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What is your name? What is your relationship with this project? 

Rita: I’m Rita and I’m an elementary school teacher. 
I am an educator in the Arcadia project. 

Rocío: I am Rocío, and I’m also an elementary school teacher. 
I started working with this project a month ago. 

Joan: I’m Joan. I’m a technical advisor on early education. I used to be 
a manual worker but I was trained in order to enter the collective. 

Anuk: I am Anuk, and I work in special education. 

Ana: I’m Ana. I studied to be an elementary school teacher. 
I teach music in a public school, but I’ve worked on social 
movements before and now I’m part of the group of Arcadia. 

Noemí: I’m Noemí. I am a physical education teacher. I studied 
many years ago to open a different type of school. I have 
also worked on the practical side of social movements. 

Xenia: I am Xenia. I am an anthropologist. I’ve been coming here 
for a month because I am doing a project for my thesis, and 
I was interested in this project because I’ve worked in social 
movements and I’m interested in education. I am trying to learn 
about the project, and if I can help in any way, great. 

How, when and where does this project originate? 

Joan: The project was created to address the personal concerns of different 
people in the collective. There were some like Noemí who knew that 
they wanted to set up the project, others were interested in the project 
more through political activism than through an initial pedagogical vision; 
each has been following a journey.  The project emerged in 2009 when 
we already had a small group capable of supporting the project. We 
were then able to set up an education conference in the courtyard of 
the Citadel available to the public. For a year we trained teachers who 
were graduating from university so one day we could carry out a school 
the way we think it should be carried out. After this process, which 
went beautifully, and ended in really good days, the group broke up, 
and we decided to create a collective with the people who we worked 
best with and had formed friendships with. In 2011 we became part 
of the on-site occupation of Can Battló, and since then we’ve been 
working as activists there with the idea of implementing the school.
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Why did you choose the name Arcadia?

Ana: We had to name the project, and it was a difficult process because we 
thought of many different names, and Arcadia was one of the names that was 
proposed. I do not remember exactly who proposed that name, but Arcadia 
came up because it was a symbol for the eastern territory of ancient Greece, 
which was a place of idyllic and horizontal lifestyle where people coexisted 
with one another. We liked the symbolism, so we chose this name.  

Noemí: The origin was a bit utopian, so we wanted to bring that idea to reality. 

Can you tell us about the neighborhood where the project Arcadia is located? 

Noemí: It has been a very active neighborhood ever since the industrial revolution; 
since the 90s it’s had many squatters groups and has been evolving as well; from 
there, self-managed cooperatives started to form. That’s the framework where 
those of us who were already activists found ourselves. The 96th Assembly of 
the Sans neighborhood was also created, and all the groups participated there. 
Then, with the whole matter of reclaiming of Can Batlló that started in ’77, they 
announced a deadline that we called Can Battló, and said that on June 11 we would 
enter, so a day before that the city council came and dropped off the keys. 

Joan: Can Batlló is actually a very large precinct. It’s 14 hectares and has many ships 
that we are using. There are libraries, climbing walls, auditoriums, carpentry workshops, 
iron workshops, beer making workshops, so everything is a self-managing project 
almost like a self-managed mini-neighborhood. Similarity, at the neighborhood level, 
we could highlight the Impuls Cooperatiu (Impulse Cooperative in Catalan) that, at the 
moment, is an association made of all of us cooperatives that tend to be self-managed. 
The Impuls Cooperatiu also aims to be a secondary structure that provides a collective 
space where we can collaborate instead of competing with one another. All these 
things create a very interesting combination. As far as people in direct management 
of Can Battló with the collectives, I think there are between 350 and 400 people 
who are directly involved in its daily management. This means that the social impact 
is much greater. I am not sure how many cooperatives there are in total at the level 
of Impuls Cooperatiu. I think maybe 30-something are from this neighborhood. 

What legal structure have you given to the project? 

Joan: There is economic activity and, since there is economic activity, if you pick 
an option other than the cooperative, people are no longer equals because the 
Association has to hire people. The moment when an employment relationship 
is formed there is the side of the hired and the one who hired along with the 
rights and privacy that this brings. We don’t like the model of the cooperative at 
a legal level, in fact, we do not like any law but what we do is apply principles of 
democratic radicalism within the cooperatives. For instance, not having salary scales 
and that the governing councils can not make decisions unilaterally but instead 
have to go through general assemblies. All these kinds of mechanisms that involve 
self-management and that are not regulated by any cooperative law, or law of 
associations, or anything. In the end, you have to choose a legal framework, and 
the one for a cooperative is the one that best conforms to our objectives, but it’s 
far from fully reaching them because there are cooperatives that have a governing 
board that makes unilateral decisions and then have half of the people under 
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contract. Being a cooperative does not make us immune to anything. It is simply a 
legal framework that we have to have at a fiscal level in order to be able to carry out 
a legalized economic activity. Right now, we are not functioning as an educational 
project and since Arcadia is working right now as the association and cooperative 
are without economic activity, so there is no one hired here, we’re all activists. What 
we have created is an auxiliary cooperative called CoopNet that will serve as an 
economic reinforcement to the school project so that the extra money can cover the 
children who don’t have resources and so that the families without resources also 
have a space to work in. There are two people working in this cooperative, which 
we started in January, now a third is going to be incorporated. These people are all 
cooperative members and they are the only ones who are currently legally working. 

The 15M has signified a moment of reorganization, (re) invention, 
strengthening or contribution to the experience of many of the groups 
with whom I have spoken to. What has the 15M signified for Arcadia?

Noemí: As a collective, it had nothing to do with it. We tried to 
collaborate with the little experience we had, but it really wasn’t much. 
They were not open to proposals, but we were still supportive.  

Joan: The root of the collective is activism, and we have all 
been acting as activists since we were young. 

Noemí:  We tried to collaborate in the things we were able to collaborate 
in, with the little experience we had. The movement was not open 
to proposals that would take a long time, either. It was creating itself 
from square one, and we were only a little further than that.

What relationship do you have with the institutional sphere? 

Joan: You start the process with one government and then it changes. Another 
one comes and then it changes again and another one comes. For example, our 
project was already approved, but the government changes and you have to 
present it again. The projects endure, but the governors are going through the 
election process and because of that municipal action is paralyzed. Nothing can be 
passed, no decision can be made and after six months still nothing gets passed. It is 
basically a year that the governors get paid without doing any work. We have never 
had this much contact with the public administration until now, and it’s surreal.

Ana: It is surreal and exhausting. 

Joan: Of course. You are with one process, and then it changes. I remembered 
neighborhood activists who would tell you about this stuff, I understood it half way, 
but now that I’ve lived through it, I understand. It’s unbelievable that you go to 
present the project and they ask you, “Who are you?” I should ask, “Who are you?” 

Ana: “I’m the same person from six months ago, who are you?” 

Noemí: Last time we said, “Look, we will tell you out of respect but there is something 
that you are not doing right, because you don’t pass down this information. 
We have to go through it all again and that paralyzes the whole process.” 
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Ana: “This is the third meeting we are having, and the only ones who are 
changing are you. We are the same people, you realize that, right?” 

Joan: That is the funny part, social projects lasts longer that the government. 

Ana: There is something definitely wrong with this picture.

This is a non-formal education project. What type of 
educational proposal does this project advocate for?

Noemí: What we support is a self-managed proposal, which is neither public 
nor private. We call it community, self-managed, cooperative. It is a proposal 
created from the professional needs that we have observed from the process 
of helping collectives generate their own projects. If there’s one thing we’ve 
learned it’s to respect the proposals that are presented and have realized that 
things happen for a reason. It is being created with a collective intelligence, and 
we are bringing one more proposal about what we think we can contribute.

Joan: It is a proposal that emphasizes liberty. We think of this as collective liberty 
rather than individualistic. It’s not, “My freedom ends where yours begins.” No, 
it’s, “My freedom projects yours.” It is a collective process and we interpret it as 
a capacity that children or people in general have, to be free. Being free simply 
means being able to make decisions about your life. That’s the goal, for children 
to be autonomous, we understand that it’s not that they’re born completely free, 
but we believe they have that capacity and that we can develop it by letting the 
children make their own decisions, take risks, make mistakes, and start over without 
a problem. That needs to be done collectively because liberty is a conquest and a 
conquest is made collectively. No one is given freedom, much less if they are alone 
in life. This is the vision we have in contrast to some other visions of free education, 
which we respect deeply, but we don’t totally agree with their idea that we need 
to create a bubble separating a child from society because society corrupts a child 
that was born free. A creature has little freedom when it can not feed itself or 
regulate the temperature or anything; in fact, if you let it free, it would die. That is 
not freedom, we understand freedom as an acquired capacity. That’s the central axis. 
From there you can derive all the values adjacent to freedom. If we believe that it 
is collective, then everyone has to be free and then there must be equality. You can 
not understand freedom as something individual, without equality, where each one 
competes as liberals do. There must be values such as equality, solidarity, and mutual 
help. These were values that our grandparents used and that are still valid today.

Noemí: On the practical level, we transform it into a learning community. We 
consider the school as if it were that Arcadia, that micro-society between 
adults and younger people, and we suggest that with neighborhoods: the 
children’s neighborhood, the primary-school neighborhood, the secondary-
school neighborhood and, from here, it is collective management of Arcadia’s 
life from the learning aspect to all the intellectual work, the manual work, the 
emotional aspect. It is the collective management of our own learning, not 
only intellectually. It’s about learning to be autonomous in our future lives. 

Joan: In order to change something, you need to work as a team. There are people 
who are by themselves that want to change things but a single person does not 
make a project. A single person against a cloister does not change anything.



#327/ Constellation
 of the CommonsArcadia

Noemí: A project like this is not just a project that requires just a few hours of labor. 
It is a life-long project that has to have a team willing to work on it for life. 

What educational curriculum does Arcadia want to convey? 

Noemí: Our goal is for it to be a legalized school, so the content is already given, 
but we want to further broaden this content by adding the practice and values 
needed to make it way better. We have created the structure and methodology.

Rocío: It’s not as much about the information being taught as the way it’s taught.

Joan: The problem with education is not the curriculum itself but 
the hidden curriculum within that creates this handicap.

How does Arcadia involve families and the community? 

Joan: We think of it as a community school where all the context is already 
incorporated. When we talk about communal education, the first community for us 
is the children, so they have their own assembly where they can make their own 
decisions. We then have a board where any agent in education can participate. 
The families, people of Can Batlló, or anyone from the neighborhood can be part 
of that board. Lastly, the children have to decide whether the proposals should 
be accepted and they can even take their own proposals to the board. Ultimately, 
children are sort of the ones who regulate, and this is the most forgotten aspect of 
community participation. We work hard  to allow them to regulate their needs a bit. 

Noemí: I wanted to add, relating to the previous question, that the structure is very 
complicated. It is impossible to get to know the children individually because the 
structure does not allow it. So, thinking of this, and of how the critters participate, 
we understand that things are not always the same for everyone, and that we 
must look for these mechanisms of participation. We need to ensure that these 
mechanisms are flexible and that they can be chosen according to the situation 
of the critters, their families, etc. We do not need to create more rigid structures 
because we do not want to normalize something that will complicate our flexibility 
and ability to adapt to the needs of the moment, to what is happening in society. 

What’s your opinion of formal education as it’s laid out?

Joan: I could talk about my experience as a “neither/nor” (meaning I neither work 
nor study) of this age and what it’s like to live that way within the institution. 
When you come from the working class, you realize that this culture does not 
mesh with you and you can feel it, you either reject it or it ends up subsuming 
you. It is the feeling that your kingdom does not belong to that world. When they 
talk about equality of opportunity in school, they don’t explain that equality of 
opportunity happens because there is a dominant culture that is taking everything. 
The institutional culture in educational environments is usually middle class, 
almost bourgeois, where there are certain ways of being that are accepted and 
certain ones that aren’t, so children from other social classes are directly excluded 
culturally by these very invisible mechanisms, and this is very common in schools.

Ana: What I perceive in the classroom is that the emphasis is on the “what” and the 
“when” but never the “how” or the “why” or the “for whom.” And when you leave the 
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university that really hits you because if you really believe in the value of education, 
you think that the focus is in the “who,” and when you start working you realize that 
the “who” is totally disregarded and that creates a deep crisis in you. At one point we 
considered abandoning the field of education. I was not sure if I should continue my 
studies because I couldn’t find any purpose behind it. I had a very bad experience in 
school when I was a child, so I thought I could change that if I dedicated myself to 
the education field. But when I came to the educational institution, I realized that they 
were projecting the same thing on me that I had rejected as a child. That frustrates 
you a lot. We are people who are looking to find answers to this frustration, so for us 
it is very important that the project talks about the structure because the structure 
of the institutionalized school is the thing that limits the most, and that is the hidden 
curriculum. There is no respect for the individuality in families or the culture of each 
one, and that affects every hour you spend with the children. Emotions are also 
not touched on at any time. No one asks you how you are when you arrive. Some 
centers have a set of values and teach emotional education for an hour with the 
younger children, but once you get to elementary school that is no longer the case.

Joan: The two limits of formal education are the stability of cohesive teams and the 
size of the center. Even if we get to be our own department in a center that has a 
thousand students, it is impossible to carry out a self-managed community education 
because you do not know them. You have to know not only the children but the 
families, their background, in order to educate them and understand their behaviors. 
Sometimes a kid is bullied in the schoolyard and the center doesn’t realize it because 
of their large size. How is possible for a child to be harassed with physical aggression 
in the schoolyard and then the school head says, “We have taken action, we have 
expelled the student.” There is a complex, wide, diverse structure and there is no 
capacity for real change in such large schools and with such changing departments.

Ana: You find yourself in the situation that Joan described, which is not something 
collective, team-based, department-based. This structure doesn’t give decision-making 
power to the people who are in the school, neither the children nor the adults who 
participate. There is no option to change. At the legal level there are laws that stipulate 
how it should be, so the change does not happen. There are colleagues who work 
in the school who tell you, “I do that in my classroom,” but that isn’t real. Obviously 
the people who are inside a classroom work within what they allow you to do. You 
are restricted by a bell and by a person on the administrative team that can enter 
your classroom at any point to see what you’re doing, to see if you are following the 
rules of the school. Because of a change of law, now each center has to follow a 
specific pedagogical path, so the administrative direction works much like the labor 
market, they enter the classroom and monitor what you do and correct you. They even 
comment on the posters you hang on your wall. If you adapt well, they don’t send you 
to another center. This happens in the center where I work. In a cloister of about 50 
teachers about 15 people are renewed per year, so there is no team structure. In the 
10 days you have before classes begin, you don’t get to know the people you will work 
with. There’s no team, so it’s very complicated to make changes inside. You can maybe 
make small changes, plant some seeds. There are centers that support specific projects 
but that becomes very complicated. I see a lot of barriers to a real transformation. 

Noemí:  I think there’s a lot of factors that go into it. There is the teachers’ labor 
union, and the educational issue. There are many arguments and all are plausible 
but when we went to Ensenyament to hear them make a report, I thought it 
was important that they said, “The line has to be this, but until we have data 
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that this works we can not introduce it into the schools,” and then there is the 
economic factor of education as well. It is a huge state structure and how are 
we going to fight against that? On a personal level, many of us decided that 
we were very tired of going against it and that what we wanted to do was 
to bring proposals and be constructive, and that’s where we are now.

Who will have access to this project? 

Anuk: The access is universal because we feel responsible for ensuring 
that everyone has access to education. Additionally, we also look at 
the neighborhood, and if 20% of people have a disability, we try to 
make the school more accessible so that everyone can go. 

Noemí: Of course, because we want to transfer those values from the school to 
the families. We want them to feel partly responsible for practicing solidarity 
between families and that kind of social responsibility. We can’t assume everything, 
but we can keep in mind that the reality that is lived in the neighborhood is also 
lived in school. We do not want the school to be a self-segregated ghetto.

Joan: And for that we created a mechanism of economic compensation. All 
the teachers of the school make the commitment to give back in the form of 
scholarships that come from their salary. For a salary of 1,600 euros, each teacher 
gives back 400 euros in the form of scholarships, so they give a percentage of 
their salary for scholarships. There are also many people who give money for 
the project. It is all about creating a network to make public access viable.

What does Arcadia understand by “public”? 

Joan: For us, the concept of the public is not linked to the State. The public is what 
it is shared in common among all of us. This was practiced frequently before the 
industrial revolution. In fact, there’s collective mills and collective lands that are 
managed communally. There is an extraction of the concept of the “public” here, or 
a derivation of it, because people often delegate everything public to be managed 
by the state. Today, there is this idea that what is public is related to the state, 
so it would be necessary to differentiate the “state public” from the “community 
public.” “Public” means it’s accessible, but the “community public” is not only about 
accessibility but management, that is, it’s even more public. You are guaranteeing 
public access and public management. When it is a state structure, the management 
of what are supposed to be public goods, extracted in the form of taxes, works similar 
to a private company. When we talk about the community public, we are talking 
about direct management, so it’s important to emphasize the idea of the public. 

What point of the project is Arcadia currently at? 

Ana: The project is already designed, thought out, discussed, mapped, drawn, all 
that is left is the material, the construction and its opening. We are now in the 
last phase facing many difficulties, but the project has been on paper for years. 

Noemí: We must set a precedent, because in order to open a school the regulations 
for square meters of a construction are made so that only the State, the Church or 
people with lots of money can open them. Since we planned it from a grassroots 
base, we have to raise it from a neighborhood and from another economic level 
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and this takes many years. Many families have approached us but since it is not 
open they leave, others come and in fact there are already many young people 
who would have liked to come to Arcadia and who are now already in university. 

There are many families and there is a lot of need (for a program like this). In 
Barcelona there are about 40 freedom-oriented education projects, but they are 
for the non-obligatory age, and families find themselves hitting a wall because by 
age six, children are required to be in school. There aren’t schools that continue in 
that line past age six, because as Noemí put it, it is a large investment. So, families 
have to decide what to do. Some families do homeschooling while others go to 
a normal school. We come to give an answer to that problem. Other projects 
having to do with elementary school are starting to pop up, and we’ll see where 
they take us, but we’ve seen how much the projects in Barcelona have grown. At 
the beginning you would see only about 5 or 6 free education projects, but now 
you see 40. Now there are maybe two or three schools that touch on elementary, 
and we hope there will be more in the future. What’s a shame is that this is not 
seen as an opportunity but as a risk. Normally, the institutions see all of this as a 
threat. We aren’t coming to teach anyone a lesson, we want to make a project, 
work and cooperate with anyone who wants to cooperate with us, but often any 
change can be seen as a threat when really, it could be an opportunity to be in 
a city where so many projects pop up. That is an enormous wealth in a sense. 
And it’s wealth that we had before the Civil War, and then the State of Wellbeing 
ended up creating a structure and a network, standardizing all of our daily life 
so much that it’s impossible to create schools in the unions, in the athenaeums, 
like our grandparents would, like they did before. And now we find ourselves 
in that paradigm where these initiatives have to be in a process of outside of 
the recognized legal sphere, in limbo, trying to survive in any way they can. 
We think that is wrong because it’s an enormous potential going to waste.

Noemí: And the rest now is economic, we’re dedicating ourselves to saving 
and putting together millions of activities that we never thought we would 
do to pay for the work of the school which is the greatest expense.

How are you going to implement the project? 

Noemí: We’re planning to implement the operation of the school itself in stages. 
It begins with early education, where they learn the dynamics of the school 
so that we can then start stepping back. All the elementary school equipment 
would be introduced at its time, beginning at six years old, and the idea is 
that we all end up in Arcadia and that we have a support system, especially 
at the economic level, so that we can recover that community public that we 
need in order for it to be accessible to everyone, and for us to function.

Arcadia is a political project. What type of policy are we talking about? 

Joan: The pedagogical principles at the social level. We believe in a society that 
is more free, just, equal, and supportive that is able to organize from the ground 
up in the form of assembly, and is confederate within itself. That is our vision. 
Similarly in the school, we want to work freely among people which, in the end, 
is a part of our humanity, how we organize together in the most just manner. So 
it has to start from a dialogical community where the discussion flows, consensus 
is central and it continues advancing like that, that is our core. We say ironically, 
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“for a conflictive education,” because if there is no conflict, there is no learning. 
Education must always be conflictive, like something that makes you progress. 

What tradition do you think you come from? 

Joan: We are the heirs of popular education in the workers’ sense. Let’s say that in 
the past there were about two paths, the new school and the rationalist school, so 
Francesc Ferrer I Guàrdia, Paul Robin and so on, we feel like the heirs of that, but 
there was not a dichotomy or a clear cut in the workers’ education or the more 
liberal progressive education that could be more in line with the Montessori and 
that could offer really interesting things. I believe that for workers’ education, what 
came to develop most is that vision of class; a more socio-political vision that we 
consider our heritage. But that then ends up fusing with other things because 
there are principles perfectly valid for one side and for the other because workers’ 
education also influences projects with different perspectives of class. It’s a dialogue.   

Noemí: We come from a century very rich at the pedagogical level and, in a 
way, what we do in Arcadia is adapt it to today’s time. If we would get Ferrer 
i Guàrdia in a pure state surely he would tell us to try to close that school for 
more concrete things. The hard part of our project is to get all those referents 
and adapt them to the present and above all to the child. We do not follow 
any methodology because we think that each child needs what they need at 
that time. It’s not a single line. So between the structure, the values that we 
want to develop, and the daily practice, well, that’s what we contribute.

In times of economic insecurity and political disaffection, 
how do you keep up hope and energy?

Noemí: If you see it from the education side, it’s appropriate to talk about sequencing 
too. Setting annual goals that you want to meet and that will motivate you. For us, 
it was very important to go through the process of getting to know each other as a 
team and to have those conflicts necessary to grow and to continue. Knowing that 
after one year, another follows, there are small and large goals to meet, building a 
community at an economical level. There are more than enough reasons to motivate us. 

Ana: Also, growth and love. For me, it is the act of appreciating what you believe in and 
the people who you’ve joined and the people who will come after you. Life doesn’t stop 
being a cycle. We will vanish and others will remain. For me, it’s like an act of love that 
they can have that possibility of liberty that we might not have had in our childhood. 

Joan: I can’t conceive of life free of struggle, so ever since I began living life I’ve 
been involved in social movements. That’s something that either fades out of you 
or doesn’t. If your blood boils when confronted with injustice, you can’t just be 
passive while looking at the news. It’s an attitude of life and a bit of reclaiming the 
inner punk. A punk attitude faces an unbearable society, so we must make it more 
bearable. The best way to end this is by creating, building, and in that path you’ll 
find people who will support this. And when you change your little daily routine 
to carry it out in a more collective way, that love, as Ana said, makes you advance 
and makes you stay in the fight. Sometimes in the fights, young people fall into an 
error, and I include myself in that, we fall into an error of wanting to see very swift 
changes and very radical changes, and that burns people because that’s when 
prison sentences and repression begin. So we have to find a way to fight that’s 
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sustainable with time because by keeping up the fight against everything, everyone’s 
blood will boil at some point. I remember a guy from 15M who was interviewed 
after a week, and he was already very frustrated. He showed a capacity for terrible 
frustration. This is to say, this goes from defeat to defeat until the final victory.

Noemí: I think it’s important that we are not alone. We alone would not be able 
to open the school, so we need to continue working without isolating ourselves. 
The restlessness we have for social change goes beyond the day we will open the 
school. We enjoy and live the process. And part of the strategy of the group is 
having people much younger come join, because this doesn’t end once we leave. 




