded across the Italic peninsula, Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica in a time 

span of around 600 years. Following this, the Roman Empire was invaded and divided into 

many small States, the longest lasting and most influential of these was the State of the Church 

under direct rule of the Pope in Rome. At first Sardinia was under Byzantine rule, hence at first 
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it followed a slightly different Christian religion from the one experienced in continental Italy, 

as Sardinia was loyal to the Bishop of Constantinople, what then became  Christian Orthodox 

church as opposed to the bishop of Rome, which then became known as the Roman Catholic 

Pope (Casula, 1994).  

During Medieval times Sardinia developed an independent culture, connected partly to 

the previous dominations and collaborations with external powers for the purposes of trade. 

The most important agreement was with that with the Maritime Republics of Genoa and Pisa. 

In the 1300’s the Aragonese conquered the island and, in later years, their strong sphere of 

influence extended to Sicily and most of southern Italy. The Spanish rule was an important and 

distinctive element between the development of the northern and southern Italian culture, a 

division that to this very day can still be felt (Repetti, 1996, p. 509). 

 

The Romantic Vision & National Unity 

In 1720 Sardinia was assigned to the Savoy dynasty, originally from the Savoy region, but with 

a duchy, which extended to the current Piedmont and Liguria regions. With the acquisition of 

Sardinia, the duke of Savoy gained the title of king of the Kingdom of Sardinia, even though 

the capital and royal household remained in Turin. Following the French revolution, the entire 

north of Italy, including Veneto, Friuli and Romagna - where many Arborean families came 

from – were temporarily united under French rule. After the restoration, the Savoy household 

took back control of their original territories, whilst the rest of the northern part of the Italian 

peninsula returned under Austro-Hungarian rule (Sampaolo, 2019).  

The unity in the north of Italy achieved under Napoleon fuelled an ever-growing 

romantic vision of one Italian nation from the Alps to Sicily and many idealists held secret 

meetings to discuss this vision. They even chose to write in a common language based on the 

dialect spoken in Florence in the 1300’s which was later to became the official Italian language 

(Treccani, 2019). 

The south of Italy instead, was united under the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies; its capital 

was Naples and remained under Spanish rule or influence for several centuries. In between the 

north and the south of Italy stood the State of the Church, which kept these two different 

realities apart by extending from just south of Rome, its capital, along the east coast to Bologna. 

This State was under direct rule of the Pope, even though the individual municipalities within 

the territory had a status of semi-independence allowing a degree of freedom to their citizens. 

In 1860 general Giuseppe Garibaldi put together an army of 1000 volunteers, known as Red 
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Shirts and conquered Sicily and the southern kingdoms with the tacit support of the kingdom 

of Sardinia. In the meantime, regular troops of the kingdom of Sardinia conquered most of the 

north of Italy in different stages, moving southwards and joining with Garibaldi’s Red Shirts 

in Teano where Garibaldi handed over the lands in the south to Vittorio Emmanuele II, king of 

Sardinia. In 1861 the kingdom’s parliament in Turin voted to change the name of the unified 

country to the Kingdom of Italy. As Garibaldi  observed ‘Fatta l'Italia, bisogna fare gli italiani’ 

(with Italy made, we must now make the Italians), underlining the linguistic and cultural 

divides the newly unified country had (Hom, 2015, p. 197). Political unification did not bring 

a united culture or even language for many years and observing how the linguistic differences 

are strictly connected to the influences from the culture and history that characterised the 

different parts of the country. The main linguistic divisions or isoglosses separate language 

families as well as past political and social boundaries (Repetti, 1996, p. 509). Although Italy 

was officially united, the people did not feel that unity as the languages spoken in the north 

were very different from those developed in the south. 

  

After Unification 

Following unification, Italy engaged in several wars including ‘colonial wars’ in which it 

conquered territories in north and east Africa in order to build an Italian empire. It also took 

part in WWI and suffered a heavy death toll and economic repercussions. Even though Italy 

was amongst the winners, the situation was such that many were starving and over 2 million 

emigrated towards the Americas, Africa and other European countries. The conditions the 

country was left in were very poor and many starved. Across Italy a general sense of 

unhappiness was growing which led to the rise of far left and far right parties. The far right 

fascist party, led by Benito Mussolini, marched on Rome in October 1922, taking power and 

starting the 20-yearlong fascist regime.  

Sardinian born politician Antonio Gramsci wrote about The Southern Question as being 

a very topical debate at the time he wrote, during his imprisonment under the fascist regime. 

An analysis by Davis (2014) talking about the divide between north and south of Italy argues 

that there were old societal structures in the south pre-unification but that, after unification, 

these were seen as an advantageous weaknesses. The dominant political structure of the unified 

State was therefore ‘organically’ related to the relationship between the dominant social forces 

which had brought about the national revolution (Davis, 2014, p.67). The political structure, 

together with the peculiar societal structure Gramsci identifies in the south, illustrate a post-
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unification discrepancy between north and south and a will to from central government of 

taking advantage of the situation instead of levelling the inequalities. 

  

2.2 The Sardinian Question  
  
Sardinia: the Wild and Backward Island 

Sardinia had stronger cultural connections with the Spanish-ruled countries; yet again, it did 

not fall into this same category, as it was not under the same ruler as the rest of the south of 

Italy in the pre-unification period. Instead, Sardinia had been under the rule of the same royal 

household and parliamentary system that then ruled Italy as a whole, over a century prior to 

the unification. When talking about Sardinia, Gramsci underlines how the northern industrial 

culture was almost imposed violently on the island’s reality. The most relevant example for 

this thesis is land ownership; in 1820 the Turin based government introduced the editto delle 

chiudende (fencing act) in which the concept of private property of land was introduced. This 

was part of the rulers’ ambition to bring Sardinia into a modern capitalist structure by shifting 

to agricultural production from sheep herding (Pugnetti, 1995). Never before had private 

ownership of lands been experienced, as they had always been communally owned. The law 

dictated that people were allowed to claim land by simply fencing it, favouring those with 

capital who were able to afford more land as opposed to the peasants (Pugnetti, 1995).  

Throughout the paper I will use the term ‘peasant’ to indicate workers who under the 

rule of SBS had to cultivate the land and raise farm animals; although it could be deemed a 

‘classist’ word it is the most suitable term to define the condition of the people in question.  

When instead referring to the same workers after the agrarian reform, who then became 

landowners, I will refer to them as ‘farmers’. I include also those who grew fruit and vegetables 

as in most cases landowners did both farming and working the land but for simplicity I will 

nonetheless refer to them as farmers.  

The introduction of private land was a deliberate move to destroy the sheep herding 

business altogether argues Carlo Maxia (2005), who further supports his claim by underlining 

the increase on tax for shepherds whilst there was a decrease of tax on agriculture. This caused 

a lot of popular resistance and rebellions across the island. Land ownership is perhaps the 

clearest example to underline how Sardinia managed to maintain ways and traditional culture 

like very few other regions in the Mediterranean. The traditional way of administrating the land 



 25 

was never fully understood by the populations who invaded the island but the Savoy were 

perhaps the most determined to impose the northern model on the entirety of their domains. If 

we look at language, Sardinian is the closest currently spoken language to Latin, as the ancient 

Romans were the first to take over the entire island, although some scholars believe 

independent areas in the inner parts of the island remained even then (Casula, 1994, p. 105). 

Nonetheless, some words date from pre-Roman times, which reflect the extent of cultural 

isolation over the centuries that followed but also perhaps the wish for the islanders to maintain 

their own ways regardless of who the ruler was (Wolf, 1998, p. 20). 

The long-term poverty of the island was due to an oppressive tax regime benefiting 

whichever foreign rulers were in power (Oppo, 1990). The Sardinian economic model was 

based mainly on self-sufficiency. No marriage should be contracted unless the bride and 

groom possessed the necessary means with which to create a new household (Oppo, 1990).  

Gramsci underlines how the northern industrial culture was almost imposed violently on the 

Sardinian reality writing in the Socialist Newspaper Avanti! - Why should we forget that two 

thirds of Sardinians walk barefooted in winter and summer through thorns and river beds 

instead of roads. For the Italian State the Sardinia of farmers, shepherds and craftsmen is 

treated worse than Eritrea as the State spends for Eritrea whilst it exploits Sardinia (Gramsci 

in Lussana, 2006, p. 613). 

 

From SBS to Mussolinia 

In 1918 central government allocated funds for private companies to bring development to 

Sardinia which enabled the foundation in Milan of La Societá di Bonifiche Sarde, the Sardinian 

Society for Reclaiming the Land [from the water], also known by its acronym SBS, which I 

will use when referring to the company throughout this paper. The company devised a plan to 

dry out an area of Sardinia dominated by marshland infested with malaria carrying mosquitos 

and transform it into a modern agricultural productive system. The goals were for the area to 

provide food for the growing urban population of Sardinia and to provide work and sustenance 

for families from different parts of Italy that had been plunged into extreme poverty in the 

aftermath of WWI. In order to do so, they relocated peasants with their extended families who 

dedicated their entire life, sometimes sacrificing it, to achieve the goals set out by the company 

and regime. It was a question of survival which had a high mortality rate mainly caused by 

malaria-carrying mosquitos which infested that region at the time. 
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To house the newly arrived families, SBS built a new village 

and named it in honour of the then prime minister, Benito Mussolini. 

This was a time in which the whole of Italy was either supporting 

fascism or persecuted and for many reasons, naming the town after 

the dictator and being in his good books was of advantage to the new 

community. Villaggio Mussolini was inaugurated on the 29th of 

October 1928 by the king Victor Emmanuel III and consisted of a 

few buildings in the village centre, land allotments and houses for 

farmers. From that moment onwards, families were selected to move 

into the houses and work within the productive system. In 1933 the 

community was renamed Mussolinia di Sardegna starting a new 

page as an independent municipality, no longer under the rule of the 

neighbouring town Terralba. From this moment onwards I will refer to the community as a 

town or new-town even though definitions vary considerably I decided to adopt the generally 

accepted notion that a urban setting of over 2500 inhabitants is no longer a village and 

considered a town (National Geographic, 2019). Fascism and SBS went hand in hand, the 

architecture reflects that as the presence of rationalist style buildings accompanied the 

dominant northern-Italian design that characterised the town. The choice of northern-Italian 

design, was connected to the vision of SBS first president, engineer Giulio Dolcetta. Originally 

from the north himself, he designed a town to fit the people who would inhabit it which were 

mainly from the north-east of Italy, more details on the reasons behind this will be explored in 

chapter three.  

The fact SBS was a private company, owned by a Milanese commercial bank, meant 

that profit came before people within the social engineering targets. This aspect differed 

fundamentally from examples of new town models in England like Letchworth garden city. 

The founding father of the garden city movement was Ebenezer Howard who defines his ideal 

community as …a town designed for healthy living and industry; of a size that makes possible 

a full measure of social life, but not larger; surrounded by a rural belt; the whole of the land 

being in public ownership or held in trust for the community (Miller, 2015). The town centre 

of Arborea shares several aesthetic elements with garden cities: the orderly fashioned buildings, 

the abundance of well-kept greenery and the fundamental element of a planned community. 

During the fascist era, they even had a full-time gardener who would work exclusively on 

maintaining the main square, which many locals recall as being beautifully adorned with 

flowers. SBS also regularly held a competition awarding a prize to the family with the best 

The landscape during the 
fascist regime (1933) 
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kept domestic garden. My understanding is that this served as a facade to look good for the 

propaganda material, which undoubtedly transpires in many films made during the fascist 

regime. One must contextualise this within the framework of fascist Italy, in which the town 

which was dedicated to Mussolini himself had to be an example of beauty and perfection. 

However, there was also an aim of SBS to make people feel happy and connect them with the 

territory, which was not purely philanthropic; it had a functional aspect connected to fostering 

loyal, long-term workers, which was a desirable outcome as opposed to having a frequent 

turnover of workforce1. One could argue that a turnover of workforce involved recruiting new 

families and teaching them the job so undoubtedly an element of economic rationale could be 

found within this philanthropical aspiration. However, the largest commonality one can 

identify between the garden city model in Letchworth and Arborea, is the idea of planning not 

only the landscape but also the life of the inhabitants who were supposed to be an integral part 

of the newly built housing. In Letchworth the connection to the railway line, the lack of alcohol 

serving premises until recent decades, the garden-housing ratio were all elements thought to 

ensure a life in which the work and leisure balance was maintained. This was not so in Arborea 

as most houses were located in the countryside strategically positioned near the fields but up 

to 8 km away from the town centre and places of social gathering. However, if one looks at the 

goal of promoting certain behaviours from above, they are quite similar. In Letchworth the 

Skittles Inn was the only pub in town and did not have the license to serve alcohol in order to 

encourage its inhabitants to adhere to the moral dictate of the English philanthropist planners 

who saw drinking as immoral behaviour, which plagued society (Mervyn, 2015 p. 71). In 

Mussolinia on the other hand, the distances between houses and town dissuaded peasants from 

socialising in the centre for leisure or potentially dangerous political gatherings, remaining in 

the vicinity of the house which was also the workplace. Maximum efficiency, minimum risk 

of revolt. The concept of building dwellings close to work places, knowsn as industrial cities, 

was also popular in other parts of the world at the time. (Eglins-Eglitis and Lusena-Ezera 2016, 

p.126). In 1912 city planner John Nolen made a presentation in New York at an event called 

The Factory and the Home in which he stressed the necessity to improve factory efficiency by 

providing for well-housed and contented employees (Nolen in Stephenson, 2015). He 

addressed an issue in the industrial revolution which saw factories opening on the outskirts of 

cities.  Many at the time lived in slums within the urban area and he linked health and life 

satisfaction factors with company profitability. Nolen took example from Letchworth and other 

 
1 Leonardo M , interview 2019 
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pioneering urban development projects undergone in England a few decades earlier. Nolen’s 

model settlements would then later be known as industrial villages. Even though neoliberalism 

encourages the entrepreneurship in the individual as opposed to centralised government plans, 

examples of ‘millennial model villages’ with elements of social engineering are found in 

Mexico and sub-Saharan Africa. In many ways, Arborea offered a ‘town life’ within its centre 

even though at first it was only limited to the higher class. Having an urban centre with 

commodities and services for the benefit of its inhabitants, is something that can be found 

throughout Italy and the tradition of a social and active community life centred around la 

piazza, the square, dates back as far as ancient Rome or potentially even earlier (Neumister, 

1993). 

When Villaggio Mussolini was founded, the image of Sardinia in mainland Italy was of 

a stereotypically rural and barbaric island of immutable customs (Carta, 2015). English novelist 

D.H. Lawrence travelled to Sardinia in the early 1920’s and depicts the beauty of the landscape 

but gives an image of its inhabitants as barbaric. When describing the rural town of Orosei he 

wrote: 

 

It is hard to believe that this is real. It seems so long since life left it and memory 

transfigured it into pure glamour, lost away like a lost pearl on the east Sardinian coast. 

Yet there it is, with a few grumpy inhabitants who won’t even give you a crust of bread. 

And probably there is malaria - almost sure. And it would be hell to have to live there 

for a month. Yet for a moment, that January morning, how wonderful, oh, the timeless 

glamour of Middle Ages when men were lordly and violent and shadowed with death 

(Lawrence, 1921). 

The British colonial approach towards other cultures is no novelty and Lawrence’s blunt 

description in his travel book underlines that. Fascist propaganda material on Arborea and the 

Sardinian culture that surrounded it did not differ that much from the English author’s way of 

describing the island. The illustration of a god-forgotten island with tired, outdated traditional 

ways of living is something that clearly transpires from the documentary Mussolinia di 

Sardegna (Archivio Luce, 1939). The 60-minute-long film opens with a very agonising 

traditional Sardinian song and a scene of a solitary shepherd enduring hardship to heard his 

flock. The external voice throughout the documentary narrates how the work being conducted 

in the development of the new community, was the ultimate example of progress, modernity 

and wellbeing. Even though Sardinia already had its own population, selected families were 
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invited to relocate in the area and were called coloni, in Italian settlers, just like in the colonies. 

Their job was to actuate the plan engineered by SBS.  

  

The Exotic Island Rhetoric 

Today the stereotypical image of Sardinia in the minds of many Italians from the mainland 

remains that of a beautiful island, untouched, wild and a bit primitive. Amongst a fair amount 

of Italians Sardinia connects to an idea of exotic, otherness, not exactly Italian. This can be 

perceived in many ways from casual racism, to more serious, unprovoked, comments made 

towards Sardinians living on the mainland. In popular culture, satirical programme Striscia La 

Notizia on Canale 5’s correspondent for the last 20 years, Cristian Cocco, dresses in traditional 

folk costume, uses Sardinian words mixed with Italian and puts on a particularly emphasised 

accent when reporting from the island. He is often accompanied by three tenors who sing 

traditional Sardinian music. Unlike correspondents from other regions of Italy, Cocco uses 

local traditional costume, music and words to depict a Sardinian image as satirically different 

from the rest of the country. In an interview Cocco explained how this was his choice; to build 

a character that people could easily recognise and associate with Sardinia and nowadays the 

word ‘Ajo’ (an incitement, like ‘come on!’) is commonly known across Italy. 

Beyond popular culture, even some contemporary scholars from mainland Italy indicate 

a lack of thorough understanding of some aspects of the Sardinian context. When talking about 

‘development’ Sardinia has always been depicted as traditional and ‘backwards’ by people who 

most likely never fully engaged in understanding the lifestyle, systems of production and 

subsistence that the island had. Like many colonial territories, technology and factories came 

much later to Sardinia than most parts of continental Italy and other parts of Europe. Does this 

necessarily imply that the situation was worse for the islanders than the factory workers in the 

big cities during the industrial revolution?  

An example of this within recent academic writing, is how economic historian 

Alessandro Mignone (2015) depicted an image of Sardinia in the late 1800’s / early 1900’s as 

being backwards economically due to the scarcity of the population, spread out in villages or 

small urban settings and underlining the awful hygienic and sanitary conditions as out of 363 

municipalities on the island 337 lacked a sewage system and 285 lacked access to drinking 

water. The statistics may be sound however they beg one to ask: to what extent were they 

contextualised within the Sardinian landscape? People lived in small communities, surrounded 

by nature and due to the lack of industries and chemical products at the time, only natural 
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human waste would have needed to be discarded. Using statistics on sewage systems and water 

pipelines to underline a poor hygienic situation seems to be fairly short-sighted or even a neo-

colonialist approach to history. When referring to ‘drinking water’ evidence suggests there 

might have been a lack of tap water but if people managed to live in those settlements for 

thousands of years, there must have been a source of water suitable for human consumption or 

Sardinians would have died out centuries before the ancient Romans invaded. In most cases, 

people had to walk to a spring yet, still today, the quality of the water from springs in villages 

is sought after and many from the bigger cities fill up flasks of water when they stop in villages 

and take them home. This underlines that many Sardinians believe the quality of the water 

available from springs is superior to mineral water purchased from supermarkets. Was the tap 

water in industrial cities such as Turin or Milan of a much higher sanitary standard than the 

spring water in rural Sardinian communities? The lack of water sampling data from the time 

does not allow us to rule this out for certain, however without contextualisation, ethnographic 

knowledge would be meaningless argues Carlestål (2005). I would argue that this also applies 

to empirical data such as demographics and statistics. Foucault argues that history should not 

be studied as a scientific or objective quest for truth, rather it should be seen as intimately 

related to a quest for power of the truth-seeker (Poster, 1982, p. 119). In this context, the 

mainstream analysis of history and the socio-economic condition of Sardinia depicted it as 

bleak, wild and underdeveloped hence in need of reform from above. Did the Sardinians 

actually feel hard done by their situation? Were they actually in poor hygienic conditions 

compared to other people in continental Europe? One wonders whether the conclusions drawn 

from first impressions or quantitative data might be highly inaccurate in achieving the goals of 

depicting living standards and conveying meaning on how islanders at the time experienced 

their situation. 

With the end of the fascist regime, the municipality dropped its original name and 

changed it to Arborea, based on the name of that part of Sardinia in the period which preceded 

the Spanish invasion. The change in name represented the change of era for the whole of Italy 

and many peasants took the opportunity to voice their malcontent at the economic conditions 

they were in. After several protests and diplomatic efforts, Arborean peasants won the right to 

buy their own properties on condition they joined at least two local cooperatives, as will be 

further explored in coming chapters. 
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The birth of the cooperatives was an important phase in the history of Arborea, as the four 

largest ones account for the vast majority of the town’s economy and characterise its identity 

as a productive system. The largest one today is the dairy cooperative, Latte Arborea known 

also as 3A, followed by the Cooperative Bank of Arborea, the fishing cooperative, Cooperativa 

Pescatori and the fruit, vegetable and meat cooperative, Cooperativa Produttori.  

  

This current economic system was not in place in the first decades of the existence of the 

community in which all farms, lands, properties and manufacturing facilities were owned by 

SBS which did everything: from pumping out water from marshland and creating fields, to 

construction, organising production, processing it and commercialising everything that came 

out of the village. One cannot emphasis enough the amount of power and influence SBS had 

on Arborea: on the one hand they organised the investment which allowed it to exist and 

produce; on the other, it was the stern owner of all the lands, houses, roads, production centres 

and pretty much everything in the area. SBS demanded 50% of all produce as payment for the 

rental of the property and land. So, for example, if a farming family owned 10 hens, they were 

expected to give half their eggs to SBS in order to adhere to the rental land contract. Failing to 

comply could result in a breach of the agreement and families being ousted from their housing 

and land. Technical knowledge and guidance were provided by agronomists who taught the 

farmers the job but were also responsible for updating the inventory of each farm and claiming 

the 50% share on behalf of SBS who hired them directly to do this. The company had its own 

corps of armed guards, its own coin and had border controls at the perimeter of the land2. The 

conditions were very tough and many would work from dawn till dusk, eating and owning very 

little. As chapter four will illustrate, these harsh conditions also served in bringing the 

community together and were the drive behind the rebellions in the post-fascist era when many 

peasants united in the fight for the right to buy their own land and earn more from their hard 

work. 

 

 

 

 
2 Interview with Mura, Leonardo 2019. 
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2.3 The Arborea System 
 

Linguistically, culturally and in terms of traditions Arborea stands out in the Sardinian 

landscape as ‘an island within an island’ and this has brought many scholars to study various 

aspects of what is commonly referred to as The Arborea system (Frongia, 2011). Both the 

cultural and linguistic aspects of this town will be explored in greater depth in the following 

chapter. The original goal of building the new community was to transform what was 

previously a marshland infested with malaria carrying mosquitos, into a modern agricultural 

area capable of providing food for the growing urban population of Sardinia. At the same time, 

this project was meant to provide work and sustenance for families from different parts of Italy 

that had been plunged into extreme poverty in the aftermath of WWI.  

A Northern Island Within Sardinia 

Veneto is the region where Giulio Dolcetta, the first president of SBS and engineer in charge 

of building the new community, came from. The fact that Arborea is considered ‘a northern 

Italian island’ within an island is mainly due to him. Many of the families selected to inhabit 

the newly claimed land were in fact from the continent, mostly from the north. In 1932, he 

explained the reasoning behind this choice: 

  

The colonial families were chosen mainly from the continent. It would have been 

much more convenient for the Society [SBS] to use mostly Sardinian families; 

in contrast to this aspiration, [we find] the very low work force that the 

Sardinian families present. The causes of this phenomena are due to the great 

individualism of the Sardinians, this excludes the possibility of cooperating and 

living with extended relatives, as is broadly custom instead amongst 

continentals from certain regions and that therefore allows these to present a 

family with a stronger percentage of individuals able to work compared to the 

unable (old people and children).3 

 

 
3 Giulio Dolcetta, 1932 (Medda, 2015).  
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The choice of architecture therefore was not a casual aesthetic choice made to follow the taste 

of an engineer but rather a deliberate choice to make the newly arrived settlers feel at home. 

Similarly, this was done by many European States when building dwellings for nationals in a 

colonial setting where the housing and landscape were both shaped in a style which strongly 

recalled the design and structures of the population’s place of origin. The choice to bring 

northern Italian families was made by engineer Dolcetta based on his understanding of 

Sardinian and northern Italian culture and must be contextualised within the broader perception 

many had of Sardinia at the time. The remote and exotic image is strictly connected to the 

north-south divide Italy experienced in its early years that was well conceptualised by Gramsci 

in his concerns regarding the southern question. The ambition of leading Sardinia to new 

industrial and productive goals by importing an alien way of working was not a concern as 

decisions were made top-down and that was what the island needed, according to the men in 

charge of the project. The condition of Sardinia and the mission set out were instrumental in 

laying the grounds for a productive system which has delivered on its promise of producing 

big quantities of food from its founding days to present. How was this achieved? The following 

chapters will explore thus in more detail. 
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Chapter 3: Selecting the Structure  
  

Let’s observe within Mario’s stable what kind of cows are present in the compound? You will 

notice that most of them are black and white known as Italian Holstein Friesians, a particular 

breed of cattle which is used for its high milk productivity. There is also a smaller percentage 

of Brown Swiss breed; they produce fewer litres per day but tend to be stronger and produce 

milk for a longer period of time than the Holstein breed. Both breeds were not originally from 

Sardinia but were selected and imported for their efficiency and high productivity. The goal 

for SBS was to produce the largest number of litres to convey to the dairy production centre. 

The choice of cattle breeds was purely connected to that. But what about the farmers? Could 

SBS have chosen the most productive farmers, based on origin and societal traits similarly to 

how the farmers chose their cattle breeds?  

Yes! A new town was built and the company who owned it selected peasant families 

from the north east of Italy to inhabit its houses and work the lands around it. The reasons? 

There were several; the northeast of Italy had a very high population in conditions of extreme 

poverty, they were used to cultivating the land in a similar way to how it needed to be done - 

according to the plan, in the newly claimed land around Arborea. Also, the families were 

numerous and followed a patriarchal model so were easy to administer, as one man had the say 

on a bigger group of people. They were also space efficient as extended families all lived in 

the same household. The deliberate choice was underlined by SBS’s first president, engineer 

Giulio Dolcetta, also from the Veneto region.  

The architecture of the buildings, both in the rural areas and in the town centre, reflect 

a northern Italian style that cannot be found anywhere else in Sardinia. The roofs with a high 

inclination to prevent snow from stagnating, the colours of the walls, the style of the church 

were all elements built in a particular style to make the new settlers feel at home. Northern 

structures are architecturally very visible and present as that was SBS’s first president the 

engineer Giulio Dolcetta’s vision. The architectural style throughout the municipality, from the 

town centre to the rural countryside houses, was designed in a way, which strongly recalled the 

one found in north-eastern Italy. One of the most striking examples is the church’s architectural 

style which is characterised by a tall, single, bell-tower in a very similar style to those one 

encounters in the plains of the north of Italy, including Veneto. The function of such a tall bell 

tower was so that when the bells would ring, they would be heard from a very long distance 

throughout the plain, which characterise the Veneto region. In Sardinian traditional churches 
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the design varies but as most people lived in small towns or villages, there was no need to build 

such tall towers as the bells would easily be heard by the surrounding community, unlike in the 

north of Italy. 

 

Structuration Theory, the Structure of Structure  

The reader will find the word structure repeated many times throughout this thesis so I will 

take a moment in explaining what this word means, in this context. The study of structure is as 

old as the entire history of Anthropology and countless papers have been written on the topic. 

However, I chose to use sociologist Anthony Giddens theory as he developed an innovative 

interpretative approach compared to classic theorists. He noted that structure is not to be 

equated with constraint but is always both contrasting and enabling (Giddens, 1984, p.25), 

hence it therefore is neither positive or negative for the people who are affected by it.  He also 

argues that structure is not ‘external’ to individuals: as memory traces, and as instantiated in 

social practices, it is in a 

certain sense more ‘internal’ 

than exterior to their activities. 

I will argue that in the case 

study of Arborea this last part of 

the theory, regarding structures 

being internal, does not 

correspond to the empirical data 

found; I noticed that, in the 

course of three or four 

generations people arriving with different backgrounds and their own ‘internal’ structures had 

to then adapt to a new reality with very strong ‘external’ structures. Everyone who arrived to 

work in the new town had their own ways of organising the household and relating themselves 

to the broader community. When they moved to Arborea they had to accept the terms and 

conditions that the assignment of a house and a plot of land within the productive system 

implied and stick to the rules and routines set by SBS. By doing so, inevitably the ‘external’ 

structures truly modified the way people lived both at the work place and in their private lives. 

It was a choice they, or maybe the head of their family, had to make in order to fit into the 

Arborean productive grid and society.  
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The model Giddens (1984) layouts classifies three types of structures: signification, 

legitimation and dominance. The three categories correspond with different pillars within 

Arborean society that this thesis will explore starting from signification that will be explored 

in this chapter, whilst legitimation will be explored in chapter five and dominance in the final 

ethnographic chapter. With signification Giddens explains that ‘signs’ should not be equated 

with ‘symbols’ as the latter carry surpluses of meaning he instead refers to language and 

communication as coded in the discourse (p.32). In this chapter both the language of origin and 

that of SBS in making people in Arborea buy into the dream of being a part of the pioneering 

productive community are the key points I will be making.  

This chapter sets to explore the aspect of selecting the right family structure as a 

founding element of the productive community. In order to do so, I will start by exploring 

scholarly work from Anthony Smith and Montserrat Guibiernau about identity building which 

they refer to as nations or union of states but is very applicable to the foundation of even a 

small new community.  I will then explore differences between Sardinian and northern-Italian 

culture by using ethnographic material from a series of interviews conducted amongst a focus 

group of retired ladies aged between 65 and 93. Some interviewees were of northern Italian 

origin, others of Sardinian origin; their testimony, having lived in the community for most of 

its 90-year history, will show how very different cultures found themselves living next to each 

other in the same municipality. 
 
 

3.1 Engineering a New Community  
The topic of identity building and sense of belonging has been explored throughout history as 

building a united nation brought to stability, loyalty to the ruler and also to having people 

willing to sacrifice everything for ‘the greater good’. In the case of Arborea there was no ruling 

king but a company, SBS, and its president. There was no war to be fought within the new 

town but people were expected to work extremely long hours in a malaria infested land which 

meant enduring pain, illness and sometimes dying for the cause. 

   

They spoke of the need to ‘build’ nations through such technologies as communications, 

urbanisation, mass education and political participation, in much the same way as one 

might speak of building machines or edifices through the application of design and 

technical devices to matter (Smith, 1998, p.4). 
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Anthony Smith’s argument strongly connects the abstract concept of a nation to the 

infrastructures both physical and societal that make the transcendent sense of belonging into 

something concrete, that people feel as part of their identity.  

Even though Arborea was just a microcosm compared to the notion of nation, it was 

however a small community constructed along the same principles of creating an efficient 

machine and that involved many aspects both social and infrastructural. It was predominantly 

an engineering and constructional project which aimed at transforming an uninhabitable land 

into fertile fields in which to produce food products. To do so, the latest technologies in land 

reclaiming were used in a truly pioneering project for the time (Cau, 1987).  

Beyond the bricks and the electric pumps to move water to the sea and modify the 

territory physically, a lot of effort was put into moulding the ideal society to inhabit those 

territories and bring the planned productive system into reality. Within this plan the history, 

local Sardinian culture and customs where put a side to give way to the industrial plan which 

needed the creation of a new community with a common identity to motivate the workers to a 

sense of loyalty towards the community and dedication to the work they were doing. From a 

fairly early stage Dolcetta underlined that Sardinians were not ideal for the task and this was 

mainly for the way they organised society based on nuclear families, instead of extended 

families like in the north. This will be explored in more detail later in the chapter but it is 

important to underline how the plan for this territory looked at many elements in the social 

sphere including family dynamics hence the need to choose northern Italians who were more 

space efficient, as entire extended families lived in the same household. Following a patriarchal 

model, in which the oldest man in the house set the rules unilaterally, they were easier to control 

by using the top-down hierarchy within the families.4 

Talking about the necessity to build a joint European identity Montserrat Guibiernau 

(1996) emphasises the importance of finding common trends and gave specific instructions to 

the engineers of the new Europe if you substitute Europe with Arborea the quote is very 

accurate for how the new community was designed: design a myth of origin, rewrite history, 

invent traditions, rituals and symbols that will create a new identity. But, even more important 

they will have to discover a common goal, a project capable of mobilising the energy of 

Arborean citizens. The engineers behind the Arborean project followed these recommendations 

to the letter, even though they did so around 70 years before Guibernau’s publication.  

 
4 Maxia, Alexander. Observation notes from the field, 2018. 
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The Target 

The first common goal amongst Arboreans was that to survive and produce great quantities of 

food in order to fulfil their requirements towards SBS and feed themselves. At a later stage, the 

common goal shifted to fighting for the right of owning the lands they had worked, as will be 

explored further on in the thesis. The common myth of origin instead was that of the coloni 

who arrived to a malaria-infested land and transformed it into ‘paradise on earth’, as reflected 

by the propaganda at the time and the common view of history of several of my informants. As 

for rewriting history, the fascist regime’s propaganda machine excelled in doing so across the 

country framing the myth within the broader framework of a new Italy based on values that 

went all the way back to ancient Rome (Visser, 1992, p.6). The traditions and rituals instead 

were designed by the church which used the common religion, Catholicism, to create a series 

of events and initiatives throughout the year that brought the community together. Many of 

these traditions still survive to the present day and will be further explored in chapter six. 

 

3.2 Sardinia: The Promised Land 

  
Interview with Fabia and Zoraide. Screenshots from filming by Virgilio Alfano (08-06-2018). 

As previously mentioned, the differences between Sardinian traditional culture and that of the 

people from the north of Italy selected to inhabit the land were many. To better understand 

these differences, I joined the group of elderly ladies who congregate on a triweekly basis in 

the community centre in which they socialise whilst playing bingo. To simplify, I will refer to 

this group as the Bingo ladies. During my stay in Arborea I attended the Bingo afternoons on 

a regular basis, about a dozen times in total. A key question I asked was whether one could 

perceive differences between Arboreans with Sardinian origins and those with mainland roots. 

The answer to this question varied a lot depending on whom I asked and could be seen as 

borderline controversial, due to the fact that a united community was the goal that for over half 

a century they had been set to achieve. My main interviewees to understand this section were 
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two 90+ ladies, Zoraide and Fabia. Both of them were born outside the community and moved 

to the area at a very young age, living there ever since. Zoraide, born in Vicenza (Veneto) 

moved to Villaggio Mussolini, the former name of Arborea, at the age of 9 in 1933. Her family 

moved to Sardinia following her paternal grandparents who had moved there three years 

earlier, as they were told that there was an ‘abundant work opportunity’. They were amongst 

the first coloni to settle in the new town and Zoraide recalls the disappointment felt upon 

arrival:  

‘There was only hunger and misery. When we arrived here my father wanted to run 

away. I was 9 years old and saw what there was: the roads were not paved, the plants 

had not been planted, there was only sand’.5  

Living in a malaria infested area had serious consequences, Zoraide recalled that she too had 

contracted the disease and that the doctor said that the only way for her to survive was if she 

went somewhere away from the area. So for a period of time she and her mother went to the 

north of Italy, until she recovered. Due to the widespread malaria, Arborea had it its own 

hospital and there was also a nurse for every street, who would make home-visits and give 

injections of quinine to the various patients. The presence of the hospital can be seen as a 

welfare service for the population designed for its wellbeing. Then again, from an economic 

standpoint, SBS’s provision of a health service and curing people prevented deaths, which 

would bear a much heavier cost to the productive system. 

‘Mussolinia, at the time, was nothing more than a Padan valley’6  

The lady who said this was referring to the fact that the people and atmosphere in the new town 

was that of a community in the north of Italy, referring to the plain around the Po river.   This 

was SBS’s first president Giulio Dolcetta’s vision, to create a northern Italian style productive 

community in Sardinia, integration between newcomers and Sardinians did not seem to have 

been of much importance. To the contrary, Arborea had its own coin issued by the company 

owning the new-town so that the money would have been spent in goods and services from 

within the community and most importantly from within the company itself (Mignone, 2015, 

p.18). This hindered the possibility of trading directly with people from neighbouring towns 

outside of SBS control. The different currency together with the fact that Arborea was designed 

in order to offer everything its inhabitants needed, made it difficult for the newly arrived 

 
5 Zoraide, interview with Fabia and Zoraide (08-06-2018). 
6 Group interview with the Bingo Ladies, (28-05-2018). 
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inhabitants to have much contact with Sardinians from other communities, creating what locals 

describe as ‘an island within an island’ of northern Italian cultural and linguistic traits 

surrounded by a very different Sardinian cultural landscape. To my understanding SBS did not 

have any particular desire in keeping the populations segregated however, it did so in order to 

maximise its own profit for the fact that all who lived within the community could only buy 

from within the community itself, greatly benefitting the company.  

From a linguistic standpoint, the popular folk songs in Arborean culture were more 

faithful to the original ones from the 20’s in Veneto than the ones sang nowadays in Veneto 

(Cau, 1987). Also, the version of Veneto spoken in Arborea is slightly different from the one 

spoken nowadays in the north eastern part of Italy as Arborea preserved certain words that are 

no longer used in the Veneto region. The phenomena of language and cultural preservation can 

be found in many ethnic minority communities across the world. Linguist Bo Utas refers to the 

example of the Swedish speaking minority of Gammalsvenskby in Ukraine, which until 

recently preserved an ancient way of speaking Swedish. The case explores the way languages 

tend to acquire new words in informal contexts but are well preserved when talking in formal 

contexts or insert in song (Utas, 2019). 

  

‘Bicycle Whores’ – a Sardinian & Northern Cultural Clash 

When the interviews turned towards cultural differences, the Bingo players really engaged in 

the conversation with multiple ladies speaking simultaneously and talking over one other. The 

protagonist of this segment of the group interview was 93-year-old Fabia, of Sardinian origin, 

who did not shy away from making very bold statements, which annoyed some of the ladies of 

northern origin. When talking about clothing differences, she commented that the first ones to 

arrive were overly dressed whilst the younger ones had very little on. This statement provoked 

a series of simultaneous reactions across the table in which Marisa, 78-year-old born in the new 

town but with Veneto origin, defended the record. She then went on to explain and describe in 

detail traditional Veneto dress referring in particular to her mother’s clothing. The differences 

amongst women were felt more strongly as most men felt more united with fellow compatriots 

from other regions having fought together in the trenches during the First World War; whilst 

the women stayed behind in the communities (Pinna, 1965). Marisa said that her mother told 

her that, in the first few years, there were no shops in the town so people occasionally had to 

go to neighbouring Terralba to buy goods. As the distance is around 9 Km, they used to go by 

bicycle, something that Sardinian ladies did not do. The Sardinians believed the northern Italian 



 41 

women were vulgar and often shouted in Sardinian ‘Look there! Those women are whores!’7 

When I asked for an explanation on why Sardinians deemed female bike riders as being 

‘whores’, the ladies explained that it was due to the fact that in order to ride they had to fold 

their skirts; at that time showing legs was seen as very inappropriate. Traditionally, Sardinian 

ladies wore skirts to the ankle and would always walk or, if they could afford it, ride a horse. 

From my understanding, this public name-calling of Northern Italian women on bikes was 

partly attributed to the Sardinian priests but was generally stronger amongst the Sardinian 

women who found it unacceptable that the newly arrived should go around dressed in that way. 

Fabia, of Sardinian origin who grew up in a neighbouring town, felt strongly about the topic 

and underlined that the local priest refused to give these ladies communion as they were 

considered ‘donnacce’ (bad women). Why? Because they rode on bicycles and either wore 

skirts,which were deemed too short, or trousers. This is perhaps the most famous anecdote of 

cultural differences between Sardinians and the ‘coloni’ that many in the community recall. 

The interesting aspect is that people from the Italian mainland had their own image of 

Sardinians as being wild, backward and potentially slightly inferior. When re-locating to 

Arborea, they felt that they were bringing a more ‘advanced’ way of living to the island. 

However, one could wonder; how did Sardinians in the 30’s and 40’s see the newly arrived 

‘foreigners’?  

 

Bread Making: Difference Between a Matriarchal & Patriarchal Society  

The interviews with the ‘Bingo ladies’ gave me a feel for what the different points of view 

might have been at the time.  For the Sardinians the arrival of people from the mainland to their 

island brought a lot of changes in a very short period of time. Fabia explained that they saw the 

people from the mainland almost in the same way as they see migrants today, they were in a 

really bad socio-economical condition or as she put it: ‘they stank of poverty’8. After a 

reflective pause she added: ‘poor things’. There was a mixture of diffidence and pity towards 

the newcomers. Their way of living was different and according to Fabia, many things were 

better in Sardinia. In particular she underlined the differences in cleaning standards and bread 

making:  

 
7 Marisa, Group interview with the Bingo Ladies, (28-05-2018). 
8 Fabia , interview with Fabia and Zoraide (08-06-2018). 
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‘The bread you find in supermarkets today is disgusting, but for them [the Northerners] 

it’s a treat! For us [Sardinians] it’s disgusting. Because we are accustomed to the bread 

we used to make at home. Our women made bread as they [the Northerners] never learnt 

how to make’. 9 

Also, northern Italians made bread, but it was an easier and faster recipe which of course was 

more practical but not as sophisticated and often they would eat Polenta instead. Zoraide, 

originally from Veneto, answered very diplomatically to her friend’s bold statement: ‘It is true, 

Sardinian women were very good at making bread’10. Sardinian bread making traditions are 

well described by Carole Counihan (1984) who explains how the laborious process was a 

woman’s duty whilst the man was expected to harvest the necessary wheat. In her analysis she 

described how women of the town would meet together to make bread and exchange 

information, criticise others and pass judgement maintaining a continuity in standard both of 

bread making and moral dictate within the community (Counihan, 1984, p. 51). From the 

1960’s onwards this tradition started dying out and more people went to supermarkets to buy 

their bread which she explains as a sign of modernisation and a shift from community centred 

to a more individualistic society similar to the rest of Italy.  

Zoraide explained how the Sardinian bread making tradition was strongly connected to 

the matriarchal society, which allowed women to take better care of the household, whilst the 

men would go to work and earn a living for the family.  She, on the other hand being of Veneto 

origin, was expected to follow the dictate of her father first and then of her husband’s father 

and partake in the labour work like the men. Only one or maximum two ladies within Zoraide’s 

household were allowed to stay at home to cook and look after all the small children of the 

household which would often include up to three generations. A strikingly similar account was 

described by a Norwegian peasant, born in the same year as Zoraide, who left her children at 

home with the mother-in-law to spend the day working in the fields: Do you know what was 

dreadful for me? That was when I came home, and they ran towards me, so that I had to carry 

them. But being so tired, I nearly fell. And they came to us and were so happy. This was very 

difficult for me. (Thorsen, 1986).  

Even though thousands of kilometres separated the two accounts of working conditions 

of the two ladies they hold a striking similarity. Both women expressed guilt at not being able 

 
9 Fabia , interview with Fabia and Zoraide, (08-06-2018). 
10 Zoraide, interview with Fabia and Zoraide, (08-06-2018). 
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to spend enough time with their children and remarked on the lack of energy they had when 

they eventually returned home after hours of intense work in the fields. 

In Sardinia instead one could argue that the standards, in terms of family time, were 

better as the mothers had more time to dedicate to their offspring. It was down to the fact of a 

fundamentally different structure from that in northern Italy: The traditional family group is 

first and foremost a biologically bounded nucleus, the recognised of which are exclusively the 

parents and their children (Pinna, 1971, p.78). When one of the children got married they 

would have all the necessary means to sustain themselves and move into a separate house to 

live as a couple; residential autonomy and self-sufficiency were the ideals at the base of this 

(Oppo, 1990, p. 487). Up until the 1930s-1950s no marriage should be contracted unless the 

bride and groom possessed the necessary means with which to create a household (Oppo 1990, 

p. 487).  

  

A documentary on Sardinia made by Italian national television explained to what extent the 

women had power within the household and family dynamics. When interviewing a family 

from an inland village the person who spoke the most was the woman, whilst the men stood 

around her in silence. The mother explained how she was the matriarch and that it was her 

responsibility to administrate the household, including the economic aspect such as paying 

taxes dealing with the authorities and so on. Her son had recently graduated from university 

and even though he left home she kept sending him money, ‘if he deserved it’ (Pinna, 1965). 

Once her son would start working, he was then expected to send money back to his mother 

who would distribute it accordingly giving him back only what she deemed he needed. The 

interviewer then turned his attention to the son who was standing next to her and jokingly asked 

if his mother decided on his girlfriends. The son embarrassed replied ‘no obviously I choose 

my own girlfriends. However, I do ask for my mother’s opinion on the matter.’  

This was confirmed by Anna Oppo (1990, p. 498) who argues that women were 

subordinate to the male,but their authority over husband and children increased with age even 

though throughout the marriage she would be responsible for the budget and its 

implementation. No family decision, not even on financial matters, could be made without the 

consent of the woman, as she was meri de domu (mistress of the house), responsible for running 

the home (Oppo, p. 498). 
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Eva Carlestål (2005) provides ethnographic evidence of family structures in Sicily and 

mentions the more general debate amongst scholars about the degree of influence that women 

have within households in the south of Italy. Undoubtedly, they play a very prominent part 

within the family, almost deified, some have argued that the role of the father in some cases 

can be almost neglected.  According to Carlestål (2005) in Sicily it was a case of matrifocal 

society, whilst I would argue that the Sardinian traditional structure could be closer to a 

matriarchal one. Often in common language matriarchal and matrifocal are used as synonyms, 

however the difference lies in the fact that a matrifocal family structure has the mother 

functioning as the head of the household or family (Collins, 2019), whilst matriarchal entails a 

matrifocal family structure in which the woman has also a function of power in broader society 

beyond the household, which Sardinian anthropologist Giulio Angioni (2005, p. 494) argues 

there was, defining it un vero e proprio matriarcato Sardo (a true and proper Sardinian 

matriarchy). One of my informants, whose parents came from a bordering village south of 

Arborea, told me that his mother successfully requested to be assigned a farm in the 

countryside, away from the town centre where the only two bars were located, as her husband 

‘had a drinking problem’. As testified by the documentary from the 60’s and other numerous 

accounts, women had power within the household and society, which stretched further than 

simply taking care of the children. A woman was valued for her manners and her skills; how 

she administered the family and household, to paying the taxes and generally taking care of 

domestic affairs. As a saying in Sardinian goes bellesa non faghet domo, ‘beauty does not make 

a home’(Oppo, 1990, p. 499).  

Whilst among Sardinian families the bread-winner / bread-maker gender division was 

very present (Counihan, 1984), this was not as note-worthy in Northern Italian families. When 

Zoraide married she moved into her husbands parents’ house. Both she and her husband were 

subordinate to the patriarch, so her husband’s grandfather, then when he died, her father in-

law. Once the he also died, the power passed to her husband. Zoraide and the other ladies of 

northern Italian origin did not get any preferential treatment when it came to working the 

countryside as they were also expected to help within the household to cook and take care of 

the children. The aspect of equality in the workplace could be seen as progressive, a step 

towards equality of the sexes, if it was not for the fact that the ladies were also expected to help 

out in the household and take care of the children. 78-year old Marisa, Zoraide’s cousin, 

described a typical work-day for a northern Italian woman: they would leave for the fields at 

dawn and return to the household for lunch. Food was prepared by the eldest lady in the 

extended family who cooked for up to 30 people and baby-sat the youngest children; this 
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exempted her from working in the fields. The other ladies, on returning from the fields, ate 

lunch and were then expected to take care of their own children whilst the husbands had an 

afternoon nap. Lunch break over, both men and women returned to the fields and worked until 

dusk. Many of the Northern Italian ladies interviewed underlined the hardship of their lifestyle 

and remarked that the Sardinian ladies had a better deal and enjoyed a greater degree of respect 

from their husbands. As economic conditions improved, Northern Italian families also started 

splitting into smaller households which allowed them to enjoy a greater degree of intimacy as 

married couples for the first time; previously ‘when living with the in-laws, even a cuddle 

would have been frowned upon’.11   

  

3.3 Sardinians’ Integration in Arborea 
  

The ‘problem’ with the Sardinian families, from SBS’ point of view, was that many were not 

willing to live in the countryside and preferred commuting, mostly on foot, from surrounding 

communities to work and be paid for the day’s work. The concept of living in a house without 

a community around it was not common in Sardinia and went against over two millenniums of 

tradition of living in communities that extended beyond the single household. The Sardinian 

workers often would do cottimo; this consisted in them asking to leave earlier than their 

northern colleagues in order to return to the village and work their own patch of land from 

which they managed to sustain themselves producing their own wine and growing wheat, fruit 

and vegetables. This is connected to the effort to preserve the traditional self-sustainment 

model. This goes beyond the standard working pattern, which did not comply with the 

developmental ideals of the ruling class within the Turin based kingdom of Sardinia first and 

Italian State secondly. SBS, founded in Milan as an economic investment strongly 

implemented the top-down work model in Arborea to conform it to the northern Italian model. 

If today one were to analyse ‘poverty in Italy’ purely based on quantitative statistics, such as 

income declaration, the picture would not reflect the reality of living standards, as people in 

cities would live in tougher conditions than those in the countryside even though they had the 

same income. One could argue an entire thesis around the limitations of quantitative data and 

how the lack of a contextual understanding could mislead a reader in understanding a 

problematic. However it is sufficient to say that it would be imprudent to mark an entire 

 
11 Marisa, Group interview with the Bingo Ladies, (28-05-2018). 
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tradition as regressive in light of an external form of progression that had elements of top down, 

colonial like, methods of implementation. 

  

Iolanda’s Family, An Example of Early Integration  

There were some cases of individual Sardinians who from an early stage integrated within the 

Veneto community, to the extent that people in Arborea could not distinguish that they were 

actually of Sardinian origin. An example was Iolanda, an 82 year old lady born in Arborea, 

who grew up within a northern Italian household in which her father was originally from 

Veneto and her mother was from an inland village in the south of Sardinia. She recalled how 

when her mother passed away a few years earlier, people in Arborea saw the obituary on the 

public notice board, a tradition that is still very common in Italy, but did not recognise her 

Sardinian surname as everyone was convinced that she was of northern Italian background. I 

specifically asked Iolanda what it must have been like for her mother to move into a Veneto 

household: ‘Mamma mia!’12 She answered, an exclamation with which she underlined the 

difficulties in adapting to a very different culture. Iolanda then explained how her mother learnt 

the language and adapted to the husband’s household very fast but the differences were many. 

Even though Iolanda’s Sardinian mother adapted to the northern lifestyle she preserved some 

of the Sardinian traditions. For example, she kept making bread according to her own tradition 

and in order to do so she had to walk several kilometres to be able to use a particular oven that 

could reach a high enough temperature for her to bake it. Iolanda’s mother, like many other 

Sardinian ladies who married people of Northern Italian origin, managed to find a way to 

integrate both cultures within the household. From my understanding, this was not the case in 

the fewer mixed marriages in which the father was Sardinian and mother Northern Italian. In 

general, the Northern Italians felt less inclination or necessity of integrating Sardinian language 

or uses within their household.  

  

  

  

 
12 Iolanda, Iolanda and Raimondo’s Interview (30-05-2018). 
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The Arrival of Sardinian Families 

In 1950 the agricultural reform took place which radically changed the prospects for the 

community of Arborea (Treccani, 2019). As will be further explained, the peasants were given 

the opportunity of purchasing their farms, fields and property from SBS and become business 

owners with the condition they joined at least one of the local cooperatives. Many people 

decided to buy the land and transition from workers to owners, whilst others preferred the 

security of an employed job so moved to the north of Italy where industry was booming. As 

some families moved out, land and houses needed tenants to maintain the designed productive 

system so at this point Sardinian families were actively encouraged to move into the new 

community. Many of these came from the village of Montresta and Villanova Monteleone, in 

the north of Sardinia, whilst others came from the neighbouring Town of Terralba. The 

linguistic and cultural differences within Sardinia are quite strong, especially between the north 

and the south but these differences lost importance within the Arborean context.  

‘We had to learn their language when we moved here, they never tried learning our 

one’13 said Lucchesa with a tone of exasperation. She moved to Arborea with her family at the 

age of 5 ‘with a donkey and a cart’, her family had friends who had already moved there and 

told them of the various opportunities there. She did not speak a word of Italian, let alone any 

of the northern Italian dialects spoken in Arborea. It was the 1960’s and Sardinia still 

predominantly spoke Sardinian, especially in rural areas such as the one where she came from. 

They moved into the community taking the place of a northern Italian family who moved back 

to the north and were surrounded by families from Veneto. She recalls playing with the kids in 

the neighbourhood at a very young age and learning to understand Veneto, although she never 

developed an interest in speaking it. Lucchessa’s story explains the difficulties of a Sardinian 

child who moved to Arborea over twenty years after the first settlers and had to adapt to living 

in a northern Italian community. 

When I asked her specifically about the problems involved in integrating within the 

Arborea context, she recalled the difficulties she encountered in her first year of primary school 

when studying Italian grammar, as she kept mixing in Sardinian words, something that she was 

really embarrassed about at the time. Her siblings stopped studying after the 5 years of 

compulsory primary school but she got good grades so pleaded with her parents to let her 

continue studying for three more years of middle school. Unlike the local primary school, the 

middle school was located in the centre of town, approximately 4 km away from her family’s 

 
13 Interview with Lucchessa  (30-05-2018). 
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farm. Once she moved into middle school the biggest differences, she perceived were the urban 

and rural divide. Social class became much more important than background as many who 

continued their studies were from the town centre and their parents were mainly white-collar 

employees.  

When talking about cultural differences undoubtedly the differences between 

Sardinians and Northern Italians were strong at the beginning and the situation of Sardinia at 

the time requires an analysis in context taking into account the potential bias that many of the 

accounts had. The south of Italy and Sardinia in particular have always been seen as a 

problematic area in need of intervention from the mainland to modernise and fundamentally 

change the structure of the society on the island. Arborea was a newly claimed stretch of land 

and the foreign architecture and people who lived there shaped that corner of Sardinia. This 

partly involved bringing northern Italian work culture but also shaping the landscape with 

physical structures to promote the productive matrix envisioned for the area, as will be explored 

in the following chapter. The Arborea system was designed for efficiency and choice of what 

was built and who was allowed to live there rotated around that. Whilst mainstream sources at 

the time and also recently, deemed the Sardinian tradition backwards it was in many aspects 

optimal for the people who lived on the island and the type of production the local population 

needed in the pre-urbanisation phase. By combining historical accounts with ethnographical 

material, I outlined how this perception of backwardness was not necessarily experienced by 

the inhabitants of Sardinia although those who went overseas, such as Gramsci, recognised a 

lack of infrastructural investment on the island compared to the north of Italy. Undoubtedly the 

Sardinian model was a more individualistic one putting the nuclear family ahead of the 

extended family and broader community which complicated the implementation of top-down 

decisions as opposed to that of the, patriarchal based, northern model. However, subsistence 

together with a greater degree of work-life balance was ensured, even amongst the lower strata 

of Sardinian society. The arrival of people from overseas was seen as a threat to the locals both 

in terms of ideology and also in terms of working conditions. Whilst the northerners did not 

have to adapt to Sardinian culture, as they moved into a new town built for them in Sardinia, 

the same cannot be said of when Sardinian families moved into the community at a later stage. 

Cultural clashes and negotiating a common way forward were key in building the community 

and the new common Arborean identity that one can see today. Even though the cultural 

differences could be felt stronger in the past, there were nonetheless many examples of 

solidarity and friendship between families of different origin who shared hardship, enduring 

the oppressive rule of SBS as uniting factors. Other key factors in uniting the community were 
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also the common religion, the similar socio-economic situation and also, more recently, 

volunteering. These aspects will be further explored in the following chapters. 

 

Conclusion: 

The family structure chosen to inhabit the new community played a fundamental role in 

shaping the Arborea that we see today. Beyond the most ideal family structure the planning 

and presence of a clear model was pivotal in creating the productive town with the northern 

Italian flavour we can still see today. Giddens’ theory on structuration helped conceptualise 

how the framework set out was both a limitation and an enabler in making Arborea. One can 

still hear northern Italian dialects spoken by many of its inhabitants and identify differences in 

family structures amongst the older generations’ of  Arboreans. The matriarchal society of 

Sardinian tradition described by Angioni contrasted greatly with the patriarchal one found 

within peasant families from the north of Italy. More importantly than the language spoken or 

the family structure was the production model and the necessity to convey rigour and rules 

were part of the main significant for the outlaying of the new town. When the two cultures 

came into contact there were several notable differences, as my informants pointed out, but 

these were overcome with time for the sake of surviving and fulfilling the work required of 

them by SBS. Even though they endured very tough working conditions, many of my 

informants recalled those days with a smile on their face, Zoraide in particular would always 

end her recollections of hardship by saying ‘but we were happy then and we really cared for 

one another’. The community spirit prevailed over the differences and this was partly due to 

the work that SBS carried out in creating loyalty and attachment to the place. As the following 

chapters will explore in more detail, the work condition and common activities revolving 

around the church proved instrumental in achieving the objective of a united community.  
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Picture 1: Road sign from the 1930’s. 

Picture 2: One of the ‘Bingo Ladies’ stops playing to show me a picture of her when she was young 
(2018). 
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Chapter 4: Building and Rebuilding 
Social Structures 
 

Returning to Mario’s stable once again, let’s take an overview of who is in there. In the previous 

chapter I talked about the highly productive cows, but they are not alone in sharing space in 

the stable. You also find the workers who twice daily come to the stable and make sure 

everything is running smoothly. They replenish the manger, check on the cows’ health, lead 

them to the milking machines, milk them and record their productivity. Occasionally the 

owners, Mario and his wife, verify the conditions of the cows and check on the workers as well 

as ensuring that everything on the farm remains in working order. Mario could also do so 

remotely utilising a CCTV system he could access from an app on his phone. The simplicity 

of the power structures in Mario’s stable neatly contrast with the complex task of understanding 

the roles and dynamics that comprise Arborean society, particularly nowadays. In its first 50 

years, the distinguishing features of this society were more easily identifiable, as the affluence 

and power could be determined by the proximity of someone’s residence to the town centre. 

Indeed, while the most powerful lived close to the main square, the rest inhabited smaller 

houses a bit further away, and the peasants were instead relegated to countryside houses in 

proximity of their fields and stables. Distinction and class played an important role in the 

formation of the society and this chapter will explore these structures combining ethnographic 

material from several different informants. From class it will then move on to more current 

forms of identity such as bars, in which I will argue that many Arboreans build their social life 

around. What was the role of titles and class in shaping Arborea’s society? What shapes identity 

and status within Arborean society today?   

Unlike other communities in Sardinia, Arborea could not rely on centuries of history 

and traditions to shape its society and community life . The road grid itself in Arborea can be 

seen as a system of production, a limitation somewhat but also a set direction that an inhabitant 

had to accept before signing the contract in order to live there in the new community. Only by 

accepting to be under SBS’s rule could the family enter the system and community. Many who 

accepted those conditions came from even worse conditions at home and for them the 
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possibility of starting a new life was an opportunity for improving their prospects. One could 

argue that the limitations set by SBS were instrumental for making the new community one of 

the most productive areas in Sardinia, but the price to pay was hegemony of the production 

model and lifestyle of its inhabitants. Also the fact that houses were located so far away from 

each other limited social relations, which can be clearly seen by the fact that most of the elderly 

couples today grew up in neighbouring farms. Returning to Giddens’ theory of structuration, 

arguably its most central element is domination and refers to the transformative capacity 

generating command over persons and actions (Giddens, 1984 p.33). Giddens also refers to 

domination as resources and outlines how authoritative resources enable the control of people 

whilst allocative resources exercise control over material objects. In the case of Arborea, SBS 

owned the entire new town including: fields, production facilities, buildings and even houses 

hence exerted a direct control over them. As the previous chapter illustrated, the town was 

designed for being invite-only, in which everyone who was there was in someway connected 

to the production system hence under the power or to the least strong influence of the company.   

To ensure that the productive system worked, SBS focused on all aspects within the 

grid so that everything was in order, including the people, who had a very limited capacity of 

action if they wanted to continue living in Arborea. This chapter will look at the role of the 

physical and social structures in the town, how they influence each other and ultimately their 

role in shaping the society of past and present Arborea. It will start with a theoretical section 

confronting theories by Scott and Anderson regarding understanding community processes to 

then analyse the concept of total institution and discuss to what extent these theories are 

applicable to the case study.  

In its 90 year history a lot has changed in the community, especially from the years 

when everything was owned by SBS. The process of privatisation of the land occurred during 

the late 1940’s and early 1950’s and was preceded by subversive actions against the 

establishment at local level and well-coordinated diplomatic action on a national level. This 

will be explored in this chapter illustrated by an interview with the son of one of the leaders of 

the revolt that led to the agrarian reform and a former manager of the company that inherited 

the role of SBS during the transition period. The change in ownership greatly impacted the 

town, and the subsequent distribution of wealth overturned the planned socio-economical 

statuses and class system.  The dynamics of the community today look very different from the 

SBS era and, yet, a more attentive glance shows a certain degree of continuity of a hard-

working community that goes beyond ownership and wealth; it is strongly connected to the 
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ethos, set direction of the town itself. The final part instead will broaden the question of the 

extent buildings affects the social structure both in Arborea and in general. 

 

 
‘Big Cow’, Mario's Stable, the control room (2018) 

 

 

4.1 The Productivity Grid 
  

James Scott (1998) uses the example of the modern beehive to explain the change between 

natural beehives designed for the bees and modern ones designed to benefit the keeper as 

opposed to its inhabitants.  He uses this metaphor to explain the social engineering behind the 

design of colonial agriculture that was constructed for the benefit of the landowners, not the 

population. For many aspects, his analysis can be transferred to the context of Arborea. There 

were several elements of social engineering14 processes in designing the landscape. First of all 

the concept of a structured, designed settlement which did not follow a natural evolution 

through time is the first element of comparison with Scott’s model. There was a will to divide 

people by social class; this can be perceived by architectural choices, the positioning of 

buildings and the narratives of interviewees, which paint a picture of a community with 

different, clearly distinguished roles. If one were to make an Arborea centred example the first 

 
14 ‘Social engineering’ often recalls connotations of manipulation, covert control and so forth whilst in the case 
of Arborea it simply entailed shaping the landscape to create certain conditions. In a similar way, teachers in 
schools take mobile phones from their pupil before starting a lesson=  to create the right conditions for teaching. 
Putting the right conditions for intense food production is what SBS overtly did in Arborea. 
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thing that comes to mind are the stables for dairy cattle. The cows live so that the farmer and 

the dairy industry can benefit the most from them; the modern stable does not remotely 

resemble their natural habitat and they are not allowed to graze freely. If we zoom out, we 

notice that the whole landscape of the new town had the goal of being a centre of large scale 

food production. To cater for the needs of the growing urban centres in Sardinia and make a 

profit were more important than the quality of life of its inhabitants. Everything was studied in 

detail; efficiency, production and innovation were the key driving factors. Respecting the 

Sardinian culture, tradition and the way of managing the land never appeared to be considered 

of importance when building the new community. Nonetheless the community was built with 

the structures that were deemed most appropriate and desperate people accepted the conditions 

and made the most they could out of the situation.  In his book Seeing Like a State, Scott uses 

many examples of different locations in which new villages were built around a productive 

system arguing that agricultural science often tended to simplify things with a positivistic lens 

ignoring many human factors involved in shaping a new community (Scott, 1998, p. 288).  

And yet, as we have seen, cultivators have devised and perfected techniques that do 

work, producing desirable results in crop production, pest control, soil preservation, 

and so forth (p. 306). These progressives have wanted to use that power to bring about 

enormous change in people’s habits, work, living patterns, moral conduct and 

worldview. They have deployed what Vàlcav Havel has called “the armoury of holistic 

social engineering”. Utopian aspirations are per se not dangerous. “A map of the 

world which does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out the 

one country at which Humanity is always landing” (p. 89). 

The structure of the new community was fundamental for bringing such radical change to the 

territory and it would have been impossible to do without heavy social engineering and an 

economic situation which found people willing to sacrifice what they had to pursue the 

ambition and the political drive of an authoritarian regime. A comparable example is the 

industrial town of Pullman, in Illinois, which was founded around the automobile factory but 

had a strong control over the inhabitants. Everyone who lived there was part of the system 

either directly producing automobiles or providing the complementary services for those who 

were  (Buder, 1967, p.6). A study reported in a local newspaper at that time, noted that people 

living there did not feel a sense of attachment to the town (Buder, 1967), something that instead 

Arborea succeeded in doing.  The holistic presence of one company owning the entire new 

town is a comparable element, however SBS put a lot of effort into ‘selling a dream’ to the 
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newly settled inhabitants in Arborea. The dream of a better life, of building a better Italy, of 

making a sacrifice to create something bigger and greater; all of these were part of the 

motivating factors that encouraged people to endure so much. Undoubtedly institutional 

propaganda played a key role in this but nonetheless the settlers took it on themselves to 

imagine themselves as part of this project. Benedict Anderson (1991) defines nationalism as: 

an imagined political community - and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign, but 

if we strip the political connotation to it we see how people naturally find a physical location 

around which they gravitate, spend their time and to somehow create a certain sense of 

belonging. Within Arborea this too can be found - as a new town they had to build a community 

and a sense of belonging that united people from different parts of the north of Italy and beyond. 

The ethnographic material in this chapter will be focused mostly on the work and class system 

which I will argue is strongly connected to the production matrix of the company who owned 

it.  

  

4.2 Tea With Mrs Pampaloni, an Institution 
One of the first groups of people I met when I arrived in Arborea was the committee of the 

cultural association that run the town’s public library. After studying there an afternoon they 

then invited me to join them for a drink after they closed the library for the day. The oldest man 

around the table was Vinicio Sanna, an 83-year-old, born in Sanluri, a town in southern 

Sardinia, who moved to Arborea in 1961. When he arrived, only a few years had passed since 

the agrarian reform had been introduced and the privatisation of the land process had started. 

He had studied agronomy and used to work for Laore, the company that inherited the role of 

SBS following the agrarian reform. His job was to keep giving guidance and technical advice 

to the former peasants, but no longer had a formal position of superiority to the now farm 

owners. Nonetheless Vinicio recalls that most people called him, ‘signor fattore’, the title 

formally given to the SBS functionaries who were responsible for ensuring the farms were 

running orderly. He recalls that all his colleagues had previously been fattori for SBS and that 

they all came from a particular agronomic school in Tuscany. Vinicio was the only Sardinian 

employed with such a high position within the company’s hierarchy and he recalled feeling 

mistrust and diffidence from his colleagues. When I asked him what Arborea was like when he 

first arrived into the community, he remarked that it was very different from the rest of Sardinia, 

beyond the linguistic and cultural peculiarities of a predominantly northern Italian population: 
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‘One of the things that most struck me when I first moved here was the afternoon tea at Signora 

Pampaloni’s’.15  The afternoon tea ritual at Mrs Pamploni’s, the wife of the then President of 

SBS, was basically a ritual which repeated itself on a weekly basis. It was an invitation only, 

all female gathering, in the living room of the President’s villa, located off the main square. 

The people invited were the most prominent ladies from the higher end of Arborean society. 

Every lady aspired to be invited to this closed circle as s it was a privilege, something they 

could boast about. The group of ladies was called Dame di carità (madams of charity) and were 

led by the wife of the President herself. Beyond their regular tea meetings at the villa, they 

allegedly carried out a certain degree of charitable work, although my informants were unable 

to tell me what exactly that entailed. One informant in particular sounded sceptical at the 

thought they actually did anything charitable but rather underlined their social position and the 

snobbish attitude they held towards the rest of the community: ‘They stood there and you 

needed to stand here. Never dare to get too close to them, that’s the Dame di carità’.16 Inviting 

a select circle of people to drink tea, alcohol or food was something fairly common in colonial 

settings, as it provided elite members of the society with the mean to partake in selective 

hospitality, thus creating a physical and symbolic barrier between economic and social classes 

in the city (Gryctko, 2015, p.3). This custom exemplifies the way the community was structured 

at the time.  

Taking an aerial view of the new-town today one still can see the way the buildings 

were laid out to enforce a certain order in society. Let’s take a moment to analyse the 

architectural structure of Arborea. The president’s villa is by far the biggest and most luxurious 

private house on the municipality, followed by the neighbouring one that used to be of the 

director of SBS. If we take the entire Arborea productive system which, as previously 

mentioned, encompassed everything in the territory from the municipality itself to the different 

production facilities, one could deem it a total institution. This term came into use after the 

publishing of a paper by Erving Goffman, in which he explains how some institutions area all 

encompassing organisations that vary in nature from nurseries, to homes for the elderly, prisons 

and so on. Goffman (1961) argues that there are four categories of total institutions: one of 

which is institutions purposely established to better pursue some technical tasks and justifying 

themselves only on these instrumental grounds. Even though a municipality does not fit into 

the definition given by Goffman the psychological status of the people within it who are forced 

 
15 Venicio, interview with Venicio and Agnese (31-05-2018). 
16 Agnese, interview with Venicio and Agnese (31-05-2018). 
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to act in a certain way can undoubtedly be found in Arborea. People were technically free to 

abandon everything and move away from the new town although family and economic ties, 

which were essential to surviving, in most cases did not give them the opportunity to do so, at 

least not during the SBS era.  

Arborea can be seen within the optic of a total institution as the new-town was built to 

enforce a certain culture of production and because the roles within the society were clearly 

marked. There was an element of deindviduation within the community as the positions within 

the system were very clearly marked and the use of titles, hierarchies and privileges reinforced 

these different roles. By doing so SBS ultimately had a strong control from above on the entire 

community utilising the leverage of power and privilege invested in those employed at the 

managerial level. Everyone involved in the total institutions, according to Frassinelli (p. 199, 

2019), are part of the psychological dynamics the prisoners and the guards, the elderly and the 

nurses or in the case of Arborea the peasants and the SBS functionaries. This is due to 

deindividuation, which is a social psychological concept that entails a loss of self-awareness in 

groups of people.  

 

 

 

4.3 The Bar on Two Levels  
  

A few hundred meters from the main square; past the town hall, past the small shopping centre, 

past the former mill - which now houses the town’s museum; there is an odd shaped building. 

From the outside it could appear to be a church. It is white, has a bell tower and is structured 

on two levels. At a closer look there was no cross as would be expected in a church, but rather 

some plastic chairs and tables sponsored by a local beer company in the patio area outside the 

entrance. Once inside, you quickly realise that this was not a place for spirituality and prayers, 

but rather a bar. 
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It was formally known as La Casa del 

Fascio, the house of the fascist built 

in 1934 and designed by renowned 

architect Giovanni Battista Cea. The 

function of La Casa del Fascio was to 

represent the fascist party in the 

municipality; there were around 

11.000 of them across the country. 

Often it would be housed in pre-

existent buildings, re-adapted for the 

function; instead in Mussolinia it was 

built from scratch in rationalist style, 

a signature architectural design that 

was used across Italy and its colonies 

under the fascist regime. Its white 

paint, clean look and orderly structure was an architectural extravagance for the small town 

that symbolically represented the ideals of the regime and that was donated by Mussolini to the 

community named after him. This building together with the church and Idrovora di Sassu, a 

monumental pump designed to claim the marshland from water, constitute the Arborean skyline 

which according to Owen Hatherley (2018, p. 127) represent the values the new town was 

meant to embody - Fascism, Catholicism, Autarchy. 

I agree with Harthaley on the values represented by the new town’s tallest buildings, 

however, I would argue that they are perhaps the cornerstones of what was first and foremost 

a productive system framed within those three principles and exemplified by the physical 

pillars still visible today. However, the productive system proved stronger than the fascist 

regime as even when Italy became a republic, most of the structure was maintained and 

arguably, the other two pillars, Catholicism and autarchy, survived and if anything were 

strengthened in order to keep supporting the overarching productive system. 

When I walked into the building there were no traces of its previous fascist affiliations 

and the first thing I noticed was that the walls featured many group pictures. Most of them 

depicted male sport teams and community events featuring some of its regular customers, many 

of whom maintained their loyalty to the premises 30 years on. A series of cups and certificates 

were displayed behind the bar showcasing the victories, as the building was also the club house 

of a sporting and recreational society where members met regularly to play a series of sports, 

The Bar on 2 Levels, Ex casa del Fascio (2018) 
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such as football, bowls and cards. There was also a pool table in the corner, however in the 

three months I lived in Arborea and frequently visited that bar, I never saw it being used. The 

positioning of that pool table had a strong significance as there was a time when that bar did 

not have one, whilst one floor up, there was another bar that did. However, back in the day, 

many could not access it as it was reserved for the local elite.  

One building, two floors, with two different bars for two different classes within the 

Arborean society: the directors and managers of SBS on the first floor, the workers and farmers 

on the ground floor. One of the people I interviewed was former mayor, Giovanni Marras 

whose father had also been a mayor of Arborea for many years. The interview took place in 

Verve, his family owned bar which was historically called Bar Marras, a name still commonly 

referred to by some of the locals. Giovanni told me how, when his father Antonio was mayor, 

the bar was nicknamed the Vatican because of the many influential people who gathered there. 

This included politicians, members of the clergy, policemen and other actors who were 

determined to push for the implementation of the agrarian reform. This was due to a very 

strong peasant-elite divide that characterised Arborean society at the time.  

  

The clear class division was in place since the community’s foundation as top-down structures 

were essential for the efficient functioning of the productive system. Whilst during the fascist 

regime nobody dared to voice dissent, with the arrival of democracy many peasants started 

requesting better living conditions. Up until then they were forced to give 50% of their produce 

to SBS who detained almost complete power over the municipality in exchange for providing 

a house and use of the field to an extended family group. This system was known as mezzadria 

which comes from the Italian word mezzo (half) and had been a system of production in use in 

Tuscany and other regions of mainland Italy that lasted until post-WWII (Gaggio, 2018, p. 

170).  

An indicator of the extent of SBS power during fascism was that the podestà, appointed 

mayor from central government, always coincided with the director of SBS (Leonardo, 2019). 

The fascist regime had strong connections to the municipality, which was named Mussolinia 

and although conditions were tough, a mixture of propaganda and preferential treatment from 

Mussolini, appeased many but with the change of name to Arborea and the introduction of 

democratic elections a growing sense of unfairness towards the SBS hegemony over the 

municipality simmered.  
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Within this framework, a significant episode took place in the previously mentioned bar on 

two levels, when they Antonio and his associate a friend defied the class-divide and entered the 

upper floor bar. According to Giovanni, this act of defiance angered the SBS managers who 

had a verbal confrontation with the intruders and asked them to leave.  

‘When they [Antonio and his associate] walked out they said “you are going down” a 

sentence that carried a lot of meaning. When they eventually won the battle [for the 

land], they truly sent them down and that was the end of them [the managers of SBS] 

having their own private bar.’ 17 

Giovanni explained how when his father said ‘you are going down’ he explicitly pointed to the 

pool table but implicitly referred to all the people around it. This episode illustrates the tensions 

within the class divided community at the time. Antonio’s background was from a land-owning 

family from the north of Sardinia who had moved to Arborea when business failed and found 

employment as manual workers for SBS. After fascism, Antonio got involved in politics and 

was elected mayor with Democrazia Cristiana, the Christian Democrats, a party which in post-

fascist Italy was in power at all levels of society; from the municipality to the Sardinian regional 

government, all the way up to central government in Rome. Part of its popularity could be 

attributed to the strong endorsement they enjoyed from the Catholic Church. According to 

many accounts, priests openly instructed worshipers to vote for them. Connections between the 

Catholic Church and the Christian Democrats were strong on both national and local levels 

across Italy, and Arborea was no exception (Diamanti & Ceccarini, 2007, p.39).  

  

When Antonio Marras became mayor he met other members of society who felt the need for a 

change in the local power system and at times they met secretly in the corn fields so as not to 

be found by the SBS guards, who at the time arguably had as much power over Arborea’s 

peasants as the Italian State did. The church had previously been on the side of the fascist-

regime and SBS but after Mussolini’s fall, their loyalties changed. According to Giovanni, the 

tensions were very high for a number of years and after many meetings, negotiations and 

several small acts of rebellion a delegation was invited to meet the prime minister in Rome. 

The negotiating representatives included Don Piemontese, the parish priest, two bishops, the 

mayor Antonio Marras, representatives of the peasants and two parliamentarians from Sardinia. 

 
17 Interview to Giovanni Marras (01-06-2018). 



 61 

All the politicians involved were elected to the Christian Democrat party, so the endorsement 

of the church undoubtedly played an influential role in the negotiation. Soon after that meeting, 

the minister of agriculture was sent to Arborea to sign the deal with which the Italian state, 

which at the time owned SBS, agreed to sell the land to the Arboreans who had been working 

on it in previous years. This brought about considerable changes in the Arborean society as 

many took the opportunity to buy the land and pay for it in instalments over the years, allowing 

for a gradual change in the quality of life and an increase in revenue. The agrarian reform 

brought to an end the SBS-era and gave birth to the cooperatives. One of the conditions the 

peasants had was to sign up to at least two of the cooperatives. This move proved to be very 

successful as it maintained continuity in the productive system and safeguarded the many SBS 

workers who then became cooperative employees. 

  

4.4 Bars, Heart of the Imagined Community 
  

The previous section outlined an important anecdote of the Arborean community, which took 

place in a bar. Bars are a quintessential part of Italian society and in Arborea they play a key 

social function as centres for spontaneous aggregation or meeting venues to discuss ideas or 

projects, including volunteering initiatives, as will be further explored in the next chapter. 

 

Meeting at the Bar  

The bars play a key role in Arborea and provide a space in which people meet, get news, have 

a snack or just take a break. In most bars interaction with everyone present was key, so when I 

first arrived I just used to enter and greet the person working behind the counter and place my 

order. Then I realised that everybody else first said a generic greeting to all those present, with 

a higher tone of voice often accompanied by a wave of the hand and only then turned their 

attention to the bartender. The daily routine of bars in Arborea started fairly early in the 

morning, many worked in the dairy production system so were already up and working at 5 in 

the morning. Regardless of work, many at some point or other during the morning, would stop 

at a bar and typically have a cappuccino or espresso with a sweet pastry or pizzetta18, as a way 

to start the day or have a second breakfast and meet people within the community. The 

 
18 A mini pizza  
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bartenders, most of which were women, were the hosts and played an important role in greeting 

customers, exchanging a few words and maybe spreading news. ‘Have you heard that…’ was 

one of the most recurring phrases which followed the initial ‘Good morning, how is it going?’. 

Beyond the bartender, there were at least one or two copies of the local newspapers available 

for customers to read updates on the latest news.  

During my three months in Arborea I spent a lot of time in bars, held many 

conversations there that led to interviews and found out a lot about the character of the 

community by sitting there and talking. Yet again, those who spoke to me where mainly 40+ 

as the younger generations would not feel the inclination or interest in approaching me, even 

though most knew who I was. The people who worked there were barefoot anthropologists, 

they observed and talked to people day in day out and gathered an encyclopaedic knowledge 

on the community that was very useful for getting leads and contacts to further my research.  

The locals who attended were also very talkative and welcoming, often insisting on paying for 

what I ordered. Bars were my direct point of access into the community life, which did not 

involve my gatekeepers.  

The sort of people visiting bars changed during the day with a predominance of working 

people in the earlier part of the morning, mothers around 8:30, after having dropped their 

children at school or at the bus stop for those who studied in a larger town, farmers after nine / 

once they had finished their milking duties and then retired people and a fairly mixed crowd 

from then on. In the evening the main function would shift from café to that of a pub where 

people ordered more beer, wine or aperitifs rather than coffee. Also the conversations normally 

lasted longer partly due to the complementary snacks that came with the drinks but also due to 

the fact that the working day was over.  

The north of Italy is renowned for its aperitif culture and undoubtedly an element of 

that transpires in Arborea. Both Campari and Aperol, the two most popular drinks at the basis 

of the classic Italian aperitif, are from the Veneto region. It is normal to go out to enjoy a glass 

in most parts of Italy, a small glass of wine in Arborea is called ‘un’ombra de vin!’ - translated 

literally a shade of wine. This way of calling a glass of wine is particular to Arborea in Sardinia, 

according to my informants the name originated from the era when they worked the fields 

under the sun and would then seek some shade and enjoy a small glass of wine to keep them 

going.  

In recent years even ‘unaccompanied’ ladies drinking in bars has been socially 

acceptable but fifty years ago this was not the case in Sardinia. In fact, one of the ladies of 

Veneto origin at the Bingo playing club who had married a Sardinian, recalls an episode from 
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her youth when she went to her in-law’s village. After Sunday mass she stopped in a bar alone 

to have a small glass of wine, fairly common in Veneto and Arborea, but not in the rest of 

Sardinia: ‘They all stared at me as if I were Sofia Loren’19,  she recalled, referring to the shocked 

expressions of the all-male environment she had entered. Undoubtedly the Sardinian 

relationship with alcohol was more gender segregated and women would usually drink when 

men were present. Nowadays, even though it is socially acceptable, amongst the older 

generation Arborea reflected this Sardinian tradition. During my fieldwork one could 

occasionally see women, even of a certain age, meet up to have a drink but they were 

undoubtedly a minority compared to the male customers especially when alcohol was involved. 

One could argue that this was one of the few traits of Sardinian culture, which had made its 

way into the new town. Nowadays Sardinia is more modern and across the island the stigma is 

not as strong as it once was as younger women have no problem in meeting up at a bar even 

for wine aperitifs without creating a stir amongst the male dominated crowd.  
  

Mapping the Bars  

Amongst the first buildings erected in the new community there was Osteria il Gallo Bianco a 

bar, restaurant and hotel - right next to the church on the main square. It was the point of arrival 

for all newcomers and a place where guests would dine and stay over. Amongst its notable 

guests there was also Mussolini himself, who visited the community multiple times. For many 

years Gallo Bianco was the only bar in the new town but with time more and more bars opened, 

like the previously mentioned Bar with two floors and Bar Marras. The greater distribution of 

wealth after the agrarian reform undoubtedly made bars accessible to everyone, as farmers had 

more time and money to spend there.  

Most people in the community tended to have a favourite bar that they would go to 

regularly, on a daily basis or sometimes multiple times per-day. When meeting someone for 

interviews it often took place in bars and I would let them decide where to go. With time I 

noticed that the bar my informants would choose very often was the same one every time, their 

local. The choice of which bar to attend regularly could depend on many factors and 

geographical vicinity was not one of them. Factors that contributed to the choice were circle of 

friends, range of pastries available in the morning, size of the platter that came with the aperitif 

in the evening, or very often just a personal connection to the person working behind the bar. 

 
19 Group interview with the Bingo Ladies, (28-05-2018). 
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There were also several bars connected to social or sporting societies so people would 

go there to meet fellow team mates or play a round of cards. From my experience, I observed 

that amongst Arboreans today, the bar one attends and the social circles have a stronger 

significance in terms of identity than social class or cultural origin. 

This argument goes beyond other theorists perception of nation and belonging as 

Anderson does not see them necessarily as fabricated. He argues that a lot can be done by 

people in power to emphasise, shape and manipulate group identity, but at the basis of it there 

must be a natural element in this that the people feel as their own. 

However structures built under the fascist regime remained in place, at least the 

physical ones and that undoubtedly had its effect on the population that continued living in 

those buildings placed within the productive grid. 

 

 

4.5 Do Bricks Shape Choices? 
Gian Piero Frassinelli is an internationally acclaimed Italian architect who wrote a book titled 

Anthropology of Design by a Non-Authorised Worker. In the book he draws on many examples 

from very far locations and in the chapter dedicated to total institutions he compared the 

treatment of people with psychiatric conditions in Italy and the USA. Although both are 

modern, first world countries with a similar past in the way they treated mental illness, in the 

last fifty years they developed in different ways. In Italy a pioneering psychiatrist Franco 

Basaglia, who was director of several facilities in the 1960’s, paved the way for closing down 

“madhouses” as he deemed them counterproductive towards the purpose of helping people 

rebuild themselves and get better (Frassinelli, 2019, p. 214). Basaglia wrote a paper on the 

destruction of the psychiatric hospital changing the status quo of how mental illness was treated 

in Italy (1968). It took several years but gradually these historical institutions started shutting 

down. It is interesting to note that madhouses did not simply go through a change in policy and 

regulation but that in many cases the physical buildings were closed and converted to 

completely other purposes. There clearly was a need to do so in order to bring the reformation 

he envisaged.  Moving patients to a different building, to then start a different treatment 

radically breaking from the past. I believe the choice to move patients was not merely a 

symbolic gesture, but a necessary step to promote a different procedural structure which in 

order to be effectively followed needed a different physical structure. So could one conclude 
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that bricks and buildings have a stronger power than people? So it seems, but ultimately people 

build buildings and are capable of tearing them down too. 

If one looks at history, countless examples of towns and cities being deliberately 

destroyed in order to be rebuilt from scratch can be found. The term ‘urbicide’ literally means 

the murder of a city (Berman, 1987) and has often been used by scholars to describe the process 

in which urban spaces get systematically destroyed in order to rebuild them and bring about 

social changes. Ramadan (2009) describes the way urbicide was used to describe certain 

attacks on cities during the war in ex-Yugoslavia and in his paper he focuses specifically on 

the case of a Palestinian settlement in Lebanon which was deliberately destroyed by looting, 

arson and vandalism, completing the job of urban erasure that had been partially successful 

during the military phase (Ramadan, 2009, p.162). Urbicide normally takes place within the 

setting of war, but the case Ramadan reported is an exception (p.162). Ample literature on the 

matter can be found in human geography, urban studies and architectural publications. Looking 

at this from a broader historical view, urbicide took place in several ways and under different 

circumstances throughout civilisation from ancient Greece, to the Templar nights in medieval 

times, to the destruction of the bastille in Paris under the French revolution, up until present 

day. Buildings that have been associated with culture and social structures were particularly 

targeted important in order to reshape a territory with a different set of rules.  

A contemporary understanding of the structure and power relation is offered by Raquel 

Rolnik who in her book Urban Warfare (2019), underlines how the growth of the empire of 

finance has impacted urban landscapes and policies in big cities across the world.  She defines 

this: a radical appropriation of space that invades cities and their urbanistic and housing 

policies, capturing territories, expelling and colonising spaces and lifestyles (Rolnik, 2019, p. 

279).  In Rolnik’s view, housing policies, new buildings and the global financial market are 

strictly connected. The presence of big glass buildings in capital cities serves more than the 

function of creating new offices or living spaces; one could argue it is setting a structure, or 

projecting an ideology in physical form over a landscape and therefore influencing it.  

Understanding what has more influence over people; Andersson argues that the 

communities are imagined which is the case on a micro and social level which helps us 

understand identity construction, but all of this must be framed with the overarching productive 

system which is the sole reason the new town was built. Arborea was designed from above and 

it can be seen as a grid of productivity where people are like the bees in Scott’s modern beehive, 

functional to the system. If we want we can use the example of the cattle in Mario’s stable to 

make the example more pertinent to the Arborean landscape, however, the substance does not 
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change. The agrarian reform and economic changes which affected the traditional SBS era class 

structures brought to some adjustments to the physical spaces as exemplified by the bar on two 

levels. The billiard table moving to the downstairs bar symbolically represented the elimination 

of structural divisions between working class and management which can now be seen by the 

fact most people today are on a first name basis in Arborea.   

 

Conclusion: 

Whether the structure as suggested by Scott, or the community as suggested by Anderson, 

determined the  changes in Arborea ultimately results in a chicken and egg dilemma. People’s 

ideas and actions undoubtedly can influence buildings that then influence the people inside 

them but this is only possible when part of the structure allows that change to happen. Would 

there have been such a change if the fascist regime stayed in place or if the church did not 

heavily back the peasants’ protest?  Construction choices are influenced by other buildings and 

broader societal choices. The architect plans the shape of a building but does so on indication 

of whoever is funding, with all the limits that implies. The builders who play the most essential 

part in bringing the vision into reality, just follow instructions. This confusing blur of building 

and societal structures sees everybody involved following a role, just like in a total institution.  

One could wonder: who’s at the head of it? Is anyone even at the head of it or is it just a system 

running on an almost automated process? I believe nobody can be certain. 

One cannot stress enough how important the productive model was to the development 

of Arborea. To do so a series of hierarchies, social classes and elements of distinction were set 

up to clearly give everyone within the grid a specific role to abide by to make the system work 

to its maximum potential.  Goffman uses the concept of total institutions to underline how 

within a certain facility that could be a hospital, a prison and so on everyone has an almost 

mechanical routine within it. I argued that in the case of Arborea the entire new community 

could be deemed a total institution as everything was in function of producing and maintaining 

SBS in a strong and dominant position. Unlike the example of the industrial city of Pullman in 

the USA (Buder, 1967), SBS was not owned by one man or a family, rather by a series of 

investors which put focus on the work and the structure to maintain order as opposed to the 

proprietor and his family having an invested interest in the proceedings. The process which 

ultimately maintained domination over the population then fell victim to its own authoritarian 

structure when the pillar of fascism fell, making the whole system buckle during the agrarian 

reform. Arborean society changed due to the heavy support of the Christian Democrat party 
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and the Catholic Church but the productive community lived on and continued doing what it 

was designed for, even though titles and economic conditions of the inhabitants had changed 

considerably. The next chapter will look at the role of the church in fostering community spirit 

and maintaining a moralising prerogative on its inhabitants. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Satellite view of Arborea and the productive grid around it.  
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Chapter 5: Church and Volunteering 
 

Returning once again to Giddens’s framework of structure (1984), the final element is 

legitimation which refers to the norms and sanctions that always need to be grasped in 

connection with domination and signification (p.31). Even though the three elements are 

strictly connected both within Giddens’ theory and the case study presented in this thesis, I 

would argue that the role of the Catholic Church most clearly illustrates the way normative 

perspectives get embedded into everyday life. This chapter is set to explore the social life of 

Arborea and the strong presence of the Catholic Church within the new community, by design 

of its founders. The catholic church’s relation to Arborea will be explored both historically, as 

playing a fundamental role in the community cohesion process but also looking into the many 

organisations and volunteering initiatives that stemmed from the Salesian order’s work in the 

territory. The final part will explore in more detail the role of the church today and how it works 

in terms of shaping the moral conduct of Arboreans far beyond the limits of the churchyard.  

The lack of a long history and tradition, meant that the new community had to work 

actively in creating an identity and set of traditions of their own. It was important to do so to 

avoid a similar destiny to the 19th century industrial town of Pullman whose inhabitants had a 

lack of attachment or any interested responsibility in the town, as a survey found they were just 

there to work and make money (Buder, 1967, p.7). The church played an instrumental role in 

fostering a community spirit and organising recreational events. Even though these activities 

are not part of the work life connected to the productive system, I will argue that the general 

structures of the new-town influence the community to its core, even in social settings. The 

determination and hard working drive of the volunteers is what makes Arborea such a vibrant 

community. This hard working spirit is something that connects back to when hardship was 

the only way forward, during the SBS-era and in the first few decades during the transition 

phase from peasant work to landownership.   
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The parish church, piazza Maria Ausiiatrice (2018)  

 

  

5.1 The Church, Placed at the Centre 
  

Like many parts of Italy, religion historically played an important role within the communities, 

in the case of Arborea the church was at the heart of the new town by-design. The main church 

was built in the central square but every hamlet had a small church or at least a chapel so that 

everyone could go to pray and attend mass on Sunday close to their homes. In order to offer 

the opportunity of following mass in several locations many priests were needed. The first 

president of SBS, Giulio Dolcetta, invited monks of the Salesian order to run the parish and 

live in the new community. The Salesian monks had a reputation for being good at educating 

and uniting new communities with people originating from different regions, something they 

had much experience of in colonial territories. I interviewed Leonardo Mura, a retired high-

school professor and director of the library of Arborea, one of the few people who was ever 

granted access to the church’s local archive. He told me that from the very beginning, there 

was a strong will to put the church in the centre. As a symbolic gesture of reverence, the 

president of SBS himself and all senior management members cleaned and prepared the church 

in person and made sure everything was in place before the planned arrival of the monks.  
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‘Originally there used to be six monks who had a structural, active relation with SBS 

until after the war when the Salesians became a key element of the fight for the land 

against SBS. This was due to the very strong connection between the priests and the 

population’.20 

Leonardo mentioned that, from an early date, the church created social organisations involving 

the town’s band, sporting societies and so on. This contributed to the broader vision of SBS in 

creating a homogenous society in which people could have a shared culture to maintain the 

loyalty of the workers as ‘if there were good workers SBS wanted them to stay, if they were 

bad workers they were sent away’21. Creating social activities, most of which centred around 

the church and fostering a community spirit had several advantages and there was a wish to 

create memories, common history and traditions within the community to tie the newly arrived 

settlers to the land. Bourdieu (1977) talks about habitus to describe the environment which 

influences the way people live: 

The habits is the product of the work of inculcation and appropriation necessary in 

order for those product of collective history, the objective structures example of 

language economy etc) to succeed in reproducing themselves more less completely, in 

the form of durable dispositions, in the organisms (which one can, if one wishes, call 

individuals) lastingly subjected to the same conditionings, and hence placed in the same 

material conditions of existence (Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 159-197).  

The monks’ role as community builders was mentioned by several interviewees who explained 

how they held a series of activities that brought people together for religious functions but not 

only. From the choir to the football tournament, sport societies, celebration of saints and 

religious events, such as the day of the patron saint, leading to community celebrations and so 

on.  

They even used to run their own private school offering the opportunity for pupils to 

live on the premises during term-time. This attracted teenagers from different parts of Sardinia 

to study and live in the boarding school in Arborea. The school closed several years ago and 

also the Salesian order’s mission ended. Now only one priest remains, he used to be a Salesian 

too but left the order to remain as the parish priest of Arborea. Beyond the religious functions 

and the school, the Salesians introduced a series of traditions aimed at bringing members of 

 
20 Interview with Leonardo Mura (08-06-2019). 
21 Interview with Leonardo Mura (08-06-2019). 
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society together via volunteering and a range of different activities which varied greatly, from 

music, to sport, to floral compositions and so on. 
  

5.2 Volunteering Spirit 
In Arborea volunteering was a fundamental element of community cohesion that often brought 

people both culturally and geographically distant towards the town centre. The confirmation of 

the municipality which prioritised vicinity to the land to that to fellow Arboreans, meant that 

many lived on farms and hamlets located up to 11 Km from one another and going to mass on 

Sunday or congregating for volunteering activities was a good excuse to meet in the centre. 

Historically, those who were able to engage in volunteering were only the elite within the 

community like the previously mentioned Dame di Caritá. After the agrarian reform, higher 

earnings allowed for investments to be made in new technologies to simplify the work and  

gave extra cash-flow so farmers had the chance to hire people and delegate some of the work. 

I believe the increase in free time was a fundamental element that allowed the establishment or 

the expansion of many volunteering organisations and traditions that are still a strong part of 

the community life to date. Returning to my interview with Vinicio in the previous chapter, he 

was a member of the cultural association, which ran the local library on a volunteer basis. Every 

Monday evening the cultural association held their weekly meeting and discussed ideas, books 

to be bought, budget and plans to develop the library and cultural initiatives further. 

Occasionally the mayor also took part in the meetings, if particularly big events were on the 

agenda. The library association is one of the few that is not associated with the church, unlike 

the others I will illustrate in the next chapter.  

One must not forget that the Catholic Church did not recognise the legitimacy of the 

Kingdom of Italy as they were responsible for reducing the Church’s territories from a vast 

region accounting for almost a third of the Italian peninsula, to the square and buildings of the 

Vatican that we see today. This area was recognised as an independent entity, separate from 

the Italian State and still is to date (Italian Constitution, 1948). Mussolini managed to reach an 

agreement with the Pope in 1929 with what is known as Lateran’s Treaty and the common 

agreement is that the Catholic Church and Fascism were fighting the red threat that could have 

led to Italy becoming Communist. 

If one were to look once again at the three previously mentioned key values in Arborea 

- Fascism, Catholicism, Autarchy (Hatherley, 2018), one could argue that fascism had a very 

influential role back in the day. In a local dimension, fascism brought the founding and running 
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of sporting societies and organisations involving activities to bring people together and feel 

patriotically united and loyal to the fascist party. The fascist sporting and recreational 

organisations no longer exist but they have been substituted by other organisations within the 

democratic and volunteering framework often operating in the same buildings and maintaining 

the same community spirit but without the forcefully ingrained adoration for Mussolini and the 

fascist regime.  

The organisations that were not founded by the regime were established or were in 

someway connected to the church and supported or sponsored by the cooperatives. The central 

position of the church made it ideal for holding meetings and events plus often activities would 

have some religious connection. The choir would sing at the Sunday mass, the Infioratrici made 

compositions mainly depicting biblical references, the yearly summer-long football tournament 

was held on the church’s football pitches and so on. These organisations mix socialising with 

working to build something bigger and greater for the benefit of the community. I was surprised 

to find that there were so many of these organisations in the municipality and that they each 

had a large number of active members. Comitato Santissimo Cristo Redentore regularly met at 

the bar El Ninio, as one of the members worked there. This organisation is one of the biggest 

and oldest ones uniting three generations of Arboreans to work together on a voluntary basis 

to fundraise and organise the festivities for the patron saint of the new-town, Christ the 

redeemer, celebrated in July.  

When people turn 25, 50 and 75 they get invited to join the committee in organising the 

festivities and this happens at some point in January with the first general meeting. On that 

occasion, they elect their president and decide the main roles, colour of the personalised work 

t-shirts and outline the work ahead which lead to the main events in July. However their duties 

officially finish in mid-august when they organised the festivity of the patron saint of Luri, one 

of the bigger hamlets in the southern part of the municipality.  

The Comitato was founded by the church and on a yearly basis brings into close contact 

three generations who negotiate the details of a celebration to benefit the entire community. 

The parish priest plays an important role in lending rooms within the church owned complex 

for meetings and occasionally taking part in some of the events. The duty of the president was 

to obtain the necessary funding to organise the celebration, which often came from private 

donations and sponsorships from local companies, first and foremost the cooperatives. I 

conducted extensive participant observations within the group and filmed meetings, their work 

in preparing and managing events and their social activities. They were a team of around fifty 

and worked extremely hard to fulfil their ‘civic duty’ and make their community proud of them. 
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For the patron saint celebrations they booked frontline artists consisting of a couple of celebrity 

pop-stars and a famous DJ who all came specifically from mainland Italy. Even during the 

event the volunteers worked as security staff and prepared food to sell together with beer and 

drinks in their big stand located close to the stage. Within the group everyone was friends and 

on a first name basis, many knew each other from before, especially those in the same age 

group who were often class mates in the local school. The environment was informal and very 

laid back, however they elected a president and there was an element of institutionalised power 

invested in him. His responsibilities involved making public speeches, taking the final decision 

and overall responsibility over the operations. Many addressed him as ‘Presidente’ even if he 

was a 25 year old and most people addressing him were double if not triple his age. There 

seemed to be continuity between volunteering and the structure of the productive community, 

which characterised Arborea throughout its 90 year history. This also emerged from the focus 

on productivity; factors such as budget, turnover, number of participants and feedback from 

participants were all indicators that many would refer to when assessing the success of the 

event. I do not have parameters for a comparison with festivities in communities in other parts 

of Sardinia, but believe that the hard-working mentality many Arboreans grew-up with was 

also very evident when working on a volunteer basis. 

Beyond Comitato Cristo Redentore and ProLoco, which will feature in the following 

chapter, there were many other smaller organisations active in the community. Some would 

revolve around a particular sport; others instead would develop a common interest or activity 

like the choir of Santa Cecilia, the Infioratrici, a group of ladies who made artistic compositions 

using flowers and plants, the Gardening group - who help the municipality in maintaining the 

public greenery just to name a few.  

 

5.3 The Catholic Moral Imperative 
  

Sex Patrol 

With time, many of the traditions initiated by the church started running independently from 

it; however they all maintained a certain degree of connection to it. Some examples are the 

need to formally invite the priest to the meetings and activities, offering him dinners and 

donating money and gifts to the church.  Even amongst those who did not go to church there 

was a sense of respect towards the religious institution within the community and the priest 
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himself. Off the record many voiced upset at the amount of power he maintained and the strong 

moral whip he held over the community. An amusing example of this can be found in the signs 

displayed in the corridors of the church-run hostel, located in the building that formerly housed 

the boarding school. The sign reads:  

Attention  

1. It is forbidden to move the beds.  

2. Toilet paper was invented for one purpose and that purpose alone.’ 22 

  

Whilst it might be entertaining reading the sign and imagining the priest sex-patrolling a bunch 

of horny teenagers on Catholic summer-camps, it is not that amusing when you live in Arborea 

and have to deal with a particularly strong, even for Italian standards which are already fairly 

high, hegemonic Catholic culture that extends far beyond the churchyard.  

From back in the 30’s when the priest indicated women on 

bicycles as ‘donnacce’ (as did many in the Sardinian community 

at the time) to claims of recent moral disciplining the Church 

always had a strong say on how things in the community should 

go. According to my informants, the church’s moral judgement 

took place on a regular basis and exempted nobody in the 

community. The tools used to enforce the church’s moral code 

were several: a reference during a Sunday mass sermon, a 

condemnation in the monthly newsletter sent out to every 

household in the municipality and most recently even via social 

media. According to my informants, the clergyman allegedly talked about immoral behaviours 

without mentioning any specific name but by giving just enough detail to the story for the 

person in question and the rest of the community to identify who the priest was referring to.  

 

The Moral Scandal 

A lot more could be said on the moral role of the Catholic Church within the community which 

historically and to this very day has influenced many of the aspects in the political and social 

life of the town itself. However, I will limit myself to just using one example to give an insight 

 
22 Sign in Albergo Don Bosco, Arborea. Photo by Alexander Maxia (17-05-2018). 
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into the dynamics. In 2015 the priest underwent a lot of criticism after he left a written comment 

under a picture on social media website Facebook depicting a nude homosexual couple at a 

gay pride event. The screenshot of the comment was published by the regional newspaper, La 

Nuova Sardegna (2015) and made headlines across the island and beyond. 

Priest: ‘A flamethrower to ignite what was almost extinguished?...’ 

User: ‘Aren’t you a priest? In your opinion, are these suitable affirmations for a 

priest?’ 

Priest: ‘But I’m also a person, a man and a citizen so…. I write. I could have 

even gone a bit further…’(La Nuova Sardegna, 2015). 

This created quite a storm with many people within the local community and gay-rights 

activists. The episode angered many people, especially the younger part of the population who 

had a more open minded and critical approach to Church morality. An informant told me her 

son got so mad that he went up to the clergyman and started shouting at him in public. Even 

though she agreed with her son and even had personal experience of being publicly shamed by 

the priest, she ordered him to go and apologise, as ‘you can’t do that, he’s still our priest’.23 

For ethical reasons I only used this episode as it was broadly covered by the media, 

hence it would not further expose the church and the easily identifiable parish priest, solely 

responsible for the church’s action within the municipality for the past decade.  

One could argue that the Catholic’s presence in Arborea is hegemonic as there is not 

really any escaping the church’s presence and influence when organising something within the 

municipality. The term hegemony originates from ancient Greek but entered the vocabulary of 

political and social scientists after Antonio Gramsci defined it as:  

Intellectual and moral leadership whose principal constituting elements are consent 

and persuasion. A social group can be said to assume a hegemonic role to the extent 

that it articulates and proliferates throughout society cultural and ideological belief 

systems whose teachings are accepted as universally valid by the general population. 

Ideology, culture, philosophy and their organisers - the intellectuals - are thus intrinsic 

to the notion of Hegemony (Gramsci in Fontana, 1993). 

An interesting case study by an Anthropologist in the late ‘70s underlines how Gramsci   saw 

the Catholic Church as having a lot of political significance in Italy; due to the fact it was a 

 
23  Informant who requested anonymity (2018). 
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stable institution that had been present for over a millennium longer than the Italian State. It 

was a case of lack of legitimacy of the new form of power compared to the old one (Kertzer, 

1979).  

Gramsci elaborated his theories whilst imprisoned by the fascist regime as they deemed 

him dangerous; the judge’s sentence read that the sentence aimed to stop his brain from 

functioning (Lo Piparo, 2016). Undoubtedly the power inherited from the era in which SBS 

placed the church at the heart of its community has been preserved to a great extent as it was 

physically and culturally embedded into the centre of Arborean society.  
  

Whilst the SBS-era and the clearly segregated class system was superseded, the production 

models were maintained even though changes in the community were several. Today the 

community has an apparently equal outlay with everyone being on a friendly, first name basis 

when meeting in the street, at the same bar or at the different community events. However, I 

would argue that under the surface some of the previous structures and hierarchies are 

maintained in different forms. On the surface everyone is equal. Especially when volunteering; 

everyone wears the same t-shirt and gets appreciated or criticised purely based on the amount 

of participation and effort they put into the cause. Beyond moments of community cohesion, 

some people sit in air-conditioned offices and make big decisions and others work the fields 

and farms with much better technology and higher income but arguably still confined to a 

limited decision-making capacity for the territory they inhabit. As the next chapter will explore, 

many of SBS’s functions were passed onto the cooperatives and they continue to play an 

influential role on the territory.  

Extreme patriotism of the fascist Mussolinia society has been transformed into a 

healthier pride for the Arborean community and produce. Without the fascist party the State’s 

role in promoting social activities naturally decreased, but was compensated greatly by the 

strengthened influence of the Catholic Church that had more freedom than under Mussolini’s 

rule. The Catholic Church had been placed at the heart of the community by design and SBS 

gave the monks the task of running the parish and most importantly bringing together the 

community with religious functions and creating traditions. Bourdieu conceptualises as habitus 

the series of traditions, social settings and more generally settings in which people live in. The 

habitus affects how they go about their lives in every way. Many of the volunteering 

organisations were founded and are still in someway directly or indirectly connected to the 

Catholic Church. Historically the priests’ contribution to the new community was fundamental 
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and providing an all encompassing community spirit. After the fall of fascism, the loyalty of 

the monks changed as they became politically active in supporting the Christian Democrats 

and siding with the peasants as opposed to SBS as they had previously done. They successfully 

pressurised the government to intervene so that SBS sold the lands to the peasants, which 

eventually resulted in the agrarian reform. Still today the one remaining parish priest maintains 

a lot of influence on the society and projects his moral code of conduct on the surrounding 

community. The scandal involving the comments that he made on the nudist homosexual 

couple was just an example of the daily moralising influence the priest and institution maintain 

on the community. The church’s moral high ground and dominance on the discourse which it 

exerts by shaming attitudes and individuals acting immorally, is still a reality today. Gramsci 

used the concept of hegemonic culture to describe how an opinion is projected upon a 

population and seen as universally accepted and this is undoubtedly the case within Arborean 

society which respects the position and authority of the priest even if many might not share his 

point of view or justify the moralising whip he holds on the local community. 

Arborea also follows the common trend of decreasing numbers of regular church 

attendees and a rise in the number of people who altogether are not interested in the church. 

One could speculate that with the newer generations combined with a different parish priest, 

who is not of Salesian tradition, things might change further within the community. The 

previously mentioned scandal on social media exemplifies how the religious leader is not 

necessarily deemed as a role model for society as was more common fifty years ago. The 

scandal, the protests, the petition to the bishop to change parish priest did not change things. 

Nonetheless the church as an institution is still highly respected within the community and 

what the priest says is taken by many in the community as norms and values to abide by, even 

though, as the generations change, the number of people legitimating the priest with this 

amount of importance is gradually decreasing.  

 

Conclusion: 

 In Arborea it is hard to cut out an institution of such importance due to it having been designed 

as one of the central pillars in the new community both physically and socially. Combining 

Bourdieu’s explanation of habits and creation of a collective history with Gramsci’s theory on 

cultural hegemony one sees of how much importance the church’s role was then and still is 

today within the community. The priest’s word is still an element of legitimation or 
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condemnation towards Arboreans who even after the scandal in the media, maintain their 

loyalty to the Church. The following chapter will look into another hegemonic power even 

more ingrained in the community or rather the community being ingrained within its structure 

– the productive system.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Celebrations for Saint Mark, the patron saint of ‘Centro Uno’, the northern most hamlet of Arborea. 
After the mass, the congregation took the saints statue in procession around the surrounding fields 
(25-04-2018). 
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Chapter 6: Community and Biopower 
  

I say, then, that in hereditary states accustomed to the rule 

of their prince's family there are far fewer difficulties in 

maintaining them than in new states; for it suffices simply 

not to break ancient customs, and then to suit one's actions 

to unexpected events; in this manner, if such a prince is of 

ordinary ability, he will always maintain his state, unless 

some extraordinary and inordinate force deprive him of it; 

and although it may be taken away from him, he will regain 

it with the slightest mistake of the usurper (Machiavelli, 

1532, Chapter II). 

 

In The Prince (1532), Niccolò Machiavelli referred to hereditary forms of rule, underlining 

how power is institutionalised and recognised as legitimate following the bloodline. In the case 

of Arborea, the strongest ruling power was not the king of Italy, nor the prime minister in Rome 

- even under Mussolini’s regime - but the all encompassing infrastructure of the private 

company which owned the territory, SBS. Even after the rebellion and the granted reform of 

the land, many of the structures were maintained and although on paper everything changed I 

will argue that some dynamics within the new community were maintained the same, albeit in 

a more covert form.  

This chapter will analyse the Arborean society in the present, how within the 

democratic landscape structures and hierarchies changed greatly from the SBS-era but 

ultimately follow a set path of being an intense production machine that no individual or group 

seems to be able to influence all that much. An element of continuity with its past, this chapter 

will analyse a community meeting together with references from several interviewees and 

literature from Gramsci, Foucault and Scott in understanding the dynamics of two volunteering 

organisations: one that works in partnership with the production system and another one which 

is of a more independent nature and that often voices concern about the direction their town is 

going and the role of the cooperatives within this. 
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6.1 Biogas, a Community Meeting 
  

People are gathering in the courtyard of the church, it is midmorning on a weekday and there 

are no religious functions planned, but nonetheless several people both from the community 

and not, are gathered outside the doors leading to the church’s auditorium. In those days I was 

living in the church-run hostel, which was situated where the boarding school once was, so by 

chance happened to see this unusual gathering. Struck by curiosity, I joined them and shortly 

after Manuela, the mayor, arrived dressed particularly elegantly for a Wednesday morning and 

told me that a community meeting was about to take place which could be interesting for my 

research.  

I followed her inside the conference room and noticed the arrival of several ‘down to 

business’ people dressed to impress or in smart-casual attire, suits for the men or dress plus 

heels for the ladies. Soon after a journalist and cameraman arrived which confirmed my hunch 

that the event was of broader interest than many other meetings which had taken place in that 

room, like the regular ones for the volunteering organisations.  

That morning there was going to be the last in a series of three community meetings in 

which the local dairy cooperative, 3A - Latte Arborea, together with an energy firm were going 

to discuss their plans to build a plant to extract biogas and bioethanol from animal waste within 

the municipality’s territory. This was being presented as ‘a smart solution’, which would 

benefit the community and the whole of Sardinia. After all, the large number of cattle provided 

Arborea with an abundance of manure, which would be suitable for the production of biogas. 
  

The meeting’s key speakers all sat in the front row and alternated in taking to the stage, whilst 

most community members sat from the second row onwards. The speakers were: a 

representative of the energy plant, the sustainability investment manager of the milk 

cooperative, an external speaker from environmental NGO Legambiente, a sociologist expert 

on participatory processes and some coordinators who were taking pictures to document the 

process and update the social media pages and website dedicated to the community 

involvement project. None of the speakers on the panel had any negative views or critiques of 

the idea, they all saw it as a good investment and were perceived to be promoters of the idea 

as opposed to experts hosting a panel discussion on a set topic. This initiative was funded by 

the European Union as part of an effort to give voice to the people, hence the need for good 

exposure online and via social media. Another interesting aspect of the meeting was when one 
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of the project coordinators summarised the initiatives which had taken place in the previous 

events of the project; these included talks in schools, a guided tour of another biogas plant in 

Sardinia, seminars and so on. It was as if ‘community involvement’ meant informing and 

educating the citizens on the benefits of biogas as opposed to openly debating the pros and cons 

of the idea of installing the plant in question.   

The name of the event was Production of Biogas: the citizens perspective and on this 

occasion the committee of citizens, who had been chosen randomly from the local inhabitants 

plus a second committee of citizens who joined out of interest, presented their doubts and 

questions on the project. The extra committee was a group of locals ranging in age from 60 to 

80, who were members of the cultural society that runs the local public library on a volunteer 

basis and organise cultural events such as book presentations, seminars, topical lectures and so 

on. The one page document, resulting from internal discussions summarised the concerns of 

‘the library committee’ and was submitted to the coordinator of the community involvement 

process, the sociologist, a week prior to the event taking place.  
  

The main doubts expressed in the document were regarding the cost of the project, as there was 

no public funding supporting it and the fear was that the cooperative members were going to 

have to fund the investment themselves. This was an important concern for the participants as 

they believed that many farmers were already experiencing financial difficulties.  

The second greatest fear was that there would be an increase of traffic on the 

municipality’s road grid so they demanded that part of the profit made from the investment 

would be allocated to maintaining the roads, as the municipality’s ever decreasing budget 

would not suffice to carry out the extra maintenance needed. Arborea was built as a privately 

owned system which meant that SBS also carried out all the work necessary for the grid to 

work, unlike in the present day when the responsibility falls on the Arborean tax payers. 

However perhaps the most insightful point in the document was the final one, which 

warned that the profitability of manure might result in the cooperative’s managerial pressures 

on the farmers to increase the number of cattle on the ‘already over-saturated territory which 

is unsustainable from an environmental perspective but also for the farmers themselves who 

cannot cope with economic and physical strain of such high volumes of animals’24.  
  

 
24 Email correspondence between Arborea’s Library Cultural Society and the coordinator of the Biogas forum 
(05-2018). 
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An Overwhelming Odour  

To understand the extent of the problem, I will quote Gregory Kohler who conducted 24 

months of fieldwork in Arborea, as he well described the concern of over-saturation:  

 

During the fall and spring-the seasons when the Sardinian law allows Arborea's 

farmers to apply manure to their fields- farmers spray day and night, leaving a 

lingering odor throughout Arborea's countryside ("Chanel No.5" as one interlocutor 

jokingly called it) (Kohler, 2018, p.2).  

When I first arrived, I was surprised to find out that my host family had a tumble dryer, 

something very uncommon in Sardinia due to the hot temperatures and strong winds, but 

Patrizia told me it was common to have in Arborea as ‘you wouldn’t want your clothes to smell 

like a stable’25 another aspect of the increasing problem of oversaturation.   

  

In the final paragraph of the letter the committee concludes by openly appealing to the milk 

cooperative to reconsider the direction in which it was developing its business, inviting them 

to consider organic farming as an alternative for quality, healthy and socially sustainable 

produce, reminding them of the history of Arborea founded as an agricultural company which 

expressed a synergy between University agronomy and the goal of producing quantity and 

quality products for the Sardinian market. The specification of the market for which the food 

production system had been set in place was a direct result to the recent news of 3A selling 

their long life milk in China, something the managerial team were very proud of. 

The exchange of emails which followed the series of questions asked was fairly heated 

as the sociologist in charge of the ‘community involvement initiative’ replied to the leading 

spokesman saying that the observations made were off topic as their initiative ‘is focused on 

biogas and bioethanol, not of which market orientation 3A should take, or the nature of 

agriculture that Arborea should adopt, an interesting topic but not concerning the project’26. 

A few days after the exchange of email correspondence, the meeting took place 

following a similar style to many other public events in the municipality; welcoming 

statements, various speakers made PowerPoint presentations, numbers, statistics, estimates, 

percentages and so on. All seemed to point that the initiative was positive for the territory and 

 
25 Informal conversation with Patrizia (04-2018). 
26 Email correspondence between Arborea’s Library Cultural Society and the coordinator of the Biogas forum 
(05-2018). 
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that all previous concerns had been addressed. However, those who had voiced concerns in the 

document submitted a few days earlier were sitting in second row; arms crossed and did not 

shy away from taking their concerns to the microphone.  

The panel kept reassuring the audience that there would be no extra costs on the 

community for the construction of the plant, an estimate of 10 million Euros, although there 

was no clear answer on whether part of the profit would be allocated to funding the maintenance 

of the municipality’s road grid. All the presentations at the event shared the same positive view 

on the planned investment and regularly dismissed concerns. To put it in Gramscian terms; one 

could argue that there was an element of hegemony in discourse as such a positivistic approach 

to the debate and deliberately ignoring the counter arguments seem to reflect this, all for the 

sake of following the agenda set out by 3A.  

The panel’s optimism did not reassure the committee and a lady asked if this would 

result in an extra cost for the farmers. She reported that many were struggling to maintain the 

business due to the ‘extremely low price of milk and meat purchasing rate from the 

cooperatives’27.  

Even in this case, the panel did not give a clear answer to her concerns, as it was 

something that the dairy company had to decide. Their representative was in charge of 

sustainability not financing so the ball was dodged, again. Another panellist put an end to the 

discussions by saying ‘some of the things that have emerged are important but they relate 

mainly to the company’s internal decision making as opposed to the relation between the 

company and the citizens. I know that in Arborea it is difficult to distinguish citizens from 

[cooperative] members, making this a very particular situation’ - to which the lady from the 

committee who questioned earlier replied that she was part of a family of cooperative members 

and that for her it was impossible to separate the two things.  
 

The mayor took the stage towards the end of the event thanking her citizens for actively getting 

involved in the debate and then all the other speakers and the organisers of the initiative. She 

recalled a previous example of an energy company wanting to operate in Arborea a few years 

earlier, in which a big oil company wanted to conduct exploration drilling without involving 

the local community. Consequently there was outrage from the entire municipality, which 

united in actively opposing the move with a series of initiatives. Amongst one of the key figures 

in the protest movement at the time was also the mayor herself who, having a doctorate in 

 
27 Community meeting, filming by Alexander Maxia (31-05-2018). 
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biology, presented evidence and concerns for the potential environmental impact the drilling 

would have had on the natural ecosystem and the farming agricultural industry which 

characterises Arobrea. The major difference between the opposition to the oil company’s 

project and the one for the biogas producing centre, was that fracking would jeopardise the 

production system hence the cooperatives backed the opposition to this external intervention. 

In this case the initiative was led by one of the cooperatives so the group of people expressing 

doubts were standing alone.  

One of the closing statements from the representative of the environmentalist NGO 

basically recapped how many different experts and partners were involved in the project 

singling out the importance of the initiative which involved the citizens, recommending this 

model for similar future proposals. The tone used could almost be interpreted as wanting to 

subconsciously justify the endorsement from the NGO he represented, as he often looked for 

confirmation to his fellow panellists to receive support for the statements he was delivering. 

Nothing wrong with what he said, but why did he feel the need to do so? 

  

6.2 The Relationship Between Cooperatives and 
Community 
Biopower, a Community Meeting  

Looking back at the footage filmed at the community meeting and the series of email 

correspondences that preceded it, one sees the planned construction of the biogas plant 

presented as a good idea. One sees how the community meeting’s main function was that of 

lecturing Arboreans on how good this investment was and on the many reasons one should be 

enthusiastic about it, the name community meeting almost sounds out of place.  

The structure of the meeting itself together with the coordinator’s emails, which built 

up to, it, did not allow much room for questioning the context of the investment and the broader 

environmental problems that the municipality was facing. Counter intuitively it would seem 

that Biopower is needed to produce biogas. The concept of Biopower was explored by Michel 

Foucault who defined it an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the 

subjugations of bodies and the control of populations (Foucault, 1977, p.140).  

He argues that it was a tool for the State to exert control over its population by the use 

of a series of structures that enforced ideological dominance. In the Arborean case it was not 

the State but the inheritance of the SBS productive centred rule which was naturally the 

cooperative, in this case the dairy one which is by far the biggest and most influential one on 
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the territory. When a system is designed for a certain purpose many changes can be made but 

it will preserve elements of continuity. In Discipline and Punish (1977) Foucault explains how 

the criminal justice system has changed making a series of multi-sited examples in different 

periods of history and illustrating how the punishment of criminals moved from the public 

square to a more secluded, covert form. The principles have not changed all that greatly but 

there has been a considerable change in form taking away the spectacle but maintaining the 

key aspect of exercising power on individuals, like the transition from public flogging to 

waterboarding suspects in facilities such as Guantanamo bay. In Arborea, SBS has long gone 

and the cooperatives are not as controlling; they don’t send their inspectors on horses to make 

sure that contracts have been fulfilled and everyone has the right to voice opinions in the 

cooperative members assemblies. Clearly though, some of the top down social elements have 

been preserved, even if nowadays almost everyone is on a first name basis. 

The French revolution symbolised an enormous change in our history and the storming 

of the Bastille was perhaps the most iconic moment of people taking control of that symbolic 

building and tearing it down. They effectively destroyed many of the old structures and 

removed the monarchy with theatrical beheadings in public squares. Yet only a few years later,  

general Napoleaon Bonaparte who led the revolution, then chose to be crowned emperor by 

the Pope, maintaining many elements of institutional and ceremonial continuity with the past 

as his way of marking the power of the revolution. Exerting power relied once again on the 

continuation in structure; someone remained in a position of absolute leadership even though 

he was no longer called ‘a sovereign’ but rather ‘an emperor’ invested with all the glory one 

could possibly imagine. Ultimately though, Napoleon maintained domination over the people 

of France.   

 

Relationship Between Cooperatives and Community  

During the meeting a key point to understanding Arborean society was raised: the embedded 

relationship between the dairy cooperative and the surrounding community around it. They 

both share the same history and the same name or brand: Arborea but since the end of SBSera 

have gone their separate ways in terms of economic interests. The name of the town is almost 

a synonym for milk in the Sardinian context, as it is the biggest producer on the island and third 

biggest in the whole of Italy. Arborea’s citizens have a lot of pride in 3A, as it invests a lot of 

resources within the community itself, sponsoring events, both large and small, within the 

community and also putting the new-town on the map on a national and international level. It 
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is important to underline that this power relation was not something that the company built 

specifically in recent years, nor would it be necessarily perceived by the average Arborean, or 

at least not to the same extent that I narrate it here.  

The exchange between the company and the citizens committee was unlike many other 

‘community meetings’ where a big company talks to the people living around the industrial 

establishment. The environment was formal, dictated by context, however the spokesman of 

the cooperative knew most of the people sitting in front of him and they knew him and his 

family as he had been born into the community he was addressing. At first I could sense from 

the spokesman’s body language that he was uneasy when being introduced as the manager of 

Latte Arborea and he immediately rectified this given title by opening his presentation saying 

‘most of you already know me anyway’28 effectively putting himself on the same level as his 

listeners.  

The lady sitting, cross-armed in the second row amongst the audience who asked the 

most questions also knew him well as they were both been born in the same year and had been 

at school together. The two 50 year old interlocutors were sitting on opposite sides of the 

auditorium that morning, however a few days earlier, they were sitting on the same side in a 

coordination meeting of Comitato Santissimo Cristo Redentore.  

Inter-connectivity between local cooperatives and citizens is a fundamental aspect of 

Arborea. In its 90-year history, it developed an identity strongly connected to farming and 

working the land. The cooperatives, of which the dairy one is nowadays by far the largest, play 

a key role in shaping the identity of the community. 

Under SBS the people who worked the land had no say in the production process or 

methodology or choice of what to grow. This changed when the workers turned into owners, 

at least on paper. It seems however that many of the dynamics between SBS and land workers 

were maintained between the cooperatives and landowners. Cooperativa Produttori in 

particular took on the role of providing the machinery, services and products necessary to run 

the businesses; everything from pesticides and feed for the animals, to an abattoir and 

consultancy services.  Accounting and finances, loans and so on instead transitioned over to 

the Cooperative bank, founded in 1980.  

The big difference between the SBS-era and the cooperative-era was the amount of 

money going into the pockets of the farming families, which increased as time went on. Owning 

their means of production and receiving a lot of economic incentives from the State to 

 
28 Community meeting, filming by Alexander Maxia (31-05-2018). 
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modernise and expand their facilities into the current industrial modern farming system was a 

huge change. When I asked the bingo ladies about the transition period one of them told me: 

‘Those who had the right mindset to work, made money (and she made the hand gesture for 

money). Those who did not, oh well… They even lost their home!’29 

 

Banking in the Productive System 

Even with the help of technical experts, such as Vinicio, many never learnt how to manage a 

business and sometimes families made larger investments than they could actually afford, 

running themselves into severe debt. A recent case in which a farmer had gone bankrupt 

occurred in 2014 and was covered intensely by the media, gaining a lot of attention across the 

island at the time. Many external organisations, from neo-fascist political movement 

CasaPound to Sardinian independentists, all united in anti-eviction demonstrations, supporting 

the family, which rejected the claim that the debt had not been repaid. The activists even 

surrounded the house to ‘protect the family’ from losing everything. Although these events 

took place over three years prior to my fieldwork, it was still fresh in many people’s minds due 

to the controversial nature of the events.   

The family repeatedly refused to leave their home and did all they could to maintain 

possession by placing barbed-wire fencing and gathering as much support as they could from 

different people and organisations, mostly from outside the community. The dramatic series of 

events ended with the deployment of dozens of policemen in full anti-riot gear, called in to 

evict the family after their house and land had been sold at auction as part of the bankruptcy 

procedure.  

Several years later, it was still something that people in Arborea were not willing to talk 

about openly, as it reflected a negative page of the community’s history in which a part of the 

grand productive system had failed. This relates to the sense of Arborean pride previously 

mentioned and the limited space for solidarity within the modern productive system which was 

very much maintained the top-down structure of the SBS-era. From my understanding there 

was not too much solidarity from other farmers in the Arborea system as many shared the view 

of the bingo lady of the family in question not having the right mind-set and attitude to conduct 

a successful enterprise.  

 
29 Group interview with the Bingo Ladies, (28-05-2018). 
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One could speculate that a successful farmer would have a greater degree of respect 

and popularity within the cooperative meetings than a less successful one, so could potentially 

find it easier to get elected to senior positions in the organisation and have a stronger say on 

the way the company was run.  

  

Also sitting in a position of power allowed for a certain amount of leeway when hiring staff to 

work in the administrative offices of the company as nepotism remains a particularly evident 

problem in Arborea and the rest of Italy. Would it have been more likely for the bankrupt 

farmer to obtain a remortgage if a senior member of his family had been in a senior position 

within the cooperative bank? I cannot answer that question, although there tends to be a 

repetition of the surnames of people in key positions within the cooperatives, something which 

can be noted more frequently from the end of SBS era to present date which indicates that a 

new, more subtle, less institutionalised, elite might have formed within the circles of Arborean 

society.  

In Discipline and Punish (1977), Foucault argues against a positivistic approach of 

history about the justice system as many of the sentences were given and executed behind 

closed doors preventing the public from seeing and potentially opposing the penalty inflicted 

upon a condemned citizen (1977). With the inauguration of the new facility in early 2000’s the 

offices of the cooperatives moved from the town centre to the compound of the new production 

facility a couple of kilometres south. The new modern building was not in the town centre and 

maybe this change brought changes into the company - municipality relation. 

 

Power is connected with oppression and rule. Power is productive and makes 

development possible. Power is an evil, a good, diabolical, and routine (Lukes, in 

Clegg, 1989, p. 239). 

Structuration theory takes the position that social action cannot be fully explained by the 

structure or agency theories alone. Instead, it recognises that actors operate within the context 

of rules produced by social structures, and only by acting in a compliant manner are these 

structures reinforced. As a result, social structures have no inherent stability outside human 

action because they are socially constructed. Alternatively, through the exercise of reflexivity, 

agents modify social structures by acting outside the constraints the structures place on them 

(Gibbs, 2013). 
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Even though societal-structures change, many physical ones remain. Some lands and buildings 

once owned by SBS were still in possession of the regional government, which decided to sell 

its remaining properties. The centrally located ‘President’s Villa’ was bought by the 

Cooperative Bank of Arborea for 1.5 million euro, an important moment in which the Sardinian 

government expressed satisfaction in having sold the almost century old building to a local 

company well inserted in the community (Pinna, 2018).  

Undoubtedly the sale to the bank of a beautiful historical building in a state of decay, 

safeguarded its future restoration and preservation bringing undoubtable advantages to the 

Arborean community. If we were to analyse this transaction from a symbolic perspective, it is 

interesting that the villa of the most powerful figure in the Arborean society during the SBS-

era was now signed over to arguably the most powerful institution in the municipality. The 

power does not lie in the hands of an all-encompassing company, rather in a credit institution 

that can decide whether to lend money, what conditions to apply and to approve or refuse 

requests for re-mortgaging. In modern society, there is a lot of power that can decide the success 

or bankruptcy of a farm or a private citizen in the community. Could this be part of the 

phenomena addressed by Rolnik (2019) of a financial institution occupying ground in Arborea 

both physically and societally like the big glass buildings do in big cities?   

Some of my interviewees voiced their concerns on the amount of influence the bank 

had on the local territory. The president of the bank was also the local quantity surveyor so any 

building permits, renovation plans or planned extensions would normally go through his office. 

There were no other surveyors in town and choosing someone from another town, according 

to an informant, would be seen as ‘risky’ as it would mean actively seeking to choose an 

alternative to his office. A couple of informants told me that when they decided to build a new 

family house they used an external surveyor going against the father’s advice who warned 

against ‘going against him’.  

Another interviewee told me of an episode in which some people felt resentful about 

the noise coming from a building-site from which loud noise disturbed people in the early 

afternoon, a time when many Italians take a nap. When the residents found out that the person 

in charge of the work was the president they dropped the case and refrained from taking it 

further out of ‘fear of the repercussions’ that might have followed if they had decided to report 

the disturbance to the authorities.30  

 
30 Informants who requested anonymity (2018).  
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Many within the community seemed to have a certain degree of fear for the man himself due 

to his influential position and to the fact that his voice has a stronger impact on the way things 

are run in the community, compared to the average Arborean. There is no document that can 

be quoted to support this claim but often when talking of power people do not write or talk for 

fear of the power itself. I contacted the bank asking for an appointment to interview the 

president so as to gain his point of view; but had no luck. One could question the extent to 

which the bank’s president has power on the community or whether it is more of a perception 

felt. Nonetheless the architectural link and the anecdotes that I collected during my fieldwork 

indicate that an element of top-down power and influence is invested in that particular figure 

of Arborea’s society.   

Its difficulties derive from one natural problem inherent in all new principalities: men 

gladly change their masters, thinking to better themselves; and this belief causes them 

to take arms against their ruler; but they fool themselves in this, since with experience 

they see that things have become worse. This stems from another natural and ordinary 

necessity, which is that a new prince must always offend his new subjects with both his 

soldiers and other countless injuries that accompany his new conquest; thus, you have 

made enemies of all those you injured in occupying the principality and you are unable 

to maintain as friends those who helped you to rise to power, since you cannot satisfy 

them in the way that they had supposed, nor can you use strong measures against them, 

for you are in their debt; because, although one may have the most powerful of armies, 

he always needs the support of the inhabitants to seize a province (Machiavelli, 1 

chapter 3). 

Machiavelli underlines how people fight the ruler in the hope of something better but 

sometimes changing masters does not change the power dynamics, if one looks at it from the 

point of view of the average Arborean who wants to have a say about what happens in their 

town. Of course everything has changed from the SBS era, people are much wealthier and feel 

a greater degree of freedom than before, however, complete freedom is limited by the 

municipality’s raison d'être. 
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6.4 In-Line or Subaltern to the Cooperatives  
 
As previously mentioned Arborea boosts a very vibrant and dynamic social scene with many 

volunteering organisations that play a very active role in the day to day community life. I will 

compare two organisations, one of which is very big and heavily supported by the cooperatives 

whilst the other one is considerably smaller for number of people active and participants to 

their events. The second organisation often questions the role of the cooperatives and the 

general direction in which their town is going in. 

ProLoco the Arborean ‘Foreign Office’ 

One of the biggest volunteering organisations in Arborea is ProLoco, whilst one of the smallest 

is the cultural society which runs the library. ProLoco. Is often referred to by locals as ‘una 

macchina da guerra’ (a war machine) for the way they worked hard, systematically and had a 

very strong organisational capacity. Within ProLoco there was an elected president, who was 

in office for several years and had similar responsibilities to the previously mentioned 

Comitatato’s president and was therefore addressed as Presidente. Their activities were centred 

around promoting Arborea as a tourist destination by holding a series of events throughout the 

year in collaboration with the municipality and with the strong support of the cooperatives.  

These events often promoted the produce or elements of cultural distinction that made 

Arborea unique on this island, attracting thousands of visitors from all over Sardinia and also 

mainland Italy. There are three main annual large-scale events: La Fragolata at the end of April 

where people are offered a tasting of local strawberries from the agricultural cooperative with 

whipped cream from the local dairy cooperative and simultaneously hold a fair on farming and 

production machinery; Festa delle Etnie - the celebration of ‘ethnicities’31 - at the end of July, 

where the cultural diversity of the community is celebrated by offering tastes of typical dishes 

from Sardinia, Veneto, Friuli and Romagna, the four regions from which most inhabitants of 

Arborea originate from. In October La Sagra della Polenta is held where the most traditional 

dish from the Veneto region is made; this traditionally cannot be found in any other part of 

Sardinia and is a very popular occurrence amongst Sardinians. Beyond organising events in 

Arborea, ProLoco also represented the community on mainland Italy by regularly organising 

visits to Arborea’s sister towns, mainly in Veneto.  

 
31 The locals refer to the word ‘etnie’ (ethnic groups) to talk about their own different cultural and linguistic 
groups within Arborea. Therefore the use of the word ‘ethnic groups; was done to give an accurate translation of 
the term and does not abide the more standard definition of ‘ethnic differences’ as all Arboreans originate from 
different parts of Italy.  
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In May 2018 I followed the delegation to Villorba, in the province of Treviso in Veneto, 

and noted that ProLoco had strong connections with the hosting organisation and municipality 

who greeted them as if there were part of an extended family. The entire trip lasted less than a 

week but the schedule was highly organised with many meetings, coffees, aperitifs, dinners, 

events and visits filled the few days of the visit. One could say that ProLoco is like Arborea’s 

foreign office; promoting the image and produce of its community, maintaining social relations 

and even organising cultural exchanges amongst their youth.  

The cooperatives regularly backed ProLoco’s initiatives by donating samples of their 

products and even lending a van to allow them to take samples of Arborean produce to the 

north of Italy. The delegation was of around 40 people mostly in the over 50 age group but 

there was also a group of six teenagers who were selected for the youth exchange project. The 

youngsters had a separate calendar of activities for the days they were visiting, including 

speaking in local schools and preparing an exhibition on Arborea history plus meeting fellow 

teenagers from the hosting community and staying for those days with a local hosting family, 

all expenses covered by the organisation. The climax of the visit was the big dinner with a 

couple hundred participants that sold out immediately, according to the organisers. Sardinian 

and local Veneto food was served and a part of the delegation of ProLoco wore traditional 

Sardinian folk costume, something that did not belong to Arborea but represented Sardinia as 

a whole and all of a sudden the Veneto town of Sardinia became a Sardinian town visiting 

Veneto. The beauty of a multicultural community is that its identity changed depending on the 

surroundings. This is something I can personally relate to as I’m half British and half Italian, 

however seeing it visibly there with an entire organisation of Arboreans roasting pigs on a spit 

in traditional outfits and singing the Sardinian anthem, as I never saw them do in Arborea, 

somewhat surprised me. Another distinctive attitude I noticed during the visit to Villorba was 

that many of the ProLoco representatives of Sardinian origin spoke to each other in Sardinian, 

again something I did not notice that much in Arborea. Undoubtedly the mission of promoting 

Arborea and the backing of the cooperatives proved of key importance in supporting the 

organisation both in terms of resources and moral support from the community at large.  

 

The Role of the Subalterns 

The cultural society that ran the library on the other hand was quite different. Beyond its much 

smaller number of members it appeared to me considerably less organised, less hierarchical 

and attracted only a small circle of active volunteers. Beyond the affiliations with the 
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municipality in order to organise cultural events and running the public library it was 

independent from financial and logistic support of the cooperative, which gave it a broader 

degree of freedom then again limited in effectiveness by scarce resources. Returning to the 

community meeting described at the beginning of the chapter, it was members of the cultural 

society who formed the spontaneous committee who questioned and voiced concern for the 

planned investment in the biogas facility. The members of that committee cultural society 

which runs the public library on a volunteer basis, morning and afternoon every working day 

of the week. The members of this society were mainly retired and of an age group that spans 

between late 50’s to 80 year olds. The one thing they all had in common was the love for books 

and promoting cultural initiatives.  

If we were to position them within the Arborean productive society, they could be 

deemed the questioning subalterns. Scott (2012) uses the term subalterns to define a group of 

oppressed people who unite to fight for a certain cause against the matrix of power. As often 

has been the case historically, revolts and revolutions were often led by well-read individuals 

and this was undoubtedly the case of this cultural society within the microcosm of Arborea. 

Most of the members had a level of education which considerably surpassed that of the average 

Arborean of their age. One could say that they were an elite of intellectuals within the 

productive system that historically was based on a top-down hierarchical model and still today 

did not welcome too much questioning on the managerial line taken by the cooperatives.   

Within this framework of the cultural society, its volunteer members organised several 

book presentations and lectures on topics that they deemed could be of relevance to the 

community. They were of great help to me in introducing me into the field and indicating 

suitable historical material and previous academic papers written on the community, actively 

encouraging me to conduct my research and asking me to give them a copy of my thesis. As 

they did at the community meeting, the cultural society did not shy away from potentially 

controversial topics that could have gone against the interest of the cooperatives. In the past 

they organised a talk on organic farming, in which Venicio lectured on its advantages thanks 

to his ample knowledge on the field combined with his personal interest in the cause. As 2018 

marked the 90th anniversary of the foundation of the first community, a lot of discussions 

around the table were about what sort of talks they should organise to contribute to the 

celebrations. One of the members said ‘if we do not question the direction in which our town 
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is going in, who will?’32.  This underlined responsibility felt by the librarian to question and 

stimulate knowledge and debate around the decisions being made in the municipality. 

  

The Privilege of Critical Thinking  

Needless to say that critical thinking can be deemed uncomfortable when it comes to big global 

corporations but on an Arborean scale the cooperatives did the same.  Another example of this 

dates a few years back and was reported to me by an informant who wished to remain 

anonymous. It regarded one of the cooperatives, which was offered the opportunity of giving 

its members EU-funded courses to increase their sectorial knowledge. This proposal was 

refused by the president who rejected the offer as it would have been suboptimal for the 

members to follow the course because ‘they create enough problems as it is at the members 

meeting’33 indicating that a potential increase of the member’s knowledge would lead to 

cooperative members questioning and expressing informed opinions that might go against the 

set plan, hence making it being harder for the managerial team to stir the company in the 

direction they saw most suitable. This recalls one of Gramsci’s most known quotes Study, as 

we will need all of your intelligence (Gramsci, 1919).  

It is clear therefore that within the industrial dairy production system milking is not 

limited exclusively to cows and that SBS in the past and the Cooperatives today have a big say 

on what questions are relevant and which are not on decisions being made on the productive 

system they administer which is ingrained within the municipality. Drawing the line between 

company and public affairs is not easy, as the questions at the community meeting underlined 

however poses a lot of questions on the effective freedom and decisional power the average 

Arborean has on the community they live in. Back in the day it was easier to see how those 

who were unable or refused to fit into the productive matrix were ousted by the community, 

whilst today this is not as tangible and on paper things have changed enormously. Education, 

critical thinking and activism could prove challenging for the cooperatives to continue exerting 

their role within the designed space which was not conceived for a democratic and participatory 

process. The wish to maintain the Status Quo, not be seen as problematic within the community 

and the lack of time to ponder on the bigger questions allow the productive system to maintain 

its efficiency in the short term however the questions raised on sustainability and long term 

vision raised by the cultural society might one day be deemed important by the managerial 

 
32 Filming of member’s meeting, cultural society of Arborea’s library (13-06-2018). 
33  Informant who requested anonymity (2018). 
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team of the cooperatives but this will only occur when their direct interests are on the line. But 

will it by then be too late to take action and guarantee a future to the productive system?  

 

Conclusion: 

This final chapter used the ethnographic material of a community meeting organised by the 

dairy cooperative with a series of external experts to illustrate the continuation of power in 

present day Arborea, albeit in a more covert form from the SBS era. Foucault wrote about the 

criminal justice system taking a broad historical overview of how the State punished those 

convicted from medieval times to contemporary practices but argues there was a continuation 

of intent of enforcing the rule of law and power structures. On a micro scale Arborea as a town 

changed many of its structures following the end of the SBS era but maintained its vocation in 

being a productive centre and its design was never meant to involve a democratic shaping of 

its destinity. The relationship between the cooperatives that took over the administrating of the 

productive system and the citizens of Arborea is very strong and a lot of involvement of citizens 

in the productive system and cooperative patronage in community activities could be expected 

due to the nature of the municipality, its history and the structures that characterise it. 

Volunteering organisations play a key role in the life of Arborean daily life and a comparative 

analysis of two organisations illustrated the relation to power that citizens have towards the 

production system. The first example illustrated how ProLoco worked in partnership with the 

cooperatives and voluntarily promoted their products and image in Sardinia and beyond whilst 

the cultural organisation did not have the same relation and sometimes questioned the decisions 

made by them which affect the territory they inhabit. The fact that the cultural society 

questioned big decisions and voiced concern in the community meeting that was illustrated and 

in other activities over the years was compared to the subalterns which Scott identifies as those 

who are external to power and oppose some of their development decisions. Lack of 

opportunity to truly impact their territory or even of obtaining answers to their pressing 

concerns put the ‘subaltern librarians’ in a subordinate position to the cooperatives. The 

cooperatives’ upper hand on what should be discussed  and what was deemed ‘irrelevant’ at 

the community meeting and in general presents elements of hegemony of the discourse that did 

not welcome criticisms or divergence in opinions. Undoubtedly SBS’s rule on work and private 

life has been long surpassed and many in the municipality are much healthier and wealthier 

yet, some aspects inherent of the productive community’s design remain. The cooperative’s 
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bank’s acquisition of the president’s villa with all the historical meaning that entailed could be 

seen as a symbolic transition of Arborea’s destiny from that of a society focused on production 

and increasing the wealth of SBS to that of a productive machine focused the economic model 

which recalls Rolnik’s theory on financial institutions occupying ground in big cities. Critical 

thinking is limited to the minority that have enjoyed the privilege of being able to study who 

however have a feeble voice in opposing the top down decisions which keep being made over 

Arborea.  

 

 

‘Home and Away’ - Two pictures of ProLoco Arborea volunteers. 
Picture 1: preparing lunch for ‘La Fragolata’ in Arborea (28-04-2018).  
Picture 2: in Villorba (north of Italy) representing the community in traditional Sardinian costume and 
exhibiting the roasted pigs (2018).   
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Conclusion 
  

Mario’s stable exemplifies structures, hierarchies and a set direction in the simplest of ways. 

Things for his 600 cows do not seem set to change in the near future and although some aspects 

of the production system could be deemed as unpleasant they are a pragmatic part of dairy 

farming on an industrial level. The rest of Arborea has an incomparably better life than the 

35.000 strong cow-mmunity but humans too follow a set structure and a system concerned 

primarily on producing and being competitive. Everything that happened in the new town was 

connected to external and bigger structures, be it the fascist regime, the neoliberal economic 

model or the fluctuations of the price of milk. All the external elements have had a strong 

influence on the municipality and its inhabitants, which adjusted to the changing of times 

following a top-down decision process on both the people and the landscape.  

This thesis investigated to what extent the design of the new town of Arborea affected 

the people who lived there in the past and also present day. It did so by posing the following 

questions: how did the design of Arborea affect the work and social life of the community 

around it? Can one nowadays find elements of continuity from the founding-era? Is the 

continuity correlated to the structures set out from the start? Yes. One finds elements of 

continuity of social structures from the founding era to present and I argued that this continuity 

remains solidly in place thanks to the physical structures within the municipality that reinforce 

the social ones. 

Throughout its six chapters it gave the reader an insight of daily life in what was built 

to be a pioneering productive town, explaining various aspects, which I argue contributed into 

shaping the community one finds today. Each chapter focused on a different aspect but the 

common thread connecting them was structure and continuity which in the course of its 90-

year history underwent many changes but ultimately maintained its original vocation as a 

production centred community. The ethnographic material illustrated how the importance of 

productivity was not only strictly connected to work but holistically affects many aspects of 

Arborea’s everyday life. Giddens’ structuration theory (1984), framed the relationship between 

individuals and the production system which could be seen as a productive grid. As in Scott’s 

example of the modern beehive (1998), it was built for efficiency rather than for the benefit of 

those who live within it. The chicken and egg conundrum of whether buildings affect people 

or people affect buildings remains unsolved; however, both sides of the argument were 

presented and discussed. In the specific case of Arborea, Anderson’s theory on imagined 
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communities (1991) is applicable to the social and identity-building processes, yet the ability 

of doing so was heavily limited by a series of set structures: the productive system, the Catholic 

Church’s moral whip and up until the mid 1940’s, fascism. Scott’s understanding of how 

people follow these outlaid schemes together with Goffman’s theory on total institutions 

(1961) explained how within the set structures of hospitals, prisons etc. a process of 

deindividuation was instrumental for the people within them to follow the rules and make them 

function. The importance of buildings on conditioning people was further validated by 

urbicide, which testifies how urban settings have been systematically destroyed and rebuilt 

throughout the history of civilisation. This was done to change the outlay and conform it to the 

new ruling power. Rolnik (2019) offers a contemporary approach which argues that the 

financial world is occupying space hence projecting its structures over landscapes and the 

people within them.  

 

The opening chapter illustrated the methodologies used, the ambition of seeking a relevant 

topic not only for the purpose of the assignment but to provide interesting points of reflection 

on the effects buildings and structures have on people that could be of use beyond academia. 

As Eriksen (2006) underlined, Anthropology needs to find its relevance in a broader audience. 

The choice of filming during the field was also illustrated with a review of the relation between 

the academic discipline and video through the years and detailing the pros and conns of the 

adopting visual methods. In order for the reader to have a rounded understanding of the 

fieldwork the first chapter also detailed the choices made on how the three month long 

fieldwork was conducted and the importance of building relationships within the community. 

Getting as close to an insiders’ understanding as possible was essential in order to validate the 

theory with ample use of ethnographic material collected.   

The second chapter explored the history around the case study on a national, regional 

and local level. The importance of using history not merely as a context but rather as a tool for 

understanding the present Arborean society was outlined and I quoted the paper pilots of history 

by Ginerich and Knoll (2018), which voiced a growing necessity for anthropology to go beyond 

its traditional subject boundaries. The southern question that Gramsci identified as being of 

key importance in understanding the dynamics of post unification Italy helped the reader gather 

insight into the broad structures of the north-south divide which Italy found itself to then focus 

on the position of Sardinia within this picture. The wild and backwards island rhetoric played 
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an important role in bringing to life such an ambitious and pioneering project to reclaim land 

from water and transform it into the productive municipality one finds today.  

In the third chapter I introduced the concept of structure as described by Giddens (1986) 

and used his theory as the key to analysing the different elements that shaped Arborean society. 

The choice of architectural styles and inhabitants was planned by engineer Dolcetta who 

selected peasant families from his home region over Sardinians, for their suitability in 

undertaking the task set out for them by SBS. My informants explained how cultural and 

linguistic differences between northern Italians and Sardinians were many, but that over time 

the necessity for the success of the productive system encouraged Arboreans to overcome them, 

in order to achieve the production goals and benefit SBS.  

The fourth chapter looked more closely at the class system, hierarchies and planned 

community focused on production and how these could be framed within the model of Scott’s 

modern beehive. It was a case of domination from SBS over the territory and people that made 

Arborea the way it is today. This claim was supported by an analysis of the infrastructures in 

the municipality that even physically separated mangers from workers in several ways as 

illustrated by the example of the bar on two levels and the anecdote of the billiard table. Arborea 

as a system was comparable to Goffman’s total institution in which everyone had a specific 

role and worked in an almost mechanical manor within it. The fall of fascism and the 

consequent change in dynamics led to the agrarian reform that allowed the peasants to become 

landowners and cooperative members, bringing considerable economic and societal changes to 

the new town. This then led to a reflection on the extent to which buildings affect people or 

people affect buildings as being a chicken and egg dilemma. A broad-angle view on the 

phenomena of urbicide, particularly relevant for urban spaces in conflicts, showed how 

changes in power lead to the systematic destruction of cities in order to rebuild them differently, 

thus shaping the societal values around them. The chapter concluded with Rolnik’s theory on 

how the world of finance occupies space in big cities with its buildings and projects thereby 

influencing the surrounding areas. This further validated the theory of there being a connection 

between buildings and the way people live.    

The fifth chapter focused on the role of the Catholic Church in Arborea which was 

placed at the heart of the new town by design. Its responsibility for setting traditions and 

founding organisations in order to build a community spirit was key in forming an Arborean 

identity. Its importance within the community’s day-to-day lives continues to date but so does 

its moral imperative which puts the parish priest in the privileged position of being able to pass 

judgement on behaviours and individual people. His voice bears a strong influence and is 
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broadly respected amongst Arboreans, who identify it as a voice of authority. Gramsci’s theory 

of cultural hegemony helped illustrate the way the Church set the moral standard and 

legitimised or opposed how people go about their lives. The parish priest caused a lot of 

controversy in a homophobic comment on Facebook which was echoed in the media due to the 

outrage it caused.  

The last chapter used the example of a community meeting on the plans of the dairy 

cooperative to build a biogas plant on the premises of the municipality. Arboreans were 

summoned to the meeting to discuss the proposal which in format resembled more a lecture on 

the benefits as opposed to an open discussion forum. This example helped the reader to 

understand how certain decisional processes and dynamics in Arborea were maintained within 

a top-down imposition, even several decades after the end of the SBS dominated era. Foucault’s 

argument in discipline and punish on the historical changes within the justice system 

underlined how it maintained continuation of purpose in holding power over individuals, even 

if the methods had changed radically. SBS no longer owned the entire area but the cooperatives 

who inherited the production facilities kept having a stronger voice on the landscape than the 

average citizen. The chapter ends with a comparison between two volunteering organisations; 

one that collaborates heavily with the cooperatives and boosts their image and another much 

smaller organisation which runs the local library. The latter often questions decisions being 

made in Arborea and therefore recalls Scott’s definition of the subalterns. The volunteer 

librarians often put themselves in a subaltern position to the structures of power by questioning 

and sometimes opposing, certain decisions made by the cooperatives. 

Overall one could conclude that in the case of the new town of Arborea a lot of 

engineering had undoubtedly been carried out, partly to make it physically possible to claim an 

extensive amount of drained marshland but also on a social level. Social engineering has been 

a controversial topic that used to be more broadly adopted by town planners in the past but has 

more recently been shunned, often deemed controlling and demagogical by public opinion. It 

is therefore interesting to see how the example of Arborea, constructed over 90 years ago for 

the purpose of being a productive community, achieved its goal and maintains that reputation 

to this very day. Undeniably the high productivity and economic wellbeing came at a cost; it 

involved the sacrifice of human lives who died from malaria in the early days and still today 

involves a partial trade-off in democratic rights. Still today to live in Arborea means accepting 

the smell of manure and all the set structures that the production model requires. The spirit of 

making an outstanding investment in Sardinia to create work and produce food were seen at 
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the time as paramount necessities in guaranteeing a more prosperous future for the island and 

that goal stays fundamental to this very day. 

Whilst in the past the goal was reached, one wonders if Arborea today is sufficiently 

preparing for even more changes in society that do not necessarily maintain the same growing 

needs as a few decades ago. Concerns over global warming, veganism and the increased 

sensitivity towards the sustainability of the product are all factors that could one day damage 

the cooperatives and consequentially the entire economic wellbeing of the cow-centred 

municipality. 

One could summarise this as prioritising economic interests versus the societal interests 

of the health and wellbeing of a natural ecosystem and the population who inhabit the 

municipality. A clash of interests, between businesses and society is not an isolated problem 

limited to Arborea or Italy, but rather a globalised problematic involving economic models and 

the short-sightedness of politicians and businesses towards natural ecosystems. Pressures from 

the internationalised market have pushed for higher standards and lower prices of milk leading 

the cooperatives to a constant need to expand and find new markets, like they have in China. 

Recently organic milk has started appearing on the shelves of Sardinian supermarkets; 

produced in the north of Italy and competitively priced compared to the one produced a few 

kilometres away. It will be interesting to see if the increase in demand for more sustainable 

products might push the company to listen to Vinicio and the cultural society’s advice given 

over the last 20 years. 

This thesis concludes that physical structures have a substantial impact on the people 

who use them, as they shape both work and social life. It is not uncommon for industrial cities 

to continually maintain elements that recall their history and general raison d'être which 

reminds us of the importance that planning spaces has on shaping lifestyles and societies. This 

is something that might require further attention in view of the current global situation. One 

could reflect on the importance of designing spaces and making long-sighted plans in the 

projectile phase and to the long-term effects that those initial decisions could lead to. This thesis 

aimed to demonstrate how infrastructures and their positioning go beyond their functional 

purpose but affect the behaviour of the people living there, even a couple of generations after 

when it was originally planned.  
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Further research 

Connections between the microcosm of Arborea and broader national and international debates 

can easily be identified and could lead to further research in many different directions. It could 

be of interest, for example, to conduct a comparative study between Arborea and traditional 

Sardinian villages to compare different lifestyles and means of self-sustainment both 

economically and socially. By studying the structure, one understands the continuity. 

Identifying the necessary means to build a functional community that reached the goals set out 

by its founders and that lives in prosperous economic conditions could be of interest to 

politicians and town planners. The way in which Arboreans constructed an active community 

spirit and integrated different cultures could be inspirational for those who are working on 

tackling societal problems such as isolation, disenchantment with the surroundings and 

depression.  

Looking to the future 

Giulio Dolcetta long left Arborea, however his bronze bust keeps a watchful gaze over its main 

square, situated in a prime position next to the town hall. What would he say about the 

community today? Malaria was defeated and many of the goals he set out were reached. Yet, 

the once pioneering community which used the latest technological advancements to be on the 

frontline in the production system, somehow lost its innovative edge. Victim maybe of the top-

down structures that he himself designed and the set-direction which came with them. Those 

who steer are the ones who follow a vision limited in horizons and who see as ‘problem–

makers’ those who question, doubt or make suggestions to change the productive community, 

as the subaltern librarians did at the community meeting on biogas. 

The strong pride in the town and the productive system made it difficult for many in 

publicly voicing their malcontent and problems or making positive suggestions on 

improvements. This was particularly evident within certain aspects of the community, 

especially those that could damage the reputation and interests of the productive system itself 

as those were the moments in which most informants did not allow me to film them and 

requested anonymity when quoting them. Although Fascism is no longer around to enforce its 

hegemonic ideals with violence, these structures have evolved into resorting to soft power but 

ultimately maintaining an element of the old autarchic value even beyond the moral realm. 

Nonetheless, Arborea represents a unique example of a multicultural integration process which 

through the years shaped a new and united community that occasionally might recall cultural 
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differences and joke about stereotypes, but that overall consists of people who work hard and 

maintain a strong sense of community.  
 

 

 

  

Picture 1: The ‘infiorata’ floral compositions inside Arborea’s church (2018).  

Picture 2: ‘Ciclopedalata lunch’ organised by Comitato Cristo Redentore (2018). 
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Appendix 

 

 
Offertorio. Gifts that are given to the church during mass include strawberries and dairy products 
from the local coopeatives. Photo: Alexander Maxia (25-04-2018). 

 

 
Church in the hamlet of Luri (2018). 
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Arborea’s Primary School, piazza Maria Ausiliatrice – the main square (2018). 

 

 

 

Festivities of the patron saint, Santissimo Cristo Redentore. Members of the comitato with author (15-
07-2018). 
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