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Abstract  

This article is based on doctoral research conducted in the fields of environmental adult 

education and environmental geography as part of a participatory approach in the 

context of a territorial ‘sustainable development’ project. The framework elements of the 

qualitative case study in question situate the article and its proposed insights in the 

dialogical dynamics of the environmental way of knowing studied from an institutional 

discourse analysis perspective. A transcoding of statements occurs, which affects the 

participatory dynamics and engagement of the inhabitants-actors. The challenge of 

considering environmental temporalities highlights the formative temporalities relating 

to the environment and the emergence of an alternative agenda centred on the commons. 

Suggestions related to environmental adult education are made to establish a reference 

framework for the environmental transition currently underway. 
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Introduction  

This article draws on the doctoral research recently conducted in France and Canada on 

environmental adult education (EAE) and environmental geography. The research 

addressed the issue of environmental transition, in line with the recommendations of the 

1992 Rio Conference. This conference generated the Action 21 programme, which 

encouraged the implementation of local Agenda 21 (LA21) projects as territorial projects 

designed to develop plans to operationalise the sustainable development framework at the 

level of the territories. Participatory approaches allow knowledge to be gathered. They 

also promote a formative dynamic, providing an opportunity to study the construction and 
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circulation of knowledge around socioecological issues. In alignment with certain 

territorial actors from municipalities in the central Pyrenees, my research aimed to study 

the dialogics of environmental knowledge1 as well as the role and consideration of 

environmental temporalities2, including formative temporalities relating to the 

environment (Lafitte, 2019), during the implementation of participatory and territorial 

approaches such as LA21. The LA21 of the studied municipality occurred in the second 

half of the 2000s. The data from the other participatory approaches studied, 

intermunicipal and beyond, as well as the data relating to personal housing projects date 

from the second decade of the 2000s (2010-2017); some of the data could not be included. 

Specifically, the aim of the research was to gain a better understanding of the feedback 

loops with the agency of the inhabitants-actors concerned, which are considered 

foundational conditions for the emergence of citizen expertise. Métailié and Bertrand 

(2006) consider that the concept of sustainable development is the first expression of the 

environmental concern that has gripped society and an attempt to enshrine short-term 

socioeconomic and political thinking in the long term. Ost (2001) agrees with these 

authors and believes that sustainable development projects are as much a symptom of a 

‘social time crisis’ as they are a response by societies. This imperative of the project is 

part of a broader relationship with time, which is a fundamental dimension of the 

environmental crisis defined as a dissonance between social temporalities and those of 

the biophysical environment, which can transform the system of actors involved. 

Therefore, we can grasp the complexity of the educational challenge represented by 

the object of an onto-socioecological transition. This transition lies at the crossroads of 

fundamental questions and contradictions, at the roots of being and its relationships with 

the world and ecosystems filled with objects of hybrid substances that combine culture 

and nature, the social and the biophysical, but that are always political. In all its diversity, 

the socioecological transition is political given the urgent need to change course. Adults, 

and not the children of future generations, are primarily responsible for making decisions 

and acting today, amid complexity and uncertainty, not without paradoxes but 

consciously and democratically. Although EAE has been addressing this issue for several 

decades (Clover, 1997; Hill & Clover, 2003; Lafitte, 2015), the difficulty of 

understanding the adult audience in all its diversity and social and occupational roles, the 

prevalence of transmissive approaches that value passive social learning, and the lack of 

visibility and recognition of the legitimacy of this emerging field considerably limit the 

formative effects of such a field of practical knowledge (Galbraith & Sisco, 1992; Wals, 

2007). 

The first section of this work presents the research framework and is intended to 

support insights into transition projects. The second section details some of the insights 

derived from the research conducted from the perspective of the dialogical dynamics of 

environmental knowledge. The findings shed light on how transitional projects related to 

environmental issues are implemented in living territories. The third section considers 

temporalities, including the formative temporalities related to the socioecological issues 

involved. It highlights the scope reflective of such formative dynamics, particularly with 

regard to the critical and political dimensions of EAE. 

Research -framing elements  

The following topics are based on qualitative research conducted during the 2010s. 
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Research context  

This article is based on a doctoral thesis defended at the end of 2019 in Montreal, Quebec. 

This research was conducted as part of a joint supervision programme, benefiting from a 

dual foundation in different academic cultures: environmental geography at the Geode-

CNRS laboratory at the University of Toulouse 2 in France and the Centre for Research 

in Education and Formation on the Environment and Eco-citizenship at the University of 

Quebec in Montreal (UQAM) in Canada. 

A participatory request was developed among the researcher, his project and 

stakeholders from the municipality concerned. The request centred on the participatory 

dynamic; its political, democratic and social underpinnings; and the terms of the 

production and exchange of knowledge relating to the environment within the framework 

of sustainable development, as embodied by the Local Agenda 21 (LA21). The fieldwork 

was carried out in the central Pyrenees, in a rural area that was grappling with the 

geographical dynamics characteristic of territorial restructuring. One of these dynamics 

refers to the territorial reforms that have accumulated in recent decades. 

The research explored the dialogic nature of environmental knowledge within a 

territory in the central Pyrenees and considered environmental temporalities as well as 

systemic and retroactive relationships with the power to act. The inhabitants of these 

territories are increasingly called upon to participate in environmental issues (Barbier & 

Larrue, 2011; Blatrix, 2012; Blondiaux & Sintomer, 2002). On these occasions, various 

types of knowledge are shared in a dialogue among diverse participants. We considered 

these participants according to an ideal-typical research distribution: first, actors from a 

community of inhabitants and, second, experts from professional and academic circles 

mobilised for the LA21 project. The research sought to describe and better understand the 

process of constructing, mobilising and cross-fertilising environmental knowledge within 

a dialogical dynamic. It also sought to identify the issues that underpin the relationship 

between knowledge and power. Central to such issues, environmental temporalities play 

a decisive role that is worth considering, in terms of both the habitability of living 

territories grappling with environmental change and the development and consideration 

of citizen expertise. 

Methodology  

The main research design was a nested case study. Several territories at different scales 

were involved. However, constraints, linked unexpectedly in particular to the wave of 

territorial reforms that happened during the research period, forced us to refocus on a 

typical case study (Yin, 2009) in terms of what the participants expressed about territorial 

dialogue or, more specifically, our study of the dialogics of environmental knowledge. 

To meet the objectives of this research, we first analysed a variety of documents: the 

LA21 process log, the deliverables resulting from the implementation of LA21 by the 

consortium of consulting firms commissioned by the municipality, and a corpus of 

approximately fifty newspaper articles from the regional press. We also conducted 

interviews: eight with inhabitants involved to varying degrees in the LA21 initiative and 

nine interviews with key informants who were regular participants in the LA21 initiative 

and its implementation. In addition, we made a number of ethnographic observations. 

These observations took place on market days and gave rise to a number of occasional 

and informal interviews (16 observations spread over 3 years). Accompanied by 

occasional informal interviews, these ethnographic observations allowed us to overcome 

a significant limitation in data collection, namely, the inability to attend in person the 



[182]      Lafitte  

participatory sessions that took place six years prior to this research. From this 

perspective, the participatory sessions observed for the other cases in the intermunicipal 

area (with 14 interviews) initially planned as part of the nested case study fed into the 

dialogical analysis, providing a basis for comparison. This analysis of genuine dialogues 

after the LA21 project took place in circumstances raising territorial and environmental 

issues similar to those of the LA21 and its resulting methodology. 

The data analysis strategies combined a discourse analysis, particularly institutional 

discourse following documentary research (institutional and press documents), and shed 

light on the language games occurring among statements produced by the participants 

(interviews and direct observations, particularly of participatory dynamics). A thematic 

analysis and conceptual categories made it possible to categorise the way in which the 

environment is understood to be at stake. Notably, the thematic analysis focused on 

categories related to temporalities, particularly socioecological, including participatory 

and formative (for example, the timing of the LA21 process in institutional terms, its use 

in accelerating or slowing processes outside the participatory framework, and pre- and 

postprocess phases in relation to the deployment of learning experiences). Ethnographic 

observations also drew on a photographic approach inspired by methodological practices 

in geography (Michelin et al., 2005), which focused on the relationship that inhabitants-

actors have with socioecological realities, considered through the mediation of the 

spatiality of living in relation to environmental knowledge. The inhabitants-actors 

promoted an analysis of life plans for inhabiting the relevant mountain environments on 

the basis of categories and approaches in life stories drawn from the literature on adult 

education in relation to the life stages (Houde, 1999). This part of the research, which 

focuses on life plans and dwelling, is not included in this article. 

Key insights for established transitional projects  

This section discusses the main insights provided by the research conducted from the 

perspective of the dialogical dynamics of environmental knowledge and what such 

dialogics say about how institutionalised transitional projects relating to environmental 

issues unfold in life territories. 

Participation and the 'dialogue' of knowledges types subject to 
epistemological power  

LA21 aims to raise public awareness and provide training, share data and information, 

and establish a dialogue with inhabitants on land use diversification, intending to improve 

the quality of life and enhance local ecosystem-related resources (Thuillier et al., 2002). 

However, such an approach is challenging because of the time needed to persuade, 

raise awareness, train, engage and consult to ensure the sustainability of the approach. 

Nevertheless, with respect to involving local inhabitants in an environmental transition 

project, the ‘participatory imperative’ seemingly requires that priority be given to the 

constraints or timeframes involved in the emergence and development of citizens’ and 

inhabitants’ knowledge, which is experiential and rooted in the local context. However, 

this process depends on a democratic dialogue aimed at objectivity, a deliberative process 

that requires time. Notably, at the territorial level in France, there is a disconnect between 

the figure of the citizen - which is experienced more at the national level, particularly 

through the dynamics of elections - and the figure of the inhabitant, which remains 

confined to the local level (Neveu, 2011). This geographical disconnect and political 
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confinement are not without consequences for the relationship to environmental 

knowledge, which is consubstantially political. In the field, the implementation of the 

participatory approach is delegated to a consortium of consulting firms that apply a 

proven participatory methodology. This methodology is structured around two 

participatory forums (introductory and concluding) and five participatory workshops 

(three workshops designed to produce a ‘shared diagnosis’ and two ‘strategic’ workshops 

with a more communicational focus). The three ‘shared diagnosis’ workshops produced 

242 statements using the canonical SWOT method (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats). We retained 100 statements identified as socioecological. This corpus 

illustrates the equivocal, even abstruse, nature of the sustainable development reference 

framework, which attempts to reconcile opposites. 

It is not possible here to report on all the results, but in general, the knowledge 

developed within the framework of the LA21 participatory approach remains highly 

framed, as do the participatory temporalities. Both are subject to composite, agenda-

driven and heteronomous timeframes as forms of prospective timeframes (Boutinet, 

2004), i.e., related to the implementation of the so-called ‘sustainable development’ 

territorial project. However, both attempt to synchronise the political temporalities at 

stake (the municipal team's term(s) of office, participatory moments relating to political 

opportunities, and the mobilisation of inhabitants). This ‘found time’ (temps trouvé) 

around the right problem spaces illustrates the territorial adjustment that is taking place 

in an attempt to synchronise territorial actors around the production and circulation of 

knowledge in the service of a transition subject to the reference framework of sustainable 

development (Robic & Mathieu, 2001; Thuillier et al., 2002). 

The UN Action 21 programme, designed to guide Local Agenda 21 initiatives, 

suggest that local authorities establish a dialogue with inhabitants, local organisations and 

private companies. The aim is to seek consultation and consensus to: 

 
enable local authorities to learn (s’instruire) through contact with the stakeholders and with 

local civic, community, commercial, and industrial associations and to obtain the 

information necessary for the development of the most appropriate strategies. As a result 

of the consensus-building process, households would become more conscious (conscients) 

of issues related to sustainable development. (UNCED, 1992, Chapter 28)  

 

This quote expresses the need for local authorities to establish a dialogue with inhabitants. 

From the perspective of an institutional discourse analysis, this excerpt reflects the 

ambiguity surrounding the purpose and nature of consultation. As Krieg-Planque (2012) 

notes, the vagueness or ambiguity that obscures the meaning is the aim of most 

institutional texts resulting from international agreements and other declarations. This 

vagueness does not reflect a problem with the statements but serves as a resource in terms 

of the scope of their interpretations. In this excerpt, the purpose of the dialogue is to obtain 

information for decision-makers and their strategies (learn [s’instruire] through contact 

with stakeholders), but in return, households become aware of sustainable development. 

The use of the verb learn (s’instruire) is paradoxical (direct and pronominal form in 

French). Its illocutionary value (the value of the statement insofar as it suggests 

interaction) is ambiguous and equivocal because of the interplay between two 

contradictory grammatical concessives from the perspective of ‘pedagogical 

intentionality’: learning (s’instruire) (as decision-makers) by teaching (en instruisant) 

(inhabitants about sustainable development). The verb suggests an ability to reconcile a 

diversity of recipient perspectives by speaking in veiled terms. According to Callon's 

typology (1998)3, such a text is structured imaginatively as a cross between an 

instructional model, which retains control and mastery of the message for its own benefit, 
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and a public debate model, which recognises the incompleteness of expertise and science 

as well as local knowledge; the latter remains doubly subject, epistemologically on the 

one hand, and, on the other hand, framed strictly by the design of the ‘territorial dialogue’. 

In it, we find epistemological power, defined by Foucault (2001) as ‘the power to extract 

knowledge from individuals and to extract knowledge about these individuals who are 

subject to scrutiny and already controlled by these different powers’ (p. 1487). 

At the outset of the process, the model of the coproduction of knowledge focused on 

dialogue emerges. A discussant seeks to produce knowledge on the basis of local 

knowledge, with relative confidence in competing perspectives. Unfortunately, a dialogic 

gradient (Lafitte, 2019, p. 220) known as the guided interview (l’entretien dirigé) 

dominates the exchanges, similar to the environmental knowing4 of authority known as 

‘pedagogical’ with strong academic roots. This process results in passive social learning 

(Glasser, 2007). Nevertheless, the resident participants remain impressed by the 

effectiveness of the methodology, despite the constraints imposed by the timeframe. 

The LA21 project is part of a restrictive agenda, mobilising educational and 

formative interventions according to different strategies of passivity (information, 

communication, awareness-raising, facilitation, visits, and meetings), often closely 

linked, for promotional purposes, to the reference framework of sustainable development. 

Notably, during the LA21 project, school children had to work on the framework 

reference to and ideology of sustainable development implemented through education for 

sustainable development. 

From the perspective of discourse analysis tools, communicability5 - understood as 

the development of a common, truly coconstructed meaning (model of knowledge 

coproduction) - is supplanted by communicativeness intended to ‘spread the word’ (faire 

savoir) about the virtues of the municipal project, which sets out the framework for 

sustainable development. In other words, the regional-level communication strategy of 

the first elected representative is based on the narrative of territorial action, in line with 

the ‘gesture’ of sustainable development, from a geopolitical perspective. 

Some inhabitants-actors involved in the participatory process denounced this 

communicative aim. The ‘deliberative imperative’ was perceived as falling within the 

scope of communicativeness subject to the paradigm of transmissive education, based on 

the knowledge deficit model, which has been widely questioned by the now longstanding 

work of Freire (1974) and, more recently, by Clover (2003). Some results of territorial 

actions, such as lighting heritage buildings with LED lamps, are denounced as being 

reduced to ‘cosmetic’ initiatives: 

 
That is it, Agenda 21, you end up putting up streetlights when you should be taking them 

down! When we realised that communication was the priority, we gave up. It is just 

greenwashing. So when we realise that this greenwashing logic is coming to our 

municipality, we are already so busy with other things! (Vb. Dan) (Lafitte, 2019, p. 725) 

 

This succinct statement reflects the disappointment felt by some regarding the investment 

in the LA21 initiative. Here, in terms of knowledge, the environmental label dominates 

in the service of a narrative of territorial action that showcases the municipality through 

its heritage developments (Lafitte, 2021). This cosmetic visibility presents a certain 

symbolic-normative contradiction between developmentalist and resource-based 

thinking, on the one hand, and socioecological imperatives, on the other hand. 

Indeed, one of the findings of this research and another study focused on 

environmental education and public policy (Lafitte & Sauvé, 2024) attests to the use of 

the ‘sustainable development’ framework as a discursive formation. Through a rich 

intertextuality that unfolds across different spatial scales, this formation establishes a 
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theoretical network that opens up a field of strategic possibilities. Classically, these 

essentially governmental and economistic possibilities carry a communicational 

discourse promoting, in particular, the development policy of the first elected official. 

Towards a transcoding of socioecological statements into governmental 
knowledge  

Although some of the knowledge verbalised by the inhabitants has fed into the LA21, it 

underwent a process of transcoding (transcodage) (Lascoumes, 1994), whereby the 

inhabitants’ statements were smoothed over and then reformulated as governmental 

knowledge according to a governmental rationality associated with a technoscientific 

rationality that determines truth according to a binary falsification regime (true/false): for 

example, an inventory of existing resources, various management plans, and statistical 

data. The intersection of these two rationalities ensures the legitimisation of knowledge. 

This approach focuses on the objectivity of so-called ‘facts’, dismissing the ‘subjective 

perceptions’ of the inhabitants expressed during participatory workshops as unreliable 

knowledge, at best auxiliary to technoscientific knowledge. Transcoding illustrates the 

instructional model and the public debat model that favour passive learning, despite the 

stated desire to legitimise experiential and lay knowledge, which is ultimately subject to 

scientific and technical ‘labelling’. In particular, the statements are rationalised and 

objective because of the ‘necessary’ reduction of statements for the purposes of territorial 

communication, which, through framing and formatting, reformulates statements to 

correspond to the hegemonic representations of the referential framework of sustainable 

development, which remains dominated largely by technoscientific knowledge. 

In accordance with the work of Lascoumes (1994), transcoding is conceived in 

relation to the legal formulation of public policies, which are based on social concerns 

and various social interests and are transposed into decisions or public action programmes 

and instruments designed to operationalise them (energy balance of municipal buildings, 

local renewable energy plan, sanitation plan, etc.). Such transposition also serves 

evaluation purposes; i.e., it promotes the development of judgements, diagnoses, and 

value comparisons. 

However, this transcoding has a derealising effect on the experience of the 

inhabitants-actors, who feel dispossessed of their knowledge and intentions, reduced to 

slogans or technocratic schemes whose meaning and objectifying horizon we understand, 

but which speak of a reductive technoscientific and bureaucratic world, projecting 

representations of space conceived (espace conçu) by expertise that no longer belongs to 

the inhabitants-actors, who have lived, experienced space of representations around 

which the inhabitants-actors know how to exchange and do things together, to borrow 

Lefebvre’s (1974) spatial dialectic. 

Of course, most citizens are not fooled by such a system and express this 

epistemological power at work: 

 
[...] and the lady who did her study with her PowerPoint presentation explains your life to 

you for two hours, ultimately beating around the bush, and by the end, you cannot take it 

anymore. That phase was truly unproductive and demotivating [...]. On the other hand, in 

my involvement with communities, if I have to do it, I will do it with a lot of hindsight. I 

will immediately be in an almost accounting-like analysis [...] (Vb.Da). (Lafitte, 2019, p. 

734) 

Given the institution involved, the aim was to extract knowledge rather than individuals' 

time per se; these citizens were aware of the strategy and the time-consuming process at 

work, particularly the associated pedagogical action, as this extract clearly shows. It 
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reveals a frustration and loss of motivation that translates into mistrust, expressed through 

an ‘accounting’ temporality of the civic work to come. 

However, some of the inhabitants considered that the writing of the project 

represented progress, a result, a memory: ‘At least it is good that it has been set in stone. 

These are not just empty words. It was written down. So it served as a ‘roadmap’ (Vb. 

Sa)’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 654). A divide emerged around these temporalities, which some 

experienced as alienating; schizo-chronic, understood as a divide ‘due to excessive’ 

temporal pressure (Pineau, 2000); or a divisive temporality, in the sense that it divides the 

subject internally, which is where neoliberal governmentality manifests itself. For 

example, the inhabitants-actors participated in the LA21 initiative hoping for a 

participatory dialogue that would yield tangible socioecological outcomes, whilst 

acknowledging that they expected to be disappointed, a situation illustrated by 

participatory temporalities, or anticipating a whole range of relationships with nature 

expressed in a positive and forwards-looking way (winter walks in the forest), (not) 

experienced under the influence of socioeconomic time pressures. This cleavage adds to 

the demarcation between ‘lay’ and ‘scientific’ knowledge, illustrating the mechanisms of 

disciplining knowledge and individuals at work. In our case, these divisions characterise 

the ordering of territorial and environmental discourse and, ultimately, the understanding 

of the world by inhabitants whose knowledge remains subject to the reproduction of 

modernist divisions (inhabitant/citizen, nature/culture, elected/nonelected, 

development/environment). By reducing the plurality of possible options outside the 

established frame of reference derived from the inherited concept of sustainable 

development, for some inhabitants, this work amounts to an impoverishment of the world. 

The reference framework for transition is consistent with this approach, given the 

flexibility of its meanings and its technical roots in transition studies, as well as its 

historical and referential connection as a ‘transition to sustainable development’ 

(Brundtland & CMED, 1987). The reference framework for transition seems destined to 

reproduce certain models of knowledge, ranging from the instructional model (modèle de 

l’instruction publique), based on the deficit model, to the public debate model, in the best 

case scenario, to mobilise the knowledge of the concerned inhabitants and citizens in the 

service of technoscientific epistemological power. However, through ‘transition 

initiatives’, the environmental transition experienced movements of knowledge 

production and circulation that were less constrained by framed and framing 

temporalities. Furthermore, these transition initiatives, some examples of which will be 

discussed in the following section, outline a dialogical dynamic of environmental 

knowledge that considers the formative temporalities of interreflection, according to 

Honoré’s (1977) work on adult education6. The participants discussed shared experiences 

with strong territorial roots and mobilised other frames of reference that were distant from 

established frameworks (for example, social ecology, political ecology, and degrowth). 

These initiatives are closer to the model of knowledge coproduction. 

The challenge of considering temporalities  

Given the socioeconomic dynamics we face, environmental issues must consider 

environmental temporalities. Such issues require, at the very least, a rapid environmental 

transition, which means prioritising educational timelines, especially by the adults 

responsible for these issues. 
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The challenge of temporalities during the dialogue on environmental 
knowledge  

Two significant events took place as part of the LA21’s territorial and participatory 

project. These events lie at the fruitful intersection of temporalities and formation and 

attest to a certain kaïric (de)synchronisation in the service of producing alternative 

circulating knowledge. Indeed, although chronos refers to the idea of continuity within a 

linear and objectified temporality, measurable according to rational thought, kairos 

references the ability to seize the right opportunity, the critical and significant moment in 

lived experience and action; it is the moment or sequence of moments that establishes 

meaning. We believe these moments are of interest in relation to questions concerning 

the implementation of transitional socioecological projects. 

The first moment occurred at the end of the first participatory workshop, which was 

part of the ‘shared diagnosis’ sequence producing statements for the LA21 project. The 

‘citizen working group’ (GTAL) participating in the process delegated to the consortium 

of consulting firms was composed of approximately twenty people, with a balance 

between men and women aged 25 to 65, including two municipal elected officials as well 

as people representing the socioeconomic and associative fabric of the municipal 

territory. 

We draw on our analytical framework, which notably incorporates discourse analysis 

and the work inspired by the philosopher of language Jacques (1985, 1987), to 

characterise the first participatory workshop as a monodialogic dynamic, marked by a low 

dialogical gradient characterised by the modality of the presentation (l’exposé) (Lafitte, 

2019). Participatory temporality was curtailed by a predominantly monological discursive 

temporality, as evidenced by the report of the second participatory workshop: ‘the 

working group did not express its views on these subjects, which are therefore addressed 

in this workshop (LA21-c.r.GTAL2)’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 463). In the instituted agenda-

driven temporality, the time allocated for the first workshop was insufficient for 

interreflection, which would have led to persuasive shared statements. Following this 

setback in the literal sense of the term (against the significant temporality), GTAL 

members met in the evening, outside the framed and framing time for the participatory 

process, between the two participatory workshops of the ‘shared diagnosis’ phase. 

At the end of an evening meeting, the inhabitants-actors finalised the statements 

initially planned for the first workshop on the theme of ‘Patrimonies’. Table 1 summarises 

and categorises the criteria of the analytical strategy implemented by the consortium of 

consulting firms (weaknesses/opportunities) to organise the socioecological statements 

that emerged from the ‘shared diagnosis’ phase. This agenda was compiled after the event 

by the researcher. It highlights the citizen expertise that expresses an alternative agenda 

centred on the idea of the commons. 

 

Table 1: An alternative agenda focused on the idea of the commons (author’s own table) 

  

SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL STATEMENTS FOR THE THEME OF HERITAGE 

Weaknesses 

-  Little organic farming 

-  Lack of private forest management 

-  No scientific monitoring of the forest (fauna and flora) 

- Clumsy and uncoordinated reintroduction of a predator (bear)  
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Opportunities 

- Development of organic farming 

- Raising awareness among private forest owners about working collectively (en 

commun) 

- Forming an association of forest owners  

- Sale of property by the Domaines  

- Pooling technical resources (en commun) to combat agricultural decline 

- Improving wildlife management and implementing technical measures to maintain 

the area (hedges, ferns) 

 

The statements produced during this interim period are the result of participation outside 

of the established public arena, from which we can draw several conclusions: 

 

a) These statements, which are mainly socioecological in nature, refocus the very 

broad theme of ‘patrimonies’ on environmental issues that target challenges and 

solutions that, for the most part, are specific to this territory. These results 

demonstrate the value of the participants’ shared experience, which is gained 

from their daily lives in their local area. This shared experience is significant in 

terms of use value and even the concrete work undertaken, which is made 

meaningful by the intelligibility of the relationship with the world that these 

situated practices allow, bringing words and actions closer together. This result 

attests to the relevance of the use of their environmental knowledge, which in 

this research is developed in a fully dialogical manner, as it incorporates a 

formative phase of interreflection. This formative interim period encourages the 

expression of citizen expertise related to the use of the living environment. 

b) The educational dynamic of socioecological ‘awareness-raising’ targets concrete 

actions, reflecting the willingness of the workshop inhabitants to share and 

deepen their socioecological knowledge, particularly procedural (how to do it) 

and conditional (under what conditions and in what circumstances). The 

formative approach is intended to be rooted in the socioecological and contextual 

realities of the inhabitants’ living environment. 

c) These statements benefited from the interreflexivity of the inhabitants involved 

in the participatory workshops. They not only suggest original and locally 

relevant solutions but also give pride of place to knowledge-sharing procedures 

(lack of scientific monitoring of the forest), raising awareness among private 

forest owners about working collaboratively (en commun). They contain critical 

reflections (clumsy reintroduction of bears without deliberation or the lack of 

private forest management) and practices that are highly significant at the local 

level (pooling of technical resources and knowledge on the socioecological areas 

concerned or the grouping of forest owners into associations). 

 

However, statements focused deliberately on the idea of working collaboratively (en 

commun), whether in terms of environmental management or raising awareness among 

forest owners, were recoded by the consortium of consulting firms into vague, even 

abstruse statements, for example, in the second part of the following statement: ‘wildlife 

management and awareness-raising among users of the area’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 464). In 

the statement ‘raising awareness among private forest owners about working 

collaboratively (en commun)’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 464), the section on working 

collaboratively (en commun), which described the nature of awareness-raising, was 
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omitted. However, the issue of land abandonment (enfrichement) remains a major 

environmental challenge in these areas but is rarely perceived by nonlocals. Combating 

such abandonment guarantees access to and development of mountainous and forested 

areas, raising several issues related to their inhabits. Environmental issues need to be 

considered and ‘experienced’ locally through territorial roots. Doing so contributes to the 

establishment of a radical imaginary around significant practices held in common of a 

socioecological nature that are empirically valid. Significance opens onto the act of 

signifying (signum fieri), understood by the philosopher of language, Jacques (1987), as 

using a sign or a sequence of signs to refer to a meaning about a world to be expressed. 

That which is significant produces intelligibility, illuminates something in the world 

(heuristics of meaning). Significant practices, a concept inspired by, for example, the 

work of sociologist Freitag (2011), carry within them ‘objectification relationships’ with 

a view to using a given object in a way that society has practised historically and 

socioculturally. In this respect, significant practices support a world to be expressed. 

However, they challenge ways of living and existing that are dominated by individualistic 

temporalities and governed by the idea of private property that regulates the current 

democratic experience. The spatiality of rural dwellings is often centred on privately 

owned homes, which both shape and are shaped by the rhythms of daily life. This property 

right lies at the heart of democratic rights, although it has questions and challenges. When 

a private home is used for agricultural activities, and all the more so in the context of 

neopeasant farming, the relationship with property can take on a more collective 

dimension. 

We mention a second significant event that occurred during the LA21 participatory 

process and echoes the first event mentioned above. It took place after the first strategic 

workshop7, following the dissatisfaction of certain members with the approach, namely, 

its instrumental dimension for the purposes of communication in the service of the 

ideological project of sustainable development. The inhabitants-actors remained 

frustrated by the effects of the process on the real consideration of ecological concerns. 

Therefore, some inhabitants proposed to the first elected representative and, more 

broadly, to the municipal council, meeting outside the participatory timeframe of LA21 

and a process of citizen empowerment. We refer to other articles that have detailed the 

event and its interpretation (Lafitte, 2021, 2023). In particular, this proposal involves 

establishing a citizens’ association to monitor the actual implementation of the project. 

However, it failed for reasons related to the complex monitoring and the necessary 

institutional support, the timing of the various actors and the difficult convergence of 

interests, as well as because of the logic of real or overinterpreted instrumentalisation. 

Ultimately, these two events bear witness to wholly political kairos moments. They 

are part of a participatory and discursive temporality that is both framed and framing, 

following a chronology established by agenda-driven temporalities. The political 

dimension is revealed by the emergence of a setback: the temporal frustration of the first 

workshop concerning its instrumental modalities and the delay in the agenda-driven 

temporality with respect to the output expected at the end of the process. 

The inhabitants-actors were able to seize or provoke a formative opportunity to create 

meaning from their interexperience, expressing a ‘power-to-be’ and a ‘need-to-form’ – in 

this case, a collective of inhabitant-citizens – according to the work of Honoré. The 

inhabitants-actors were able to turn this setback into a liberating ‘meantime’, allowing for 

the autonomous production of true socioecological knowledge. The interlocutive context 

of the utterance (what is said about) surrounding the production of fully socioecological 

statements (what the participants allow themselves to say) with a view to transition attests 

to a way of environmental knowing known as the community project, according to the 
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typology of Sauvé and Garnier (2000). However, in the French context, it seems 

appropriate to translate this effort as a ‘territorial project’ (Lafitte, 2021). 

Some formative temporal perspectives in environmental adult education 
(EAE)  

The participatory approach of the LA21 project was marked by timeframes set by and 

framed within the reference framework of sustainable development and functioning as a 

discursive formation. The rules governing discourse give rise to a frame of reference, 

which, according to Foucault, work to ‘frame’ the statements that arise through acts of 

enunciation subject to a certain theoretical network that opens up a field of strategic 

possibilities. However, this discursive formation of sustainable development triggers a 

veritable chronosophy, which Pomian defines as a questioning turned towards the future, 

a way of thinking about time that ‘claims to lead to lead to answers that allow us to 

represent it truthfully, if not in minute detail, then at least in broad terms’ (Pomian, 1990, 

p. V). In this context, the aim was to continue the development process, tempered by a 

few marginal environmental concerns. However, communicative temporalities that 

display a rapport with pedagogical (rapport au savoir pédagogiste) knowledge backed by 

a so-called environmental label representation that does not fool the inhabitants-actors 

have their limits. Here, one of the avenues for EAE could be a critical analysis, form a 

communication perspective, of this mobilisation of the environment as a type of branding 

(Lafitte, 2021). Of course, such a critical perspective can also serve a positive, pro-

environmental approach. Indeed, too often, EAE falls back on simple everyday gestures 

with little critical transformative scope. 

To overcome the limitations of communication based on framed and framing times 

serving dynamics, top-down educational efforts and backed by an authoritative way of 

knowing, known as pedagogism, the inhabitants-actors have given themselves 

empowering training periods, with a dual formative structure: On the one hand, these 

periods act as condition for the production of fully assumed knowledge requiring 

formative temporalities that allow the chrono-formative cycle to be completed, from the 

temporalities of reaction to those of interlocutory interreflection. This formative situation 

influenced the intended effects of meaning radically and served as a formative temporality 

that could be ruined by excessive slowness or haste. On the other hand, through feedback, 

these formative times become the object of an instituting and no less formative praxis, 

which radically questioned the established temporality of the LA21 project and the 

communicational instrumentalisation of the participatory approach. 

In this respect, according to the critical thinker Castoriadis (1990), society, as 

something that is always already instituted (in this research, the participatory workshops 

of the territorial project LA21), is self-created and capable of self-alteration (here, the 

‘alternative’ proposals of the inhabitants-actors), a work of the radical institutionalising 

imagination (the call for an ecological transition by the commons) that ‘must become’ 

(fait être) an instituted society and a social imaginary each time it is particularised (in this 

case, the territorial project within a participatory LA21 approach). In this context, the use 

and experience of the duration granted to formative reflection as well as the dialogical 

and collaborative processes are prerequisites for the production of democratic 

socioecological statements focused on the commons. These formative temporalities 

related to environmental issues, which are territorially anchored but universal in terms of 

the socioecological problems they raise, are part of a formative individual and collective 

deliberation: a paideia (Castoriadis, 1990). The paideia is defined as ‘the (always social) 

formation of individuals who have internalised both the necessity of the law and the 
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possibility of questioning it, interrogation, reflexivity and the capacity for deliberation, 

freedom and responsibility’ (Castoriadis, 1990, p. 171). 

Indeed, the formative dynamics mentioned above, which crystallised around the 

alternative LA21 and its socioecological statements, can be interpreted as an educational 

endeavour, a praxis that includes socioecological formative times. This socioecological 

praxis is oriented towards the public sphere in the sense of elevating the individual and 

their interests towards a common mindset, a transformative vision of the territory based 

on building a political community around the desire to question the structural 

contradictions of the current development trajectory, which is eminently problematic, and 

its necessary onto-socioecological redirection. 

According to Reed et al. (2010), social learning occurs when three conditions are 

met:  

 
(1) demonstrate that a change has occurred in the understanding of the individuals involved, 

(2) demonstrate that this change goes beyond the individual and occurs within larger social 

units or communities of practice, and (3) occur through interactions and social processes 

between actors within a social network. (Reed et al., 2010, p. 1) 

 

All three conditions have been met. However, with respect to socioecological learning, 

the question of effectiveness in real and territorial manifestations is crucial. The 

effectiveness of such learning is real, and although LA21 has played a role, it remains 

difficult to characterise. The socioecological impact remains uncertain, particularly in 

terms of time. 

Nevertheless, paideia at work reveals the tensions that citizens experience when they 

construct the political problem discussed here under constraints. In France, the knowledge 

of citizens and that of inhabitants is disconnected, and the legitimacy of such knowledge 

is formed in different ways. At the local level, legitimacy is derived from the inhabitants, 

but the instituted project exists within a national framework, a political level that tends to 

deny the local and civic expertise of inhabitants. Truncated deliberation challenges 

institutionally established technical solutions derived from inherited thinking, based on 

techno-rational or logical-formal knowledge. Such solutions dominate the alternative 

agenda and its knowledge based on socioecological normativity. They impose themselves 

through a transcoding based on the reference framework of sustainable development, 

supported by genres ranging from the institutional (specifically, elected representatives 

and officials municipal) to that influenced by actors deploying their neoliberal practices 

(the consortium of consulting firms applying the reference framework of sustainable 

development via a neomanagerial methodology, a ‘governance’ discourse, and 

stakeholder theory, which define the institutional mode). In this respect, the observed 

transcoding and formative limits express the dominant mode of the reproduction of social 

relations and regulation of practices whose developmentalist normativity and resource 

bases are radically questioned here. This research questions the significance of the 

statements technically produced, which contain no guarantee that actions will result. 

Issues relating to the formative temporalities of environmental questions now weigh on 

our consciences as supports for a discursive memory at the risk of being forgotten. 

Conclusion  

The article sheds light on some research findings related to a reference framework for 

environmental transition that existed but that had not yet been established: the term used 

was ‘transition to sustainable development’. Nevertheless, the findings shed light on the 
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challenges of socioecological transition projects, whether territorial projects or transition 

initiatives, at different scales. In addition to presenting the institutional transition 

initiative known as the LA21 territorial project and some characteristics of the dialogue 

of environmental knowledge in practice, the insights gained from the research focus on 

significant transitional practices, considering the challenges of training and 

environmental temporalities, including socioecological formative temporalities. 

Indeed, in the investigated context, the relationships among environmental 

temporalities and the aims of socioecological transformation and formativity seem to play 

a decisive role. Although the idea of transition, in all of its vagueness, implies change, 

the nature of this change remains at question if not undefinable. This research intends the 

change to be radical, calling into question the very roots of the regulatory mode of 

planning practices and the reproduction of social relations that relies on resource-based 

and sustainable development but that contains certain contradictions and tensions, which 

seem almost inevitable in a capitalist socioeconomic and politicocultural system that 

retains a neoliberal rationality that tends to colonise omnipresent public institutions. 

Such questions about the suggested shift in practices are generally a fruitful 

contribution to the local community and beyond, particularly through the aim of creating 

the commons. Institutional trade-offs and their often alienating temporalities constitute a 

challenge. Socioecological formative practices seem to be those that ultimately ensure 

that transitional goals are met sustainably. Adult education on environmental issues might 

shed some light on this subject, provided that it assumes its critical, democratic role and 

is used for the betterment of political expression, which is linked intrinsically to 

environmental issues. 

These elements from our research on the production and circulation of 

socioecological knowledge seem to be suitable guidelines for the current deployment of 

the reference framework for environmental transition: on the one hand, in view of the 

expected instrumental abuses that the transition inherits, and, on the other hand, within 

the limits revealed by this research, particularly in terms of the insufficient consideration 

given to environmental temporalities, including socioecological formative temporalities. 

Notes  

1  We consider the dialogical dynamics of environmental knowledge as a form knowing (rapport au 

savoir) that necessarily involves the intersectorality of knowledge (dialogue des savoirs) between 

scientific and practical sectors, the latter of which are a priori ‘nonscientific’. The concept 

corresponds to the evolution of a relationship articulating the relationship to oneself (reflective 

internal dialogue), the relationship to others (dialogical relationship) and a relationship to the world 

(relationship of significance), implying a ‘world to be told’. 
2  Understood as experience, the action of duration in and through human and nonhuman actors within 

societies and biophysical realities (experiences and action of duration, intrinsic to biophysical 

realities) and for humans only, until proven otherwise, and the concerns and ways of living involving 

the construction of time, intended to create an understanding of the evolving relationships between 

ecosystems, societies and individuals (Lafitte, 2019). 
3  This typology outlines three models of knowledge construction and exchange: the instructional 

model (le modèle de l’instruction publique), the public debate model and the knowledge 

coproduction model. The typology falls within the theoretical framework of ‘technical’ and 

procedural democracy, which is part of the sociology of translation (Akrich et al., 2013). Each model 

combines in a specific way the nature of the knowledge developed, its complementarities, the terms 

of cooperation between specialists and lay people, and the conditions for the effectiveness and 

legitimacy of the decisions taken (Lafitte, 2019, Appendix A). 
4  The subject is a way of knowing that shapes our relationship with the world, with ourselves and with 

others. It is a creative process of knowledge driven by a search for meaning in relation to values, 

involving an individual (or a group) and the processes or products of knowledge. For the purposes 
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of our research, we identified four (4) types of way of knowing: dialogical, authoritarian, existential 

and formative, and practical through inhabiting (Lafitte, 2019, p. 248). 
5  ‘Communicativeness’ refers to the passive sense of communication, with the idea of communicating 

something to someone, as opposed to ‘communicability’, which refers to a condition of possibility 

for interaction and understanding of meaning, that is, communicating with someone, beyond the 

simple transmission of information from one organism to another and without prejudging the 

message produced. 
6  Honoré (1977) proposes four formative temporalities in his theory: reactive, reflexive, reflective, 

and interreflective. Formativity is the human faculty of formation that emphasises the temporal, 

critical and existential purpose of the act of formation. 
7  Two strategic participatory workshops followed the three workshops of the ‘shared diagnosis’ phase. 

The ‘strategic phase’ defined the challenges and strategic priorities of the Agenda 21 territorial 

project. 
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