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‘Community’ continues to be a persistent theme in political, philosophical,
and policy debates. The idea of community poses fundamental questions
about social inclusion and exclusion, identity and belonging.

Drawing on a wealth of international empirical examples and illus-
trations, this book reviews debates surrounding the idea of community.
It examines changing patterns of community life and evaluates their
importance for society and for individuals. As well as urban, rural and
class-based communities, it explores other contemporary forms of com-
munity, such as social movements, communes and ‘virtual’ gatherings in
cyberspace.

Truly multidisciplinary, this book will be of interest to students of
sociology, geography, political science, and social policy and welfare. It
provides a fascinating overview of contemporary debates surrounding
the idea of community.
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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD

‘The New Sociology’ is a series that takes its cue from massive social
transformations currently sweeping the globe. Globalization, new infor-
mation technologies, the techno-industrialization of warfare and terror-
ism, the privatization of public resources, the dominance of consumerist
values: these developments involve major change to the ways people live
their personal and social lives today. Moreover, such developments
impact considerably on the tasks of sociology, and the social sciences
more generally. For the most part, however, the ways in which global
institutional transformations are influencing the subject-matter and
focus of sociology have been discussed only in the more advanced, spe-
cialized literature of the discipline. I was prompted to develop this
series, therefore, in order to introduce students — as well as general read-
ers seeking to come to terms with the practical circumstances of their
daily lives — to the various ways in which sociology reflects the trans-
formed conditions and axes of our globalizing world.

Perhaps the central claim of the series is that sociology is fundamen-
tally linked to the practical and moral concerns of everyday life. The
authors in this series — examining topics all the way from the body to
globalization, from self-identity to consumption — seek to demonstrate
the complex, contradictory ways in which sociology is a necessary and
very practical aspect of our personal and public lives. From one angle,
this may seem uncontroversial. After all, many classical sociological ana-
lysts, as well as those associated with the classics of social theory,
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emphasized the practical basis of human knowledge, notably Emile
Durkheim, Karl Marx, Max Weber, Sigmund Freud and George Simmel,
amongst many others. And yet there are major respects in which the
professionalization of academic sociology during the latter period of the
twentieth century led to a retreat from the everyday issues and moral
basis of sociology itself. (For an excellent discussion of the changing
relations between practical and professional sociologies see Charles
Lemert, Sociology After the Crisis, 2nd edn, Boulder: Paradigm, 2004.) As
worrying as such a retreat from the practical and moral grounds of the
discipline is, one of the main consequences of recent global transforma-
tions in the field of sociology has been a renewed empbhasis on the medi-
ation of everyday events and experiences by distant social forces, the
intermeshing of the local and global in the production of social prac-
tices, and on ethics and moral responsibility at both the individual and
collective levels. “The New Sociology’ series traces out these concerns
across the terrain of various themes and thematics, situating everyday
social practices in the broader context of life in a globalizing world.

In Community and Everyday Life, Graham Day offers a comprehensive
tour-de-force of sociological debates concerning the concept of ‘commu-
nity’. His review is at once social-theoretical, tackling the notion of
community in the writings of leading sociologists from Emile Durkheim
to Zygmunt Bauman, and empirical-analytical, ranging widely from the
analysis of local associations such as Neighbourhood Watch to global
forums such as Live Aid. This breadth of concerns makes the book
immensely rewarding, but as Day argues, there are substantive intellec-
tual reasons why any assessment of the concept ‘community’ must
engage such varied theories and disparate phenomena. One is that ‘com-
munity’ may well be one of the most elastic terms in social science,
stretching from the promised pleasures of local bonds to the warming
moral values of social solidarity. Another is that community is one of
those words which, as the distinguished cultural theorist Raymond
Williams noted, is always invoked positively, much like notions such as
‘imagination’ and ‘democracy’, of which everyone seemingly approves.
This goodwill towards the idea of community is charted by Day with
great skill and erudition. Throughout this lively study, Day is out to
demonstrate that the concept of community has served as a bridge or
link in sociological studies for rethinking the relations between self and
society, identity and culture, security and freedom, opportunity and risk.

vii
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Day in particular draws our attention to the politics of social theory and
of how ‘community’ emerges in various guises, both flattering and
unflattering, as a result. He addresses the complex, contradictory social
arrangements underpinning expressions of community by reassessing
the contributions of classical and contemporary social theory. From
Durkheim’s analyses of social solidarity to Etzioni’s call for stronger
communities, Day critically examines both pessimistic and optimistic
sociological critiques of meanings attributed to community. Perhaps
what is most instructive in this connection is his deft mapping of how
both theoretical and popular conceptions of community encode broader
cultural understandings of the role of shared human values in the pro-
duction and reproduction of social life. And it is precisely the politics
around the idea of community, I would suggest, that marks this book
out as important. At a time in which global transformations bite further
and further into the fabric of communal relations, restructuring and
reconstituting the performance and play of community dialogue in
cities across spaces of the globe, it is imperative for sociology to attempt
to clarify the conditions in which men and women living in their com-
munities can seek to address the imbalances and disturbances of today’s
politics. From the distressed (and largely forgotten) citizens of New
Orleans who attempt to reconstitute their communities in the wake of
hurricane Katrina to those immigrants from North and Central Africa
rioting on the streets in Clichy-sous-Bois as civil war erupts on the
streets of Paris in 2005, redefining the possibilities and perils of com-
munity in these early days of the twenty-first century is a key task not
only for practical sociological life but also for the public political
domain more generally. Graham Day’s book offers its readers a glimpse
into the full sociological and political stakes of such interventions and of
the reasons for the continuing significance of the idea of community.

Anthony Elliott
Canterbury 2006



PREFACE

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ‘COMMUNITY’

Public consternation was expressed a few years ago, when a single
mother and her young son were found to be living a life of almost total
social isolation in a well-to-do British suburban village. They came out
only at night, never spoke to their neighbours, and were housed in con-
ditions of great squalor. Expressing his shock, the local Director of
Social Services commented that it was a ‘strange sort of community’
which could so neglect its members. Yet odd circumstances of this sort
are reported quite regularly in the media. People can die and lie undis-
covered by those around them for days, even weeks; neighbours engage
in fierce, sometimes bloody, disputes over seemingly trivial matters like
the size of their hedges, or the tidiness of their yards; groups of juveniles
make life miserable for those who live nearby by behaving noisily or
committing ‘anti-social’ acts of vandalism. More structured conflicts
and divisions also occur. Barriers are put up to keep certain kinds of
people out of neighbourhoods: the wealthy try to exclude poor people
from their living spaces by erecting gates and fences; vigilante groups
are formed to take action against those who are deemed undesirable; dif-
ferences of religion, ethnicity, or sexual orientation are used to define
boundaries between groups, and often to locate them in particular
places. Some of the most disturbing social confrontations occur across
these boundaries, as the various groups struggle to expand or defend
their territories. Almost always in the course of such events, questions
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will be raised about why people cannot get along better with one
another, why they cannot show greater responsibility towards their
neighbours, and what has become of the idea of community.

In all these examples, it could be said that behaviour falls short of
the highest standards of social cooperation, in which people ought to
show concern and consideration for one another. Instead, we see pro-
cesses of distancing and separation, failures to empathize, and lack of
common courtesy. While it would be absurd to blame every social fail-
ing on defects of community, it is certainly the case that very often
problems with community are held to be responsible for aspects of social
life which worry people greatly, including loneliness, crime, fear and dis-
order. Sometimes the solutions are felt to rest with governments, or out-
side agencies like the police and welfare organizations, but frequently
the root causes or explanations are believed to belong closer to home,
with the immediate social relationships and motivations of those
involved. This is the sphere normally thought of as community, those
contacts and dealings which we have with one another in the course of
our daily lives, and which form the context of our immediate social cir-
cle. Of course, the picture is by no means entirely negative, since indi-
viduals and groups also dedicate great efforts, time and resources to
doing things on behalf of their communities, not least through their
membership of voluntary bodies and organizations in the so-called
‘community’ sector.

The idea of community touches people’s lives today in many ways,
forming a significant influence on how they live and relate to one
another. People are addressed in the media, in politics and through
social policy as members of communities of various kinds (the gay and
lesbian community, ethnic minority communities, faith communities),
and frequently identify themselves as belonging to particular communi-
ties of taste or interest.

Communities are objects of regeneration, participation and interven-
tion. There is a growing field of employment and training for different
types of community workers. Businesses deploy ideas of community to
gather local support, or to win market share by appealing to particular
groups. All such uses of ‘community’ raise fundamental social questions
about inclusion and exclusion, the privileging of some social relation-
ships over others, and the formulation of particular as opposed to gen-
eral interests. Activity conducted in the name of community poses
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issues of power, leadership, and representation. It seeks to bring people
together by emphasizing what they have in common, while overlooking
or subordinating their differences, and this generates basic arguments as
to which social characteristics really count in deciding how people can
and should unite or divide in social action. As rival communities com-
pete for the allegiance of individuals, individuals engage in struggles to
define, and delimit, the extent and demands of community. These topics
are of obvious interest to sociologists, although they have tended to find
the notion of community to be a troublesome and perplexing way of
handling them. Various attempts have been made to dispense with it,
and to find replacement terms. Nevertheless, after a period of relative
dormancy, recent sociological debates have brought the idea of commu-
nity back into prominence. It is also closely related to a number of other
concepts which have gained recent sociological and political currency,
such as ‘trust’, social capital, and civil society. The popularity of the
theme of community in political, philosophical, and policy debates
makes it likely to continue to hold the attention of sociologists for some
time to come. The aim of this book is to explore the meaning of this
tricky concept, and see how effectively sociologists have applied it as a
means of empirical research.

Xi
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THE IDEA OF COMMUNITY

According to the authors of a basic dictionary of sociology, the term
‘community’ is ‘one of the most elusive and vague in sociology and is by
now largely without specific meaning’ (Abercrombie ez #/. 1984: 44). In
view of the complexity and slipperiness of so many sociological con-
cepts, this is a notable claim. However, there are many who would agree
that ‘community’ is a concept that has been worked to death: its range
of meanings is so wide and diverse, its connotations so inconsistent, and
at times downright dangerous, that it deserves no place in any serious
social analysis. Indeed, for about as long as sociology has existed, critics
have poured scorn on the value of the concept and its ability to tell us
anything really useful about the nature of society. Yet it remains never-
theless one of the most common points of reference, not only among
social scientists, but also for policy makers, politicians and the general
public. Precisely because it is so elastic and various in its meanings, the
idea of community continues to grip people’s imaginations, and even
grow in significance as it takes on new applications.

The essential meaning of community might seem obvious enough. It
refers to those things which people have in common, which bind them
together, and give them a sense of belonging with one another. Clearly
this is a fundamental aspect of society, perhaps its very core. But as soon
as one tries to specify more firmly what these common bonds are, how
they arise, and how they can be sustained, the problems begin. We
would not be social beings if we did not feel some sense of identification
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and solidarity with the others around us and share in their experiences
and expectations; yet there are limits to how far we can empathize with
every one of them, or feel obligated towards them, or look to them for
succour and support. As humans, we are boundary-drawing animals,
and we erect barriers between ourselves and others, quite as much as we
identify with them. The idea of community captures these elements of
inclusion and exclusion, pointing towards those who belong together,
and those who are held apart. This is why some would place it at the
heart of social analysis, despite the difficulties it engenders. Nisbet’s
description of community as the most fundamental and far-reaching of
sociology’s unit ideas (Nisbet 1967: 47) points both to its importance,
and to the need to treat it with considerable caution, lest it become too
diffuse and all-embracing. The same applies to many popular uses of the
term in everyday contexts; all too often ‘community’ signifies some-
thing vague and ill-defined, an excuse for not thinking hard enough
about what exactly it is that people do have in common. References to
the international or world community, the scientific and business com-
munities, or even the human community, are obvious instances, but so
are many routine appeals to more particular communities to act, or take
a stand, or express an interest of some kind. When one asks to whom
precisely this refers, and what exactly they are required to do, answers
are frequently lacking. So ‘community’ is a highly problematic term,
alluring in its promise but to be approached with extreme care.

CLASSICAL SOCIAL THEORY AND THE IDEA OF
COMMUNITY

Ideas of community have been embedded in social theory since its ori-
gins, and were absorbed fully into the framework of classical sociology.
The formative works of the discipline are pervaded by concerns with the
question of how societies were held together, what gave collectivities
and groups their unity and distinctiveness, and the extent to which such
social ties were being strengthened or undermined by social change and
development. ‘Community’ represented one significant way of speaking
about group-ness, and distinguishing it from conditions of isolation or
individualism. At a minimum, community involved people doing things,
and being, together, rather than separate and alone. In the writings of
Emile Durkheim, for example, there was a preoccupation with differing
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forms of social solidarity. Sets of people were united either because they
were so alike, a form of solidarity Durkheim called ‘mechanical’, or
because although different, in crucial respects they were complementary,
and this gave them an ‘organic’ unity (Durkheim 1964). Both types of
solidarity could be seen as giving rise to forms of community, centred
respectively on similarity or interdependence. In Durkheim’s theory of
social change, the worry was that the emergence of organic solidarity
might be threatened by excessive individualism, and a loss of readiness
to cooperate on behalf of common purposes. Instead of combining their
efforts into a collective project, people might allow selfish interests and
competitiveness to divide them, so that society would lapse into a con-
dition of disorder and ‘anomie’. Durkheim’s approach encapsulates a
number of the major themes associated with discussions of community
and its fate, including a contrast between different types of social order,
a normative preoccupation with the regulation of society to maintain
successful cooperation, and a sense of fear that prevailing social conditions
might render this impossible. Not surprisingly, Durkheim provides a
fertile source for later reflection on the nature of community.

The context for Durkheim’s arguments, as for the general shaping of
the foundations of academic sociology, was the nineteenth-century
European experience of industrialization and modernization. His concern
with developing the conceptual and analytical underpinnings for sociology
is therefore heavily influenced by some of the empirical developments
taking place at the time, such as the rise of modern industry and the
accompanying growth of towns and cities. For example, he makes con-
nections between evolving forms of social solidarity and the changing
‘moral density’ of society, as measured by patterns of population concen-
tration, migration and geographical mobility. These are seen as exerting
a pressure on the social division of labour, which in turn conditions the
kinds of communal relations that are likely to develop. Thus the changing
nature of community is influenced, or even determined, by a wide range
of material and institutional forces. Again, this theoretical framework
has exercised a major influence on subsequent explorations of how dif-
ferent sorts of community relate to factors such as the size of a popula-
tion, the continuity and stability of its social relationships, and its
capacity to assimilate new members.

While Durkheim has been one of the most influential of sociology’s
forebears, very similar observations and concerns can be found among
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most of his contemporaries. Setting out his own sociological scaffolding,
Max Weber paid a great deal of attention to the nature of the ‘communal’,
asserting that it was a characteristic to be found within most social rela-
tionships (Weber 1978). It consisted of the mutual orientation of social
actors towards one another. That is, they were not solely concerned with
their own interests, but almost always paid some heed to the wishes,
needs, and behaviours of others. Relationships which were long-lasting,
and went beyond the achievement of immediate ends, were especially
likely to generate communal sentiments of belonging together. Weber
instances associations within military units, school classes, workshops
and offices, as well as religious brotherhoods and national communities.
The physical proximity of neighbourhoods made them an especially
likely source of mutual dependence, so that the neighbour is ‘the typical
helper in need’; thus neighbourhoods show a particular tendency to form
‘communities of interest’ (Weber 1978: 41, 361). However, the potential
for community can be found wherever people engage in social interactions.

In the preceding generation, Karl Marx had examined ways in which
social classes could come to form distinctive kinds of ‘community’, those
which were aware of themselves and united around the pursuit of clearly
formulated economic interests. The collective organization of classes was
seen as owing much to the local and occupational groupings which
formed around different industries. Marx also dealt with the shift from
localized communal relations towards more universalized relationships
which occurred across different historical epochs. In early history, he
believed, people were embedded deeply into their communities, and the
primitive forms of property were communally owned. History saw the
emergence of the individual and private property, the dissolution of com-
munal ties, and the exposure of the worker as a ‘free’ person to the vicissi-
tudes of the market (Marx 1973). Despite their very different theoretical
and methodological stances, and political outlooks, there are some inter-
esting convergences between Marx and Durkheim in the way in which
they treat the long-term transformation in the significance of commu-
nity. Both sought to discover and promote ways in which future society
could regain the strength and value of communal bonds, Marx through
his vision of a communist society, and Durkheim by the revival of
guild-like occupational communities.

A special mention must be reserved here for Tonnies (1955, origi-
nally published in 1887), if only because customarily he is seen as the
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theorist with the most direct influence over later sociological work on
communities, and as offering the most explicit version of the kinds of
theoretical distinctions we have begun to outline. Weber refers to the
‘pioneering’ work done by Tonnies in setting out a specific contrast
between ‘community’ (Gemeinschaft) and ‘association’ (Gesellschaf?).
Unlike Weber, who saw these as intermingled and continuous aspects of
social relations, Tonnies is often regarded as setting the precedent for
treating them as opposing, mutually exclusive, sides of a dichotomy.
Certainly they represent different principles of social organization. For
Tonnies, Gemeinschaft involves ‘a lasting and genuine form of living
together’” which is oriented towards the achievement of ends, through
‘coordinated action for a common good’. Gesellschaft implies instead an
orientation to means, calculated action on the part of individuals who
engage in ‘artificial’ relations for what they can get from one another.

This is a fundamental classification which runs through all types of
social interaction, corresponding to what Tonnies perceives as the dis-
tinction between ‘natural’ (spontaneous, organic) will and ‘rational” will.
As propensities, these are not necessarily exclusive of one another, but
should be seen as ‘model qualities” whose relationship is dynamic and
fluctuating. Hence ‘the force of Gemeinschaft persists, although with
diminishing strength, even in the period of Gesellschaft, and remains the
reality of social life’ (1955: 272).

As handled by Tonnies, therefore, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft do not
designate real social entities or groups, but abstract properties.
Nevertheless, Tonnies makes a number of observations which encourage
the confusion of such ideal type characteristics with ‘real’ instances. He
informs us that the rural village community is ‘an outstanding example’
of Gemeinschaft, and that in general Gemeinschaft signifies the ‘old” and
Gesellschaft the new. Yet he also notes that Gemeinschaft could attain new
levels in towns, and in work-based or religious groupings. It was the
city which appeared to be the ultimate enemy of Gemeinschaft, although
even here it could persist in certain forms within the urban context. The
distinction made by Tonnies lends itself to being incorporated into anal-
yses of change which see a general movement taking place from
Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft, from community to association. He set an
influential precedent himself by researching the disintegrating effects of
industrialization and modernization upon community life in his native
Schleswig-Holstein.
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In the course of constructing his theoretical polarities, Tonnies assimi-
lated into his definitions a number of characteristics which subsequently
have been assumed to go together. ‘Community’ stands for real ties of
interdependence and emotion between people who form part of an
organic, bounded, entity, often linked to place or territory. ‘Association’
refers to exchanges among individuals who engage in essentially bound-
aryless, contractual relationships; the ties between them are merely con-
venient. Tonnies suggested that community arose ‘naturally’ on the part
of those who encountered shared experiences, for example through com-
mon origins and backgrounds. This applied most obviously to relation-
ships  within the family. Such an understanding of community
encouraged an emphasis on mutual agreement or consensus, and the
maintenance of established relations. The exercise of ‘rational” will on
the other hand was directed more towards future-oriented and instru-
mental objectives, so that association was more temporary, and subject
to constant deliberate revision and improvement. Commercial or business
transactions might typify Gesellschaft.

The notion of community as natural and ‘organic’ goes along with
expectations that it will be valued for its own sake, and represent a situ-
ation of at least relative stability and homogeneity (Noble 2000).
Understood in this way, community seems inevitably to belong more with
the social order of the past, while the features of association fit more
closely the world of the present, and its domination by commercial
organizations and public bureaucracies. Rightly or wrongly, as Noble
comments, the distinction appears to crystallize a lot of things that peo-
ple feel they encounter in the real world, and a good deal of later
research and commentary on community could be summed up as taking
the form of a debate with the ghost of Tonnies, and his conceptual appa-
ratus. Among the points at issue is whether the term ‘community’
ought to be equated with a distinct pattern of social relationships that is
the outcome only of certain limiting conditions. This is where a concern
with the conceptual specification of its meaning blurs into a series of
assertions about empirical examples. Locating ‘community’ in the set-
tled social relations of the past, and equating it with situations of stabil-
ity and persistence, biases the discussion in a predominantly
conservative direction, and both Durkheim and Tonnies have been
accused of fostering a backward-looking sociology. More practically,
Tonnies encouraged the belief that the quintessential expressions of
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community were to be found in close conjunction with relationships
of kinship, or even blood, and proximity, such as were more characteristic
of early, and rural settings than they are of modern life. He also asserted
that they were closer to the circumstances and inclinations of women,
and poor people, than those of men and social elites; hence, he proposed,
Gemeinschaft belonged in the realm of ‘nature’, rather than that of reason.

It was in the surroundings of the city, and the modern industrial
organization, that the ‘associational” patterns referred to by Tonnies were
most likely to thrive, where the emphasis was on short-term, purposeful
exchanges among self-conscious individuals. These could be regarded as
being at the opposite end of the spectrum from the types of behaviour
and attitude typical of relationships within families and households, or
in small, intimate, social groupings. However, simply describing it in
this way sets up a whole series of mental oppositions between the settled
and the changeable, short-lived and long-term, conscious and unconsid-
ered, things which have an intrinsic worth or meaning and those which
are useful only because of what they can bring about. Whereas certain of
these features might seem to flourish best within community, the others
appear antithetical to it, and show more affinity with the values and
ethics of the marketplace, or with the reasoned actions of policy makers
and officialdom. In their different ways, the institutions of the market and
of the state appear especially distant from the true nature of community
as depicted by Tonnies, giving us a sense that community exists some-
how outside, or between, the market and the state.

We must remember that Tonnies and Durkheim were writing at a
time when the disappearance of a rural peasantry and its semi-feudal
conditions of existence was still visibly taking place around them in
Europe. They were witnesses to the emergence of modern society, and
the associated experiences of industrialization and urbanization were rel-
atively new, and raw. Insofar as either sought to ground their arguments
in empirical research, they relied heavily on contemporaneous studies of
the decline of traditional social orders by authors such as Maine, Spencer
and Gierke, and faithfully reproduced their accounts of the importance
of ancient custom, collective regulation, and common ownership.
Tonnies relates the existence of Gemeinschaft to the ‘folk cultures’ and
customary laws that were to be found among those who enjoyed a long-
established settled relationship with the land and ties of blood. The
development of modern social relationships implied the destruction of
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these kinds of bonds, and with it the threat of a loss of community.
Teasing out these conceptual and empirical relationships offers an
almost unlimited potential for questions and problems. To what extent,
for instance, should we confine the term ‘community’ to situations in
which there is no rational deliberation, no calculation of benefit, and no
conflict? How common are such situations? If rationality is hostile to
community, how can we contemplate the explicit creation, or develop-
ment, of communities designed to serve particular purposes? Can com-
munity ever be planned? A glance at contemporary advertisements for
public sector jobs will indicate that there is no shortage of those who
believe it is possible to do so. Applicants are invited to join projects
which are concerned with such objectives as ‘building communities as
well as homes’ (Swan Housing Association) or ‘creating and co-ordinating
a thriving community’ (Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council:
Guardian newspaper, 21 July 2004). How realistic are these aims, if they
involve artificially engineering something as ‘natural’ as community? And
what are we to make of enterprises such as ‘community planning’
(Marris 1982), ‘community development’ (Barr 1996), or ‘community
architecture’ (Wates and Knevitt 1987)?

THEORY'S TWENTIETH-CENTURY LEGACY

Dichotomous representations of the contrasts between rural and urban,
traditional and modern, spontaneous and rational permeated sociology
throughout its early development, formed a prominent feature of the
works of the Chicago School in particular (Wirth 1927; 1938; Redfield
1947), and persisted well into the 1960s (Frankenberg 1966; Pahl
1966). Whenever theories of historical change were formulated by soci-
ologists, it was apparent that the conditions deemed most favourable to
community fell on one side of the divide, and everything that was con-
ducive to development and progress on the other. Hence community
became identified with traditional social orders, like those of the feudal
and agrarian past, or with ‘less developed’” modern contexts, and change
was construed as its enemy. The association is sufficiently strong to
make it seem that every concept of community had implicit within it a
criticism of urban/industrial society (Ennew 1980: 1). These tendencies
arose from the bundling together of several characteristics into a single
package, often presented in the guise of an ‘ideal type’, which was
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acknowledged to exaggerate and simplify what would be found in any
actual community, and yet prone to be handled as if it was real. The
work of Tonnies was presented in black and white terms by many of his
followers, as if it was self-evident that Gemeinschaft referred only to the
rural village and/or the extended family, whereas urban living and freely
chosen social relations were incompatible with community. Durkheim’s
analysis of changing social solidarities underwent a similar process of
interpretation and simplification. The result is an inclination to pre-
sume that, providing some of the features of community can be
detected, then the others must also exist; or, conversely, that if certain
dimensions are missing, then what we have is not in any sense a proper
community. The temptation to preempt what ought to be matters for
empirical investigation is shown in definitions of community such as
the following:

a territorial group of people with a common mode of living striving
for common objectives.
(Durant 1959)

a specific population living within a specific geographic area with
shared institutions and values and significant social interaction.
(Warren 1963: 2).

Nisbet’s (1967: 47) definition of community as encompassing ‘all forms
of relationship which are characterized by a high degree of personal inti-
macy, emotional depth, moral commitment, social cohesion and conti-
nuity in time is loaded with positivity. Except for the numbers
typically involved, this could be an idealized description of marriage, or
close friendship. Likewise Lee and Newby (1983: 52) remark on how
the term has been used to denote ‘a sense of common identity, enduring
ties of affiliation and harmony based upon personal knowledge and face-
to-face contact’. These statements seem to settle very tricky questions
by fiat, leaving us to determine only how far actual examples measure
up to the conceptual purity they provide. Nearly always, this makes real
cases appear to fall short of an ideal, because there are bound to be some
respects in which the simple correspondences built into the definitions
cannot hold. Consequently, community remains an elusive prospect, a
goal that is tantalizingly plausible and yet never quite achieved. This
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leads some to conclude that it is best regarded as an ideal, a philosophi-
cal dream, rather than a real phenomenon.

COMMUNITY UNDER THREAT

Classical theories of community were abstract and general; in modern
parlance, they were not evidence-based, and their authors carried out no
detailed studies to confirm their intuitions. Tonnies has been especially
influential in crystallizing a dominant conception of community as a
spontaneous outgrowth of close social and geographical relations. His
account of Gemeinschaft-type relationships implies that the people
involved will share a body of experiences, habits and memories, and dis-
play what Durkheim refers to as ‘common ways of thinking and feeling’
(1964: 79). This will happen almost innately, simply by virtue of being
members of a community. It is not necessarily the case that the classic
sociologists wholeheartedly endorsed community as a value, or an end in
itself. On the contrary, it can be argued that in general they welcomed
social progress and development, and saw the fading away of strict com-
munal bonds as a price to be paid for the freedoms and opportunities of
modern society (Kumar 1978; Little 2002: 18). However, many who
followed in their footsteps came to lament the change, and to formulate
a zero-sum equation in which ‘association’ could grow only at the
expense of, or as a substitute for, community. The ‘loss’” or ‘decline’ of
community became a leading theme in sociological writing (Stein 1964;
Lee and Newby 1983), and was attributed to many different influences,
chief of which included industrialization, rationalization, and urbaniza-
tion. An entirely typical, early example is Zorbaugh'’s claim that

The community is gradually disappearing. And its disappearance is
the result of the fundamental processes of the city’s growth — mobility,
centralization, succession, and the consequent breakdown of culture
and public opinion within local areas, the rise of social distances, and
the organization of sentiment and interest on the basis of vocational
activity rather than contiguity of residence.

(Zorbaugh 1929: 271)

Zorbaugh’s statement is packed with assertions about the causal relation-
ships which lie behind the loss of community, of a sort that were widely
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rehearsed by sociologists, planners and others throughout the twentieth
century.

Later contributions have done their best to move away from some of
the more simplistic polar oppositions. Frankenberg (1966) and others
insist, for instance, on the importance of constructing some form of con-
tinuum, rather than dichotomy, so that different examples can be
arranged between extremes in appropriate ascending or descending
order. In his theoretical review of British sociological and anthropologi-
cal case studies of community, Frankenberg fixed them somewhere
between the ‘truly rural’ and the ‘thoroughly urban’, according to differ-
ences in characteristic patterns of social structure and social relations.
Although this was said to be no more than a ‘morphological contin-
uum’, a classificatory arrangement of social types, Frankenberg notes
that the tendency of direction of change is clear:

As we move towards the urban end of the continuum redundancy in
social relations decreases, social relationships become less complex,
processes are formalized and bureaucratic forms introduced. Elements
of behaviour are stripped of latent and not so latent side-functions.
(Frankenberg 1966: 282)

In other words, the more ‘urban’ the situation, the more the aspects of
community are shed. Social relationships are simplified, to become
focussed around explicit aims and purposes. They become more special-
ized, and single-minded. There are marked echoes of Tonnies’ analysis,
though strangely Frankenberg makes no overt reference to the German
theorist, drawing instead on the work of a number of more recent
British and American social anthropologists. Frankenberg’s version of
the ‘truly rural’ seems to fit the model of Gemeinschaft in every respect,
while he uses a range of variables such as density, complexity, breadth of
social roles, differentiation, connectedness and individuation to measure
deviations from it. Again this makes a certain kind of established rural
social order seem the very epitome of community, whereas other later,
and supposedly more sophisticated, forms of social organization are
departures from it. The general movement is from community 70 some-
thing different.

A similar attempt to elaborate the distinction drawn by Tonnies and
break it down, at least in theory, into a number of distinct and separable
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elements was made by the American sociologist Talcott Parsons. In his
system of pattern variables, said to characterize all forms of human
action, Parsons included contrasts between orientation to the self or to
collectivity, and between value-attitudes that were particularistic or uni-
versalistic; ascribed or achieved; and affective or affectively neutral
(Parsons 1951). Whilst multiple combinations of these variables were
theoretically possible, in practice they appeared to cluster together in
ways that reproduced the more simplistic models. As conventionally
described, ‘community’ seemed to unite orientations towards others (the
group or collectivity) with particularistic, ascribed, and affectual ties, so
as to engage people’s sentiments of belonging with a specific set of others,
who were given rather than chosen. At the other extreme, there were the
universalistic, achieved, and emotionally neutral orientations typical of
modern formal organizations, or encounters between strangers on city
streets.

There is a close connection between the sense of community as an
integrated whole, in which a number of distinctive features fuse
together, and the broader thrust towards harmony, cooperation and inte-
gration in functionalist social theory of the kind advocated by Parsons.
It has often been claimed that the concept of community displays an
intrinsic affinity with functionalist theory, so that examinations of com-
munal relations fall easily into making claims about the functional
necessities which shape them. Parsons himself took the restricted view,
that community referred essentially to a particular kind of social group-
ing or collectivity, ‘the members of which share a common territorial
area as their base of operations for daily activities’ (1951: 91). Within
this delimited area, it should be possible to trace the ways in which dif-
ferent aspects of life were drawn into functional connections, each serv-
ing the needs of the others. Not just the members, but the social
structures within which they were caught, would ‘belong together’, to
form some kind of unity. However, Parsons did not limit his use of the
word community to this special type of geographical, and rather strictly
demarcated collectivity, since when conceptualizing society as a whole
he also spoke of the ‘societal community’. In other words, the commu-
nal impulse is quite central to his model of society as something bound
together by a consensus of sentiments and values. At the largest scale, a
society itself constitutes some sort of community, and is integrated by
more than rationally calculated means and ends. So far as the develop-
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ment of particular communities was concerned, Parsons saw that the
individual ‘base of operation’ was becoming more extended in range
through the development of mobility and communications, such as
commuting ‘by mechanical means’. This meant that ‘daily activities’
could take place over larger and larger social spaces, stretching the
bounds of community, possibly to breaking point.

According to Parsons, all societies are patterned into communities, and
all individuals will belong to some such community or communities.
Communities could be organized at various levels of inclusiveness, and
some communities might contain others. Although an individual’s
entry into a community could be by choice, once inside it, a great deal
becomes ascribed — Parsons mentions the obligation to pay local taxes.
Local residence is also said to predispose actors towards relationships
which are ‘diffuse’ rather than specific; that is, living alongside one
another puts pressure on neighbours to form connections which go
beyond any specific context. Like kinship, ethnicity and class groupings,
communities tend towards an emphasis on the particular, ascriptive, and
diffuse; they are indeed social groupings, rather than formal organiza-
tions. Where societies are constructed on the basis of a predominance of
universalistic or achievement-oriented values, with imperatives for
mobility and choice, then close ties of community solidarity will repre-
sent something of a threat to the system as a whole (Parsons 1951: 187);
commitments will be driven to move towards more ‘associational’
arrangements, or to identification with larger groupings, such as the
nation. There are very strong traces here of the evolutionary dynamic
found in the classical theories of Spencer, Durkheim and Tonnies, which
sees ‘genuine’ community as ultimately incompatible with advanced
societies, and even raises the prospect that actual communities may be
antagonistic to some of the values and imperatives of social progress.
From the point of view of writers like Parsons, there is a definite tension
between the pull towards loyalty to a community, and the openness and
flexibility demanded by a modern developed economy and society.

POPULAR AND THEORETICAL CONCEPTIONS

The world of social theory is specialized, and at times opaque, and its
influence on ‘ordinary people’ possibly remote, and hard to assess. Yet
we can discern many ways in which these theoretical preoccupations
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about the meaning of community converge with everyday usages.
Indeed, one of the issues touched upon by critics is the extent to which
theorists, as happens in other fields, may rely too much upon popular
and vernacular understandings of the term, letting them contaminate
what should be more precise and reasoned analyses. Those inclined to do
so can find ample excuses in social theory to dismiss community as a
falsely romanticized, over-unified, sentimental construct. One does not
have to go far to find references to community which underline the
extent to which its use is bedevilled by ‘nostalgic and romantic notions
of a mythical past’ (Pahl 1996: 89) or prone to draw upon ‘fictionalized
memories of a golden past’ (Mayo 2000: 39). The cultural critic
Raymond Williams (1976: 65-6) opined that ‘community’ was unique
among the terms of social organization, in never being used
unfavourably. This chimes with Tonnies’ assertion that ‘the expression
bad Gemeinschaft violates the meaning of the word” (1955: 38).
Consequently community can be used as a tag-word to confer a positive
aura upon notions which might otherwise seem unattractive — like
‘community policing’, ‘community discipline’ or practices like ‘neigh-
bourhood watch’. The recent revival of enthusiasm for community
among advocates of communitarianism such as Etzioni (1995) and Tam
(1998) relies heavily on the assumption that communities are a good
thing, and that individuals ought to be prepared to subordinate their
selfish interests and desires to the common good. Merely referring to
some set of people as a ‘community’, as in the ‘gay and lesbian commu-
nity’, ‘ethnic community’, or ‘rural community’, can confer a spurious
sense of caring and togetherness on what may prove to be no more than
a disparate collection of individuals and groups (Hoggart 1988: 3).
Consequently, community has become one of the most abused terms in
the rhetoric of politics and policy making, employed promiscuously to
harness the positive feelings and support that accompany motives of
altruism and solidarity. Agencies that purport to be ‘working for the
community’ can expect to be given the benefit of the doubt, since they
have the interests of others at heart. Few would think it as sensible to
proclaim that they were ‘working just for ourselves’!

Among those who do appeal in this way to notions of community,
there is a strong sense of regaining lost ground; it is commonplace to
hear talk of the ‘recovery’ of community, or its ‘regeneration’. This
would fit the argument that, over time, community has been lost, or
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subjected to degeneration, and in that sense belongs somewhere in the
past. Warning against romantic conceptions, Giddens (1990: 101)
nonetheless explains that community was a marked feature of pre-modern
social conditions, but underwent a decline with the advent of modernity.
He has in mind especially those ‘clusters of interweaving social rela-
tions’ that tended to be concentrated on particular places, or ‘local
milieux’, consisting in the main of relatively immobile and self-contained
local populations. In pre-modern circumstances, such local communities
were the foundation of wider social organization (1990: 80). Now, they
have far less significance in the lives of most people; they have dissolved
in the face of modern means of transport and communication. In fact, in
the developed societies, the destruction of the local community is said
to have ‘reached its apogee’ (Giddens 1994a: 101). This does not pre-
vent Giddens, in his more activist political writings, from putting
‘community’ somewhere near the centre of his recommendations for a
stronger focus on personal responsibility and active citizenship. For
him, communities are among the cornerstones of a ‘new progressivism’
which seeks to combat the ‘decay’ of community and assist in the pro-
cess of community renewal and rebuilding (Giddens 1998; 2000).
Giddens is less forthcoming about where exactly in contemporary cir-
cumstances we are to find, or rediscover, such communities.

Amitai Etzioni has similar preoccupations. As the most celebrated
recent advocate of communitarian values, he seems to accept the loss of
traditional community as a fact, but wants to reverse the value that he
believes other sociologists have put on this process. Whereas he con-
tends that they have hailed it as a liberation from constraint, and release
of individual rationality, he wishes to see the restoration of its ‘old fash-
ioned values and . . . sense of obligation’ (1995: 117). He identifies a
‘network of reciprocal obligations and care’ as the central feature of
community; it is a ‘place in which people know and care for one
another’. Etzioni’s sociology has its roots in the subsoil of American
structural-functionalism, and in his work he reproduces the Parsonian
concern with the centrality of shared values and normative consensus
to stable social order. Going further back, there is an obvious debt to
Durkheim. Etzioni argues that community has a powerful moral dimen-
sion, and exerts a ‘moral voice’ which is able to enforce certain kinds of
behaviour and rule out others. Thus the community into which people
are born is the mainspring of social morality, and later developments in
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moral attitudes and individual values are adjustments around commit-
ments originally formed in communities. However, recent decades have
seen a weakening in the powers of communities, so that they now
require some ‘major fixing’ to redress the excesses of individualism and
greed. There is an entirely familiar refrain to Etzioni’s comment that it
is ‘mainly in instances in which there is no viable community, in which
people live in high-rise buildings and do not know one another . . . that
the social underpinnings of morality are lost’ (1995: 33).

The merging of theoretical and sociological analysis with everyday
practical concerns is very evident in Etzioni’s writings. He offers a diag-
nosis of various contemporary social ills with which many ordinary people,
and newspaper journalists, would concur, and finds the solution for them
in stronger communities. However, he is quite mistaken in supposing
that sociologists have adopted only one attitude toward community and
its characteristics. They have always been divided in opinion, and as
many, if not more, have regretted the disappearance of close-knit com-
munity life as have applauded it. Etzioni makes his recommendations
look new and radical only by ignoring the large numbers of sociologists
and social commentators who have celebrated the virtues of small town
and village life, the solidarity of various ethnic communities, and the
warmth of relationships to be found among those who share common
interests and goals, a tradition into which he fits quite comfortably.
Indeed, his intellectual opponents criticize him for adopting the conser-
vative, or even reactionary, stance that goes with a rejection of every-
thing that is modern. Traditional conceptions of community tend to
emphasize primordial attachments to the family, and to ties of kinship
and place, as the bedrock of social solidarity. All of these appear to be
challenged by the growth of modernity. Hence, it is not surprising that
for Etzioni and those who share his perspective, they also need to be
reinstated. Although hedged in by various qualifications and reserva-
tions, there is undoubtedly a desire among communitarians to see con-
ventional forms of family life strengthened, along with the bonds
between neighbours and friends. Going against the grain of most recent
social analysis, Etzioni even claims that there are signs of a slowing down
in the readiness with which people will flit between places, and a new
eagerness on their part to put down local roots. Within such a framework,
community itself acquires a distinctly conservative thrust. It is both a
force for conservation, of values and social controls, and a step back into
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the social conventions of earlier years. Whereas classical sociology
looked to times before the rise of modern industrial society to discover
communities that were effective and strong, Etzioni finds his examples
as recently as the 1950s; but the sense that things since have taken a
turn for the worse is just as powerful. As he depicts it, the second half of
the twentieth century represented an unrelenting decline from social
harmony, solidarity and responsibility into self-centred individualism,
‘rampant moral confusion and social anarchy’ (1995: 24). The restora-
tion of community will bring back a sense of discipline and moral per-
suasion, and help provide the antidote to crime, vandalism and social
irresponsibility.

Whether or not they would accept Etzioni’s proposed solutions, there
is a powerful conviction amongst many sociologists that to find true
examples of community one needs to look to the past. It is widely con-
tended that modern advanced societies have witnessed the eclipse of
people’s ability to identify themselves with spatially located communi-
ties of place, and possibly also their ability to fashion alternative,
substitute, versions of community more appropriate to contemporary
circumstances. Whereas in early conditions it is accepted that most people
inhabited social relations that were fixed, and organized largely around
close family and neighbourhood connections, community of this sort is
now considered to be a rare phenomenon, increasingly overwhelmed by
the twin forces of corporate planning and government intervention
(Crook et al. 1992), or market and state. More generally, the pressures of
modern life are held to be hostile to the kinds of secure and predictable
existence which were characteristic of earlier times. According to Savage
and Warde, for instance,

Modernity is intrinsically disorderly because it obliges individuals to
experiment, to hope, to gamble, and to be ambitious. Its social life
lacks the predictability and the certainties that characterise societies
governed by tradition. Individual creativity is exchanged for the secu-
rity of calculable social obligations and the sense of belonging that
emanate from fixed social bonds.

(Savage and Warde 1993: 150)

This raises questions about the basis for any strongly collective identity
in the modern world, but makes it extraordinarily unlikely that it will
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be found in anything like the old patterns of community organization.
Similar fears were expressed thirty years earlier by Stein (1964: 329)
when he argued that community could not withstand the weakening of
personal bonds that went with the decline of national, regional and fam-
ily ties. Ultimately he feared this would jeopardize even the individual’s
capacity to sustain a coherent self-image. Giddens (1990) makes the
same connection between modernity, and the undermining of stable
social relations and a secure sense of the self.

Commentaries from a range of different perspectives can agree on
this diagnosis, if not on how it should be counteracted. There is com-
mon ground, for example, between Etzioni’s definition of communities
as ‘social webs of people who know one another as persons and have a
moral voice’ (1995: x) and Raymond Williams’ conception of commu-
nity as the sphere of ‘direct and directly responsible relationships’
(1989: 112). In each case, the idea of community is employed as part of
a critique of the present, and its social failings. Both writers assume that
obligations are stronger where people actually know and understand one
another, and both see these kinds of relationships as under threat from
contemporary change. Where they differ is in the direction taken by
their politics. While Etzioni lays stress on the recovery of community,
and the reinstatement of old ways of doing things, Williams looks more
to an extension of community, and the translation of its values of imme-
diacy and directness into a larger realm, through political action, culmi-
nating eventually in a whole society in which people could be motivated
by ‘habits of mutual obligation’. Where Etzioni emphasizes the disci-
plines imposed by community, Williams enjoins us to see it as a means
through which people can seize control of their own destinies. The lat-
ter’s debt to Marx’s utopian vision of a future (communist) society is
revealed when he asks how it could possibly be that people should nor
want to live in real (sic) community, which offers them so clearly a much
better way to live than the conditions of the present (1989: 119). Here,
full community lies somewhere in the future, though it draws on the
strengths of the past. Yet even so, we find similarities between
Williams’ goal of an ever expanding awareness of community, and
Etzioni’s description of how different layers of community can nest
inside one another, from its local and ‘less encompassing’ varieties up
through the national and ultimately international and even global forms
of community (Etzioni 2004).
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WHAT FUTURE FOR COMMUNITY?

The readiness with which the idea of community can be embraced
within the politics of the right, left and centre reminds us of those who
would caution against its evasive nature: surely, to be acceptable to the-
orists of such different political persuasions, it must lack any definite
meaning. As Mayo puts it, it seems to describe everything, and there-
fore nothing (1994: 51). Yet we have also seen that there is a fair degree
of underpinning consensus, that community represents a particular kind
of social bond, involving direct personal relations and intimate knowl-
edge of others; also that the existence of this kind of relationship is asso-
ciated with the presence of certain definite social conditions, which may
or may not have been more likely to occur in the past than they are now.
The question posed by much of the theoretical discussion among sociol-
ogists is whether or not the possibilities for ties of this sort to exist
between people today have been exhausted by the tendencies of social
change. Under contemporary conditions, is it possible to designate sets
of social relationships that will foster the kinds of solidarity, and com-
mitment to shared purposes and interests, that have been associated
with communities in the past? This has been a central preoccupation
among those who have turned their attention to the problem of commu-
nity, for example those working in the field of urban sociology, who
have worried away endlessly at the problem of finding ways of creating
social bonds between those who inhabit the fragmented worlds of mod-
ern cities (Savage and Warde 1993; Harvey 2000).

For his part, Williams was sceptical about any general claim that
community is a vanishing prospect; instead, he traced a series of major
social changes through which it evolved from its ‘primitive’ early forms
into a more explicit, and politically ambitious, pursuit of shared ideals.
He also showed how the thesis of the loss of community formed part of
a much larger narrative, that of society’s decline from some bygone
golden era (Williams 1975). Although in social theory this became
closely associated with industrialism, and the rise to dominance of capi-
talist social relations, it extended much further back in time, to the very
beginnings of social analysis, and carried with it always a certain social
nostalgia. The ancient Greeks and Romans were already regretting the
disappearance of orderly relationships, and the intrusion of urban and
commercial values into their civilizations. This is a perspective that is
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especially attractive to those who feel that their own interests and pow-
ers are under attack, and can be shored up best by bringing about a
‘return’ to erstwhile community relations. This gives a variety of social
groups, including those based on gender, ethnicity and class, a vested
interest in upholding particular versions of community, with their asso-
ciated patterns of social hierarchy and privilege.

Williams offers an alternative vision: not that community will disap-
pear completely, but that it will be transformed into new kinds of
awareness, increasingly detached from the limitations of particular
places, neighbourhoods, and experiences. In his terms, community
becomes a political project, a function of the mobilization of collective
powers, and therefore is compatible with the conscious pursuit and real-
ization of shared values and goals. Engagement in community does not
necessarily mean having to eschew reason and foresight in favour of emo-
tion. He considers this interpretation to be closer to the nature of those
historical communities which he identifies as having been built through
processes of social defence and opposition, usually in response to experi-
ences of inequality and power, rather than laid down merely through
habit and inertia. Although he accepts that many accounts of commu-
nity would locate it within the framework of social and economic rela-
tions that are ‘settled, reciprocal, and of an avowedly total kind’ (1975:
48) — in other words, as part of a static social order — his own position is
that community can be conceived of as an active process through which
individuals and groups strive to realize their potential. Indeed, he dis-
tinguishes between a ‘community of struggle’, one that involves people
in fighting for and gaining their economic and political rights, and the
‘mutuality of the oppressed’, found among those who have been pushed
to the margins of society (1975: 131), for whom community is simply a
defensive social arrangement.

Williams was not a sociologist, although in some aspects of his work
he aspired to be one. As a cultural theorist, a prime interest lay in artic-
ulating what he referred to as the prevailing ‘structures of feeling’ char-
acteristic of certain social groups, or during certain historical periods
(Williams 1961). The sense of the loss of community was one such
theme, running through popular cultures as well as conveyed in works
of literature and social criticism. It is so pervasive and powerful as to
suggest that communities face a continual threat of social entropy,
which drags them towards disorganization, fragmentation, and individ-
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ualization. Time and again this seems to be their expected fate.
Williams sought to refute this. Throughout his own extensive writing
on the topic, his touchstone remained the notion of a ‘knowable com-
munity’, supporting the kind of direct, face-to-face contacts through
which we can ‘find and value the real substance of personal relation-
ships’ (1975: 203). Once again there is a strong evaluative, even moral,
component to this definition. It reflects the social environment
Williams had experienced when growing up in the 1920s in the ‘border
country’ of rural south Wales. He admits that such relationships are
more difficult to sustain in larger and more complex social settings,
where community and identity become more problematic, and need to
be worked at harder, and other kinds of knowledge become important in
addition to immediate experience. But the vision of his youth provided
him with a critical tool for assessing other patterns of social life, and in
this he was typical of many of his generation. The experience of actually
having lived through what appeared to be the retreat or even collapse of
community was shared by numerous others who adopted broadly simi-
lar criteria of the decent society.

In Britain, the idea of community provided a binding concept in the
work of many who were influential in establishing sociology as a recog-
nized intellectual discipline, following the Second World War. Their
analyses of social problems and social changes were bound up closely
with perceptions of how community in general, and real communities
in given places, were being torn apart by fundamental shifts of political
and economic power. There is a lengthy tradition of empirical explo-
ration of such matters, which acquires a specifically British inflection in
the preoccupation with examining how it relates to questions of class
and class awareness (Young and Willmott 1957; Goldthorpe ez 2/. 1969;
Devine ez al. 2005). In America, a comparable line of inquiry has cen-
tred more on issues of ethnic diversity, and the assimilation of migrant
groups in urban settings (Park 1957; Whyte 1957; Suttles 1968),
although there is some cross-over of concerns in later work. British soci-
ology has produced nothing exactly equivalent to the ‘Chicago School’,
with its depth of research and consistency of theoretical direction
(Dickens 1990; Saunders 1986); but it would be possible to construct
something not altogether different from the record of ‘community stud-
ies” and those later investigations which have explored the importance of
locality for people’s identity and ability to act together (Bell and Newby
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1971; Crow and Allen 1994). In much of this work, community has
continued to serve as a benchmark against which the strengths and
weaknesses of newly emerging social patterns can be measured. Usually
the comparison works to the detriment of the new, because it does not
fulfil the expectations and hopes associated with older ways of living.

This is one reason why some have lost patience with the concept.
Though it is not alone in this respect, since similar problems afflict the
use of other prominent social science concepts, it has proved especially
difficult to disentangle the descriptive from the normative aspects of
community. The temptation to mix supposedly objective assessments
of the state of modern social relations with evaluative judgements upon
them helps explain why the idea has drawn so much criticism. Already
we have seen how easily discussions can blur the distinctions between
prevailing patterns of social relationships, the quality of the resulting
personal involvements, and aspirations for a better kind of social order.
Several attempts have been made to argue that for the sake of clarity and
rigour, these aspects must be kept apart (Bell and Newby 1976; Lee
and Newby 1983; Willmott 1986), but it has proved almost impossible
to sustain the separation, and as yet no one has come up with a convinc-
ing set of alternative concepts. It is hard to do so while ‘community’
remains so firmly embedded within the everyday thought and speech of
social actors. Hence the frustration expressed by influential figures in
sociology like Pahl (1996: 92) when he asked the question ‘if sociolo-
gists have exposed the myths and fallacies of the idea of community . . .
{why} does a dead idea refuse to lie down?’ The answer must be, because
actually it is not deceased; for some people at least, it continues to fulfil
a useful living purpose.

THE RETURN OF COMMUNITY

Given that sociologists have been proclaiming the death of community
for more than a century, it may seem surprising that recent years have
seen its revitalization as a concept. Yet theorists at the cutting edge of
contemporary sociology continue to reflect upon its importance. For a
term so often dismissed as antiquated and confused, it displays an
extraordinary resilience. An example would be the prominence of the
term in the writings of Zygmunt Bauman, one of the foremost exponents
of the sociology of postmodernity (Bauman 1992; 2000; 2001a). Time
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and again, Bauman informs us that the social conditions of the twenty-
first century are incompatible with community, and yet he points out
how widely and diversely the idea is deployed. Bauman cites the words
of the eminent Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm (1994: 428), to the
effect that the term was never used ‘more indiscriminantly and emptily
than in the decades when communities in the sociological sense became
hard to find in real life’. Again this must make us question what it is
that people are actually seeking, and perhaps finding, within the notion
of community, and how this relates to the proposed ‘sociological sense’ of
the word. Bauman joins Hobsbawm in putting a negative gloss on this
‘quest’ for community: it is interpreted as a reactive response to the
uncertainties and insecurities which are endemic in social life today.
Bauman argues that contemporary society has released individuals from
most of the restraining influences which once surrounded them, and
especially from the ‘ascribed, inherited and inborn determination of
social character’” (Bauman 2001a: 149). This leaves people free to make
their own choices, but also highly anxious about their place in society.
Increasingly therefore they turn to contexts where they can feel ‘at
home’, and comfortable, amongst those who resemble them in their
tastes and interests. This puts the emphasis upon certain voluntary
types of community, or ‘modes of togetherness’, for which Bauman has
produced a range of different labels. From the tone of his discussion, it
is obvious that he considers most or all of these to be spurious and
deceptive, because they cannot provide the ‘real’ security and protection
that once were taken for granted. As ever, it seems that the notion of the
‘true’ community hovers over current conditions, and casts some dark
shadows upon them. According to Bauman, it is in the search for com-
munity, real or fabricated, that some of the worst aspects of social exclu-
siveness, racism and fascism, are brought into being.

Castells (1997) occupies similar territory with his assertion that the
construction of communities intended to resist the pressures of contem-
porary life forms perhaps the most important type of identity building
project in our society. Thus ‘the construction of social action and poli-
tics around primary identities, either ascribed, rooted in history and
geography or newly built in an anxious search for meaning and spiritu-
ality’, is said to constitute the most distinctive social and political trend
of the 1990s (1997: 22). Recourse to communities organized around
identities that are given supposedly by history, biology, or geography
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would seem to lead naturally towards groupings which are defensive and
exclusive. Yet there is also a more positive message in Castells’ conclu-
sion that, in resisting powerful processes of individualization and social
atomization, people may cluster together in organizations that, over
time, will ‘generate a feeling of belonging, and ultimately, in many
cases, a communal, cultural identity’ (1997: 60). He instances the
growth of urban and environmental social movements, and also the pos-
sibility that people will utilize electronic communications to build vir-
tual communities around their shared interests. Lash and Urry (1994:
50) concur that the difference between these ‘new communities’ and tra-
ditional Gemeinschaften is that people are not born into them, but must
make them through their own choices and actions. This may lead in the
direction of narrow and aggressive definitions of belonging, or it may
result in more open-ended and inclusive types of social movement.
Whichever way it goes, it seems that far from disappearing as an issue,
new kinds of community are ‘ever more frequently invented, so that such
invention of community, such innovation becomes almost chronic. It is
no longer the exception, but the rule’ (Lash and Urry 1994: 316). Contrary
to claims that community is defunct, this implies that it has taken on
a new lease of life, albeit in quite unexpected and non-traditional
forms.

CONCLUSION

In confronting community, we are dealing then with an idea which con-
tains many possibilities and paradoxes. While some speak of its termi-
nal decline, others see it flourishing in new and exciting forms, more
adapted to modern circumstances. These rival claims rest on radically
different understandings of what community actually involves. The var-
ious approaches we have been considering locate community among a
number of contradictory pulls; hence the recurring references to tensions
between individualism and collectivism, conservatism and progress, fac-
tual description and moralization. We have seen how the term commu-
nity simultaneously invokes a particular way of organizing social
relationships, a general (and desirable) quality of sociability and mutual
regard, and a summons to undertake joint social action. Some regard
community as an established fact, a ‘taken for granted’ reality, whereas
others view it as a mission to be accomplished. The first position is
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represented by Abrams and McCulloch (1976: 165), when they describe
community as an ‘encompassing social fact’ of lived interdependence,
which gives rise to feelings of fondness and solidarity, through social
relationships that are largely unconscious, and which therefore tend to
deny individual choice and volition. Here community imposes itself
upon people. However, this rather fatalistic interpretation is challenged
by others who construe community as something which people actively
pursue, as ‘a metaphor for people’s longing for a better life’ and ‘an
imaginary framework for political mobilization” (Farrar 2001: 80, 111),
or as a measure of the gap between life as it is actually experienced, and
life as it could be imagined (Lee and Newby 1983). In the context of a
rapidly changing social world, conceivably there has been a transforma-
tion in the central meaning of community, from one interpretation to
the other: from providing the secure and stable setting for everyday
social relationships to a state of affairs in which ‘to speak of community
is to speak metaphorically or ideologically’ (Urry 2000: 134) about
what it is that different sets of people are trying to achieve, in the face of
a reality that seems to be increasingly fragmented, fluid, and chaotic.
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THE IDEA OF COMMUNITY STUDIES

In the opening decades of the twentieth century a variety of influences
contributed to the emergence of a form of social research known as the
‘community study’, which occupied a position of some significance dur-
ing the early development of academic sociology. Brook and Finn (1978:
141-3) list well over a hundred British and American sources produced
between the late 1930s and early 1970s in which the concept of com-
munity plays a central part (for a full account of such researches, see Bell
and Newby 1971; also Frankenberg 1966; Stein 1964). Relevant influ-
ences included the work of social surveyors and statisticians, who col-
lected data on different local populations and sought to understand how
they varied from one another, for instance in their demographic profiles;
social anthropologists, whose emphasis on understanding the distinctive
‘ways of life’ of small social collectivities through techniques of partici-
pant observation and ‘total immersion” showed how even very unfamiliar
and sometimes bizarre patterns of behaviour could make sense once they
were set properly in context; social geographers, who were interested in
drawing contrasts between urban and rural types of community, and
seeing how they developed over time; and political scientists, for some
of whom the ideals of ‘small town democracy’ and community activism
held particular value. The different tools and methodologies used by
these various groups of social scientists were combined in a somewhat
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eclectic style of work, which converged on the investigation of relatively
small and supposedly self-contained social units, regarded as constitut-
ing distinct and varied social worlds, or ‘communities’. The community
study was intended to show what was distinctive about a particular
community, and to provide an account of how it worked that was as
complete as possible. It was a ‘holistic’ enterprise, aimed at a total
understanding of a community’s nature.

The community study approach can be identified practically with
three main kinds of locale: the rural or village community; small towns;
and working class communities. There is a substantial body of primary
and secondary literature for each of these, of which only a fraction can be
mentioned here. While there are some key differences between them, so
that often they were intended to provide quite contrasting sociological
reference points, from the point of view of analysing the nature of ‘com-
munity’ it is also possible to extract some common themes, and derive
some general conclusions across all three domains. Indeed, the extent to
which valid generalizations could be taken from case-study materials in
this way became one of the major debating points of the literature.
However problematic it may be to do so, studies carried out in the three
distinct contexts have contributed to some influential general models,
which have informed ideas of what ‘real’ communities ought to be like,
and served as starting points for subsequent empirical research.
Together they generated a perception of ‘community’ as a particular
kind of social structure or environment, with some very specific charac-
teristics, within which certain typical patterns of action and belief
would be likely to appear. It is against this benchmark that much of the
subsequent, more critical, writing has been done.

Broadly speaking, we might refer to such studies as giving us a con-
ception of the nature of traditional community that underpins many of
the assumptions with which subsequent students of community have
approached the field. Although few may believe that anything like this
type of community exists now, in the twenty-first century, accounts of
their earlier existence still provide standards of desirable social relations
and the associated ‘good life’ which exert an influence upon contempo-
rary expectations. Many of the more philosophical and theoretical reflec-
tions on the nature of community involve some kind of reference back
to what is known, or assumed to be known, about these particular set-
tings. They are, of course, a limited sample of possible social situations,
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as Byrne indicates when he writes (1995a: 15) that ‘most community
studies were either of small rural contexts, of one class special cases, or
of rural towns. There isn’t a proper UK community study of a large
industrial city’. However, this begs the question as to what a commu-
nity study of an entire city might look like. Many took from the classic
studies the conclusion that such a study would not be possible beyond a
certain level and scale of size and complexity, and indeed that in such
circumstances the very idea of ‘community’ might not apply. Although
it might contain one or more communities within it, a city as such was
unlikely to be a community.

THE OUTLINES OF TRADITIONAL COMMUNITY

For each of the three contexts, the prevailing interpretation depended
substantially on ideas of proximity, continuity and stability as forming
the crucible within which the ties of community are forged. While
these conditions are not altogether incompatible with change, the
kinds of change which were seen as occurring ‘naturally’ in such com-
munities were believed to be gradual and controlled, whereas abrupt
transformations and unexpected changes brought disorder, and possible
collapse. In these terms, community itself came to be conceived of as a
source of stabilization, ensuring the conservation of social relations. In
the majority of studies, considerable emphasis is laid on the reproduc-
tion of existing patterns and ‘ways of life’, and the slow pace of change
within communities. Where major changes are observed to occur, they
tend to be interpreted as posing a threat to the community’s integrity
and viability.

Communities of this kind provide settings within which people
experience continually repeated contacts with the same personnel, or at
least with the same kinds of persons. At their heart, therefore, such
communities appear to be built around groups of family, friends, neigh-
bours and fellow workers or economic partners who are in regular, per-
haps daily, and often face-to-face contact with one another. This gives
rise to a central idea of the linked multiple relationships which develop
inside communities, tying people together in such a way that ‘each kind
of bond implies another social context in which the same parties are co-
actors’ (Calhoun 1982: 158). This multiplicity of contacts creates what
Frankenberg (1966) referred to as the ‘redundancy’ of close-knit com-
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munity: there are many pathways linking members together, so that the
failure or breakdown of any one relationship need not weaken the over-
all unity. Rather, there is a pressure to maintain, or reinstate, coopera-
tion. Thus arguments which arise in one sphere of action may threaten
effective collaboration in another, so that there is a propensity either to
restore good relations, or for disagreement to spread out from its origi-
nal source and widen into social schism, or feud. The classic community
studies sought to reveal the workings of such dense social networks, and
show what consequences they had for those who were caught up in
them. Such communities approximated to social groups, in that they
were relatively bounded, and set apart from the rest of society, and so
able to confer upon individuals a definite sense of membership and col-
lective identity. Where they were small, it was likely that most of the
local population were connected to, and knew, one another. The cliched
expression of this is a comment along the lines that ‘everybody knows
(or knew) everybody else — and their business’. This made it plausible to
imagine that research could produce an all-encompassing portrait of the
entire set of social relationships, just as those who were actually implicated
in them would be able to form a complete impression of how they were
related to everyone else.

A number of such studies became extremely well known, and helped
popularize the practice of social research, partly because their concern
with documenting everyday social interaction at a local level made them
approachable by the general reader, as well as by those educated in social
science. It has been said that the community study provided a sociologi-
cal substitute for the novel (Glass 1966: 148). Indeed, there is also a
popular genre of writing about particular communities, often semi-
autobiographical, which commands a large audience (examples would
include Roberts 1971; McCourt 1996; Thompson 2000; Woodruff
2002). Fictional reconstructions of different kinds of local community
are also commonplace, and trade heavily on assumptions that their audi-
ence will be willing and able to compare and contrast the created
images with their own experiences of actual communities. Television
soap operas are an obvious case in point (Cohen 1997); many are set in
what purport to be community-like milieu, such as Coronation Street,
Albert Square, Emmerdale, Ramsay Street, or (on radio) Ambridge,
where a limited cast of characters continually meet one another, in a set-
ting where home, work and leisure intersect.
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Unlike many other areas of social investigation, then, ‘community’
seems to be quite accessible, not closed off to the few, nor demanding
any particularly esoteric knowledge. At the same time, the nature of the
specific communities in question may prove to be surprisingly different,
and special methods and techniques may be required to gain access to
them. The researcher therefore can offer insights into ‘secret’ worlds,
appealing to the voyeur in us all, while at the same time showing how
the issues and problems dealt with are entirely familiar and ‘ordinary’.
Even if community studies no longer represent a major form of social
scientific reportage, it is still the case that studies of ‘community’ pro-
vide sociology with some of its more readable and entertaining material,
enabling us to participate vicariously in other people’s lives. However, as
Glass’ comments were intended to show, closeness to fiction and the
everyday is not seen as an unmitigated virtue in social science. A com-
mon criticism of the community studies is that they remain too close to
ordinary life, lacking any penetrating theoretical insight, or ultimate
seriousness. At worst, they lend weight to an accusation that sociolo-
gists merely trade in ‘common sense’, telling us what we already know.

The actual meaning of ‘community’ in these studies is controversial,
and sooner or later, most discussions get embroiled in a definitional tan-
gle. At its most rudimentary level, and probably that resorted to most
frequently in everyday speech, ‘community’ is simply a label for a spe-
cific unit or object of study. Nothing more is intended by it than that
some particular set of people or institutions can be grouped together, in
order to comment upon them — hence ‘the community’ can take a wide
variety of shapes, including at the present time, for instance, as well as
local or geographical communities, a variety of ‘faith’ communities, eth-
nic or minority groups, communities defined by sexual proclivity, the
seafaring community, deaf community, and so on. These categories may
share nothing except the fact that they all represent some kind of aggre-
gate, or grouping, around which a boundary has been drawn. A large
part of the ‘community study’ method consists of setting out to describe
and explain whatever internal relationships and organization can be
found to exist in such groupings. According to Rose (1996: 332), the
approach seeks to render communities knowable by making them into
zones to be ‘investigated, mapped, classified, documented, interpreted’
and explained to others. In their 1971 textbook, Bell and Newby aban-
doned the attempt to pin down any precise meaning for ‘community’,



COMMUNITY STUDIES

leaving it to be decided by whatever those who did community studies
chose to make of it. It is not unusual to find that a study of community
has been brought to an end without this fundamental question ever
really being answered.

Once it goes beyond the classificatory level, however, the concept of
community tends to become more significant sociologically, because of
what it assumes or implies about the internal structuring of the unit.
Usually it refers to a bundle of characteristics that are expected to go
together. As is evident from our examination of the conceptual debates
surrounding the term, ‘community’ signifies both an entity and a qual-
ity. A community is a place, or setting, displaying certain social charac-
teristics, that can be identified and described; but community is also
something that is felt, and which has an emotional or affective impact.
Often the two aspects are brought together, since it is commonly sup-
posed that the features typical of a community will generate and sustain
the appropriate attitudes and sentiments among those who belong to it:
that is, the ‘objective” aspects will produce the corresponding ‘subjec-
tive’ response. A large part of the early work in the field of community
studies was concerned with establishing that such a correlation existed,
specifying its various features, and asking how and why sometimes it
failed to materialize. Almost always, there was a further evaluative
dimension to community research, so that descriptive accounts fre-
quently became entangled with various kinds of value judgements. The
theoretical interpretation of community, and the empirical investigation
and comparison of actual examples, was intended by many to yield prac-
tical results, in terms of ‘policies’ or planning rules, for the preservation,
construction and improvement of communities. Consequently, as Bell
and Newby put it, ‘below the surface of many community studies lurk
value judgements, of varying degrees of explicitness, about what is the
good life’ (1971: 16). Farrar (2001) discusses the persistent conflation of
the actual and ‘metaphorical’ uses of ‘community’, or the objective and
subjective dimensions, and the confusions which this produces. Many of
the problems in the field stem from the compounding of the two, as in
the belief that certain subjective outcomes flow ‘naturally’ from given
conditions: for example, that planners can design community through
perfecting the layout of the built environment, or that social engineers
can fabricate community feeling by ensuring the right mixture of social
types and functions in a given area. When value judgements are thrown
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into the equation as well, no wonder many find discussions of commu-
nity to be riddled with ambiguity or evasiveness!

Language itself makes it difficult to keep these various dimensions
apart, because it is all too easy to slip from talking about the real social
structure and interactional dynamics of particular communities into
voicing views which belong more in the abstract moral or emotional
realm. References to ‘our’ community very often elide would-be descrip-
tive/factual references with evocative, and normative, sentiments. This
lends strength to what Cohen refers to as the ‘community romance’, the
readiness to imagine community as the way in which society was bound
together in ‘some golden age of unmediated exchange’ (Cohen 1997:
39). Cohen suggests that although community of this kind probably
never actually existed in its pure form, nevertheless it represents a situa-
tion which, in a whole variety of ways, people strive to retrieve or recre-
ate. There is a strongly romantic (or some would say, sentimental) tone
to a good deal of the writing about traditional communities, and ‘old’
models of community cast a profound shadow over contemporary mani-
festations and debates. A voluminous literature about their decay and
disappearance leads almost inexorably into expressions of nostalgia and
lament for everything that is thought to have been lost with their
going. It is not only among social commentators that such sentiments
exist; they pervade popular culture and attitudes, and fuel a host of
social and political responses. Intentionally or not, the backward-looking
tendency associated with much discussion of community glamourizes
the past, while often denigrating the present.

This owes much to the selective principle through which certain sorts
of community have been treated as exemplary, or idealized as the closest
approximation we know to true realizations of community. As a body of
social research, therefore, the whole approach to community studies dis-
plays a certain circularity. Places are singled out for study because they
appear to constitute viable communities, and once they are investigated
and documented, the findings are read as showing precisely what a real
community is like. Accordingly, small towns and villages have often
seemed the most appropriate locations for community studies because
they were expected to have the necessary community character. City sprawl,
and areas of social disorganization, on the other hand, seemed inappro-
priate settings for genuine community, while also presenting greater
research problems; therefore they were filtered out from consideration.
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Although these decisions might seem to be simply pragmatic, they were
also driven by at least semi-theorized underlying assumptions — about
the nature of communities as coherent functioning wholes, relatively
autonomous, and capable of being looked at separately from the sur-
rounding society. This was most explicit in the studies of small towns
with which such research began. The small town often presents itself as
a self-sufficient, inward-looking milieu, capable of commanding the
commitment and loyalty of its inhabitants, and meeting the majority of
their needs, fiercely independent, and distinctive, and this representa-
tion has carried over rather too easily into the minds of social investiga-
tors. From the start, they were in danger of absorbing and projecting
the self-images of community that were prevalent in the places they
studied.

Small town sociology

In the foreword to the American study of Muncie, Indiana, published in
1929 under the pseudonym Middletown, it is stated that between the
psychological/biographical study of the individual and the statistical/
analytical investigation of social trends, there is a need to examine real-
life community, because ‘the masses of individuals concerned live and
function in communities, and . . . the picture will not be complete until
these communities are made objects of study’ (Lynd and Lynd 1929: vi).
This assumption that ‘community’ formed the natural or normal unit of
social existence was part of the thinking behind what became the tradi-
tion of community studies. It was argued that anthropological science
had made considerable progress by comparing and contrasting human
communities across the world, and the time had come now to turn the
anthropological lens onto communities closer to home, ‘to study ourselves
as through the eyes of an outsider . . . by approaching an American com-
munity as an anthropologist does a primitive tribe’ (1929: vi). The aim
was to produce an account of ordinary, everyday life through systematic
and detailed observation, so revealing ‘the interwoven trends that are
the life of a small American city’ in what was termed a ‘total-situation
study’ (1929: 3). An organizational device borrowed from cultural
anthropology enabled the classification of these ‘trends’ under what pur-
ported to be a comprehensive set of headings: getting a living; making a
home; training the young; using leisure; engaging in religious practices;
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engaging in community activities. The activities listed are so basic that
everyone could be expected to participate in them, as part of their rou-
tine of social life; but the added twist which made this a matter of ‘com-
munity’ was that the people being studied could do all or most of them
within the context of the town itself. When investigated together, over
some 500 pages of sociological description, they would provide a thor-
ough impression of the rotality of life in this particular community. This
does not necessarily mean that the enterprise was successful: the Lynds
expressed some of their own doubts when they concluded that

The attempt to reveal interrelations in the maze of interlocked, often
contradictory, institutional habits that constitute living in Middletown
has led to few general conclusions save as to the inchoate condition
of this one small modern community, and the extent and complexity
of the task confronting social science.

(Lynd and Lynd 1929: 496)

Critics would contend that later studies in the same vein were no more
successful.

As the name ‘Middletown’ implies, Muncie was chosen to be repre-
sentative of American life; and yet, in order to be manageable in
research terms, it was also selected to be compact and homogeneous.
Among other things, the choice was restricted to populations of no
more than 30,000 (even in the 1930s, quite a modest size). More seri-
ously, it also meant the exclusion from consideration of certain kinds of
social divisions or differences — for instance, between racial or ethnically
varied sub-groups. Small town ‘middle’ America was thus defined as
having a single dominant pattern of social organization and culture. It
was tempting for later researchers to use this as a standard of the ‘nor-
mal’ against which to measure deviations of various kinds. A similar
effect was produced when another research group adopted the name
“Yankee City’ for their study site (Newburyport, Massachusetts). The
authors claimed that the town could be thought of as a microscopic
whole representing the total American community. Yet the same selec-
tive principle had been at work, since they deliberately sought out a
place which had developed over a long period of time under the domi-
nation of ‘a single group with a coherent tradition’, and avoided areas of
conflict and disorganization. Yankee City was also viewed as
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a working whole in which each part had definite functions which had
to be performed or substitutes acquired if the whole society were to
maintain itself.

(Warner and Lunt 1941: 12)

This framework is borrowed from the anthropological investigation of
small ‘tribal’ groups and isolated societies, which focusses on the func-
tional integration of the whole (Malinowski 1944). Applied to
Newburyport, it presupposed that the town could exist in splendid iso-
lation from the rest of America, a position that played down the extent
to which its culture and behaviour patterns relied upon materials and
ideas absorbed from the wider society. Instead, it encouraged a reverse
view, that wider society itself was built up from adding together the
contributions made by many such small, independent, local social
worlds. To demonstrate this, Warner and his colleagues embarked on an
exhaustive effort to collect a mass of information and observations about
life in Newburyport, putting themselves as far as possible in the posi-
tion of the anthropological outsider. Their findings were spread across
five published volumes, plus an abridged summary. A later critical
assessment is scathing: ‘never in the history of community studies has so
much effort been expended by so many people with such wrongheaded
assumptions and with such inappropriate concepts and techniques’ (Bell
and Newby 1971: 110). However, this is written with the benefit of
considerable hindsight, and from the perspective of a methodologically
and theoretically more informed standpoint. It is not entirely fair to
condemn pioneering researchers for making the mistakes from which
their successors have been able to learn.

For better or worse, the Yankee City studies established a style of
working, and a framework for analysis, which exerted a considerable
influence over investigations of community for the next thirty years.
Thus, if we jump forward by some years, we find a very similar
approach being adopted in Stacey’s classic (1960) study of the small
market town of Banbury in Oxfordshire, population 20,000. Although
she does not make the same wide-ranging claims about the generaliz-
ability of her findings, concentrating instead on an in-depth examina-
tion of this particular location, Stacey is also concerned to ‘relate the
parts to the whole’. This time, however, Bell and Newby (who worked
with Stacey on a follow-up study, Stacey ¢f /. 1975) describe it far more
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positively, as ‘an unparalleled analysis of the local interconnections of
social institutions’, and a convincing portrayal of a close-knit social
structure (1971: 182). Actually there are many resemblances between
Stacey’s account of Banbury and the Yankee City project, including the
attempt to map out distinctive patterns of local social stratification by
getting townspeople to evaluate one another, and describe their relative
status positions. At about the same time, the Derbyshire town of
Glossop, adjacent to Manchester, was chosen for study because it was
‘sufficiently isolated and self-contained to have a distinct community
life of its own’, forming a ‘well-integrated and largely independent
community’ whose population had been stable for many years (Birch
1959: 4-5). Writing in 1982, Calhoun uses the nearby town of
Haslingden as a representative example of such small outlying popula-
tion centres. Whereas Manchester exploded from almost nothing into a
world industrial centre during the nineteenth century, the population of
Haslingden grew only from 4,040 in 1841 to some 16,000 in the
1980s. When Calhoun (1982) studied it, its inhabitants continued to be
known by name, rather than anonymous address, and visiting strangers
were a topic of general interest.

There is a tradition, then, of singling out such small, integrated,
local populations in order to trace their social characteristics and inter-
actions. Treating them as social wholes implied adopting a certain
methodological approach, in which fieldworkers were expected to pro-
vide ‘a full and clear account of at least the main lines of economy, social
structure, political organisation, ritual and ideology . .. (and) the con-
sistent functional interrelations of all these aspects of a society’s culture’
(Dennis e al. 1969: 246). The idea of the community as a functioning
whole, or system of interdependent parts, came to be widely adopted.
According to Redfield (1955: 11), in a typically circular formulation, a
community was something that could provide for ‘all of life’s needs for
all kinds of people needed to keep that way of life going’. Many others
offered similar definitions, making reference to the meeting of needs
over a period of time — daily life, a normal year, or even an entire life
cycle. A community was a place in which the whole of one’s life could
be lived (MacIver and Page 1961). The problematic nature of this con-
ception can be seen if one contrasts the expectation that such needs
could be met within a relatively restricted bounded system, or space,
with Harvey’s observation that today, even tracing the ingredients for an
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average breakfast might take one into connections of global proportions
(Harvey 1993). It appears to confine community research to the analysis
of situations in which people rarely, if ever, leave this delimited space, or
look beyond it for significant elements of their material or cultural con-
sumption; that is, to situations which are vanishingly rare.

In one of the most thorough and theoretically informed discussions
of the time, Warren (1963: 9) reiterated this view. Echoing Parsons
(1951), he defines community as ‘that combination of social units and
systems that perform the major social functions having locality rele-
vance’ and goes on to say that by community ‘we mean the organization
of social activities to afford people daily local access to those broad areas of
activity that are necessary to day to day living’ (Warren 1963: 9).
Matching the Lynds’” anthropological framework, he lists these functions
as: production, distribution, consumption, socialization, social control,
participation and mutual support. The inclusion of ‘locality relevance’
in the definition ensures that the link between function and place is
retained. Indeed, the starting point for Warren’s analysis is a statement
of ‘the inescapable fact that people’s clustering together in space has
important influences on their daily activities’. At the time of writing,
Warren was confident enough to assert that

It is in his or her own locality, characteristically, that throughout most
of human history and to a very great extent today, the individual con-
fronts society’s institutions . . . services at the local church, a source
of employment, organizations to which to belong, friends and rela-
tives with whom to visit — all these and many other basic ingredients
of everyday life remain largely a function of the local arena, and the
way people organize themselves to procure them in locality groups is
the special subject matter of the study of community.

(Warren 1963: 21)

The claim that this is how most people have lived historically puts
‘community’ firmly on the sociological map, even if there is a hint that
this is no longer quite so certain.

Warren’s view that the study of community deals with how people
form themselves into locality groups to procure their essential needs
corresponds to what has been probably the most frequent version of
what community means, sociologically. It conforms to one of Lee and
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Newby’s defining aspects of community (1983: 57) as ‘a set of social
relationships which take place wholly, or mostly, within a locality’. The
majority of definitions take it for granted the community has such con-
nection with a certain place. Writing about a contemporary rural
Australian community, with a population of approximately 2,500,
Dempsey states that

[iln contrast to the ‘typical’ large urban settlement, Smalltown is a
context in which most social ties and day-to-day activities of most
members are bounded by the immediate locality: work, play, shop-
ping, religious, kinship and friendship activity are all conducted in
one small physical setting.

(Dempsey 1990: 7)

As a result, these various institutions are tightly bound together with
one another. However, Dempsey concedes that this is now a minority
situation, since the great majority of Australians live in large urban set-
tings.

From this point of departure, we can deduce quite a lot about ‘real’
communities, or what is expected of them. The keynote is integration,
with different aspects of life connecting to, and reinforcing one another.
By implication, this means that the people involved will have multiple
reasons for coming into contact. Their social world therefore will tend
to revolve around a particular place, and its set of social relationships.
Others in the locality will be familiar to them, and they will know at
least something (sometimes, a lot) about them. One might assume that
they will have a firm sense of belonging to both place and people; their
identity will be wrapped up within their community. In this way, we
can make connections between the 7ustitutions which constitute the local
social system; the personal relationships in which people are involved; and
their accompanying feelings and sentiments. ‘Community’ begins to look
like an all-purpose expression encapsulating all these dimensions: it is a
totalizing phenomenon. As with the conventional anthropological con-
ception (Amit and Rapport 2002), there is a holism which anticipates
the mutual constitution of place, identity, culture and social relations.
Community represents the most seamless of webs.

Stacey’s description of Banbury as ‘bound together by common his-
tory and tradition, with a recognised social structure and having certain
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common values . . . conformity, stability, and conservation of established
institutions’ (1960: 169) fits this framework well, as does the ensuing
claim that ‘the family, together with place of origin and associations . . .
was the test by which people “recognised” or “placed” each other’ (1960:
186). These are things known only to those who share the same commu-
nity, and who have similar bodies of knowledge or experience. Those
who belong to the community can do this ‘placing’, whereas strangers
and outsiders cannot; consequently, this provides a vital criterion of who
is a member, and who is not. Writing about the small Welsh slate-
mining settlement of Blaenau Ffestiniog, Emmett says

those who have grown up in the town have such a wealth of knowl-
edge of each other as to make each encounter densely elaborate. Men
and women are known as parents, as drinkers or non-drinkers, as
singers and speakers, in some version of their work records and in
some version of their record as lovers.

(Emmett 1982: 207)

In other words, Blaenau is a paradigm case of Williams’ ‘knowable com-
munity’ (Williams 1989). The peculiar depth and intensity of such
knowledge rests on a lifetime of contact, interaction and dialogue with
one another. Although viewed locally as a relatively substantial settle-
ment, Blaenau Ffestiniog contrives to be village-like, just as Calhoun
(1982: 184) found that local social relations in Haslingden ‘still
retained a decidedly village flavour’.

Village life

Of all the familiar settings for traditional community, it is the village
which provides the most archetypal, to the extent that at times the two
become almost synonymous. Certainly the widely held conception of the
‘rural idyll’ equates genuine community with life in the country village
(Newby 1979; 1987). In part, this is a question of scale, since the vil-
lage is the smallest and perhaps most self-contained of common spatial
units; but a number of other facets also contribute towards the forma-
tion of strong local bonds and feelings of interdependence. The key
underlying connection is to agriculture and the rural economy, which
historically have provided villages with their raison d'érre, and given
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their inhabitants a common purpose and set of shared preoccupations.
As places in which agricultural work is done, villages tend to be looked
upon as long established, slow growing, close to nature, and in harmony
with their environment, surely the most ‘organic’ of human contexts.
This means that they have been regarded very favourably by the major-
ity of urban commentators (although by no means all), as offering
rewards and virtues that are missing from more modern and artificial
situations.

As early research conducted in rural settings would seem to suggest,
the village type of social setting epitomizes the social wholeness many
expect from community. Indeed, the presumption comes through in
surprising ways even in comparatively modern texts. A collection of
papers on Mobilizing the Community is prefaced by an introduction which
contends that in the modern era, ‘global processes have disordered peo-
ple’s conception of who they are, and to whom they are related, and have
undermined their bearings as to the nature of the social spaces in which
their daily lives are grounded’. The antithesis of this predicament is said
to be found in the village, because

Village signifies a place where there are few disruptions of the rou-
tines of living, few surprises and few threats. In the village, strangers
are rare, and, if everyone does not quite know everyone else, people at
least recognise most of the faces they pass in the street. It is a
metaphor for the closeness of people and the reassuring familiarity
and durability of the day to day.

(Fisher and Kling 1993: xi)

It is obvious that this statement does not refer to an actual village so
much as a mythic village, a village of the imagination, or one that for
purposes of analysis has been turned into an ideal type. Once accom-
plished, this intellectual transformation allows the attribution of certain
‘village-type’ properties even to places which lack some of the key features
of real villages, such as certain urban neighbourhoods, where although
the population is large, and physical boundaries ill-defined, social rela-
tionships remain close enough for the formation of an ‘urban village’
(Gans 1962; Taylor 1973).

So far as the scientific understanding of village life is concerned,
there is a direct line of descent from the Yankee City study, and work
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done in the rural southwest of Ireland by Arensberg and Kimball
(1940), and through that into the British community study tradition.
This is well documented by Frankenberg (1966). This intellectual bond
carried with it the conception that local society should be studied as ‘a
system of mutually interrelated and functionally interdependent parts’
(Arensberg and Kimball 1940: xxx). It was particularly easy to imagine
that the various aspects of rural life pulled together, in a consistent
direction, since normally they would have had plenty of time to become
adapted to the demands of the local climate, terrain, and system of agri-
cultural production. For example, rural ways of life would be strongly
influenced by the cycles of seasonal activity, and the particular problems
involved in managing different crops and forms of livestock. Arensberg
and Kimball’s depiction of remote rural Ireland as an ageless, unchang-
ing social world rooted in dim and distant Celtic origins inspired simi-
lar sentiments among other students of rural life and ‘folk’ cultures.
Separated from one another usually by considerable distances, agri-
cultural villages could be represented as comparatively isolated and self-
contained, each with its own customs and traditions, able to attract
strong local loyalties and create a clear sense of identity, place and order,
that could be recognized and accepted almost as natural and unchanging
facts of life (Newby 1987: 79). A series of well known investigations of
village life seemed to confirm this general impression (Rees 1950;
Williams 1956; Davies and Rees 1960), and there can be little doubt
that the populations of many rural villages themselves share this per-
spective, celebrating in ritual and custom their difference from others,
and their unity as a group. The focus on such places brought accusa-
tions, however, that sociologists used the term community in a highly
subjective way, to refer only to ‘societies which are finite and remote’
(Taylor 1973: 193). Frankenberg was taxed for choosing to describe as
communities ‘so many unrepresentative villages’, though the choice
was hardly his, but the result of decisions made by those whose work he
was reviewing. Their preferences, and theoretical orientations, took them
to places which could be designated as ‘truly rural’, and in which they
could find just the sort of community they were looking for. In Britain,
said Frankenberg, this attracted them to the peripheral areas of upland
countryside, in Wales, Scotland and Cumbria. Elsewhere, equivalent
studies were carried out by social anthropologists and rural geogra-
phers across Europe, often in places where agriculture was still relatively
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undeveloped and the majority of inhabitants were part of a peasant way
of life (Wylie 1957; Maraspini 1968; Fox 1978). Faced with the prolif-
eration of such studies, one anthropologist accused his colleagues of tak-
ing refuge in their villages from complex forces of change, and thereby
‘tribalizing’ Europe into a host of isolated self-contained units
(Boissevain 1975).

In such contexts, they could identify settlements consisting of small
numbers of people, who shared a background of close family connec-
tions extending back into the indefinite past, growing up together, and
often forming all their social relationships from within a very narrowly
circumscribed geographical area. The strength of common connections,
and the range of shared interests and concerns among such people
placed them close to Durkheim’s state of ‘mechanical solidarity’, and
seemed to provide the necessary empirical confirmation for Tonnies’
rural Gemeinschaft. Again, the farming community of Ireland’s County
Clare, where family relationships, economic cooperation, leisure and
worship all embraced the same few scores of individuals, seemed to pro-
vide an exemplary case. According to Bell and Newby (1971: 140),
while each of these studies added something to sociology, they con-
tributed little to one another, amounting only to a series of one-off
cases, interesting for what they revealed about the details and idiosyn-
crasies of life in particular places, but unable to furnish cumulative and
systematic knowledge. However, to the contrary, they have also been
widely criticized subsequently (Harper 1989; Wright 1992; Rapport
1993) for imposing a theoretically stultifying framework over the analy-
sis of community, precisely because they had so much in common,
namely the tendency to disregard history, and to treat each community
as a self-maintaining, functionally integrated, whole. This suggested
that, despite all the observable differences between them, rural commu-
nities worked in pretty much the same way, to preserve a steady, cus-
tomary or ‘traditional” pattern of life over long periods of time, and across
the generations. Indeed, for some, the meaning of rural community
could be identified with the struggle to resist change and maintain a
given ‘way of life’ (Harris 1990: 189).

This is an assumption Newby challenged, when he argued that as a
result of changes in land-ownership and farming practices during the
course of the nineteenth century, English lowland communities in fact
became more ‘rural’ and agricultural than they had been before, losing
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some of their diversity of trades and economic statuses. In response to
these developments, the social organization of English villages had
evolved, leading Newby to conclude that the idea of the ‘traditional’ vil-
lage community hardly existed except as some kind of folk memory
(Newby 1987: 78). Similarly Gibbon (1973) and Brody (1974) provided
devastating critiques of Arensberg and Kimball’s work in Ireland, showing
that, far from timeless inevitabilities of the rural landscape, many of the
characteristics described were fairly recent adaptations to the effects of
the potato famine of the 1840s. Without a historical dimension to the
analysis, there was a constant danger of mistaking ephemeral patterns for
permanent features. Similarly, what constituted ‘community’ in such
contexts was shown to depend greatly upon subjective assessment, reflect-
ing the preferences and values of both those studied and those doing the
studying. The same social arrangements looked very different when
viewed from the perspective of women rather than men, or of the young
rather than the elderly. There had been a great deal of mythologizing of
rural life, and its stability, and harmony, as well as an uncritical accep-
tance of the legitimacy of its established order. Newby’s work on rural
history helped retrieve the record of agrarian unrest and rebellion, while
his sociological contribution highlighted questions of inequality, power,
and oppression in the countryside, and how they had been handled
through ideological frameworks of local order and control (Newby ¢z a/.
1978). For example, he pointed to the importance of ‘deference’ as a
marked feature of local situations in which the imbalance of power was so
great that it was pointless to try to challenge it head-on (Newby 1979).
In many other rural situations across the world, community relation-
ships are equally dominated by the bonds of patronage, dependency and
fatalism, and should not be mistaken for relations that are embraced
voluntarily, or with enthusiasm (Williams 1975; Long 1977). In such
cases, one ought to treat with suspicion any claims that there is a warm
and unified community in which everyone participates on the same terms.
Observers might come to such a conclusion only because they were
looking at the community in isolation from its larger social context, and
being seduced into accepting its own verdict upon itself as an accurate
reflection of reality. Newby was able to break with the conventional
interpretation when he put the evidence of rural community studies
into the framework of a broader analysis of social class relationships and
class divisions, which could not have been developed on the basis of
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work done at the level of community alone. This led him to ask how it
was conceivable that the analysis of life in rural villages could ignore the
impact of such forces, to the extent that village communities were made
to seem as if they stood outside mainstream patterns of social change
and development.

WHOLENESS AND PARTICULARITY IN TRADITIONAL
COMMUNITY

Critics of the community studies approach would find vindication in
Newby’s position for their view that conclusions taken from such
researches are partial at best, and may be thoroughly misleading, because
they are too preoccupied with internal processes and mechanisms. This
suggests that it is not enough to build up our understanding of society
simply through the accumulation of local studies, because by definition
communities are no more than part-societies within a larger whole. At
the same time, this is not to deny that there may be enough variation
between communities to make their study interesting and worthwhile
(Harris 1990: 189). If they are not simply to vanish into society as a
whole, communities must maintain their distinctiveness, and somehow
protect their boundaries. Behind the community studies there lies a basic
presupposition that it is the particularities of life in a given place,
whether it is a small rural village or a giant global city, which give it
a ‘character’ of its own. Without appreciating these particularities, no
account of society will be complete. Nevertheless, although interesting,
these differences need not be of crucial social importance, and some-
times they may be just parochial. Important though it may be to the
residents of a particular village that they observe a certain tradition or
ritual — say, rolling a cheese down hill, or burning a barrel of tar — in
the general order of things these are not terribly significant facts.
Indeed, they may seem merely ‘quaint’.

The impression gained of life in a typical village, according to these
studies, was that inhabitants were deeply embroiled in a set of close-
knit and complicated personal relationships, within which they met one
another as whole persons. That is, the woman who served you in the
local shop would also be familiar as a member of the local religious con-
gregation, a performer in the village choir, and a parent of pupils in the
local school. Her produce would be on display at the village show, her
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skills and advice might be called upon in times of need, and further-
more, one would know a considerable amount about her family connec-
tions, their history and reputation. There might even be some direct ties
of kinship with her. If not, there were bonds of neighbourliness and an
accumulation of shared memories and experiences. Compared to the
depth and intimacy of these relationships within the community, con-
tacts with outsiders and strangers would be cold and impersonal, and
lacking in subtlety. Only those who took the time and care to learn
about them could appreciate the fine nuances of social relationships
within such a community. In appropriately rural idioms, local intercon-
nections could be described as ‘like a pig’s entrails’ or in terms of how if
you trod on someone’s tail in one part of the village, a dog would bark
at the other end (Rees 1950). Lacking the knowledge available to those
who belonged, the stranger would be prone perpetually to committing
social gaffes, speaking badly of someone who would turn out to be the
interlocutor’s distant cousin or friend. Put into more sociological termi-
nology, the overall pattern of social relationships would be dense, multi-
plex, bounded, and encompassing, providing a total framework within
which the individual was embedded. This produces the conventional
understanding of community referred to by Frazer when she writes that

There is a strong conceptual implication in usage and analyses of
community that individuals are related to each other in multiple and
complex ways. This multiplexity and complexity enhance the ‘entity’
status of the whole and accentuates the sense in which to be related
to each is to be related to the whole.

(Frazer 1999: 241)

In other words, a community of this kind takes on a strong, objective
reality. It consists of a definite set of interconnections, which can be
traced out in detail through observation and study, and whose strength
is reinforced by the fact that they involve multiple contacts among a
limited group of individuals. These connections carry various forms of
information, experience and values, which are shared by those who are
implicated and encourage certain types of expected behaviour. Through
repetition and confirmation, strong norms of community life can be
enforced, along with certain routine social practices. These may differ
from those found elsewhere, in detail, if not in general pattern. Part of
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knowing the community is to appreciate that ‘this is the way we do
things round here’.

Community studies produce example after example of this sort of
typical activity and behaviour, and the associated expectations. For
instance, people in County Clare were not expected to pay off their
debts to one another in full, because this would signify a rupturing of
their social relationships (Arensberg 1939). In rural Wales, those who
held positions of prominence in the chapel tended to be viewed as the
most important members of the community, and vice-versa (Davies and
Rees 1960). Comments made by people in a recent study of Welsh vil-
lages confirm that these types of social relationship still exist. As one
informant puts it,

This is my village. It's where | grew up. It's where my family has lived
for years. This is the place | know best, it's part of me.. .. | feel that |
have a claim on it in some way.

(James 2003: 54)

When an incomer from elsewhere expressed her sense of surprise and
bafflement that, following a bereavement, neighbours called to leave
‘gifts of food, cakes and flowers’, a local explained that ‘this was their
way of demonstrating that they were sympathizing with her; that they
shared her pain. It is the way that the village shows that we know that
you are in trouble’ (James 2003: 63). As another informant commented,
‘in the village, people value each other, and what everyone gives to the
community. Some work really hard, whilst others do small things — but
it’s all appreciated’. Such comments immediately inspire thoughts of
closeness, belonging and inclusion. In the words of a seminal study of a
small American community, ‘It is as if people in a deeply felt communion
bring themselves together for the purposes of mutual self-help and pro-
tection. To this end the community is organized for friendliness and
neighbourliness” (Vidich and Bensman 1958: 34). What they do not
reveal is how people are regarded if they choose not to ‘contribute’, or if
in times of trouble they prefer to be left alone. What strings are
attached to membership of such a community? Closer attention to what
actually goes on often shows that not everyone is equally deeply
attached to, or valued in, such arrangements, while there may be those
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who are systematically marginalized or even excluded from sharing the
warmth and comforts of participation (Dempsey 1990; Cloke ¢z 2/. 1997).

THE CRITIQUE OF COMMUNITY STUDIES

On the basis of work done in the community studies tradition, Frazer
(1999: 67) determines that sociologists conceive of community as ‘a
locality with settled denizens, a stable social structure consisting of
dense networks of multiplex relations, and a relatively high boundary to
the outside’. Such a definition presents a number of significant hostages
to fortune, and might prove to be quite unduly restrictive, since the vast
majority of prevailing social situations will not fit its criteria. Following
Maclver and Page (1961), Frankenberg (1966: 15) offered a slightly
more relaxed definition, as ‘an area of social living marked by some
degree of social coherence. The bases of community are locality and
community sentiment’. However, the thrust of the various examples he
considers still conveys that community has its ‘true’ basis in the exis-
tence of a particular pattern of social living, a social structure of inter-
locking relationships that are materially dense, and from which flow the
other features that make up traditional ‘community’. Locality may be
relevant because it defines the space within which these relationships are
contained, and community requires some outer boundary. Sentiments
are important because they are generated by the social structure. So,
when people are caught up in this close pattern of shared life, they are
hard pressed to avoid sentiments of reciprocity; a favour done now must
be returned later, although perhaps the timing and form of the exchange
are left unspecified. Failure to reciprocate will lead to isolation and exclu-
sion, which are hard to bear in the context of the small and bounded
community. In some circumstances, it may even put the individual’s
survival at risk. Accounts provide examples of the extreme aggravation
which may be required before individuals are cut off from social contact,
and show that this is a sanction which can be used to enforce the social
discipline and order of the community. Exclusion from the community
may mean severing ties of kinship, as well as neighbourly obligations.
The social structure therefore exerts a pressure towards mutuality and
‘fair’ exchange, and these are needed to sustain the shape of the structure
itself. The functional unity of the whole arrangement depends upon the
realization of these mutually constitutive processes. Hence traditional
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models of community tend to emit a strong flavour of sociological func-
tionalism, a perspective which derives in turn from the examination of
self-sustaining organisms able to exist in relative separation from the
world around them (Giddens 1984). This encourages students of com-
munity to look for comparable ‘closure’ in their examples, and to take
an ‘organic’ or ‘natural’ view of community. This has attracted a great
deal of criticism.

It has been said that the genre of sociological community studies has
come to be ‘much-maligned and excessively criticised’ (Cohen 2002:
324). Wright (1992) claims that such criticism briefly became a ‘major
academic industry’. An accumulation of hostile commentary led to the
virtual demise of the approach from the 1970s onwards, rather ironi-
cally perhaps following the publication of Bell and Newby’s classic
textbook survey (1971). Their criticism of the unsystematic and impres-
sionistic quality of the reported findings is reiterated in similar vein by
Savage and Warde (1993: 25), who offer a verdict that ‘much good
work was done but it was relatively little appreciated, typically being
criticised from a positivist viewpoint for being non-cumulative, unveri-
fiable and parochial’. Part of the emergent critique was internal to the
genre, and came from those who found it frustratingly difficult to
achieve the goal of providing the complete and consistent account of
a social world that the approach promised (Stacey 1969; Stacey et /.
1975). Others were driven more by larger changes in sociology and
social theory, which were challenging the reign of functionalist ideas
and frameworks, and bringing greater awareness of conflict, division
and change as key features of social life. The impact of Weberian and
Marxist ‘conflict’ sociologies of the 1960s and 1970s left little room for
warm and sympathetic readings of ‘community’. Indeed, many now
adopted an adversarial stance towards the concept itself, since it was
so redolent of consensus and what they considered to be ‘false con-
sciousness’.

On the basis of the small town and village studies, it was easy to
equate community with closed social worlds, characterized by homo-
geneity, cooperation and the absence of change. They were the last
places from which one could expect any impulse for social transforma-
tion. In the light of the newer sociological approaches, the community
literature displayed a quite extraordinary neglect of differences and con-
trasts which ought to have been self-evident: not only between occu-
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pants of different economic and social class positions, but also between
generations, and between women and men. Many of the studies treated
communities as if they were completely undifferentiated in these
respects, with all individuals, no matter what their age, gender, or eco-
nomic position, equally active and respected in the life of their commu-
nity, or equally ready to defer to local leaders and authority figures.
Critical assessment of the neglect of women’s views, and the extent to
which the subordination of some members of communities to the wishes
of others was overlooked, helped bring the notion of community into
general disrepute. Indeed, oddly enough for a sociology which claimed
to be operating so close to the details of everyday life, the actual voices
and perceptions of those living in such communities had been almost
wholly suppressed from the published accounts, being replaced instead
by the more lofty and analytical language of the social scientists. Those
voices which were attended to often proved to be confined to certain
‘community leaders’, or so-called key informants, invariably men who
were well-positioned in the local social structure, and whose version of
things might turn out to be self-serving, or deliberately intended to
convey a positive impression.

For example, within the daily life of most such communities there
were clear differences in the ‘contribution’ expected from men and
women, not only because there seemed always to be a strongly marked
sexual division of labour, but also in the sheer quantity of effort
required — with women working longer hours, and enjoying less ‘free’
time, than their male companions. Yet this was mostly taken for
granted as a background ‘fact’. Similarly, young people rarely got much
attention in the studies, but when they did appear, they seemed to be
entirely happy following the path laid down for them by local traditions
and the authority of their elders. Dissatisfaction and discontent seemed
almost non-existent, along with deviance and disorder. From the per-
spective of functional analysis, all those belonging to the community
had their appropriate place within the social structure, and made equiv-
alent and complementary contributions to it. The concept of commu-
nity fell by the wayside, to a considerable degree, along with the entire
socially complacent standpoint most sociologists had adopted in the
period immediately following the Second World War. With increasing
awareness of social differences and divisions, it became impossible to
imagine that communities could continue to provide oases of calm, in
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which social life was fundamentally harmonious, integrated and stag-
nant. More critical studies sought to break open the accepted view, to
show that in reality communities were riddled with conflict and division.

As Savage and Warde note, one of the consequences of the loss of
enthusiasm for community studies, doubtless unintended, was that for
an appreciable time thereafter sociologists showed relatively little inter-
est in getting to grips with detailed investigations of the varied every-
day life of different social groups. The readiness to do so shifted back
into social anthropology, and was taken on as well by those working in the
fields of cultural studies and human geography, where an interest in the
topic of ‘community’ was maintained principally by those engaged in
the study of ‘subcultures’ and ‘localities’. But on the whole, as sociolo-
gists lost confidence in the theoretical frameworks that had under-
pinned their studies, so ‘research into communities became bogged
down in a series of intractable problems of a conceptual and method-
ological character’ (Savage and Warde 1993:105). This weakened the
sociological appreciation of how different social activities were embed-
ded in the fabric of daily life, and it became difficult to sustain anything
like a rounded understanding of how people lived. Sociological knowledge
fragmented into an expanding range of specialisms. However, there
were many who argued that this was not a problem of method, but
rather a reflection of the direction in which society itself was heading,
which meant that sites like small towns and rural villages were becom-
ing increasingly marginal settings from which to make any meaningful
social observation. These shifts are well represented in the career of
Margaret Stacey as a prominent researcher into community.

THE DEATH OF COMMUNITY STUDIES?

When Stacey first wrote about Banbury (1960), she was able to present
a coherent picture of its traditional social structure. This included an
analysis of the way in which the entire local population could be posi-
tioned within a pattern of local social stratification consisting of several
layers, in which people were placed according to their personal
attributes, social backgrounds, and styles of behaviour. This system of
evaluation appeared to be accepted by everyone who was ‘local’ to the
town and its surrounding area. Already, however, there was a problem in
assimilating into this framework new influences arising from the intro-
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duction into the town of a substantial industrial employer, an alu-
minium works. Whereas the traditional Banbury community rested on
a diverse occupational structure of small businesses, reflecting its role as
a rural market town, this development brought with it new, large-scale
industrial relationships, which were formal and bureaucratic. Many of
those employed by the company were new to the town, and could not be
ficted into the old status hierarchy; nor indeed were they prepared to
take up a place within it. Hence Banbury became split between ‘tradi-
tionalists’ and ‘non-traditionalists’, with different attitudes, values and
lifestyles. By the time Stacey returned to the town some twenty years
later, its social structure had fragmented still further, into a ‘kaleido-
scope’ of many different groups and networks; the status hierarchy had
lost its shape; and the pattern of social inequalities had become ‘surpris-
ingly formless’. By now Stacey had to concede that ‘identifiable local
social relations {were} not discernible in any local holistic sense’ (Stacey
et al. 1975: 4). This left her rather at a loss as to how the social organiza-
tion of the town should be described, and what kind of theoretical appa-
ratus could be used to make sense of it. It was problematic whether
Banbury could continue to be referred to as a ‘community’ in any mean-
ingful sense. The feeling that its distinctive reality was dissolving
rapidly in the face of social change was confirmed by another study
which concluded that Banbury was in the throes of transformation from
a market town into ‘part of the low-density, light industry dominated
trend of urbanization reaching out from the conurbations to engulf most
of the prosperous areas of Britain’ (Mann 1973: 196). Consequently, its
physical and social boundaries were losing their significance. Banbury
was disappearing as a recognizable entity into the general amorphous-
ness of British society.

Inadvertently perhaps, Stacey had touched upon some of the major
themes of later research: the impact of ‘newcomers’ settling into estab-
lished centres of population; the disassociation between place and pat-
terns of social organization; and the impact of wider forces, such as
economic development and reorganization, at local level. Her own sense
of confusion in interpreting these processes arose from the inability of
conventional models of ‘community’ to comprehend them fully. As a
result, she seemed to be trapped into repeating the standard narrative of
the collapse of community. Over a remarkably short period of time, it
seemed, this town, with its long-established and well integrated pattern
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of social life, had been disrupted by unexpected change, with conse-
quences that were inexplicable from its own point of view as a commu-
nity. It was simply unable to cope with the social divisions and differences
introduced by industrial development. Yet there are severe problems
with the analysis. Stacey’s use of the term ‘traditional” as a central part
of her theoretical explanation was misleading, because it blurred two
distinct points of reference: to a particular type of social structure, sup-
posedly characteristic of ‘community’, and to a continuity of historical
patterns. Reading between the lines of her own description, this was not
the first time Banbury had confronted change; closer attention to its his-
tory might have revealed change to be a regular occurrence. But change
and adjustment did not figure as prominent themes in the way in which
the town, or those who spoke for it, saw themselves, and in this and other
respects their versions of the situation may have prejudiced Stacey’s
understanding.

More than any other contributor to the field of community studies,
it was Stacey who dealt the approach a mortal blow, in her paper on ‘the
myth’ of community studies (Stacey 1969), when she subjected the con-
cept of community to an unusually rigorous examination. Rather than
simply assuming that there was a coherent and integrated social whole
to be investigated at local level, she suggested that sociologists ought to
make this a matter for inquiry — to what extent did the various social
institutions connect with one another locally, and how were they tied
into the relationships of the wider society? These were questions which
had been asked earlier by Warren (1963) and which Stacey believed
were becoming more pressing, as the grip of ‘national’ economic, politi-
cal and social relationships upon local life tightened. Examination of the
evidence from studies carried out in even the most remote circumstances
confirmed that they were connected to the outside world in a wide vari-
ety of ways, and that this connection was increasing. For example, the
rural studies showed how the commercialization of agriculture entailed
the sale and purchase of agricultural commodities through the market,
while at the same time the state intervened to regulate and manage
some of the impact of these economic processes. Thus whether they were
aware of this or not, both ‘market’ and ‘state’ constituted forces which
had important effects at local level, helping to shape the everyday life of
community members. Any analysis which ignored these influences, or
treated them as no more than unwarranted ‘interferences’ with the
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smooth running of internal relationships, would be seriously inade-
quate. Stacey argued that only when there was evidence for a strong set
of local interconnections might one conclude that there existed a ‘local
social system’ of the type which might engender corresponding feelings
of community. She concluded that this was becoming a rare occurrence,
and therefore that it was doubtful whether the concept of community
referred any longer to a useful abstraction (1969: 134). Put more sim-
ply, the fact of occupying the same space would not always result in the
formation of significant social relationships, or attitudes. In these terms,
her own Banbury restudy could be interpreted as demonstrating how
easily a local social system could disintegrate, when put under pressure.
In establishing some distance between place and patterns of social rela-
tionships, Stacey challenged the ‘holistic’ bias which had pervaded com-
munity studies.

An even more dramatic denial of the usefulness of the approach was
made by Pahl (1966: 328) when, on the basis of his own research into
changes in rural villages, he asserted that attempting to tie patterns of
social relationships to particular geographical milieux was a ‘singularly
fruitless exercise’. In other words, there was no basis on which to assume
that every village, or all small towns, would display similar ‘commu-
nity’ features merely because they were the same sort of settlement, or
had the same physical shape. What mattered instead was the nature of
the wider society to which they belonged. In the context of different
prevailing social relations, and at different historical periods, villages
would play differing roles. So far as Pahl was concerned, a better under-
standing would be achieved by going directly to an examination of the
social groups involved, and their position in social structure, bypassing
the idea of ‘community’ altogether. Because others drew similar conclu-
sions, the community study fell out of favour (see Newby 1987).

Even in the face of such sustained criticism, it would be wrong to
dismiss out of hand everything produced within the framework of com-
munity studies. First, because they do provide rich insights into some of
the details and complications of everyday life in social worlds which
now have largely vanished. Second, because despite the overwhelming
influence upon them of theoretical ideas that have since been discred-
ited, there are always possibilities for learning alternative lessons from
them. Even where they give the greatest impression of closeness and
harmony, one can detect evidence that animosities and disagreements
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may lurk beneath the surface, as well as more structural tensions (Day
1998). Revisiting the work done by Arensberg and Kimball, Brody’s
study of Inishkillane (1974) showed how the transition of control
within the community from one generation to the next was by no means
as smooth and consensual as they had implied, but riddled with anger
and hostility. Judging by occasional remarks and footnotes in their own
reports, the same could be said of relations between the sexes.
Reflecting on his own research experiences, Frankenberg notes that
‘indifference, unshared values and neutral silence are the enemies of
community. Love, hatred and gossip are its raw material’ (in Davies and
Jones 2003: xvi). In similar vein, Williams observed that the people of
his ‘border’ community did not necessarily like one another, and often
played dirty tricks; but they were also prepared to perform ‘acts of kind-
ness beyond calculation” (1989: 114). It would be wrong therefore to
suppose that a well integrated pattern of shared life necessarily creates
feelings of warmth and affection, or eliminates bad behaviour; after all,
we are dealing with human communities. An important aspect of com-
munity may be that people matter enough to dislike.

Within the genre there are some more systematic explorations of the
resulting complexities and contradictions of actual communities.
Building on the tenets of Manchester anthropology, Frankenberg (1957)
describes how during his fieldwork in north Wales he observed a recur-
rent process of creating the means of village cooperation, only to see it
dissolve into conflict. Outsiders like himself played an invaluable role,
as scapegoats who could be blamed for the problems which villagers
contended would not have arisen without their interference. In this way
the illusion of unity was maintained against ample evidence to the con-
trary. Frankenberg earns praise from later scholars (Jedrej and Nuttall
1996: 11) for his ability to go beyond simply reproducing the rhetoric
used by members of the community, to show how it is produced and
deployed by the actors themselves. Emmett (1964) also depicts a Welsh
community bound together by its hostility to outside forces, of official-
dom and ‘ruling England’, belonging fully to which consisted in part of
‘not knowing’ some of the salient facts of its everyday life. Such studies
show how membership of a community is not something merely given
by social position, but which has to be worked at, in terms of meeting
local definitions and conforming to expectations of conduct, which can
change over time. These were insights that were taken up and developed
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fruitfully in later studies. Williams (1963) demonstrated that the appar-
ent stability of a long established rural community actually consisted of
many overlapping processes of change, including assimilation and loss
of families and their connections; it did not mean stagnation, or require
a fixed population.

More recent research has confirmed that many apparently static
communities prove on closer examination to be peopled by ‘incomers’
and others whose life histories show considerable mobility (Jedrej and
Nuttall 1996). Littlejohn (1963) showed how the internal relationships
of a small community were compelled to adapt to changing class divi-
sions in the wider society, around which local variations were elabo-
rated. In the process, the village became ‘less an area of common life
than an area within which the individual chooses his associations subject
to such barriers as are imposed by social class or physical distance’
(1963: 155). All these studies drew attention to ways in which local life
had to respond to bigger changes occurring elsewhere, including chang-
ing forms of employment, and state intervention. Many other examples
could be adduced, in which the strength of the detailed ethnographic
observation, and the intelligence of the researcher, pushed the analysis
beyond the limitations of dominant theories, encouraging innovations
in both theory and methods, and showing how community was a con-
siderably more complex and problematic business than it at first
appeared.

However, because such studies occupied a position at the disciplinary
boundaries between sociology, anthropology and geography, their find-
ings were never easy to integrate into the main body of received socio-
logical opinion. They seemed of interest mainly to the specialist, and
therefore as well as suffering from the limitations of their theoretical
stance, they lent themselves to being dismissed, rather glibly, as no
more than quaint investigations akin to ‘folk’ studies, or the work of
amateur enthusiasts for local history. Glass (1955) attacked the vogue
for ‘sporadic detailed evidence’ about personal relationships within
small communities as a form of ‘vicarious neighbouring’. The claim that
they were unable to yield cumulative knowledge (Newby 1987: 258)
arose partly from the desire to uncover more reliable causal connections,
and partly because the sheer amount of detailed observation in the stud-
ies tended to obscure the underlying outlines of the analysis. Thus com-
munity studies were caught in the tension between being true to the
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observed phenomena, and making worthwhile additions to generalized
sociological knowledge. They were also accused of romantically idealiz-
ing the situations they were describing.

It was not particularly surprising that work in rural sociology should
be infused with nostalgia and defensiveness towards the values and tra-
ditions it observed. For most early sociologists, life in the countryside
represented an older, more settled, and often more attractive prospect
than an urban/industrial existence. Small towns could also be viewed as
the acme of social stability and quietness, and those who were drawn to
their study very often wanted to celebrate these qualities. Among
American intellectuals of the ‘progressive’ movement, for example, it
could be said that the small community was the sine qua non of a
humane social order; and they idealized the small town as a place
imbued with ‘a sense of community . . . an intimacy of face-to-face per-
sonal contact and easy neighbourliness’ (Berry 1973: 17; Putnam 2000).
It was more surprising that so many of the theoretical and methodologi-
cal problems of community analysis came to be reproduced in studies of
urban districts and working class communities, especially when the
impetus behind their investigation was often very different, reflecting
more avowedly critical, sometimes even radical, social perspectives.
Nevertheless, studies of working class community attracted similar
accusations of being prone to glamourize what were often fairly miser-
able and deprived ways of life, whilst overlooking the darker underside
of community existence. This meant that eventually they too fell foul of
the same kind of critical onslaught.



THE RISE AND FALL OF
‘WORKING CLASS COMMUNITY’

For a long while, studies of the nature of the working class in industrial
societies were close to the centre of the development of empirical sociol-
ogy. This includes investigations of the organization of working class
communities, for which there is extensive documentation. According to
one commentary, such studies form sociology’s ‘single most massive
encounter with the located experiences of working class people’” and the
major accredited source of qualitative accounts of working class culture
(Brook and Finn 1978: 131). Like accounts of rural community, these
studies have obvious historical, as well as spatial dimensions, and certain
accounts of ‘the ways things were’ (Crow and Allen 1994; Crow 2001)
have been constructed more or less exclusively on their basis. Although
the classic studies reach back now some fifty years, and the communities
they refer to have long gone, the impact they made on sociological
awareness is engrained so deeply that they still provide vibrant points of
reference.

Communities can be defined as working class in the sense that they
consist substantially of populations of workers, or with the more active
connotation that they are forms of community created by workers them-
selves, therefore representing their distinctive attitudes, ambitions, and
world-outlook. That is, as with other types of community, differing
emphases can be placed upon the objective or subjective aspects of ‘com-
munity in itself’, and ‘community for itself’. However, an underlying
theme to most accounts is that such communities come about because
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they are subject to a set of distinct economic, social and political conditions
that ‘often unknowingly bind working people in a shared experience of
commonality’ (Charlesworth 2000: 154). The same view is expressed
concisely by an interviewee about the West Yorkshire mining settle-
ment of ‘Ashby’: it is ‘a real working class town, always has been, always
will be, and will never be anything else’ (Warwick and Littlejohn 1992:
77). Referring to the steel-making town of Rotherham, Charlesworth
comments that ‘living in Rotherham one cannot help but be struck by
an underlying coherence to the life of the place’ (2000: 150), which gen-
erates a strong and distinct sense of common living conditions and
shared everyday, collective experience. The Joca/ nature of this experience
is also characteristic: nowhere else is quite the same as Rotherham.

As with the other varieties of community, therefore, a problem arises
with regard to the extent to which we can generalize legitimately across
different cases. Crow and Allen warn that

[tlo speak in abstract terms of the traditional working class commu-
nity, constructing a composite picture out of the findings of the vari-
ous community studies of the 1950s, loses sight of the diversity of
these communities with regard to the industries on which they were
based, regional variations, difference in the degree to which women
were employed, and more generally the evolving variations of their
‘traditions’.

(Crow and Allen 1994: 26)

Nevertheless, such a composite impression of the characteristics of
working class community has been adopted pretty generally within
sociology, to act as a yardstick against which subsequent changes have
been measured and weighed (for examples, see Rose 1968; Roberts
1978; 2001). Whether or not this does serious damage to our apprecia-
tion of what such communities were like, or constitutes a ‘wilful’
neglect of difference, as Crow and Allen suggest, rather depends on the
level of specificity at which we are aiming. After all, to categorize a set
of communities as ‘working class’ at all presupposes that, whatever their
differences, they have important things in common.

As Crow and Allen indicate, the broad contours were made familiar
by the work of Young and Willmott and other ‘classic’ studies produced
during the 1950s and 1960s, a period during which the life of the
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working class was not only regarded as a topic of exceptional social and
political importance, but also considered to be undergoing some deci-
sive changes. While this means that such work could be dismissed now
as being of merely historical interest, the fact that it has provided a gold
standard for so many discussions of the nature of community lends it
continuing relevance.

COMMUNITY LIFE IN BETHNAL GREEN

In Britain, the Institute of Community Studies, founded in 1954, and
located in Bethnal Green in the East End of London, produced a stream
of books and articles dealing with issues of community and community
change, largely centred on the working class. The stated aim of the
institute was to bring some of the strengths of social anthropology into
sociology, and for a time it developed into what was probably the best
known British social research unit, doing much to form the general con-
ception of sociology amongst the reading public, at a time when the
discipline was still relatively new (Platt 1971). A cool appraisal of this
body of work by Jennifer Platt rated it highly for its contribution to
planning and social welfare, but expressed severe reservations about its
sociological value. In doing so, Platt set out some of the theoretical and
methodological arguments which increasingly came to undermine intel-
lectual support not only for the Bethnal Green studies, but for the
entire community studies approach.

A good deal of the work undertaken by members of the institute
focussed on Bethnal Green itself, including what became recognized as
the classic study of working class community, and the impact upon it of
post-war rehousing and relocation, Family and Kinship in East London
(Young and Willmott 1957). This was not a thorough-going community
study of the sort that had been attempted in Middletown and Yankee
City, or even in Banbury, but primarily an investigation of patterns of
working class family organization and their contemporary transforma-
tion. On these grounds, Bell and Newby (1971) say little about Young
and Willmott’s contribution, because the focus on a single institution
(the family) does not conform to the strict definition of a ‘community
study’, namely that it should be concerned with the interrelationships of
social institutions within a given locality. For the same reason Critcher
(1979) dismisses the study as a prime example of sociology’s tendency to
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‘appropriate’ working class culture by reducing it to a discrete sociologi-
cal variable, so ending up with only a fragmentary representation. Yet,
because it traces the inter-connections of family, kin and neighbours
within the daily life of Bethnal Green, Young and Willmott’s text nei-
ther amounts to a fully developed study of the family as an institution,
nor is confined to the family alone. In its own words, it examines the
social implications and value of ‘a highly articulated network of kinship
relations’” within a particular territory; and from this there emerges a
strong, if incomplete, picture of a certain kind of community way of
life.

Platt’s summary of this reproduces many of the characteristics which,
rightly or wrongly, came to be identified as typical of working class
communities of the time:

The working class way of life is seen as involving the extended family
embedded in a stable and predominantly working class community
with great neighbourliness and communal solidarity, expressed in
networks of social relations and mutual aid and strong attachment to
the local area and its primary groups. In this context people are
known and judged as individuals with multiple characteristics rather
than as holders of certain jobs or owners of certain possessions.
Because they are so well known, and because of the basic homogene-
ity of the area, pretensions to higher status get little credit and are
rarely made; anyone who seriously aspires to other standards is liable
to leave the community.

(Platt 1971: 112)

Typically, this description brings together assertions about structural
patterns (‘networks of social relations’), characteristic values and mind-
sets, and forms of behaviour, and associates them all with a certain ‘way
of life’. For the working class at least, it seems, class and community
belong together. However, as Platt notes, the extraordinarily influential
depiction of this pattern in Young and Willmott’s sociological bestseller
was derived from a quite limited amount of survey and observational
data, much of it descriptive, impressionistic, and at times anecdotal.
Memorable vignettes of local social relationships, and vivid interview
fragments gave life to the description, and probably lodged better in
readers’ memories than the fairly simple statistical analyses which
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accompanied them. Further studies of old people (Townsend 1957) and
adolescents (Willmott 1966) in the same district did little to challenge
this basic account. At the same time, there are many missing dimen-
sions to the Bethnal Green studies. For instance, there is little informa-
tion about local political organization, little real detail about gender
relations, or behaviour within the home, and above all, a surprising
neglect of work. In the context of studies of working class life, this is
strange, since usually they revolve around the nature of work and
employment, and the ways in which communities are compelled to
adapt to its demands. Young and Willmott take for granted the funda-
mental determination of the patterns they describe by economic forces,
and the organization of manual labour, the very things that make this a
‘class’ community. They devote no more than a few pages to ‘the family
in the economy’.

London’s East End has long been known as an area predominantly
inhabited by the poor. According to Young and Willmott (1986: ix), its
boundaries were ‘almost as strongly marked as those of some countries’.
Much earlier, some of the first social ‘explorers’ to venture into the
unknown world of the working classes (Mayhew 1861; Booth 1902) had
pointed to the peculiarities of this vast area, and huge population, lack-
ing all the resources of a ‘superior’ culture: libraries, colleges, concert
halls, and cathedrals. They referred to working class people as living in
‘urban tribes’ (compare Collins 2004). When Young and Willmott did
their study, in the mid-1950s, little had changed. Bethnal Green had a
population of some 54,000, and 82 per cent of the employed male pop-
ulation were manual workers. The small minority of non-working class
people residing in the borough were shopkeepers and publicans, serving
the needs of a working class clientele. Most professionals working in the
area travelled from homes outside it. Hence, unlike the multi-class com-
munities found in the small towns of Britain and America, Bethnal
Green was characterized by an essential homogeneity of circumstances
and social situation; its inhabitants could be said to be ‘all in the same
boat’. The pervading impression is of a one-class community of people
doing similar jobs, with similar education, and similar life expectations.
Most Bethnal Greeners appear to have had little contact with people
who were unlike themselves, and when this happened, it was in strictly
controlled circumstances — in encounters with employers, teachers,
doctors, or local government officials. Like the archetypal rural villager,
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they inhabited a world free of ‘threats and surprises’, with little to chal-
lenge their sense of identity or social expectations. They were securely
working class, or ‘ordinary’, and local in their orientations, and their
knowledge of the world beyond ‘the borough’ seemed minimal.

Young and Willmott present some of their strongest impressions of
Bethnal Green in the section of their book which contrasts it with the new
estate of ‘Greenleigh’ to which eventually many of its people were
rehoused:

In Bethnal Green, people commonly belong to a close network of per-
sonal relationships. They know intimately dozens of other local peo-
ple living near at hand, their school-friends, their work-mates, their
pub-friends and above all their relatives. They know them well
because they have known them over a long period of time. . . . They have
the security of belonging to a series of small and overlapping groups.
(Young and Willmott 1957: 161)

Despite the district’s size therefore, people existed within the narrow
sphere of their immediate street or neighbourhood. The description is
backed up with telling examples of the extent to which local society is
shaped by ‘geography plus genealogy’. A sample of forty-five married
couples had between them almost 1,700 close relatives, of whom 34 per
cent lived locally, and another 20 per cent in adjoining boroughs. On
average, each couple had thirteen near relatives living close by. Among
such people, there was constant personal contact. Recording those she
met in the course of a single week, one woman was able to list sixty-
three known individuals, often encountered several times, of whom
thirty-eight were related to at least one of the others. For women, these
contacts focussed especially closely on the family, with married daugh-
ters visiting their mothers on a daily basis, and female neighbours con-
tinually exchanging small services. Male relationships centred more on
work and the pub, but were no less close: witness ‘Mr Aves’, who
worked all week with his two brothers and a brother-in-law, went to
football on Saturdays with one of them, and gathered with the whole
family in the public house on Sunday mornings. In other words, the area
supported the same kind of ‘manifold immediate connections among
people’ (Calhoun 1982: 155) that could be found in more restricted spatial
settings. This is because it was delimited by strong boundaries of social
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class which narrowed down individual horizons. Despite their urban
location, the people of Bethnal Green were not lonely people; they knew
the faces in the crowd, and, according to Young and Wilmott, ‘familiar-
ity breeds content’ (1957: 92).

Before long, sociologists and others were using the expression ‘urban
village’ to refer to this sort of community (Gans 1962; Taylor 1973), the
apparent oxymoron drawing attention to the fact that even within
cities, it was possible to find supposedly ‘rural’ social features, just as
Young and Willmott’s observations seemed also to confound prevailing
expectations that extended family connections would be incompatible
with modern urban life. On such grounds, the findings from the Bethnal
Green studies made a major contribution to undermining attempts to
establish the urban/rural distinction as a central tenet of social analysis,
and helped detach the concept of community from an undue association
with country life. Evidently, there were forms of community which
could flourish in urban environments, and which were well adapted to
industrialized conditions.

The implications of strong network ties for local values and beliefs
were felt to be self-evident. For instance, we learn that, when evaluating
others, what matters is personal characteristics and detailed personal
knowledge: people are known ‘in the round’. ‘Reputation’ is important,
and this is not so much individual as familial. More generally, looking
back on their study a few years later,Young and Willmott say that life in
Bethnal Green was marked by ‘a sense of family, community and class
solidarity, by a generosity towards others like themselves, by a wide
range of attachments, by pride in themselves, their community and
country, and by an overflowing vitality’ (1986: xi). It would not be too
unfair to say that the impression conveyed is of people who are ‘poor but
happy’. Throughout the discussion there is a sense of positive endorsement
being given to a particular way of life, and its virtues, accompanied by an
argument that this was now in the throes of being broken up by the inter-
vention of new forces: most dramatically, by the decisions of planners,
welfare agencies and other ‘do gooders’ that such communities needed
to be lifted out of deprivation through deliberate and radical change.

During the late 1950s and 1960s masses of people from such work-
ing class districts were relocated into new housing estates, and tower
blocks, while the streets they had occupied were demolished, or at least
drastically refurbished, and often repopulated. Despite the improved
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physical surroundings, Young and Willmott contended that this was
eradicating the valuable social bonds built up over several generations,
and thereby undermining the values and collective solidarity of the
working classes. Measures designed to raise living standards were doing
so at the cost of a sacrifice of communal strengths and loyalties. In the
long run, it could be argued, this would erode the very way of life which
gave the working class its identity, and enabled it to organize politically.

SENTIMENTS AND STEREOTYPES

Clearly, as noted earlier, reliance on the example of Bethnal Green alone
posed a very great risk of stereotyping the working class, losing sight of
whatever distinctive features and variations might attach to other par-
ticular working class communities. It is generally acknowledged that
London is a special case, in all kinds of ways; nowhere else in Britain
could one find such an extensive, and economically varied, working class
environment as that of the East End. As early as 1966 Frankenberg
raised the issue of the representativeness of the account, claiming that
the study had rarity value, because there were so few comparable studies
of working class neighbourhoods; therefore, we could not know how
valid it was as a general description of working class life. However,
Young and Willmott’s researches in Bethnal Green formed just part of a
much wider swathe of description and analysis of the working class and
its fate at around the same time, which for the most part lent reasonable
confirmation to their empirical and ethical claims. Although it took a
variety of forms, such writing was grounded more or less firmly in
examinations and recollections of life in different working class commu-
nities: it included Hoggart (1957) on Hunslet, in Leeds; Mogey (1956)
on St Ebbes, Oxford; Jackson and Marsden (1962) on Huddersfield;
Willmott (1963) on Dagenham; and Jackson (1968) on various working
class institutions in northern England. Support was also forthcoming
from Bott’s analysis of family and social networks (1957) and Rosser and
Harris® follow-up study of family and community relations in Swansea
(1965). Although the latter highlighted a number of specifically Welsh
features absent from Bethnal Green, it presented a similar impression of
close-knit, family-centred, and neighbourhood-based living, which also
appeared to be poised on the point of disruption by economic and social
change. Critcher (1979) lists twenty-four key studies of the condition of
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the British working class produced between 1956 and 1971, of which
some fifteen made extensive use of material to do with aspects of com-
munity. Although he feels this does not constitute a true research genre,
more a ‘rather vague bibliography’, the way in which he describes
Hoggart’s approach to Leeds would fit most of the other studies reason-
ably well: ‘the mode of recognition is to observe working class activities,
trace their interconnections, and frame them within the fixed horizons
of everyday life’ (Critcher 1979: 20). Not all of these studies were
intended to focus directly on the analysis of community, but invariably
it provided an important background resource and point of reference for
the examination of more specific themes and issues in working class life,
such as education, family, or recreational habits.

Whether or not these examples were truly ‘representative’ of the
working class as a whole, it was from such sources that the concept of
the ‘traditional working class’ was constructed as a general sociological
category (Lockwood 1966). Notions of communal solidarity, collec-
tivism and traditionalism were used to capture the essence of the dis-
tinctive working class world view. Jackson summed this up in terms of

The deeply grained habit of cooperation, the habit of valuing people
rather than concepts, and the directness of emotional response
[along with] a suspicion of the new and strange.

(Jackson 1968: 169)

These social studies had their contemporary fictional counterparts in the
work of authors like Alan Sillitoe, John Braine, Keith Waterhouse and
David Storey, who represented a new wave of writers able to articulate
and comment sympathetically upon working class sensibilities. The
context for their production was the post-war social revolution intro-
duced by the 1945 Labour government, and the welfare state, and the
changed economic climate which had come about with ‘affluence’ and
full employment. The literature is suffused with a consciousness that
the period represents a turning point in the history of class relations,
and that it was important to document working class cultures and their
social foundations before they were lost; hence the work has aspects of
both celebration and lamentation. As Platt stated (1971: 13) apropos the
Bethnal Green studies, ‘a preference is implied for the social atmosphere
of the working class communities, and this preference is obviously
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linked with or derived from a general egalitarianism’. Most of the
researchers and writers concerned had explicit political commitments to
the labour movement, and to the project of social democratic reform;
they were not only observers of, but also advocates for working class
community, and very often deployed its virtues as part of an attack on
alternative, ‘middle-class” habits and aspirations. At times, this resulted
in a one-sided, uncritical depiction of its characteristics. Reference to
‘community’ and community values became a way of praising the work-
ing class, and talking about those positive aspects of working class life
which socialism/labour politics would seek to defend and uphold — to
the extent that the writers could be accused of simply confusing com-
munity with class (Platt 1971: 63), and giving way to unbridled senti-
ment.

The cumulative impression produced was that working class people
naturally and inevitably lived in communities of this kind. As a later
writer comments (Collins 2004: 11), ‘it would be impossible to attempt
a biography of the urban working class without focusing on a particular
landscape, as this class more than any other is inextricably linked with
the concept of home, a street, a neighbourhood, a community’. Little
was said about those elements of the working class for whom there was
no such strong local or collective allegiance, or who might have found
drawbacks to living in such conditions. Instead, the rival values and
lifestyles of the middle classes provided a constant implicit counterpoint
to the discussion. In some of the key artistic representations of the
period, in fiction and film, the main theme addressed was the painful
transition from one to the other (for example, Saturday Night and Sunday
Morning; The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, The Likely Lads), and
how this entailed a loss of spontaneous, unpretentious, social intimacy.
Revealingly, all these accounts centre on the male experience. In a caus-
tic comment on this whole genre of writing and representation, Taylor
notes how sociologists and planners ‘applauded enthusiastically at a dis-
tance the gritty working class togetherness that they would not be seen
dead living in themselves’ (1973: 188). Platt likewise drew attention to
the inconsistency which led well educated, middle-class commentators,
albeit often themselves from working class backgrounds, to suspend
their critical judgement when it came to commenting upon the opin-
ions of members of such communities. Despite their own commitment
to educational achievement, and its value for the working class, for
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example, they appeared ready to defend attitudes which were hostile to
learning, and to ‘getting ahead’. Thus the people of Bethnal Green were
described as ‘indifferent to education and hostile to ambition’ (Marris
1967). Young and Willmott themselves conceded that the moral code of
kinship could be ‘sometimes harsh, imprisoning the human spirit and
stunting growth and self-expression” (1957: 162). Even the newer set-
tlement of Dagenham, established as part of the outward spread of
London in the 1930s, was criticized for denying stimulus or encourage-
ment to those who had intellectual or cultural aspirations or who did
not fit the conventional mould (Willmott 1963: 116—17). That there
evidently was a down-side to the ethos of solidarity and readiness to coop-
erate cast at least some doubt on the overall value of ‘community’ for all
those who were involved in it. According to Platt (1971: 17), this defect
was general, in that ‘[a} closely integrated local community is never
likely to provide a milieu in which diversity and individual idiosyncrasy
can flourish and be regarded with toleration’. Those who were ‘different’, a
term which might be used to refer to their sexuality, or intellectual
enthusiasms or other interests, were unlikely to feel comfortable in such
a place. However, the readiness to conceptualize community as an
entity, a complete whole, meant that in these studies it was treated as
something above, and greater than, the individual, whose needs and
aspirations occupied a poor second place (Ennew 1980).

The tension between collectivism and individual expression and
diversity, which runs through the very idea of community, took on a
new significance from the 1960s onwards, when rejection of, and rebel-
lion against, the suffocating limits of such working class consensus
began to drive the formation of various youth cultures. In their different
ways, and at different times, teddy boys and mods, skinheads and
punks, hippies and new romantics were to distance themselves from or
directly challenge many of the traditional mores and values of the work-
ing class, especially its attitudes to work, to ostentatious display, to def-
initions of gender boundaries, and notions of ‘respectability’ (Cohen
1972; Hall and Jefferson 1976). In so doing, they sapped the authority
of an older generation of male manual workers. Yet again, this could be
interpreted as part of the break-down of traditional community, and
evidence of its transition into something different. Roberts (2001) is not
alone in noting how sociologists began to describe and analyse working
class ways of life in depth only when they appeared to be under threat.
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As Blackwell and Seabrook (1985: 109) put it, ‘the prominence of com-
munity arose at the very moment of the dissolution of certain aspects of
its reality’, with the break-up of established working class communities.

The combination of a backward glance at such apparently vanishing
social worlds, from the perspective of those who now stood outside or
beyond them, helps explain the tone of nostalgia and sentimentality
which so many critics detect. In some cases, commentators were looking
back at, and reconstructing, their own childhood and youth (Hoggart
1957; Roberts 1971). Roberts seeks to qualify the over-enthusiastic tone
of some of the ensuing descriptions:

It was never really like that. ... The close-knit working-class commu-
nities could be claustrophobic; there was no privacy; it was difficult to
prevent everyone knowing one’s most intimate business. There were
neighbourhood feuds; children (and sometimes adults) fought in the
streets. These were risky places.

(Roberts 2001: 88)

The retrospective gaze may see excitement and emotional rawness in
these features of working class life. The daily struggle with adversity
meant that life was not boring, and this comes across well in many of
the reconstructions of working class communities, especially those situ-
ated towards the lower and less respectable edges of the class (White
1986; Damer 1989). Even the more negative aspects and relationships
seemed to demonstrate that people were interested in, and involved
with, rather than indifferent to those who lived around them. Often
they could not avoid being so, because a high proportion of the life of such
places was led in the open, in the street, or communal spaces of various
kinds. An obvious reason for this was that much of the housing was
poor, and frequently overcrowded. Descriptions of working class com-
munity are forever associated with images of back-to-back, terraced,
accommodation or tenement apartments, and conversations conducted
over garden fences or on the doorstep.

We have seen how the tendency to conflate a set of structural charac-
teristics with the sentiments that were alleged to flow from them was rife
in community studies. Yet to do so carries major risks. As with the other
contributions we have considered, the pull is towards treating the
community as a seamless, unified entity. It becomes tempting then to
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attribute characteristics which might pertain at the individual level to the
community as a whole, treating its members as if they were identical,
and equally representative of the collective norm; or, arguing in the
opposite direction, to expect the ‘collective’ attributes of the community
to dictate what individuals are like. This confusion between distinct
levels of analysis, known as the ecological fallacy, would lead one to
assume, for example, that because a given local authority ward votes
heavily for a particular political party, anyone coming from that place
must be a party supporter. The effect is to play down, or ignore, the
presence of minority opinion and those who are in any way unusual. An
example of such argument is provided by Roberts, when he writes in
general terms of how

Within such a milieux, a sense of community is virtually inescapable.
Residents feel a consciousness of kind. They share an awareness of
facing common problems and mix with an effortless sociability.
Neighbourliness becomes natural and is continuously cemented in
pubs, streets, corner shops, workplaces and homes.

(Roberts 1978: 73)

In the space of a few sentences, this comment moves effortlessly from
the sense that community is something imposed by external pressures
and constraints, into its embrace as a voluntary commitment. Those
who are suspicious of the notion of community might well see this as
exemplifying how it works, to swallow up disagreement and suppress
variation. If people are put into a situation where they cannot opt out,
or where doing so is difficult and perhaps personally costly, they may
well give the impression of having chosen freely to go along with the
prevailing norms. Hoggart (1957: 92) commented that when people
feel they cannot do much about the main elements of their social situa-
tion, they will adopt attitudes which allow them to lead a ‘liveable life’,
including treating those elements as simply external givens, ‘facts of
life’. Yet, should a chance arise to get out, they will leap at it. In a later
discussion, Roberts (2001) notes how delighted many residents of such
communities were to be offered the chance to be rehoused in places with
bathrooms, hot water and gardens. When ‘right to buy’ legislation in
the 1980s gave local authority tenants the opportunity to become
home-owners (admittedly on very favourable financial terms), they
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rushed to do so, abandoning any pretence that it was wrong to put pri-
vate interests before the collective good. The ability to penetrate the fog
of sentiment surrounding working class lifestyles, and see within them
the underlying potential for individualism and ambition, proved to be
one of Thatcherism’s most effective political weapons. Ideas and ideals
of community proved unable to withstand the lure of material improve-
ment and greater individual choice, lending further strength to the con-
tention that, whatever its merits, ‘community’ has become an antiquated
phenomenon.

DIVERSITY AND VARIATION IN WORKING CLASS
COMMUNITY

The preceding discussion has shown how easy it is to proceed from con-
crete observations about life in specific working-class communities to
the construction of general models which then become equated with the
circumstances of an entire social class. A vital antidote to this tendency
was provided by David Lockwood (1966, reprinted in Bulmer 1975a),
when he drew attention to the importance of some key variations within
the ‘traditional’ working class. Lockwood brought together research on
differences in work and community situations to show how they com-
bined to create a number of distinctive class perspectives. The main dif-
ference, he suggested, was between workers in small town (and small
business) contexts, who actually met members of other classes, includ-
ing their employers, in direct personal contact, and thereby formed an
impression of society as differentiated and graded; and those whose
experiences were restricted primarily to ‘their own kind’ and who
encountered members of other classes only at a distance, in relationships
of distrust or antagonism. He characterized these two kinds of worker as
‘deferential’ and ‘proletarian’. While work factors were central to the
formation of these differences, Lockwood argued that their impact was
reinforced by the nature of the community surrounding the workplace.
For deferential workers, the boundaries of the community to which
they felt they belonged extended to include members of different
classes, who were viewed as interdependent, and as making valued
contributions to meeting one another’s needs. Deferentials looked up to,
and respected, their social superiors, from whom they received leader-
ship, authority and sponsorship of various sorts. In Durkheimian terms,



THE RISE AND FALL OF ‘WORKING CLASS COMMUNITY’

we might say that they displayed a form of organic solidarity, organized
around differentiation and collaboration. Studies of the kind previously
referred to, relating to small market towns and paternalistic capitalism,
suggested that such attitudes were associated with ‘small, relatively iso-
lated, and economically autonomous communities, particularly those
with well differentiated occupational structures and stable populations’
(Lockwood 1966: 20). This is where one would expect to find local sys-
tems of social status, and widespread consensus about how different peo-
ple are placed within them, although Lockwood concedes that the
evidence base is ‘skimpy’. Proletarian attitudes flourished in contexts of
closely integrated industrial communities, which concentrated sizeable
numbers of workers in relative isolation from the wider society.
Lockwood indicates mining, dock work, and shipbuilding as typical
examples. Such situations encourage proletarians to view their commu-
nity as made up exclusively of ‘us’, people in like situations, who stand
for opposite interests from ‘them’ (the bosses, officials and other wield-
ers of power). Their solidarity is more mechanical, based on the strength
of resemblance.

Essentially, this framework elaborates the connection already made
between structural foundations and forms of consciousness. Its signifi-
cance for Lockwood lies in the fact that ‘for the most part men [sic} visu-
alise the class structure of their society from the vantage points of their
own particular milieux’ (1966: 16); that is, how they perceive the larger
society varies according to the daily experiences they meet in their more
local social settings. This implies that, in order to understand their
behaviour and beliefs, it is necessary to examine those local settings in
some detail, and this makes the analysis of variations in patterns of com-
munity sociologically important.

Lockwood is quite explicit that he is constructing a set of ideal typi-
fications, intended to have theoretical and sociological, rather than his-
torical and empirical validity. Both deferential and proletarian types are
‘extreme’ simplifications of real cases. Similarly the third main type
which he sees emerging, the ‘privatized’ worker, or ‘new’ working class,
is also treated as a limiting case. Such workers are associated with
employment in the newer, mass production industries, and with residence
in the larger housing estates. They are neither work- nor community-
centred, but focussed instead on the ‘private’ sphere of the home and
family. Unlike traditional workers, they are likely to have experienced
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some degree of mobility, and so lack such strong local social ties. Their
view of the class structure is ‘de-socialized’, revolving around differences
of income; their behaviour is competitive and consumption-oriented;
and their sense of belonging to a group or collectivity is rudimentary.
Altogether they are less firmly embedded socially than the types of
workers they seemed to be replacing, for whereas traditional workers
were rooted in industries in decline, and places that were fast becoming
economic ‘backwaters’, at the time he was writing Lockwood could
depict the privatized worker as representing the new growth sectors,
like the car industry, and light engineering. Research in Luton, espe-
cially among employees of the Vauxhall motor company, provided
empirical substantiation of Lockwood’s thesis (Goldthorpe et /. 1969).
Luton’s ‘affluent workers” were also held to be an extreme case, but one
which was ‘prototypical” of future development. Their emergence hinted
at the dissolution of community as a central feature of working class
existence. Apparently financially secure, and devoted to the improve-
ment of their home environment, such workers seemed to have little
interest in associating with one another outside work, and viewed their
support for unions and political parties as a merely instrumental com-
mitment, justifiable because it produced tangible results rather than as
an expression of intrinsic loyalty rooted in a sense of belonging together.

So far as the established working class was concerned, however,
Lockwood was able still to take for granted the existence of strong and
coherent communal foundations, which accounted for both the
strengths and limitations of traditional working class organization. He
portrayed the majority of manual workers of the time as highly inte-
grated into their local societies, with their attitudes and behaviour
influenced and controlled by direct face-to-face relationships; as a result,
their expectations did not extend much beyond the boundaries of their
own community, and they were unlikely to rethink their political alle-
giances or patterns of consumption. The fact that they were ‘encapsu-
lated’ in social systems which provided them ‘with few alternative
conceptions of what is possible, desirable and legitimate’ imposed a
deep conservatism upon them, captured in the use of the term ‘tradi-
tional” to describe their perspectives. This was true not only among the
deferentials, whose conformity with local status conventions might well
go together with political loyalty to their ‘betters’ McKenzie and Silver
1968), but even of the more ‘radical’ proletarians, who voted Labour and
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joined trade unions, but did so as much to defend what they already
had, as to seek to improve upon and transform their conditions.
Constructed very largely against adversity, as ‘communities of fate’, the
main patterns of working class existence did not encourage great expec-
tations and aspirations for social change. Very often indeed, the
demands of community weighed against the ambitions of class, making
people conscious of the risk that challenges to the existing order might
pose, by putting in jeopardy those rewards that were actually obtainable
in their everyday lives, in terms of work, security and welfare, for the
uncertain promise of better things to come. In this way, the forms of
accommodation that made a life of hardship and deprivation bearable
could impede the more fundamental kinds of action required to escape
their effects.

Support for this view comes from Calhoun (1982), whose examina-
tion of the development of working class communities during the early
period of industrialization shows them to have acquired rapidly a ‘moral
density’, resting on the multiplex nature of their social relations, which
closely matched standard descriptions of rural villages. For Calhoun,
this communal base was at least as important in explaining popular rad-
icalism as the class features of oppression and injustice, because it
enabled powerful outbursts of collective action; but it also set limits to
the capacity of the working class to transcend the bounds of local sym-
pathies — so much so that workers were often surprised to find that their
particular grievances were not shared by those who lived outside the con-
fines of their own social universe. The tension between the ‘parochialism’
of local perceptions and solidarities and the universalism expected of
class consciousness is commented upon by many of those who have
studied working class communities (Brook and Finn 1978), and the
inability to overcome it has been seen as one of the major, and possibly
insuperable, obstacles to united class action. Searching for evidence of
the possibility of a more radical, universalized, working class conscious-
ness, Westergaard (1975: 254) notes how daily life for many workers is
‘circumscribed in a very concrete way by parochial limitations, by local
boundaries and by boundaries of kinship, by poverty, insecurity and
deprivation’. Likewise Parkin (1971: 90) attributes the characteristics of
working class communities to the similarity of the conditions under
which they are formed; he argues that this leads them to arrive indepen-
dently at similar sets of values, representing ‘a design for living based
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upon localised social knowledge and face-to-face relationships’; however,
the meaning system they generate is of purely parochial significance.
Arguably, therefore, the solidarity which held actual working class
communities together had more to do with identification with occupa-
tion and place than with class per se. The ‘traditional’ communities iden-
tified by Lockwood centred on very distinctive kinds of work situations,
whose influence was powerful enough to create a virtually self-enclosed
world of overlapping work, family and leisure ties. The industries con-
cerned were predominantly those of early industrialization, founded in
the nineteenth century, or even earlier, and capable of absorbing
employees for their entire working lives. The development around them
of ‘traditional’ community relations was posited on a stable workforce,
and the growth of effective local occupational cultures, into which suc-
cessive generations could be socialized (Bulmer 1975a; Salaman 1974).
Following Lockwood’s lead, others pointed out how exceptional it was
to find fully developed situations of this kind; the peculiar closeness of
homogeneous single-occupation communities was rare enough to be
referred to as ‘quaint’ and vestigial (Salaman 1975). While it was
arguable that many manual occupations gave rise to their own distinc-
tive ideologies, cultures and identities, in most cases these did not
involve the formation around them of geographically contained commu-
nities of the kind discussed by Lockwood; for instance, there were no
such spatially fixed communities of carpenters, plumbers or lorry-
drivers (Hollowell 1968). Even where occupations stimulated especially
powerful work-centred bonds among the actual workforce, as in print-
ing (Cannon 1967; Cockburn 1983), this did not necessarily lead to the
incorporation of relationships of family and friendship, let alone wider
kin, into an integrated pattern of social connections. Only certain indus-
tries, formed during given historical periods, seemed to have this capacity.
Quite apart from all the other problems associated with the idea of
community, which drove one industrial sociologist to question it as
‘highly value laden, vague and abstract, irrelevant and useless in a con-
temporary situation’ (Salaman 1975: 221), this meant that the majority
of manual workers seemed to be excluded from experiencing anything
approximating to ‘real’ community, as described in the community
studies. On the other hand, some degree of attachment to a local area,
and to those who occupied a similar social and economic situation
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within it, appeared to be commonplace. Even those who were sceptical
of the community studies style of analysis were prepared to accept that

localism in a looser sense has been a pervasive mode of working-
class culture. A class culture has often been identified with specifically
local experiences, relationships and practices; it has been articulated
around specifically local points of reference, contact and conflict.
(Clarke 1979: 242)

Such cultures took much of their character from the clustering of partic-
ular types of work in certain areas, often with a single dominant indus-
try, or a predominant employer. Examples in industrial Britain would
include the five towns of the Staffordshire potteries, the steel industry of
the Don valley, textile communities in Lancashire and the Pennines and
the various coalfield communities. Large industrial regions could be
made up of similar types of communities, with common economic foun-
dations. The ‘Black Country’ of the English Midlands formed one such
‘industrial district’, with its craft industries centred on metalworking
and engineering. Its range of skills, and pattern of work organizations,
differed considerably from those found in regions of heavier industry,
like shipbuilding and engine building, as in the northeast of England,
or Clydeside. The majority of discussions of working class community
therefore pay attention to the specific requirements and imperatives of
particular industries, and their histories, and there is a wealth of socio-
logical writing exploring aspects of the interaction between community,
work and employment. Examples would include Brown and Brannen
(1970) on shipbuilders; Hill (1976) on the dockers; Tunstall (1962) on
fishermen; and Samuel (1977) on mineral workers.

These studies demonstrated how distinctive types of communities
grew up around work, and its demands and constraints, but also how
the social organization of the workplace in turn was imbued with myr-
iad influences from the wider community; neither work nor non-work
made sense in isolation. In the case of the fishermen, for instance, their
periodic absences at sea and the explosive nature of their relaxation and
enjoyment while at home, set the tempo of life in fishing communities
like Hull. The local organization of domestic and family life could not
avoid bearing the marks of the occupation pursued by the menfolk. As
in other ‘extreme’ cases, like mining, whole populations were bound
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together by shared encounters with disaster and tragedies. In situations
like these, work was thoroughly integrated into the life of the commu-
nity, indeed often at its very centre, and its needs dictated the rhythms
of time, as well as the uses of space. While the same could be said of
iron- and steel-producing communities, the range of skills they required
and the dynamics of their industrial growth and decline made for a very
different type of individual and generational experience from that met
by miners or trawler men (Harris 1987; Fevre 1989).

The extent to which work and community relationships were shaped
jointly is underlined by historical accounts of the development of partic-
ular industries (Joyce 1980; Sabel 1982; Whipp 1985). The idea that a
sharp break occurred at the factory gates between the social relation-
ships of the workplace and those which prevailed outside, encouraged
sometimes by the argument that industrialization had brought about an
unprecedented separation between work and home, was never entirely
convincing. Prolonged interactions between employers and their work-
forces helped define the nature of local labour markets. Populations that
had been assembled or expanded for the purpose of working in specific
industries quickly acquired the experience, knowledge and skills suited
to the available forms of work. Even though economic conditions might
leave them ultimately vulnerable and dependent, industrial communi-
ties helped in the preparation and recruitment of labour, and exercised
some element of control over access to jobs, and promotion prospects.
The interconnections between employment and local social relations
took many forms. Whipp’s researches into the pottery industry in the early
twentieth century demonstrated how the family often provided the
social basis and cohesive glue for workgroups (1985: 779). In ports like
Liverpool and London, dock work was amongst many occupations in
which work roles were inherited down the family; and daily life within
the home had to adapt to the uncertainties of casual employment, with
consequences for attitudes towards work, risk and career in the wider
community (Hill 1976). People living near to large employing compa-
nies formed strong attachments to them, and expected special treatment
in return. A ‘moral economy’ of mutual obligation between workers and
managers tempered the divisions of interest which otherwise might
have split labour from capital. Employers benefited from access to a
socialized and possibly skilled workforce, with the ‘correct’ attitudes and
values. In the town of St Helens, for example, the Pilkington glass com-
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pany earned the reputation of a ‘family’ enterprise, not just because it
was owned by a single dominant family, but also because it gave prefer-
ential treatment to those who were relatives of existing employees (Lane
and Roberts 1971). Membership of a local family gave access to worth-
while jobs, but also added an extra layer of control, since misbehaviour
at work not only went against the wishes of management, but could tar-
nish the reputation of one’s kin, including those one worked with.

Bearing these considerations in mind, the extent to which any given
working class community ever actually conformed to the terms of the
above discussion must remain a topic for detailed empirical investiga-
tion. Predictably enough, the more closely particular examples are
looked at, the more variations and divergences tend to be revealed. No
actual community ever corresponds wholly to the simplifying assump-
tions that have been built into the generalizations, and this makes it
hard to sustain the distinction Lockwood and others have sought to
make between the ‘sociological’ and the historical or empirical. This is
true even where the basic conditions appear to be met most fully, as a
consideration of the communities associated with an ‘extreme’ industry
like mining will show.

THE CLASSIC SITE? COAL-MINING COMMUNITIES

Conventional assertions about working class community reach an
apotheosis in accounts of mining communities, especially those associ-
ated with coal-mining, of which there are enough to constitute a sub-
stantial sub-literature. Described as ‘ideal-typical repositories of
working class life’ (Strangleman 2001: 265), such communities have
exerted a fascination for sociologists, because while they seem to provide
quintessential cases of class communities, they also exemplify political
and industrial behaviours that are quite exceptional, and often very dra-
matic. The conditions of working class existence appear to be concen-
trated in ways that produce some remarkable effects. Thus the intensity
of industrial conflict in coal-mining has long been notorious, and sus-
tained a claim that miners were at the forefront of proletarian class
consciousness and action (Kerr and Siegel 1954; Allen 1981). This has
included engagement in struggles of epic proportions, such as the 1926
General Strike, and the 1984/5 confrontation with the government of
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Margaret Thatcher. The endurance and passion shown by the protagonists
in these struggles has added to the mystique of their situation, so that

To outsiders, mining communities are still objects of legend, mystery
and even awe . .. the pit and the type of work done there dominate
lives in a way that few other jobs do . .. the very act of going under-
ground into a world that most outsiders cannot understand or com-
prehend, adds to the social isolation of mining communities.

(Hall 1981: 45)

Consequently miners assume a kind of mythic status, as working class
heroes, and their fortunes have been regarded as emblematic of wider
developments in class relations and prospects. Even given the historic
significance of their industry, the amount of attention paid to it has
been disproportionate, and has tended to distort the general perception
of working class existence. The 1984/5 strike alone generated a sizeable
volume of sociological work, mainly documenting the death throes of
the ‘traditional’ mining community, paralleling what amounted to the
virtual demise of the British coal-mining industry itself. Many also saw
it as signalling the end of the proletariat, in anything resembling its
conventional guise.

There are a number of useful reviews of the literature about mining
communities (Bulmer 1975b; 1978; Crow 2002; Dicks 2000; Warwick
and Littlejohn 1992). Bulmer assembles many of the features which
have been referred to already as characteristic aspects of working class
life in his summation of the ideal type mining community, which pre-
sents a particularly stark combination of elements, including: relative
isolation; domination by one industry; work which places very specific
and demanding requirements on those who do it; social homogeneity;
and a ‘gregarious communal sociability’. These attributes are said to
form a whole in which ‘meaningful social interaction is confined largely to
the locality’ (Bulmer 1975b: 88). As participants in close-knit collectivities
with a shared sense of history, miners evince unusually high levels of
solidarity and readiness to engage in struggle to protect their perceived
interests. Like Lockwood’s models of traditional workers, this typifica-
tion is a theoretical construct intended to aid empirical analysis; its for-
mal purpose is to enable researchers to test out the relationships, and
pinpoint where the expected patterns and associations do not hold.
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Warwick and Littlejohn (1992: 129) comment that there has been no
systematic attempt to revise this model, though it is not clear exactly
how they think this ought to be done; unless something vital is missing
altogether, or some aspect included which never can be found in any
actual case, then we should expect that different empirical examples will
measure up to the model in varying degrees. Their own testing of the
model, by converting it into a series of hypothetical claims, shows that
it does indeed apply variably to different mining communities, although
their overall conclusion is that by the time of their research it was not
an adequate guide to contemporary reality, and needed updating.

The main danger with such a construct is that it encourages those
who use it to extrapolate too freely across its component parts.
Something very like Bulmer’s model has been adopted as the standard
description of real mining communities. As one commentator puts it, ‘a
degree of shorthand has come to characterise these ontological discus-
sions, and coalmining communities have been conceptualized holisti-
cally’ (Parry 2003: 230). Invariably miners are listed among ‘those
actual working class communities . . . which were the very paradigm of
“organic” solidarity’ (Cohen 1997: 30). In fact, the skeletal account pro-
vided by Bulmer is very close to one of the earliest and most influential
analyses, the study of ‘Ashton’ (Featherstone) undertaken by Dennis ez
al. (1969). Originally published in 1956, and hailed as the classic social
scientific account (Warwick and Littlejohn 1992: 27), it is widely cele-
brated for the clarity with which it handled the economic dimensions of
mining (Critcher 1979). Written at about the same time as Young and
Willmott were researching Bethnal Green, it adopted a much more ana-
lytical approach to dissecting the underlying conditions of manual
labour, and its relationship with the capital which employs it. In other
words, it utilized a more sophisticated, essentially Marxist, conception
of class than the majority of other studies of the period. Miners are pre-
sented as wage-labourers, who sell their labour in the same way as any
other workers subjected to capitalist relations of production; but they
work in an industry with its own very distinctive properties, history and
patterns of organization. Furthermore, they live in places which con-
front them with sets of unique conditions, including the peculiarities of
the pit, its proximity to and distance from other centres of population,
and the availability or lack of alternative labour market opportunities.
Whereas Young and Willmott focus mainly on the working class family
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and its relationships with wider kin, and are content to describe rather
than explain its composition, Dennis ¢# a/. set their appreciation of the
family’s role within the framework of its location in the total set of eco-
nomic and social relations of the miners, at both local and national level.
In their view, ‘basic features of family structure and family life derive
their character from the large-scale framework of Ashton’s social rela-
tions’ (1969: 171). They see the wider pattern of community life in sim-
ilar terms, as shaped by the impact of economic forces and relations that
mostly are beyond local control or determination.

In this way, community is treated as a dependent variable, with
only a very limited scope to make a difference. Unlike many other stud-
ies of working class community, the focus is not turned inwards.
Although distinctive in certain respects, the local way of life is said to
add ‘no new quality to the characteristics of the miner. ... But the
participation in and sharing of a common set of community relations
and experiences through time gives confirmation to those characteris-
tics, considerably strengthening them’ (1969: 83). Thus involvement in
a set of densely local social relations, persisting over time, serves to
reinforce the solidarity and awareness of collective interests which any-
way would have developed from the shared experience of working
underground, as wage-labourers. However, a little room is left for com-
munity life to show some autonomy from these economic forces. Like
other working class communities, it is implied, Ashton mediates
between employees as individuals, and their full exposure to the
exploitative and alienating effects of the economic relationships in
which they are caught up. Relations of kinship and friendship allow the
mobilization of collective support, which gives miners and their families
greater ability to withstand times of hardship; and the ‘frivolous’ round
of social enjoyment in which most of the miners appear to engage com-
pensates them for the daily pressures and dangers of the work. But the
community is also obliged to meet demands put upon it by the indus-
try; for example, families have to produce the ‘social personalities’ it
needs. This is achieved because most of the young men growing up in
the town expect to follow their fathers into the pit, and are socialized
within the family to know what to expect when they get there. The
status of miner is also respected and valued by everyone around, so that
it is seen as a worthy position to achieve. So despite the Marxian per-
spective, the argument retains a streak of functionalism. As with other
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working class settings, the domination exerted by work ensures that
there is ‘an interpenetration of work and non-work spheres which con-
ditions expectations among the community, and through these linkages
the workplace becomes known and understandable’ (Strangleman
2001: 258).

As viewed by Dennis e /., therefore, community is a mechanism for
the reproduction of existing patterns of life and work, not for the cre-
ation of things that are new. In fact, the account leaves a strong impres-
sion that, in many ways, Ashton is too local, and too well adapted to the
exigencies of the industry; its inward-looking nature inhibits change,
just as the fact that many of its working population spend their leisure
time in the pubs and clubs means that they do not do the ‘serious’ work
of education and political organization needed if they were to develop a
more complete consciousness of class. In this way, the attributes of com-
munity laid out by Dennis ez /. help explain why, although miners have
been categorized so often as ‘militant’ and bloody-minded, and their
reputation has sometimes led them to be feared as ‘the enemy within’,
mostly they have not pursued especially radical, let alone revolutionary,
aims. Measured against the criterion of an advanced, or ‘true’, Marxist
class consciousness, Ashton seems to have produced a ‘failed’ culture,
which disabled it from providing the necessary cutting edge into the
deprivations and inequalities of class society (Warwick and Littlejohn
1992: 24). Its social organization is more oriented to getting by, and
meeting the ordinary problems of everyday life, than challenging them.
That this should be the case for a supposed vanguard group within the
working class gives some backing to broader criticisms of the sectional,
hermetically sealed forms of consciousness such communities support.
The ‘particularistic’ strengths of community that were carried into the
labour movement from occupations like mining lent it much of its orga-
nizational effectiveness, but at the same time inhibited the formation of
more universalistic values and sympathies (Anderson 1965; Beynon and
Austrin 1994; Westergaard 1975). The collective power of community,
which made it such a bulwark against the demands of employers and
bosses, also insulated it against assimilation into larger, class, identities;
the obverse of solidarity within was suspicion towards those on the out-
side, even when they had essential interests in common.

To some extent, this was because mining was actually far from typi-
cal of all, or even most, working class situations; in some ways, it was
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rather peripheral to the norm. Other analyses of mining recognize this
dualism of community, its capacity to unify and to separate, to amplify
local solidarity while putting up barriers against the outside world. In
their study of four West Yorkshire mining settlements, for example,
Warwick and Littlejohn state that

For close observers, as well as members of mining households, the
experience of living and working in mining villages can take the form
of a ‘manifest community’, creating identities and consciousness,
which can be markedly different from those in other parts of the same
society.

(Warwick and Littlejohn 1992: 17)

Beynon and Austrin (1994) point to the ‘double exceptionalism’ of the
miners, in that their way of life showed strong continuities with rural,
and in the case of the Durham coalfield, even feudal origins, while
simultaneously they occupied a position at the forefront of an emerging
working class. The rural influence is acknowledged in the use of the
term ‘pit village’ to refer to settlements built around collieries. Even the
largest pits rarely required a workforce of more than a few thousand;
‘Ashton’ was a place of 14,000 population, and the majority of mining
communities reported on are even smaller. Quite reasonably, even apart
from their physical nearness to the countryside, such places possessed
many village-like qualities. Beynon and Austrin note the bucolic nature
of miners’ recreations and pastimes — including pigeon fancying, dog-
breeding, and competitive sports like running and wrestling. These pro-
vided respectable ways in which members of such intensely solidary
communities could differentiate themselves from one another. More
structured divisions developed around different work roles and skills,
political disagreements and religious beliefs. The contrast between those
displaying the ‘serious’ and ‘frivolous’ attitudes to life mentioned by
Dennis et al. corresponds to many other versions of the ‘rough’ and
‘respectable’ distinction which regularly crops up in examinations of the
working class (Mogey 1956; Elias and Scotson 1965; Wight 1993).
These internal variations, which tend to get lost behind the imagery of a
united and single-minded community, add considerable complexity to
the picture. To those who knew them well, mining communities
could always be disaggregated into diverse families and households,
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and a mixture of differing social groupings, whose attitudes and
behaviour were far from uniform. This helps explain why accounts of
community life from the inside often stress issues of privacy, intoler-
ance, and the need to keep the community ‘at arm’s length’. Due con-
cern for one’s neighbour had to be balanced by watchfulness, and care
not to be too nosy (Warwick and Littlejohn 1992: 78). As one partici-
pant says ‘You knew everybody in the street to talk to, you saw them
every day, but you couldn’t say you were very close to them . .. neigh-
bours didn’t go in and out of people’s houses’ (Beynon and Austrin
1994: 188).

If these points can be made about occupational communities of a
kind that are usually deemed to be about as solid as is imaginable, then
they are even more likely to have applied elsewhere, where conditions
were more variable, and the range of jobs, occupations, and family back-
grounds wider. Similarly, we find ample evidence that mining commu-
nities differed in numerous respects, and could not be reduced to simple
copies of one another. Even within a single coalfield there could be
marked contrasts, for example between situations of paternalism, where
not only housing and household provisions were supplied by or through
the employer, but also medical care, and schooling that was received
with some gratitude, and those ‘Little Moscows” which were known to
be exceptionally militant and obstreperous (Beynon and Austrin 1994;
Macintyre 1980). Some miners espoused Leninism, whereas others were
shaped more by the influence of religiosity and associated values of
responsibility and sobriety (Moore 1974). The traditions of the various
British coalfields themselves reveal similar contrasts. The Durham coal-
field has a history of deep paternalism and domination by coal-owner,
church and state, which produced a culture of moderation and
respectable Labourism (Beynon and Austrin 1994: xvi) that contrasts
with the more volatile and aggressive collectivism of Scotland,
Yorkshire and South Wales. According to Gilbert (1992: 249), the lat-
ter displayed an exemplary depth of solidarity which arose from ‘the
complete character of the local formation and the way in which local
communal interests and class interests were fused’. Such a formulation
suggests, however, that mining communities in Durham were some-
how ‘incomplete’, whereas the evidence points to sound reasons why
they were different, representing their own solutions to unique sets of
circumstances. Reactions to the 1984/5 strike brought out the signifi-
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cance of such differences: far from reactions being uniform and auto-
matic, different groups of miners, and different mining communities,
took up contrasting stances towards the struggle; such divisiveness was
one reason why it ended in defeat.

As research in mining communities during the latter half of the
twentieth century documents (Sewel 1975; Coulter ez «/. 1984; Gibbon
1988), the strike, and its eventual defeat, was the culmination of a long-
drawn out industrial collapse, which has left most of these communities
devoid of their original purpose. Apart from the natural cycle of devel-
opment and exhaustion afflicting any community based on production
of a primary raw material, other changes driven by economic, political
and strategic considerations resulted in the gradual transformation of
mining communities into something different. As the industry modern-
ized and contracted, increasing numbers of miners were forced to move
between pits, and coalfields. Thus ‘the older close knit communities
were destroyed, expanded, reduced or diluted but they were no longer
the same. With this restructuring died old traditions and consciousness’
(Coulter er al. 1984: 175). In fact, few pit villages consisted solely of
miners and their families, and this introduced into them extra distinc-
tions of class, education and lifestyle, so that they were altogether more
variegated than the ideal type would suggest. When the time came to
face up to the challenge to their future, differences in their social com-
position meant that they positioned themselves differently (Waddington
et al. 1991). While some conformed to the image of stubborn resistance
and unity, others broke apart along dividing lines which had always
been implicit in them.

More recent studies highlight nevertheless some important continu-
ities with earlier work. Warwick and Littlejohn (1992: 131) found that
social networks linking households with kin, friends and neighbours
‘provide resources and constraints in a manner not unlike those of earlier
communities, and a basis around which community identity is still
maintained’. In conversation, people still proclaim the sense of belong-
ing to a ‘friendly’ village or town. In a study of three communities close
to Sheffield, Waddington ez 2/. (1991: 99) observed that all contained
dense networks of families, friends and workmates, which ‘seemed to
have as their fixed points the mining industry and the family. Over gen-
erations, these have become intertwined in the fabric of community
life’. Such attributes can persist long after mining has vanished from the
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local economic scene. Wight (1993) describes the ex-mining village of
‘Cauldmoss’ in central Scotland as a place where social contacts are built
largely around kinship networks, and people are preoccupied with
exchanging information about ‘personally known individuals’, in order
to place them within a subtle gradation of respectability, and confor-
mity with local standards of behaviour and material lifestyle.
Recognition as a member of the ‘local’ population gives access to sup-
port networks, and facilities, and also creates expectations of certain
‘rights’ to local housing and other benefits, especially when compared to
‘outsiders’ and incomers. Values and behaviour are shaped mostly by
such parochial relationships, and far less attention is paid to events else-
where. Cauldmoss presents a front of unity and homogeneity towards
the outside world, even if internally it is riven with divisions, chiefly to
do with how well individuals and families succeed in maintaining
expected standards of ‘niceness’. Hence despite the many complexities
and variations his analysis reveals, Wight concludes that Cauldmoss
exhibits a ‘Durkheimian’ social cohesion ‘founded on a common past’,
and ‘reproduced through a common interpretation of the fundamental
cognitive categories’ that make up its social world (Wight 1993: 232).
This would support Warwick and Littlejohn’s view (1992: 84) that,
unlike the great mass of urban neighbourhoods which form the majority
of community spaces in the contemporary world, mining localities con-
tinue to function as social entities. While it could be argued that this
level of closeness and interdependence exposes those involved to new
forms of risk and exploitation, for instance by making them immobile
and unadventurous, studies of such communities ‘post-mining’ show
how these well established social networks can go on providing support,
and emotional security, and mobilize valuable resources within a context
of limited possibilities. In that sense, they continue to provide impor-
tant forms of local social and cultural capital (Strangleman 2001; Rees
and Thomas 1991).

THE DISINTEGRATION OF WORKING CLASS
COMMUNITIES

In an extreme way, mining communities exemplify the loss of the occu-
pational foundations which once held working class communities
together. Today it is difficult, if not impossible, to find comparable
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situations where very substantial numbers of employees continue to
work, as well as live, together. The disintegration of communities so
strongly focussed around work has helped to undermine the potency of
working class identities, and by contrast with the fascination it
attracted in the earlier period, Savage er #/. (2005: 97) note that it is
difficult now to detect much sustained interest among sociologists in
the nature of working class culture. Likewise, local studies are thought
by many to be outdated. Many convincing arguments have been
advanced to suggest that the old working class has fragmented, and/or
been assimilated into an expanded ‘middle mass” which encompasses the
bulk of the contemporary population, blurring former boundaries
between manual and non-manual workers (Pahl 1984; Saunders 1990;
Crompton 1998) and reducing local distinctiveness. Hence, as Scott
(2000: 45) puts it, subordinate manual workers no longer /ize class in
the same way as their counterparts in traditional working class com-
munities. Analyses of modern working class ways of life tend to bifur-
cate accordingly. The mass of manual workers appear to live in ways
that are barely distinguishable from most members of other social
classes. Their life patterns were foreshadowed by accounts of the ‘priva-
tized’ affluent workers who came to inhabit the private estates and ‘sub-
urban’ locations which grew up around modern manufacturing
industries (Goldthorpe ¢z #/. 1969; Devine 1992), and they have shown
resilience in the face of major technological and employment changes,
including the relative decline of manufacturing jobs. Savage et al.
(2005) point to the distinct spatial clustering of numbers of people with
modest incomes, and backgrounds in hard manual labour, who con-
tinue to be embedded in and emotionally identified with their place of
residence. In such neighbourhoods, there is still a need for supportive
social networks of neighbours and family to cushion individuals
against the inherent insecurities which still accompany their economic
and social positions. The difference from the old-style communities is
that relatives and neighbours now may work in a multitude of differ-
ent jobs and workplaces, and must show considerable flexibility and
mobility between jobs. Their patterns of daily interaction with one
another are therefore not so dense, and they may not describe their
neighbourhood as a community, in anything like the old terms; yet
there are definite continuities with earlier forms of working class
existence.
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A far more negative impression of the fortunes of working class
people can be gained from that stream of critical writing that has talked
essentially about the degeneration and collapse of working class
community. Seabrook (1984) provides a fairly typical analysis of how
such organic communities began to fall apart, just as they were being
discovered by the sociologists. He claims that the shift of population
to outer-city estates and high-rise blocks from the 1950s onwards
caused a general deterioration to set in, until by the 1970s many such
estates had become ‘no go areas covered with graffiti, sites of muggings,
drinking and glue-sniffing’ (1984: 11). While the vast majority of resi-
dents remained ‘decent and good’ there was a concentration of ‘the
weaker and more vulnerable — single parents, the disabled, those with
few skills and no ability to increase their earning power, the mentally
or emotionally disturbed, the less well endowed’; those with the poten-
tial to become community leaders opted to move elsewhere. At worst,
estates were becoming dumping grounds for ‘problem people’.
Seabrook argued that the transfer of an ethic of collective solidarity to
the state (or ‘society’ in general) had removed the necessity for commu-
nal sentiments at the local level, and therefore was destructive of more
intimate forms of community. The argument foreshadows more recent
discussions about the need to restore a sense of mutual obligation and
responsibility in the face of the ‘dependency’ generated by a welfare
state. A number of those who wrote about and enthused about working
class community in the 1960s ended up thirty years later taking this
line about the need to recover communal morality, so as to deal with the
problems of an emergent ‘underclass’ and the mass of ‘dependent’
individuals; calls for a return to community values formed part of the
agenda of the right-wing Institute of Economic Affairs, for example
(Murray 1990; Dennis and Erdos 1992; Green 1996). Campbell (1993)
berates Seabrook for his ‘snobbish’ attitude towards the working class,
but her analysis of the origins and effects of the sporadic urban riots
which occurred throughout the 1980s and 1990s provides a similarly
dysfunctional image of the criminalization of declining working class
neighbourhoods. Following a spate of disturbances in places like
Cardiff, Newcastle and Oxford, Campbell examined the condition of
the large estates involved. They were places in which large swathes of the
working class has lost their economic purpose, leaving young men espe-
cially prone to engage in displays of macho aggression and intimidation.
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The values and modes of community living had been distorted to serve
their interests, imposing codes of silence on those who suffered most
from their actions, their own neighbours, and especially the women and
members of ethnic minorities among them. Campbell suggested that
such areas served as ‘local windows on a larger landscape’ of economic
and social change and disruption during the Thatcher years. Her
account of such neighbourhoods as social spaces increasingly regulated
by ‘organised crime and masculine tyrannies’ (1993: 177) conforms to
Lash and Urry’s (1994) vision of the emergence of poorly integrated
‘wild zones’, thin in resources and lacking social regulation. They
attribute this to the removal, without replacement, of the organizing
structures of family networks, industrial labour markets and local wel-
fare institutions. A decade earlier, Harrison investigated the creation of
inner city areas with high concentrations of poorly skilled, or de-skilled,
workers, usually with a fringe criminal element, subject to continual
daily disputes and conflicts, which boiled over from time to time into
ugly confrontations, often with a racial or ethnic edge. In such contexts
he felt ‘the community ... no longer controls what happens on the
street, for it is no longer, in any meaningful sense, a community’
(Harrison 1983: 316).

Other accounts tell a similar story. Collins (2004) examines the
transformation of the London Borough of Southwark from a neighbour-
hood dominated by the indigenous ‘labouring classes” into an ethnically
mixed, multicultural hotspot, increasingly attractive to the more culturally
attuned middle classes. There had been an exodus from the area of many
of the descendants of the local working class, taking the route of upward
social and outward geographical mobility towards the satellite suburbs,
leaving what remained of the white working class resembling a belea-
guered minority in an area they had thought of as their own. Collins
indicates how established norms of trust and sociability were forced to
struggle with the growing effects of drugs, crime and antisocial
behaviour. Charlesworth (2000: 60) depicts the working class inhabi-
tants of Rotherham as leading lives bereft of their ‘usual’ sociological
coordinates, confronting a social experience ‘by its very nature frag-
mented, dissolute, polysemic, ambiguous, and . . . desolating’. The loss
of dependable sources of local employment removed the basis for plan-
ning ahead and eroded the continuity which once had fostered a coher-
ent industrial culture. Without the protective framework of community,
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lives become serialized and episodic (Charlesworth 2000: 162). Each of
these versions of the direction taken by members of the working class
may correspond to the divided realities of a spatially separated, frag-
mented class (Byrne 1999). Neither provides room for anything like the
traditional working class community.

89



4

OUT OF THE WRECKAGE
THE RECOVERY OF COMMUNITY

THE DEATH OF COMMUNITY?

After a brief period of popularity, conventional community studies were
subjected to two distinct lines of attack, which often became entangled
with one another. The first was that the accounts they had provided
were invalid, because they left out significant details, or misinterpreted
the observed reality. The most insistent version of this criticism was
that they neglected to consider crucial gender differences within com-
munities, presenting instead a relentlessly masculine point of view
(Frankenberg 1976); but they were also accused of playing down other
key social divisions and conflicts, to offer a generally over-optimistic, bland
view of community relations. Although damaging, this was a criticism
that could be met potentially by more reflective forms of research,
showing greater sensitivity to developments in social theory. The second
contention was that, regardless of whether or not their descriptive
accounts were accurate, investigations carried out in such communities
were becoming simply irrelevant. No matter what their historical value
might be, they no longer corresponded to contemporary social realities.
This was harder to rebut, because apparently it left students of commu-
nity without anything worthwhile to study.

Communities of the kind described in the preceding chapters were
underpinned essentially by the dependence of all those involved in them
upon a common mode of existence. Typically this took the form of a
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concentration of a particular sort of productive activity in a given place.
The rural village came into being as part of a system of agrarian produc-
tion, as a settlement uniting those who provided the necessary work-
force, and those who serviced them. In some of the most rural settings
for community studies, although there was no village as such, the ‘com-
munity’ consisted instead of farming families bound together in intri-
cate patterns of cooperation and interdependence. working class
communities focussed similarly on the occupational clusters associated
with a certain industry or form of work (principally manual labour). As
well as enabling the fulfilment of key productive functions, these com-
munities also took care of the provision of the essential means of social
reproduction, especially family relations, but also social support and
exchange of services. The emphasis in the community studies literature
was on portraying the mundane practices of daily life which grew up
around these tasks: the actions and interactions of residents as they
engaged in visiting, socializing, building family connections, worship-
ping and working together. As the unit which brought all these social
dimensions into alignment, the community formed something
approaching a self-enclosed world, exercising a determining influence
over its members. Indeed, because most of their operative ideas, beliefs
and forms of conduct were developed within its boundaries, at times
they seemed to have had only the haziest idea of what was happening
outside their own limited local world. Not only did this make their own
concerns seem somewhat parochial, it also made those who studied
them appear to be interested only in the trivial or ‘everyday’, and there-
fore unable to make adequate connections with the larger processes
shaping society and social life, including the forces which were working,
arguably, to destroy the underlying foundations of community life itself.
The most important of these involved the long-term transformation or
disintegration of the economic functions which had brought the traditional
communities into being. Pahl (1970a: 107) suggested that since there
was no longer the degree of local autonomy and economic interdependence
that it implied, ‘community’ had become a word that confused more
than it illuminated.

Although the analysis of working class communities in urban and
industrial contexts helped push back some of the limits of these tradi-
tional conceptions, progress in the field was beset by the tendency to
keep referring back to the bounded entity of the small local, usually
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rural, community (Albrow et /. 1997: 21), and to the kind of ethos
Mitford captured when she referred to the rural village as ‘a little world
of our own ... where we know everyone and are known to everyone,
interested in everyone, and authorized to hope that everyone feels an
interest in us’ (1938: 3, originally published in 1824). It is telling, as
Mitford’s editor notes, that her writing was not all about one village, or
even any actual village; it belongs rather to a long line of semi-fictional-
ized accounts of rural life (see also Evans 1956; Blythe 1969). By the
mid-twentieth century it was becoming increasingly apparent that com-
munities of this sort resembled narrow, old-fashioned enclaves in a social
universe that was leaving them rapidly behind. As a concept ‘commu-
nity’ appeared to be rooted firmly in the conditions of a disappearing
social order, and despite many subsequent attempts to reconstruct it, in
various guises, this kind of all-embracing, self-contained, social milieu
seems totally at odds with modern conditions. Indeed, the destruction
of the coherent ‘ways of life’ involved was a theme inherent in the
accounts provided by the social researchers themselves, who ascribed it
variously to the forces of ‘modernization’, urban planning, social inte-
gration and state intervention. These were represented as massive exter-
nal pressures impinging upon life in local settings, undermining their
self-sufficiency, and weakening their integrity and distinctiveness.
Whether in the context of the most remote of rural environments, or at
the heart of major industrial cities, there seemed to be no escaping the
overwhelming intrusion of forces hostile to the survival of community.
So, although there were many ready to single out aspects of the tradi-
tional community for praise, few were willing to express much opti-
mism about its future prospects. At both the conceptual level, and as an
empirical reality, many were eager instead to pronounce upon the ‘death
of community’.

A notorious example was a study of a small American town,
‘Springdale’ (with a population of fewer than 3000, more deserving the
title of a village), which concluded that the controlling conditions of life
were centralization, bureaucratization and dominance by large-scale
organizations (Vidich and Bensman 1958: x), all means through which
the local population were drawn increasingly into the ‘central machin-
ery’ of American life. The authors comment therefore that, contrary to
received opinion about the importance of endogenous determinants, the
decisive factors shaping the actions of the rural community originated
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outside it, including even local conceptions of the idyllic nature of rural
life, mainly absorbed from the mass media. Members of the community
recycled amongst themselves ideas about rural-urban differences they
had learned from elsewhere. This produced an interesting shift of ana-
lytical perspective, in which it is stated that the resulting study is not
about rural community as such, but rather about ‘how some of the
major institutions of a society work themselves out in a particular com-
munity’(1958: xi). This brought the account more into the framework
of community study as a ‘method’, or form of case study, used to throw
light on wider societal developments and dealing chiefly with ‘transi-
tional processes’ of change (Bell and Newby 1971: 40). Vidich and
Bensman examined these primarily with respect to local politics, reli-
gion and leadership. The study became controversial because it seemed
to expose quite brutally some of the illusions and pretensions of those
whose behaviour was being investigated, including the idea that they
were just ‘plain folk” who all got along very well together. In the muck-
raking tradition of some early American social investigations, it took
the lid off ‘community’, to lay bare its ideological distortions.
According to Vidich and Bensman, Springdale’s self-image was as ‘a
community of religiously-minded people and a place where “everybody
knows everybody” and where “you can say hello to anybody™ (1958:
30). As its moral values it upheld ‘honesty, fair play, trustworthiness,
good-neighbourliness, helpfulness, sobriety and clean-living’. These val-
ues were made to appear real, in part, by ignoring inconvenient facts,
about those who either failed to live up to them or chose to live by other
standards. When the published study questioned their validity, the
affront to the community’s view of itself resulted in enormous contro-
versy, including a public hanging-in-effigy of the principal investigator.
In fact, the authors gave some credence to the importance of these val-
ues, because not only do they describe them as ‘traditional’ values, typi-
cal of the American past ‘at its best’, but they also regard them as a
useful defensive screen behind which local people could conceal, from
themselves and others, their lack of real control over the circumstances
of their lives. By contrast it is suggested that more urban people, lack-
ing the same shared ideology, were compelled instead to react to their
powerlessness by resorting to ‘the cultivation of privacy, of leisure, of
“style”, and of culture’ (1958: x). Thus, despite offering a rather nega-
tive deconstruction of rural community, Vidich and Bensman still see it
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as providing a backdrop against which certain agreed cultural and
behavioural standards could be maintained, whereas city-dwellers are
driven back more onto their individual resources. This makes their ver-
dict on Springdale equivocal, both denying and yet affirming the signif-
icance of distinctively ‘rural’ lifestyles. In making such contrasts
between rural and urban reactions to contemporary circumstances, they
were tapping into a very extensive literature on urban life and its
alleged incompatibility with community.

‘URBANISM’ VERSUS COMMUNITY

As noted in Chapter 1, the association of city life with experiences of
isolation, alienation and social disorganization has been a dominant
theme in urban sociology (Simmel 1903; Park ez 2/. 1925; Wirth 1938;
Riesman 1950). Simmel identified the modern metropolis as the
domain of individuals who were reserved, blasé and intellectual in their
attitude to one another, as a necessary way of coping with the frag-
mented and incoherent conditions of life that confronted them. In keep-
ing their distance from one another, inevitably they rejected the bonds
of community. Wirth argued that, for reasons of size, density, and social
diversity in the population, urban people were thrown into relationships
that were superficial, anonymous and transitory. Generally they were
devoid of intimate personal ties, and related to one another mainly
through formal organizations and bureaucratic devices, rather than
informal and spontaneous association. The research programme of the
Chicago School sociologists presented a mass of evidence to support
such conclusions, and had they known much about contemporary socio-
logical work on the city, the people of Springdale would have found
ample backing for their own view of urban life, as typified by ‘crime,
dirt, filth, immorality, vice, corruption and anti-Americanism’ (Vidich
and Bensman 1958: 102). Like influential sociological analyses of the
time, everyday images of community played off against each other these
contrasting understandings of urban and non-urban conditions. Vidich
and Bensman themselves stand firmly within this tradition, and their
analysis of the leading traits of ‘mass society’ conjures up the same bleak
vision of urbanism and its characteristics. In its supposed ‘surrender’ to
mass society, and its penetration by urban influences, they regard
Springdale as a microcosm of the fate of American society; to differing
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degrees, they contend, all modern communities were suffering from the
same processes of assimilation which would absorb them into a uniform,
urbanized world. In a later study of a comparably small settlement in
rural Australia, we find the same basic narrative. A strong sense of local
belonging and attachment to place is matched by a deep-seated convic-
tion that life in the country town is superior to anything that would be
possible in the city; yet its survival is held to face constant pressure from
external forces tending to undermine such settlements, and their social
cohesion (Dempsey 1990). As with Springdale, the local way of life
seems more a relic of the past than a secure adaptation to present exi-
gencies.

References to ‘mass society’ are no longer so commonplace as they
were during the 1950s and 1960s, when they provided an alternative
way of talking about the social homogeneity, loss of firm identity, and
anonymization usually associated with city life and the growth of large
organizations (Mills 1956; Kornhauser 1959). However, there are strong
continuities between these classic conceptions, formulated early in the
twentieth century, and more contemporary accounts of ‘postmodern’
city life by writers like Bauman (2001b), Harvey (1989a; 1989b), and
Wilson (1991). Cultural images of the city and urban life also play their
part in highlighting these issues, for example in writings as diverse as
those of Charles Dickens, Raymond Chandler, Paul Auster and Tom
Wolfe, or in films such as Mezropolis and Blade Runner. The image of city
existence they present is encapsulated in a comment by Raban that

To live in a city is to live in a community of people who are strangers
to each other. You have to act on hints and fancies, for they are all the
mobile and cellular nature of city life will allow you. You expose your-
self in and are exposed to by others, fragments, isolated signals, bare
disconnected gestures, jungle cries and whispers that resist all your
attempts to unravel their meaning, their consistency.

(Raban 1975: 15)

According to these sources, the urban world is one in which there are no
clear boundaries or delineations, but a great deal of diversity, choice and
mobility, all of which tend to militate against the formation of strong
communities of shared identity. Relationships among strangers, who
meet one another in piecemeal and haphazard fashion, are as different as
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could be from the close personal knowledge and overlapping social ties
associated with more traditional social contexts, so that one wonders
what Raban could possibly mean by calling this a ‘community’ of peo-
ple at all; it is much more like a random mass, or crowd. This is city life
as perceived from a distance, when the overall impression is of energetic
but chaotic disorder.

In sociological discussions of urbanism and its effects, references to
the disorganized, unpredictable and dangerous quality of urban living
abound. Cities are seen as conducive to problems in a way that the coun-
tryside, with its assumed orderliness and integration, is not. The con-
trast is very entrenched, and often almost unconscious. When in 1996 a
gunman opened fire on pupils at a school in the small Scottish town of
Dunblane, the sense of horror and outrage was heightened by a feeling
that somehow this was an inappropriate place for such a thing to happen.
A Guardian newspaper editorial (14 March 1996) conveyed this feeling:

There are some obvious parallels with Hungerford, the English town
where Michael Ryan shot dead 16 people in 1987. Both are the last
places where one would expect random violence to erupt: small
attractive country towns with strong community ties and none of the
alienation associated with larger cities. Both killers lived within the
communities they devastated.

(Guardian, 14 March 1996, emphasis added)

Apart from begging an obvious question as to where one ought to
expect ‘random’ violence to erupt, this shows very clearly how engrained
rural/urban contrasts can be. It is presumed that the small town signi-
fies community, whereas the city brings alienation. The example could
be counterposed to an infamous incident in New York City, when a
woman was attacked and killed, and it turned out afterwards that
dozens of people had heard or seen it happening, without anyone inter-
vening. This has been interpreted as an unsurprising illustration of
urban indifference, symptomatic of the absence of communal feeling, for
which many other examples could easily be substituted. Harrison
(1983: 36) provides a comparable case from Hackney, in east London.

In his definitive contribution to urban sociology, ‘Urbanism as a Way
of Life’, Wirth characterized modern cities as consisting of a ‘motley of
peoples and cultures’ with ‘highly differentiated modes of life’ between
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which he suggested there could only be relationships of tolerance, indif-
ference and strife, but always the sharpest contrasts. He argued that this
explained the appearance of a long list of urban social problems, includ-
ing personal disorganization, crime, corruption, delinquency, mental
breakdown and suicide (Wirth 1995: 75, 79). Short (1996: 418) pro-
poses more briefly that the anonymous city is a city freed from social
constraint and community sanction; within city limits, anything goes.
Apparently, then, the absence of community constitutes the central
problem of urban life. However, there has always been another strand to
social science analysis and writing about the city, at least as strong,
which has focussed on grasping more firmly the social implications of
fragmentation and differentiation in urban organization, and the impact
this has on people’s experiences. Raban hints at this with his remarks
about the ‘cellular’ nature of city life and its ‘disconnected’ character;
what is questionable is his conclusion that this renders the city and its
meaning impossible to grasp. As well as describing the generally anony-
mous and segmented form of city life, Wirth also wrote about the city
as a ‘mosaic of social worlds’, and it was very much part of the Chicago
School approach to try to convey how differently people lived within
their respective social worlds. Through methods of ethnography and
participant observation, Chicago sociologists sought to uncover the
‘hidden’ rules and codes of social life amongst particular social groups
and in particular settings (Hannerz 1980). It was out of this background
that the work of the symbolic interactionists and other sociologists of
everyday life like Blumer, Becker and Goffman sprang, to throw light
on the secret universes of such groups as taxi hall dancers (Cressey
1932); marijuana users (Becker 1963); and asylum inmates (Goffman
1961). This interest extended to the close investigation of particular
spatial and social locales within the city, both at the generic level and
through specific examples (Anderson 1923; Wirth 1928; Zorbaugh
1929; Whyte 1943).

EXPLAINING URBAN DIFFERENTIATION AND
SEGREGATION

Chicago urban sociology is known best for the way in which it produced
a social map of the city. According to the ecological conception of urban
structure developed by Park ez al. (1925), every city generated a distinct
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social organization, which was visibly demarcated in space. Different
functions, and different social groups or population elements, occupied
specific places and spaces within this organization. For example, resi-
dential areas tended to be separated from centres of industrial or busi-
ness activity. Furthermore, different areas accommodated different
groups separated according to variations in class, ethnic origin, and cul-
tural background and propensities. Adopting the template of Chicago
itself as a model, these were given descriptive labels like ‘Little Sicily’,
‘Chinatown’, ‘Deutschland’ and the ‘zone of working men’s homes’. The
origins of such districts were attributed to a variety of ‘sifting and sort-
ing’ mechanisms, which broke the urban population down into its dis-
tinct sub-groups. According to Burgess (1925), this arose from a natural
process of competition for urban space, equivalent to the ecological bat-
tle for living space among plant life and animals. The significance for a
sociological understanding is that although the city in its entirety
might present a confusing arena of seemingly random variations and
contacts, the vast majority of people were not actually moving freely
throughout the city, but inclined instead to remain within their particu-
lar place. This might be as small as a street corner (Whyte 1943) or as
large as a substantial urban neighbourhood or district (Gans 1962).
Whichever it might be, it constituted a more bounded, effective social
world than the ‘metropolis’ as a whole.

Chicago ecological theory has been criticized heavily for its mislead-
ing analogy with plant life and its tendency to biological reductionism
(Saunders 1986; Dickens 1990). The approach was also accused of over-
generalizing a description of urban structure too closely fitted to the
particular experiences of the city of Chicago during the 1930s.
Nevertheless it contained a central truth, that urban contexts were dif-
ferentiated socially into quite distinctive types of neighbourhoods, con-
taining population groupings between which there were divergent
patterns of social organization and lifestyle; in other words, that there
was the basis for the formation of a variety of urban communities. It was
a major contribution of the Chicago School to document how at least
some of these groups lived. The attempt to formulate this into a general
theory came rather late in the school’s history, and had precedents in the
efforts of many others, from Engels onwards, to map urban social pat-
terns according to their physical and geographical layout (Engels 1845;
Fried and Elman 1974). Most observers of large cities, especially after
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the Industrial Revolution, had noted that there appeared to be a definite
spatial arrangement of different types of residents and activities. Even
though they were formed under conditions very unlike those pertaining
to Chicago, many British and European cities showed something like
the ‘concentric zone’ pattern identified by Burgess (Dickinson 1964;
Perkin 1969). Writing about London, for example, Booth described
how one could trace different elements in the population ‘ring by ring’,
moving outwards from the centre.

Closer inspection might prove that the exact configuration of dis-
tricts within a town reflected the historical circumstances of its growth,
and the types of specialization it contained; for example, historic towns
like Oxford or Bristol were bound to take shape differently from new
towns like Telford or Milton Keynes, where planners had a relatively
free hand. This does not undermine the essential point that there are
significant divisions and separations within the urban landscape, and
that this can give rise to the occurrence of distinctive local patterns of
community life. Indeed, this forms the commonsense starting point for
a large body of writing about urban situations. Whilst the attempt to
find a causal explanation for this patterning in terms of unconscious
biological forces may have been misconceived, it left the door open for
later, more adequate, social explanations. These were developed through
critical engagement with the Chicago tradition by writers like Gans
(1968), Pahl (1970a; 1970b), Robson (1969) and Rex and Moore (1967).

CHOICE, CONSTRAINT AND COMMUNITY FORMATION

Studies of so-called ‘natural areas’ within cities have been pursued by
geographers employing increasingly sophisticated means of data gather-
ing and analysis to define the relevant spatial boundaries and measure
variations within and between them (Carter 1972; Badcock 1984). This
entails bringing together information about a range of urban character-
istics, including aspects of local demography (such as age, family struc-
ture, health and morbidity), the built environment (housing types,
distributions of amenities) and evidence of social behaviour and organi-
zation (school catchments, crime rates, numbers of voluntary bodies,
and so on). It was quickly established that areas defined in terms of
these common objective characteristics were not necessarily the same
thing as territorial groupings with shared social contacts and common
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institutions (Glass 1953). In fact, it was altogether more difficult to
uncover the prevalent social relationships within a population than it
was to create indices of external facts about them. Despite its statistical
refinement, there was mounting dissatisfaction with the quantitative
search for empirical regularities in the spatial geometry of cities; its lack
of explanatory power led to its dismissal by some as ‘low level science’
dealing with a lightweight problematic, typically mistaking measure-
ment for explanation (Badcock 1984).

The underlying objection was that the spatial order of the city
reflected its social order, rather than the reverse. Consequently, describ-
ing how cities were laid out in space did not bring one any nearer to
understanding why this was the case; to do so demanded a more social
and historical approach (Gregory and Urry 1985). In fact, because spa-
tial variations did not coincide directly with more sociological phenom-
ena, critics argued that the quest for positivist rigour in measurement
could easily lead away from meaningful social explanation; it was not
possible to reach conclusions about the social nature of an urban district
on the basis of measurable facts alone. For example, locations with very
similar physical features could elicit different responses from people
according to how they were perceived, and what those people brought
to them in terms of hopes, expectations and values. Urban amenities
which some viewed as the fulfilment of their dreams would fall far short
of the aspirations of others, while areas which seemed indistinguishable
to most outsiders could acquire very different reputations amongst those
who lived in them. Over time, the same area could undergo processes,
such as gentrification and urban degeneration, that transformed its
meaning and reputation, without the physical structure altering greatly,
and quite arbitrary differences could assume surprising social signifi-
cance; in one study, the colour of high-rise apartment blocks became the
basis of a major cleavage between residents who were otherwise indistin-
guishable (Suttles 1972: 28). Hence the social significance of an urban
district could not be understood fully without examining the interac-
tion between objective and subjective factors. This provided a way in for
those who wanted to build on the legacy of the Chicago School, without
reproducing its over-deterministic emphasis on non-social influences. It
also enabled some sociologists to respond to the criticism, expressed by
Saunders (1985: 71), that even though some community study-type
monographs continued to appear, the collapse of the ecological frame-
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work had deprived community research of any coherent theoretical
rationale.

We have seen how the work of Young and Willmott in London was
conducted against the grain of conventional expectations of urban amor-
phousness and isolation; they ‘discovered’ community where it was least
expected. Their examination of working class community was premised
on its relative separation and insulation from the surrounding urban
mass by invisible social barriers of class, occupation and economic hard-
ship, which created an unexpectedly homogeneous milieu within which
people could develop their own modes of belief and conduct. Their work
was paralleled in the United States by Gans’ study of the working class
Italian-Americans of Boston’s West End (Gans 1962). Again Gans was
able to show how, contrary to external perceptions, this was not a disor-
ganized urban slum, but an area possessing a well defined social order,
reflecting a combination of class and ethnic influences. The visible,
external signs of physical dilapidation were not a trustworthy guide to
how people felt about the area, nor to their behaviour. As he puts it, it
was ‘a run-down area of people struggling with problems of low income,
poor education, and related difficulties. Even so, it was by and large a
good place to live’ (Gans 1962: 16), a sentiment repeated almost word-
for-word in other studies of communities in deprived areas (Suttles
1968; Coates and Silburne 1973; Gill 1977; Damer 1989). Indeed, the
discrepancy between evaluations made from an external perspective and
the view from within has become one of the most common themes of
community research. In the same way, areas of good quality housing and
high living standards can be found to contain impoverished lifestyles of
loneliness and conformity, of the sort which have given ‘suburbia’ a bad
name (Whyte 1957).

At the same time, of course, it would be foolish to go to the opposite
extreme, and assume that areas of poor quality housing and limited
amenities always conceal warmth and solidarity. Referring to the St
Ann’s district of Nottingham, Coates and Silburne emphasize that
long-established housing does not necessarily generate a sense of fellow
feeling among those who occupy it: ‘this one sometimes does, and some-
times does not’ (1973: 111). The unpredictability comes about because
processes of social meaning and interpretation intervene between the
physical environment and behavioural and attitudinal outcomes in ways
that complicate straightforward causal explanations. The value people
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attribute to their local environment depends upon what they want, and
expect, from it. Gans found that in the ‘urban village” of the West End,
as in Bethnal Green, the majority of inhabitants formed part of an
extensive network of peer groups, through which they experienced regu-
lar, often life-long interaction with a small circle of relatives and peers
who shared the same basic class, age, sex and often ethnic identity. Ties
of family and kinship were at the centre of this rather loose-knit social
structure, which was bound together into a more formalized ‘commu-
nity’ by a limited number of institutions and voluntary bodies, such as
those linked to the churches, which asked from most people only a min-
imal level of individual involvement. External influences were refracted
through the localized attitudes and relationships of the peer group, and
it was a measure of the enclosed nature of the district that Gans refers to
those crossing its boundaries as ‘missionaries’” and ‘ambassadors’.

Within this framework of common circumstances, there was room
for a diversity of styles of living, as well as a range of incomes, ethnic
backgrounds and population sub-groups; Gans lists at least ten major
groupings sharing the neighbourhood, varying from first- and second-
generation Italians to artistic, bohemian and ‘pathological’ households.
He also notes a number of remarkably close parallels with observations
made about working class lifestyles in Britain, including the distinction
between ‘rough’ and ‘respectable’ patterns of behaviour, organized
respectively around a search for action and excitement, or the mainte-
nance of a comfortable routine. The prevailing values, including egali-
tarianism, reciprocity, and readiness to put the interests of the group
ahead of those of the individual, were much as described in other
accounts of working class community.

The main point Gans makes is that this was a population brought
together primarily by its need for cheap housing. It happened also to
possess some strong ethnic bonds, and in this respect it formed part of a
succession of similar groups which had moved through the area over
time. Until threatened by urban redevelopment, the majority of those
studied did not identify themselves strongly with the West End as a ter-
ritorial unit; their sense of belonging derived more from their per-
sonal social bonds, and their enjoyment of the everyday friendliness and
sociability they met in its streets. Shortly after Gans completed his
fieldwork, the West End was thoroughly redeveloped, and as happened
in Bethnal Green, most of those he had studied were dispersed elsewhere.
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Only when this threat materialized did people begin to mobilize
around their sense of belonging together, but the highly personalized,
informal and habitual pattern of life to which they were accustomed
did not equip them with the necessary skills or confidence to mount
an effective resistance to the plans of outside developers and political
agencies. Their interests and perceptions carried little weight in the
considerations of those who had stigmatized the area as a social prob-
lem, and valued it more for its development potential than for its social
integration.

In a formulation strikingly similar to that of Pahl (1966: 328)
referred to previously, Gans drew on these Boston findings to declare
that ways of life do not coincide with settlement patterns, but should be
seen instead as the outcomes of processes of social choice and constraint
acting upon distinct social groups and their members (Gans 1968). The
choices they make reflect their social values and aspirations, but can be
put into effect only within whatever limits are set by the material and
other restrictions on their actions. Explanations in terms of straightfor-
ward ecological adaptation to the environment would arise therefore
only where people lacked any effective choice. Otherwise their
behaviour would be governed by their social characteristics, of which
Gans suggests two, social class and life-cycle stage, are paramount.
These work to assemble people together into groupings which reflect
their shared situations. In that sense, values and constraints could be
viewed as fundamental determinants of community, giving shape to its
outer limits. Work done in the field of spatial modelling had helped to
establish this. According to one expert, when measures of social status
and family or household composition were superimposed on one
another, they produced a grid-like pattern in which ‘the resulting cells
will contain neighbourhoods remarkably uniform in . . . social and eco-
nomic characteristics’ (Berry 1965: 116). The same author explained
how this followed from individual efforts to come to terms with urban
circumstances:

The whole is too large for the individual to comprehend. In the search
for self-identity in mass society, he seeks to minimise disorder by liv-
ing in a neighbourhood in which life is comprehensible and social
relations predictable. . . . He seeks an enclave of relative homogeneity.

(Berry 1973: 51)
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The resulting homogeneous niches are ‘exquisitely reticulated in
geographic space’ and generate a repetitive pattern of smaller-scale
communities, offering coherent lifestyles. On this basis, Gans looked
forward to a reinvigorated urban sociology, and a revival in community
studies.

In Britain, Pahl argued along the same lines. Focussing on the need
to analyse systems of urban power and inequality, he believed that soci-
ology should concentrate on clarifying the nature of the constraints
surrounding the social actors, while letting the choices ‘take care of
themselves’ (1970b: 156). This was because planners and others who
were responsible for making decisions about urban development were
more likely to be able to exert some control over factors which limited
people’s choices and channelled their decisions — for example, the
provision of urban amenities such as school and hospitals, and the allo-
cation of housing stock. By doing so, a variety of ‘urban managers’
intervened in ways which framed the parameters within which others
were compelled to live. Major public housing schemes were the most
obvious example: both Bethnal Green and the West End of Boston
were on the receiving end of massive redevelopment projects, which
took place with minimal consultation, and in disregard of prominent
local interests, because planning experts and other powerful figures
thought they knew best. The new housing developments which
replaced the older slum districts imposed constraints of their own — for
instance, high rise living, and a lack of provision for leisure and
entertainment, or even shops and other basic facilities. Of course, values
could not be wholly set to one side in such an analysis; a complete
understanding would have to take into account the role of both
subjective and objective determinants in shaping the life chances and
lifestyles of different groups. As Dickens notes (1990: 54-5), sociology
cannot afford to lose sight of people’s own understandings of the social
world, because to do so would seriously jeopardize our ability to
understand how ‘people are not only constrained by, but also through
their actions change, the deeper structure in which they are caught up’.
This is well illustrated in the outcomes of planning processes, in
which often there is a fundamental clash of perspectives, representing
differences in values, between local interests and those of various
kinds of outsiders (Goodman 1972; Wates 1976; Gill 1977; Foster
1999).
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NEIGHBOURHOODS AND SOCIAL COMPOSITION

Both Gans and Pahl illustrate how the framework they propose would
enable the analysis of the specific combinations of social types who come
to occupy different areas. Gans deals with the population of the inner city,
and Pahl with the changing make-up of English rural villages. In the
former, we find living side-by-side for example those who are extremely
deprived, and without choice, such as destitute occupants of rooming
houses, and others who find the inner city a desirable place in which to
satisfy their needs, like well-to-do ‘cosmopolites’ and students (Gans
1968). In the latter, alongside the older established groupings of tradi-
tional rural employees and owners of large country houses, we meet various
kinds of commuters, and people who have retired from the towns (Pahl
1970b); some choose to be there, others are forced. Although these might
seem to represent unusually complex and varied assemblages of groups
into one place, it is worth remembering that in their study of ‘Springdale’,
despite its smallness and supposedly traditional characteristics, Vidich
and Bensman comment on its ‘profusion of lifestyles and life plans’
(1958: 52). On the basis of distinctive social and economic ways of living,
they claimed to distinguish no fewer than five main ‘classes’, with even
more class subdivisions. As an American settlement, Springdale also con-
tained people with varied ethnic backgrounds; hence its composition
anticipated Pahl’s statement that ‘paradoxically, there is no village pop-
ulation as such; rather there are specific populations which for various
but identifiable reasons find themselves in a village’ (1970a: 68). This
might appear to make the idea of community redundant; certainly it blows
apart any lingering assumption that people in communities are homoge-
neous clones of one another. Yet it also encourages a reconceptualization of
community, away from the notion of a tightly integrated entity in which
everyone is the same, towards a consideration of the relationships which
can develop among such different groupings, within a relatively con-
fined space; which indeed is what many would take ‘community relations’
to mean, in the modern era. In more theoretical terms, the emphasis has
shifted from a Durkheimian consensualism towards a more Weberian
concern with how groups with different interests and frameworks of
social meaning orient themselves towards one another ‘communally’.

A version of this approach was developed by Rex and Moore (1967)
in an influential study of race relations and community in the inner city
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district of Sparkbrook, in Birmingham, England. In this they con-
sciously sought to salvage urban sociology from its state of malaise, sug-
gesting that to do so required the development of a convincing new
general hypothesis. In line with the rising prominence of sociological
conflict theories derived from Weber and Marx, they proposed as a suit-
able starting point the thesis that the structure of social relations in
modern urban industrial societies is determined by a ‘pattern of con-
flicting interests set up by the differential control by different groups of
men [sic} of material facilities’ (1967: 36). In urban contexts, they con-
tended, the key disputes arose over the ownership of domestic property,
or housing, access to which divided the population into a series of dis-
tinct segments, according to the type of property they possessed, and
their means of access to it. Patterns of choice and constraint came into
play to distribute the urban population into these groupings, depending
on the supply of different kinds of housing, and other valued aspects of
the built environment. Whereas some had the means to purchase the
most desirable housing, in the very best locations, others were forced
into taking whatever was available, which meant rented accommodation
in run-down areas. Where the market failed to supply suitable and
affordable homes, agencies of the state were forced to step in to provide
forms of public housing. On this basis, Rex and Moore initially identi-
fied a number of distinct ‘housing classes” in Birmingham. Moreover,
they believed that, despite their differences, these groups were bound
together into a single competitive system, because they were motivated
by a common set of underlying values, which made the most desirable
end-position the ownership of substantial housing assets in or close to
the countryside. For most people, in practice this meant getting as far
away as possible from city centre, into the leafy and spacious suburbs.
According to Rex and Moore, even immigrant groups new to Britain
were drawn into this system, and could be said to be at the end of the
queue for the best housing. Drawing on their work, Pahl refers to the game
of ‘urban leapfrog’ which ensues, as groups battle to get an advantage
over one another. In this way, an idea originally put forward by the
Chicago sociologists, that during their development cities underwent
processes of ‘invasion and succession’ by different groups, was revived,
but with a better understanding of its underlying social dynamic.

Thus out of the debris of the Chicago School there emerged a per-
spective on urban (and rural) differentiation which identified a number
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of significant social influences relevant to understanding community.
Pahl summarized the position by saying that ‘the meaningful social area
which people inhabit depends on class, life-cycle characteristics, length
of residence, career pattern, type of social network, and many other fac-
tors’ (Pahl 1970a: 106). Following Gans, and Rex and Moore, ethnic
origin must be included as well. Although complicated, this results in a
distribution of people across urban space which is far from random.
While the groupings which develop are not in themselves communities,
they lay important foundations for their construction. It is vital there-
fore to understand how certain social characteristics come to be clus-
tered into space, to such an extent that ‘place’ can often serve as both a
geographical and a social expression. For example, we are accustomed to
the everyday use of terms such as inner city, suburbia, ghetto, trailer
park, slum and estate to convey simultaneously a sense of location, and
of the social character and reputation of those who inhabit it. To those
familiar with particular cities, actual place names perform the same
function; whether correctly or incorrectly, most British people can prob-
ably picture to themselves the physical character and social nature of
areas such as Moss Side, Brixton, Cheltenham and Surbiton, and out
of their knowledge or experience of such areas, form more general
impressions of the nature of the inner city, and suburbia. A more codi-
fied understanding is shown by references to the ‘postcode lottery’,
whereby particular services, such as health care or education, are assigned
to different social groups by means of a system of geographical designa-
tions. Market researchers routinely utilize such socio-spatial categories
to target relevant sub-sections of the population, knowing that they serve
to encapsulate important variations in attitudes, aspirations and lifestyles.
Whether driven together by circumstances, or brought there by
choice, the spatial allocation of people in this way provides the basis on
which distinctive communities can be formed, with their own specific
properties. The congregating together of numbers of people whose
social situation is broadly similar makes it likely that they will react to
circumstances and events in similar ways, and find common cause
together. Occupancy of a shared space reinforces this tendency. As
Harvey (1989a: 118) explains, ‘residential areas provide distinctive
milieus for social interaction from which individuals to a considerable
degree derive their values, expectations, consumption habits, market
capacities and states of consciousness’. Not only are people shaped to
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some extent by the neighbourhoods they inhabit, they also actively
select those areas which hold most appeal for them, and because house-
holds ‘tend to seek out compatible neighbours who share essentially the
same views and attitudes, relatively homogeneous social areas (“commu-
nities”) are created within cities’ (Badcock 1984: 14). Like a number of
other writers (Byrne 1999; Farrar 2001), Badcock places inverted com-
mas around the word ‘community’, presumably because he does not
wish to foreclose debate on some of the other issues surrounding the
term. For our purposes, it is enough to have established that there is no
irrefutable reason to anticipate the complete disappearance of communi-
ties from urban settings. Rather, as has been evident from the begin-
nings of systematic urban analysis, it remains the case that an urban
mosaic exists, even if it may have become more complicated over time
(Jarvis et /. 2001). Short highlights why this is significant for studies of
community and urban sociology:

The residential mosaic is fracturing the city into distinct areas. At cer-
tain times and in some places where conditions are favourable, these
areas are the basis for identifiable communities of shared attitudes
and common interests in which broad value systems are shaped to
local needs. The identification of these communities and their cre-
ation and restructuring is one of the more important topics of a
renewed urban geography, combining as it does the important issues
of place and space, economy and culture, global and local.

(Short 1996: 204)

If correct, this offers scope to reinstate much of earlier interest in exam-
ining how such communities come about, and how they function to
develop and maintain their distinctive local values and attitudes.

SOME INNER CITY EXAMPLES

That a distinctive communal social order can grow up under the right
conditions even in areas with the worst of reputations was confirmed by
a study of Chicago’s West Side, a district renowned for crime and disor-
der since the era of Al Capone. A closely observed account of the
‘Addams’ district (Suttles 1968) demonstrated that, no matter how
unstable and frightening it looked from outside, seen from within it



OuUT OF THE WRECKAGE 109

possessed a complex pattern of social organization with its own moral
standards and disciplinary rules, ably enforced by its residents. Suttles
found that the population of the area was subdivided, following a prin-
ciple of ‘ordered segmentation’, into a lattice-like social structure of
blocks defined by age, sex, ethnic identity and territory. Each sub-section
constituted something like a small self-sufficient world, but with the
ability to come together with other similar groupings when faced by a
common threat or enemy. Overcrowding and lack of privacy accentuated
the pressure on residents to control and limit their differences; as Suttles
notes, it makes no sense to fall out too definitively with those who you
are bound to meet again, and again, especially when doing so will make
enemies of their whole social circle. Nor is it easy for those who rou-
tinely occupy the same space to simply ignore one another, and certainly
not when the bulk of their life is lived out publicly, on the street, as it
was in the Addams neighbourhood. Instead the district’s public spaces
became the venue for the formation of chains of interlocking peer
groups, formed largely within the confines of the area’s four main ethnic
divisions (Italians, black Americans, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans).
These groups were the setting for intensely personalized relationships of
trust, in which people had extensive knowledge of one another, and
were prepared to exchange the most intimate information. The street
became a ‘total communication network’ for the fast transmission of
news, rumour and gossip, and this flow of information helped cement a
common moral order throughout the neighbourhood. True to his
Chicago School roots, Suttles says that it was this ethos of ‘provincial-
ism’, the creation of a local moral order, which staved off what would
otherwise have been the most likely alternative, ‘a pervasive anonymity,
distrust and isolation’ (1968: 225). Rather than alienated isolates,
exposed to the full urban blast, it allowed residents to remain ‘heavily
engrossed in their local neighborhood as a separate and rather distinct
moral world” (1968: 4-5), whose conventions and practices afforded
them the necessary security to lead quite ordinary, decent lives. Only a
minority engaged in the disorderly and criminal activities which
brought the whole area into disrepute.

Despite the complexity of its internal boundaries and subdivisions,
the attributes of localism, moral integration, shared knowledge and per-
sonalized trust would seem amply to qualify the Addams district as an
integrated community. Divided within, nevertheless when necessary it
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was able to present a united front against outsiders. Suttles notes that
this level of solidarity develops only when individuals have time and
occasion to become really familiar with each other’s past history and future
intentions (1968: 229); therefore it requires a core of stability to be sus-
tained, even if it is surrounded by change. Integration was assisted also
by the inhabitants’ assumption, or perhaps recognition, that residential
unity implied a readiness to collaborate socially; in this way, Suttles
suggests, inner city residents ‘help create the situation they imagine’
(1968: 34), namely one in which they form a distinct and orderly com-
munity. From his work he took the lesson that in any distinct locality
probably there would be similar processes, ensuring the development of
such a moral code, through which residents who were in frequent and
continuous contact would be able to decipher and evaluate one another’s
behaviour. In other words, community was not an exceptional phe-
nomenon. At the same time, he was able to show how an underlying
agreement about key social norms and values could be dressed up in a
wide variety of ethnic styles, including forms of language, clothing, ges-
ture and dance. Although this diversity sometimes impeded clear com-
munication between groups, gossip, slander and invective provided the
‘informational content’ that kept their different ethnic identities alive
(1968: 105), whilst enabling them to coexist in a reasonably stable
mutual accommodation. A prominent University of Chicago professor
asserted that this study not only helped put the Chicago approach back on
its feet, with stronger theoretical and methodological foundations, it
also proved that the community study remained a valid vehicle ‘for
holistic and comprehensive understanding of the metropolitan condi-
tion’ (Janowitz, in Suttles 1968: vii).

Not everyone working in an area like Chicago’s West Side would
choose to refer to it as a ‘community’. Certainly it lacked the homogene-
ity and peaceableness traditionally associated with the term. The social
world described by Suttles is abrasive, divisive, and sometimes threaten-
ing. The same might be said of inner city Birmingham. John Rex has
claimed that the word ‘community’ was inserted into the title of his
(1967) book about Sparkbrook to lend its contents a more optimistic
gloss (Farrer 2001: 120; Rex and Tomlinson 1979: 241). However,
while the term does not feature as an entry in the index, it is scattered
liberally throughout the text. Parts of Sparkbrook were said to exhibit
the remnants of working class community, its physical and social fea-
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tures described as ‘mean, drab streets of terraced housing, small shops
and corner pubs, indefinitely awaiting the bulldozer’, where ‘women can
be seen popping in and out of their neighbours” houses and in the warm
evenings people sit on the front steps and call across the road to one
another’ (Rex and Moore 1967: 44—5). When studied, the area was
undergoing the transitional processes associated with recent inmigration
of ethnic minority populations, from the Caribbean and Pakistan. There
was already a substantial Irish population. Birmingham’s ethnic minori-
ties are said to form a ‘mosaic of tiny primary communities’ engaged in
interaction with a ‘host community’. Towards the end of the book, the
question is raised explicitly as to whether the people of Sparkbrook con-
stitute a community, but no definitive answer is given. Instead Rex reviews
the differing orientations of the groups occupying the area, showing how
their commitments vary according to whether or not they are trapped in
it or expect to leave. In this way he aims to clarify the ‘structure of
community’ within a zone of transition, by describing the different ori-
entations and expectations among its social groups.

Like other such inner city zones, Sparkbrook contained a mixed pop-
ulation in the throes of significant change. Established residents who
wanted to uphold what they regarded as its traditional standards were
faced by a disorienting assortment of newcomers whose situations, back-
grounds and values differed greatly; inevitably, there were conflicting
interests, which revolved largely around the changing uses of properties,
especially large houses converted into rented accommodation, and the gen-
eral upkeep and reputation of the area. Rex concluded that the future of
Sparkbrook as a community depended upon the ability of these groups,
working with their local associations and leaders, to find ways of recon-
ciling their interests and damping down their disagreements. In other
words, rather than a fixed entity, frozen in time, community is repre-
sented here as a process through which group interests could be medi-
ated, and attention paid to those issues which arose because the groups
were placed in daily contact with one another in the same space. In
Weber’s terms, they were oriented to one another because their interests
converged onto the same set of social and material conditions — not just
housing, but other everyday resources like shops, playgrounds, schools
and churches. Either they had to establish a modus vivendi, a way of shar-
ing and cooperating in the use of their local environment, or they would
be left grappling with irreconcilable hostilities. In the same way as Pahl

111



112 OUT OF THE WRECKAGE

describes modern villages as places in which different and competing
social groups and classes actually connect with one another in daily life,
the neighbourhood of Sparkbrook had become a meeting point at which
key social forces and pressures were expressed thorough actual interac-
tion and confrontation among groups.

Commenting a few years later, Rex observed that what he and Moore
witnessed in Sparkbrook was the emergence of ‘ethnic sub-cultures and
communities of a fairly lasting kind which were going to make
Birmingham a multi-racial city’ (Rex 1988: 53). These were taking
shape through the formation of various ethnic associations, providing
groups with the means to advance their particular interests, but also
offering them broader social frameworks within which to conduct their
lives. Their level of local organization was influenced by their different
social and cultural characteristics. Irish people in Sparkbrook enjoyed a
‘kind of community life’ in its streets, shops, pubs, clubs and cafes, as
well as churches, where they met their own kind and encountered famil-
iar cultural signals. Other population sub-groups had their equivalent
meeting places. In reality, when examined more closely, the Pakistani
and “West Indian’ groups, like the Irish, were heterogeneous, containing
people with different origins, backgrounds and traditions. West Indians
were the least well organized as a group, because they were keenest to
integrate with the local population; but they experienced extensive
racial discrimination and exclusion. Pakistanis were set apart from the
rest of the population by strongly marked cultural and religious fea-
tures, and yet themselves were split into a multitude of different fac-
tions. Perhaps because much of the immigration was comparatively
recent, the arrangement of these different population subdivisions in
Sparkbrook did not exhibit the same structured orderliness as Suttles
found in Chicago; Rex and Moore carried out their research at a time
when patterns of race relations and community ties in British cities
were complex, and their future open-ended.

A frustrating aspect of the literature on community is the lack of
cross-referencing between studies of settings which have much in com-
mon; for example, the work of Gans (1962) is ignored by Suttles (1968),
as well as by Rex and Moore (1967). Similarly, Pryce’s study of the St
Paul’s neighbourhood of Bristol, which appeared twelve years after the
Sparkbrook study, reproduces many of the same elements, yet is written
with remarkably little reference to other comparable sociological work.



OuUT OF THE WRECKAGE

Apart from sources on race relations and the West Indies, Pryce admits
that his only preparation for conducting fieldwork and lifestyle analysis
in Bristol was a single reading of a Chicago-style study of community
and ghetto culture in the United States (Hannerz 1969). St Paul’s is also
an ‘area of disrepute’ seemingly decaying into a slum. Insiders register
its ambiguous nature; they refer to it as ‘the village’, as well as ‘Shanty
Town’ and ‘the jungle’. Given its low social esteem, the area has served
as place of first settlement for migrant groups, and also attracts various
socially undesirable and illicit activities, including prostitution, drug-
dealing, gambling and crime; but at the same time, it provides its pop-
ulation with more legitimate commercial and business services. Like
other inner city quarters, it is home to ‘many honest, stable, hard-working
people, students and intellectuals and some deviant types’ (Pryce 1986:
25). Pryce strikes a note of realism, warning that life in the area should
not be romanticized — no automatic spirit of conformity, consensus or
agreed standards flows from its experiences of deprivation and external
disapproval. Its groups are often unable to communicate, and prepared
to exploit one another. Nevertheless, his immersion in the daily life of
the district revealed how a number of very different ways of living were
brought continually into contact with one another, so that their adher-
ents had to take note of, and make adjustments to, each other’s exis-
tence.

The main focus of Pryce’s observation is the life of those residents
whose origins could be traced back to Jamaica, and he depicts half a
dozen distinct styles of life, ranging from ‘hustler’ to ‘saint’, to be found
among them. These lifestyles correspond to differences in attitudes
towards work, sexuality, religion, family and respectability, and can be
grouped into two predominant orientations or walks of life, which he
terms expressive-disreputable, and stable law-abiding. In other words,
with due modification to allow for the absorption of various ‘ethnic’ ele-
ments derived from a West Indian background, St Paul’s exhibited a
familiar division between ‘rough’ and ‘respectable’ lifestyles. Of course,
as Pryce reminds us, these patterns did not emanate from St Paul’s
alone. His explanation for them is referenced to the wider “West Indian’
population of Britain, as well as to an even larger British black commu-
nity, whose characteristics have to be related in turn to the history of
racism, and colonialism, as well as to relationships between social classes.
However, the major insight he can offer, through his own participation
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and observation, has to do with the way in which these very large-scale,
historical forces play themselves out in the arena of everyday interaction
within this particular district. Many aspects of life in St Paul’s would be
reproduced in other similar places, where Afro-Caribbean and white
British populations have been brought into everyday contact, yet no
other community is quite the same. In this context, it is surprising that
Pryce does not make more of the very specific nature of Bristol as a
place, especially its historic connections with the slave trade. Still, his
interpretative approach enables him to produce a close-textured under-
standing of key aspects of daily life in St Paul’s, illuminated by vivid
vignettes and extracts from life-histories, including insights into the
‘small, congested, socially compressed community’ inhabited by some of
its low-life inhabitants (1986: 33). In this way, his work conforms well
with the traditions of Chicago School sociology.

CONCLUSION: BRINGING ORDER OUT OF DISORDER?

Drawing together some of the threads of this style of research, Suttles
(1972) notes that areas such as have just been described inevitably fall
well short of the expectations of those who look to community for com-
plete social integration, harmony and stability. There is no single
bounded unit, which persists unchanged through time, and absorbs the
full commitment of its members; boundaries are variable, relationships
are episodic, and loyalties are qualified and provisional. This encourages
talk of the absence or ‘loss’ of community from urban districts. Yet we
have seen how, despite this, village-like social structures can take shape
deep within city limits, and provide their occupants with a meaningful,
ordered, social existence. In some situations, Suttles suggests, the accu-
mulation of local practices and understandings adds up to the develop-
ment of a subculture where a ‘private existential world’ takes hold
(1972: 36). In part, this reflects the need felt by urban residents to sim-
plify and manage what otherwise could be a chaotic and dangerous envi-
ronment. They do so by establishing boundaries, and constructing
myths and stereotypes about what is to be found inside them. As Byrne
notes (1999: 110), a ‘detailed knowledge of the socio-spatial divisions of
an industrial city forms a crucial part of the repertoire of everyday
knowledge of those who live in that city’ and is put to use in the prac-
tices of everyday life. Other, external agencies do the same, until certain
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areas acquire precise and persistent identities of their own, which can be
transferred easily onto those who inhabit them. Through such labelling
processes, community becomes a social reality. Things are done to areas,
and to their people, or by them, because they are perceived as forming
particular types of community; for example, some areas are policed
heavily, whereas others are left alone or permitted to provide for their
own regulation and control. Some communities are listened to closely
by politicians and officials, where others fail to achieve a collective
voice. On the basis of their knowledge, or beliefs, about such communi-
ties, a host of decisions are made by individuals and groups, including
judgements about which places are safe and rewarding, and which are
best avoided. To this extent, community grows out of the accumulated
decision-making processes of many social actors. But more than simply
the aggregate of individual choices is involved, first because community
reflects the impact of the forces and pressures which structure those
choices, and second because as people are brought together, their prox-
imity encourages them to form new kinds of social bonds and interests.
Even in the most varied parts of the inner city, it is possible for people
to manage their anonymity and separation by developing overlapping
social ties and cohesive groupings of various sorts. These might include
gangs, vigilante groups, community associations, or informal social cir-
cles. In so doing, they help to construct their different communities.
Suttles comments that while this may involve considerable simplifica-
tion and exaggeration of their actual attributes and traits, such con-
structs are rarely complete fictions.
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COMMUNITY AS AN ARENA OF CONFLICT

The studies examined in the preceding chapter go some way towards
rescuing the concept of community from being confined to its conven-
tional interpretation, as ‘a static, bounded, cultural space of being where
personal meanings are produced, cohesive cultural values are articulated,
and traditional ways of life are enunciated and lived’ (Smith 2002: 109).
By questioning these presumed equivalences between community, tradi-
tion, cohesion and fixed boundaries, they open up the analysis of social
life at local level to the examination of complex patterns of change,
diversity, and conflict; yet without discarding altogether the possibility
that they may display nevertheless some overall level of coherence and
integration. Indeed, we could be even more positive about them, since
they help draw our attention to the importance of social differentiation,
segregation and exclusion as key aspects of social organization, not only
with regard to the interactions which take place within communities,
between class positions, ethnic groupings, locals, migrants, and others,
but also to the way in which boundaries are drawn so as to include some
and leave out others. Far from being a homogeneous, unified entity,
they depict community as a focal point of social division, conflict and
competition — not a thing, so much as a dynamic process.

Reformulating the idea of community to encompass a set of interactions
among a number of coinciding social interests, groupings and institutions
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brings the use of the term closer to that found in other, non-spatial, con-
texts, such as in references to the ‘policy community’ which surrounds gov-
ernment decision making, or the ‘communities of faith’ centred on
major religions. These also are made up from a combination of elements of
many different kinds, having a common focus, yet not necessarily solidly in
agreement with one another. As complex configurations, it would be
foolish to expect them to display total consensus, or remain immune to
change. This meaning resonates better with contemporary concerns to do
with community cohesion, ‘development’, and regeneration, rather than
maintenance and preservation of an existing state of affairs. It also suggests,
contrary to the views of Stacey (1969), that often there will be some ver-
sion of a ‘local social system’ bringing the component parts together,
although perhaps this will rarely be complete enough to contain all the
salient relationships. Similarly, while it is unlikely that all the groups
involved in this system will adopt a uniform position on any local issue,
there will be some element of working together among them, whether
voluntary or compelled. For instance, when there is a threat which touches
on their interests, there is a capacity to mobilize collective opposition,
as in the case of ‘NIMBYism’ (‘Not In My Back Yard’). Proposals to open
a site for travellers or ‘asylum seekers’ near a rural village, or to drive a new
road or position a waste incinerator close to urban locations, invariably
energize such action. So will efforts to attract some desired resource into
a locality — pressures to secure a local supermarket, school, or community
centre, for example. On such occasions ‘community’ comes to the sur-
face as a collectivity, as different groups take up positions on the matter,
and the fact that it is prone to do so may justify the use of the term even
during times when it is dormant. Interests do not have to be identical to
form a community, but they do have to converge with one another
around matters of mutual concern. Conversely, when there is no under-
lying community of interests whatsoever, the possibility of joint action is
more restricted, if not impossible. In the absence of community, virtually
anything can be done to people, and very little accomplished by them.

THE WEBERIAN CONTRIBUTION TO COMMUNITY
SOCIOLOGY

These ideas are not entirely new. Even in the earliest of the community
studies, there was ample evidence of division, dissent, and shifting lines
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of cooperation, among individuals, families and organized groups such
as religious denominations, so much so that a readiness to argue with
one another might be seen as a plausible criterion of membership
(Frankenberg 1957). The more closely you looked inside such commu-
nities, the more evident these differences and divisions became. However,
these features tended to be suppressed by an overwhelming theoretical
bias towards unity. A vision of community as ‘an arena in which social
divisions are given expression’ (Crow and Maclean 2000: 240) or as
intrinsically contested among a variety of interests (Hoggett 1997)
makes these features more explicit. It has behind it the strengths and
weaknesses of the Weberian theoretical perspective (Craib 1997; Holton
and Turner 1989), which has been very influential in the developing
field of local studies.

Weber conceptualized individuals as coming together into a multi-
plicity of social groupings, around distinctive sets of interests. These
included class interests, where they shared typical chances for ‘a supply
of goods, external living conditions, and personal life experiences’
(Weber 1947: 181). For Weber, class interests were linked intrinsically
to the market, and to the ability to dispose of assets for an economic
return. In other words, money was the main mechanism adjudicating
the disposal of assets among classes. He recognized that although they
did not automatically form themselves into communities, class group-
ings could develop a collective identity, especially when their members
found themselves unable to move out of their class positions, due to eco-
nomic or social barriers. The formation of distinctively working class
communities in the past reflected the lifelong confinement of large
numbers of people into such positions, making their interests perma-
nent enough to stabilize their social relationships.

Today it is less apparent that members of the working class experi-
ence such containment, but we have seen the emergence instead of an
increasingly well defined underclass, or excluded population, of the poor
and deprived, which tends to be highly concentrated into particular spa-
tial areas, and trapped into such situations for long periods of time, pos-
sibly over several generations. Wacquant and Wilson (1989: 25) refer to
the ‘unprecedented concentration of the most socially excluded and eco-
nomically marginal members of the dominated racial and economic
group’. Such situations are likely to generate distinctive lifestyles and
social practices, or what Byrne (1999: 118) refers to as ‘the emergent
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social forms which derive from the common residence of people in
excluded space’. This means that at the present time, alongside the dis-
integration of working class communities, there is potential for the for-
mation of communities of the poor and deprived, which explains why
more recent studies of community have tended to focus on life in
estates, projects and ghettoes (Parker 1985; Campbell 1993). More gen-
erally, there are many local situations in which people have a shared
interest in the supply of goods, living conditions and experiences, and
therefore have a propensity to form ‘classes’ in Weber’s sense. Weber
also identified status groups, which were organized around differences of
social esteem and ‘honour’. These included groups possessing common
ethnic or religious identities, with the associated array of interests. Since
ideas of esteem and religious beliefs definitely involve conscious percep-
tions, status groups are more likely than classes to be aware of what it is
that they have in common, and so to form distinct and visible commu-
nities. Ethnic groupings are an obvious example.

Class interests focus on the material conditions of people’s existence,
whereas status touches on more symbolic matters. However, the bound-
aries between economic and status differences are not hard and fast; they
blur into one another, in the way that economic and status (or ‘racial’)
attributes do in Wacquant and Wilson’s definition of the underclass.
When economic divisions take on status aspects as well, then we are
especially likely to see the formation of group ‘cultures’ and ways of liv-
ing, or the attributes of distinctive communities of interest. In these
terms, studies like Rex and Moore’s (1967) are concerned with the iden-
tification and analysis of various class and status formations active at a
local level, and the extent to which they become organized. Following
Weber's lead, they emphasize the struggles in which these groups
engage to assert their interests. Farrar (2001) provides a similar account
of the ‘community’ of Chapeltown, Leeds, over a much longer time
span, tracing the multiplicity of groupings caught up in the ‘competing
and violent” politics of community, and their shifting contours and
alignments. There is nothing especially harmonious or placid about
such local political relationships. Farrar insists that Chapeltown is ‘pro-
foundly heterogeneous’, and that no assumptions should be made about
the unity of any of its component groups and populations; yet there is a
continuity in the way in which they have worked, as ‘Chapeltown peo-
ple’, to make and remake their community. By virtue of their residential
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location, their interests converge on the area, and its facilities, and
therefore on the relationships they have with all those who inhabit it.
Many of their activities are directed towards making a difference to
these relationships: gaining relative power and influence, creating
alliances, or fighting off opposition.

According to Farrar, during the period he covers, from the 1970s to
the present, a number of forces, internal and external, have conspired to
make it harder for people to enact a strong affiliation with their neigh-
bourhood. As in Sparkbrook (Rex and Moore 1967: 115) and St Paul’s
(Pryce 1986), many of the most important forces originate from far
beyond the limits of the local area. The very presence of a variety of
minority ethnic groups in an English community signals that these
include events occurring at the world scale, including diasporas and
migrations. It is a virtue of the Weberian approach that it can accom-
modate such influences quite easily, since it does not operate with a
model of a closed system of relationships; interests that are expressed
locally do not have to derive from local influences alone. Nor does it
presuppose any necessary connection between residential location, and
the attitudes and behaviours of inhabitants, but it does assume that
actors have certain propensities, from which reasonable predictions can
be made about their typical modes of conduct. Weber couched these in
terms of probabilities and dispositions. Hence, as we have seen, the
character of inner city, outer city, suburban and other locales will differ,
not because of their spatial positioning or the nature of their physical
environment, but because they act as containers for different kinds of
people, and accommodate their preferred or enforced styles of life.
Looking at different neighbourhoods of contemporary Manchester,
Savage et al. (2005) observe processes of selection whereby people choose
those areas in which they feel ‘comfortable’ and at home. This leads to
similarities of behaviour and lifestyle among such groupings, and makes
the case for retaining ‘certain elements of “community” studies by rec-
ognizing the importance of studying how local belonging is generated
or challenged’ (2005: 101).

Mobility versus community?

Weberian sociology is probabilistic, rather than deterministic, so that
degrees of flexibility and movement are built into its understanding of
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social action. Action is ‘typical’, not inevitable. We have seen how, as
active social agents, people strive to select their locations, and to exert
an influence over their social milieux; but their efforts are filtered
through a variety of processes which they cannot control. Since these
models were developed in the 1960s, society has become more fluid,
and the capacity of most people to move about has increased consider-
ably (Bauman 2001b). This includes both geographical mobility and
movement between groups. There is evidence, for example, that increas-
ing numbers of actors now envisage their life-courses as trajectories over
time, during which they will move between different residential spaces
(Byrne 1999: 110). This can take them through a succession of local
communities, with which they may identify temporarily, only to leave
them behind as their horizons shift. For instance, the market for hous-
ing has changed in ways which allow for greatly expanded choice. Sales
of housing from the public sector, where formerly it was allocated
according to social criteria of need, have increased substantially the pro-
portion under owner-occupation, thrusting more people into the mar-
ketplace, where access to housing is determined primarily by income,
and ability to borrow. The majority of people now aspire to being
owner-occupiers. Gaining a particular sort of housing becomes a major
personal project, underwritten by a good deal of media hype and cele-
bration, on television programmes with names like Location, Location,
Location or The Property Ladder; in magazines like Homes and Gardens;, and
countless weekend newspaper supplements.

Success brings both financial and status rewards. It is not only a house
which is being acquired, but an address, with all that signifies, including
potential membership of a community. Yet there are still excluded
groups, including many young people, single parents, and rural dwellers,
as well as the urban poor, who find themselves squeezed into a shrink-
ing provision of affordable and public housing. Consequently some of the
fiercest local struggles turn on the question of the accessibility of suit-
able housing, which serves as a prime point of entry to membership of
different kinds of community. The appearance of gated communities,
surrounded by physical barriers and systems of surveillance, symbolizes
the attempt to regulate access to particular spaces, and ways of living, as
do proposals to establish local controls over the ownership of housing in
pressurized areas like the Lake District and rural Wales, restricting pur-
chases to those who have established local connections.
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Housing figures especially prominently in Weberian urban sociology,
as a major item of personal and social consumption, around which dif-
ferent interests take shape (Saunders 1981; 1990), but it is just one ele-
ment in the total bundle of goods and opportunities associated with
particular kinds of social and geographical spaces; at the very least we
need then to consider how the formation of groups and interests reflects
multiple causations. Parents of young families, for example, will be
especially interested in local educational opportunities, and other
related issues like safety and childcare provision; as they grow older,
these interests will fade, and they will make their location decisions on
other grounds. In a society which has become oriented to evaluation by
league tables, awareness of disparities between areas in education and
health provision has become more acute. The way in which individuals
and households respond to such factors fuels overall social patterns, like
movements from urban to rural locations, or towards outer city settings
(Champion 1989; Boyle and Halfacree 1998), and these have decisive
impact on the composition of particular communities. Attempts by par-
ents to position themselves as close as possible to the catchment areas of
the most desirable (meaning the most successful) schools impact on
urban neighbourhoods, resulting in the desertion of some areas combined
with intense competition to enter others. The greater the flow of people
between such opportunities, the less appropriate old ideas of solid com-
munities and fixed identities may seem. Individualism, choice, privati-
zation, and the reduction of collective regulation all militate against the
maintenance of stability, while at the same time heightening the signifi-
cance of many of the contests taking place at local level. Rather than
being taken for granted, community becomes increasingly fought over,
and subject to choice and intention. Paradoxically, then, it may assume
even greater importance to those concerned than it did when it seemed
to be a more settled phenomenon. Bauman (2001a) among others points
to this tendency for community to gain increased attention in condi-
tions where its existence seems less assured.

The limits of Weberianism

The drawback to the Weberian position is that it can go too far in mak-
ing these consequences seem to emerge only out of a multitude of sepa-
rate decisions made by individuals and households, without providing
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enough by way of an account of how they are structured into definite
trends. Theories of choice and constraint provide us with some useful
middle-level explanations, highlighting factors proximate to the indi-
viduals themselves. They are readily intelligible in terms of the kinds of
influences we know we have to deal with in the course of our own
lives — getting a home, paying the mortgage, finding a decent school for
the children. Indeed, these were the kinds of everyday actions and deci-
sions that figured prominently in the classic community studies.
However, we also know that much bigger forces and determinants are at
work behind these decisions, and they must be brought into the account
if answers are to be forthcoming to a range of important questions. Why
is it easier to obtain mortgages at some times than at others? Why are
some neighbourhoods well supplied with facilities, or blessed with
funding for major projects, whereas others are starved of resources? Why
do some towns and cities prosper, as others decline? What accounts for
the successive phases of depopulation and repopulation the countryside
has undergone? Without an understanding of these more distant types
of influences, we may feel that we have not succeeded in making all that
much headway towards understanding what makes communities tick. If
an answer is to be given to recurrent complaints that, by focussing on
community, a bigger, and more important, picture will be missed (for
example, Dunleavy 1980: 34), then communities have to be located
more firmly in the wider context of social arrangements, including rele-
vant aspects of social change. Otherwise, a lot seems to be left depen-
dent upon local variations, like the particular combinations of interests
and organized groups that happen to be found from place to place; but
it is less clear what brings these specific combinations into being. It is
hard to believe that the explanation lies with an accumulation of per-
sonal choices alone.

Opponents of Weberianism would argue that this explanatory gap is
only to be expected, since Weber does not really offer a theory of social
structure; as a result, much is left to chance, and the accidental accumu-
lation of circumstances. Whether and how these eventuate into orderly
patterns and processes remains a matter for empirical determination.
Weber himself resolutely refused to introduce more structural explana-
tions. However, this can lead to the development of very complicated
sets of distinctions and classifications. Weber’s model of class, for example,
encourages us to identify an almost infinite number of class categories
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and positions, according to the varying forms of ownership and posses-
sion pertaining to many different types of property. Craib (1997: 128—
9) warns that relying on such ‘surface factors’ will yield a ‘complex and
chaotic definition’ that is not helpful in formulating a coherent theory
of class. This flaw became apparent in the prolonged debate which fol-
lowed the introduction of the concept of ‘housing classes” as an organiz-
ing device for understanding community relations, attacked by critics
for just this lack of clarity. Rex and Moore started with the observation
that those who were in the same occupational class could be differenti-
ated according to their access to different forms of housing, because
whereas some could claim the privilege of being ‘local’, others could
not. Hence housing classes cut across occupational class, to favour estab-
lished groups against ‘outsiders’. In the context of 1960s Birmingham,
this conferred advantages on white residents, bringing ‘race’ and ethnic-
ity into the account as well. More generally, any group able to claim
established membership of a given community could argue that they
deserved preferential treatment in the allocation of its resources.
Unfortunately, it soon transpired that there was a tendency for the
number of housing classes to proliferate uncontrollably, according to
whatever additional factors were taken into account (Saunders 1981).
The housing market is finely divided by different kinds of property
rights in assorted types of housing; in Sparkbrook, there were at least
seven distinct ‘classes’ or housing situations. When we bring into the
picture all the other possible cross-cutting influences, including differ-
ences of age and gender, which might place the same population into
contrasting situations with regard to assets like health, education, and
so on, we end up with a multitude of different classes, or sub-groups,
and a highly fragmented picture, in which any semblance of common
ground has dissolved back into individual or small group differences.
While this might represent rather well how it seems to people on the
ground, as they attempt to juggle with all their competing interests and
differences, it provides little help in clarifying the social characteristics
of the world they inhabit. Many would see this as an intractable fea-
ture of the ‘community’ level of analysis: because perhaps it stays too
close to the lived realities of people’s own experiences, it produces results
that are ‘empirically rich but theoretically barren’ (Hoggett 1997: 7).
Another way of putting this is to envisage the local or community level
as the realm of contingency, or happenstance, consisting of idiosyncratic
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combinations of circumstances and events that do not lend themselves
to systematic explanation, a residual element left over after the pre-
dictable aspects of social structure have been dealt with (Duncan 1989).

FROM ACTIONS TO STRUCTURES: TOWARDS
STRUCTURAL EXPLANATIONS OF COMMUNITY

Brook and Finn (1978) observe how, for many sociologists, the impetus
behind the exploration of the idea of community had been to get
beyond immediate empiricism and statements of the ‘obvious’, in order
to interpret underlying structural relationships, or discover how the
parts related to the whole. They believe this was why community held
such a pivotal place in the post-war sociology of the working class,
because it drew attention to how the different aspects of working class
life fitted together to form a distinctive pattern. This promised a better
understanding of what it was like to be working class than the statisti-
cal analysis of various dimensions of social inequality. Yet they go on to
castigate sociology, and community studies in particular, for being
unable to envision society as a total structure, and unprepared to probe
sufficiently deeply beneath its surface. Instead, they allege, social reality
continues to be ‘taken as given and giving of itself in immediate experi-
ence’ (1978: 130-1); attention is too focussed on the everyday realities
of life in the community, explanations are limited to appearances, and
hidden connections are ignored. In support of this view, they cite an ear-
lier self-criticism by Henriques, that concentrating on community com-
pels sociologists to ‘abstract from the societal framework at every level
of social life’ (Henriques 1969: 7). The argument is that this results in
treating communities as if somehow they were excused from participat-
ing in national structures of politics or class relations, and as if every-
thing that it was really important to understand emanated from within
them — as a ‘little world’ of their own. This forms part of what Bagguley
et al. (1990: 7) condemn as an ‘unfortunate history’ of ‘untheorized
studies’ of communities or ‘real places’ in sociology and geography. An
example would be the disarming admission in Moore (1982) that he was
rather at a loss as to what to make theoretically of his findings about the
booming oil town of Peterhead, where so many complicated social divi-
sions and categories needed to be considered. Stacey ez a/. (1975) were in
a similar position with the second Banbury study, as they got bogged
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down in a welter of detail about relationships among local social groups.
Lacking an appropriate explanatory framework, they could attempt only
to describe what they saw. These studies were not able to overcome a
classic limitation of community research, the lack of a systematic proce-
dure for connecting ethnographic observations with accounts of society
as a whole (Byrne 1989: 28).

It could be argued that these difficulties arose because researchers
were looking for their explanations in the wrong place: many of the
main forces which needed to be taken into account were societal in
nature, and could not be apprehended from the local level. It will not do
to suppose that communities are formed simply through the accumula-
tion of a host of independent local decisions and choices, even if this is a
comforting perspective for those who believe that they are shaped ‘from
below’, by action at the ‘grassroots’. A community created in the con-
text of modern capitalism will differ fundamentally from one that grew
up under the dominance of pre-capitalist social relations, because it
incorporates basic relationships which came into being only at a later
stage of development. Similarly, a community that has experienced the
impact of international migration will face different problems and reali-
ties from one that has not. In fact, with regard to all the key dimensions
of social organization, such as age, class, ‘race’ and gender, it can be
asserted that their impact extends throughout the entire spectrum of
social life (Bradley 1996), in a way that leaves only limited scope for
independent local variation. Unless they have it as their specific pur-
pose, communities are unlikely to overturn relationships that apply
throughout the rest of society. Thus ethnic identities transcend mem-
bership of particular geographical communities, and can be carried from
one community to another; and though barriers of social exclusion defi-
nitely exist at local level, sometimes even to the extent of the erection of
walls and fences between different groups (Collison 1953; Harris 1972;
Jenkins 1983), no community on its own can give rise to anything
resembling an ‘underclass’. Ethnic and class phenomena operate at the
level of society as a whole.

Likewise, the institutions which govern the majority of people’s
behaviour within their particular communities are designed and regu-
lated outside them. This would include practices of marriage and family
formation, citizenship and property rights, and large parts of systems of
belief and culture. While these may be acquired or reinforced locally,
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through processes of socialization and education, they also are amenable
to only limited local freedom of action. Taking the long view histori-
cally, we could say that even when they were initiated by specific com-
munities, as customs and practices among particular groups, in the
course of the development of regional, national, and now supra-national
social arrangements, they have been lifted out of their immediate con-
texts and generalized far beyond the limits of the local. This limits the
extent to which communities can deviate from social norms. Finally,
given that they are bound into much larger political frameworks, com-
munities possess strictly limited powers to make, and implement, deci-
sions, and there are strong arguments that power has tended to drift
away from the local level. On all these counts, community appears to be
much more the product of forces from outside than it is capable of initi-
ating them; that is, communities are more acted upon, than acting.

This implies that communities might be understood best as shaped
by the intersection of external structural forms and processes of various
kinds. Despite the retrospective reservations expressed by Henriques,
the team with whom he worked in ‘Ashton’ was in no doubt that this
applied to the fundamental relationships of social class (Dennis ez /.
1969). Taking their lead from Marx, they saw these as embedded in the
overall nature of capitalism as a social and economic system. This
ensured that all communities within a capitalist society would have cer-
tain basic conditions in common, relating to the ownership and control
of private property, and the powers this conferred over labour. Ashton
was no different from other places in this respect, except perhaps in dis-
playing these features so openly. After all, while he learned a great deal
from Engels’ groundbreaking work on Manchester (1848), Marx himself
did not need to engage in any kind of local community investigation to
identify these general characteristics. By comparison, those studies
which have attempted to document the operations of class, or social
stratification, as a local phenomenon have either singularly failed to
make the necessary connections between local evaluations of status and
prestige and the dominant structures of power and inequality in the
wider society, or else have tended to show how local patterns were little
more than flourishes hung onto the framework of national distinctions.
Consequently, in terms of our knowledge of class structure, it is debat-
able whether anything uncovered at the local level differs fundamentally
from what could have been predicted given a knowledge of the larger
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context (Bell and Newby 1971: 187-204; Day and Fitton 1975).
Westergaard indicated as much when he proclaimed that class phenom-
ena are societal in their sweep, owing little to distinctions of place or
‘parochial’ solidarities (1965: 107).

Evidence drawn from community studies does enable us to see how
members of different social classes have engaged with one another in
everyday contexts, and suggests that through this sometimes they may
gain a more rounded appreciation of one another’s attitudes and
lifestyles; this may temper conflicts and divisions with elements of
mutual understanding. Such relationships played a part in the formation
of attitudes of deference and paternalism as described by Lockwood
(1966) and Newby (1977). But, though humanized somewhat by such
direct contact, the underlying shape of class relationships remains the
same: those with property and wealth are at the top of the hierarchy, and
those below them exert less power and influence, and usually command
less respect. Others would want to argue the same point for relation-
ships of gender, or patriarchy, and racial discrimination: following the
logic of any of these basic social relationships soon takes us out of par-
ticular communities, and onto a more abstract plane of theory and
observation. However, once it is accepted that the main contours of
community are defined externally, by the working of these macro-level
factors, questions must arise again as to whether the concept of commu-
nity retains much explanatory power. Can community research do more
than provide confirmation, yet again, that society works in a particular
way? If not, then how many local examples do we need to make the point?

There are those who would argue that, given the right sort of theo-
retical apparatus with which to understand these larger processes, local
investigation becomes largely redundant; what happens on the ground,
locally, is only what one would expect from a knowledge of these exter-
nal forces. On these grounds, many who were sympathetic to the direc-
tion taken by Weberian analyses grew impatient with local studies. The
explanations they provided satisfied neither those who wanted a better
understanding of the influence of social structural forces on patterns of
community life, nor those who looked in the opposite direction, for
more detailed insights into the specific social meanings and practices
produced at local level. Even some who had been influential in develop-
ing the Weberian position made moves in one or other of these direc-
tions. Debates about the significance of ‘urban managerialism’ drew
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exponents away from discussions of community, into the realms of cor-
porate governance and the state (see, for example, Pahl and Winkler 1974;
Cockburn 1977). This movement conformed with Pahl’s aspirations
(1970b: 241) for a ‘vigorous urban sociology’, able to make the connec-
tions between urban phenomena and an ‘encapsulating social structure’,
but did so at the cost of relegating local concerns to a position of sec-
ondary importance.

Community power, urban managerialism and the state

Unlike earlier approaches to understanding community relations,
Weberian analyses centred firmly on questions of power and inequality.
The weight they gave to concepts of ‘class’, interest, and struggle showed
that the writers concerned were keen to highlight differences in fortune
between urban groups, and the extent to which life within their various
urban locations was constrained by problems of unequal access and dif-
ferential treatment. In no way could it be said, then, that they adhered
to misplaced assumptions of natural social harmony and community
well-being; for them, conflict was a normal state of affairs. Yet their
chosen theoretical stance set definite limits on the extent to which they
were able to pursue these issues back to their source. That their atten-
tion was focussed mostly on the limited spatial arena of the urban dis-
trict or neighbourhood made this problem worse, since many of the root
explanations seemed to lie outside it.

This was the burden of an increasing swell of criticism directed at
the Weberians, that whatever the merits of their approach, they seemed
unable to explicate the necessary connections with larger social and
political processes. To do so required them to go beyond the individual-
istic tenets of their theory, but as one commentator put it, ‘even in their
most holistic formulations, Weberians hold back from any explanation
of social development in terms of non-individual entities or structures’
(Dunleavy 1980: 41). This weakness can be seen with regard to the
progress they made towards analysing local systems of power.

Beginning with the early community studies of ‘Middletown’ and
“Yankee City’, there had been a tradition of argument about the nature
of ‘community powet’, in which it was debated whether it was possi-
ble to track the networks of influence that existed among powerful
local notables, the kind of individuals whose reputations tended to be
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known and publicly discussed, at least within a local population, and
to show how it was that they managed to exercise control over key
decisions. Most of the relevant research was carried out in America,
seeking to establish whether or not such a local ‘power elite’ existed in
cities like Newburyport, Massachusetts (Warner and Lunt 1941),
Atlanta, Georgia (Hunter 1953) and New Haven, Connecticut (Dahl
1961). Some confirmation was found for the existence of close-knit
social circles of influential and well-to-do families, holding prominent
positions in local business and politics. In Britain, Pahl (1970b) pro-
posed a comparable power-based way of defining those urban areas
which he thought mattered for the purposes of sociology, specifying
them as spaces within which key decisions affecting people’s life chances
could be made. He argued that this was done by officials and bureau-
crats, who were not a social elite in the American sense, but a set of
‘urban managers’, mostly located in the offices of local government
authorities. This meant that the area over which they exerted some con-
trol would coincide more or less with the administrative limits of a local
government unit.

Despite marked differences in the way they conceived of power, and
the groups exercising it, the underlying thrust of the two approaches
was the same, that there was an important arena of independent local
action, where decisions were made which helped to define the outer
boundaries of the urban community and its concerns (Dunleavy 1980;
Short 1984). Pahl contended that urban managers exerted an influence
over patterns of inequality that was separate from, and additional to, the
activities of economic agents like industrial managers and employers.
This created a sphere of urban politics, distinct from the class politics
which surrounded industry and employment. Studies of local planning
processes (Dennis 1970; Davies 1972) threw light on the part played by
various professionals, officials and local representatives in defining and
allocating scarce urban resources. This included decisions about the pro-
vision of public housing, the creation of large urban estates, and the
redevelopment of facilities such as shopping centres. In this way, urban
managers could be seen to be responsible for framing many of the basic
parameters within which individual and household decisions were
made. It was they who set the conditions under which people could gain
access to financial or administrative support, who ‘red lined’ certain dis-
tricts as unsuitable for development, or who endeavoured to exclude cer-
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tain social types from particular neighbourhoods. By behaving as urban
‘gatekeepers’, helping some groups to achieve their aspirations, while
blocking others, such authority figures played a major part in defining
local communities and their interests, without necessarily always them-
selves being perceived as forming part of them.

In fact, it was not unusual for people to define themselves as the
‘community’ in opposition to the outcomes of action taken by such ‘face-
less” authorities, supposedly acting on their behalf. Many of the strug-
gles taking place at local level were therefore oriented towards the
policies and decisions enacted by the local state (Cockburn 1977;
Saunders 1979). In the USA, Williams (1971) examined how local gov-
ernment agencies sought to regulate the distribution of urban opportu-
nities, and showed how their activities stimulated the formation of
interest groups and coalitions engaged in urban politics, especially
around the development process. However, he suggested that the main
way in which people responded was by exercising their individual
capacities to improve their position, by moving between locations.
Although he recognized that it was not enough for a sociological analy-
sis to pay attention only to such individual actions (1971: 36), because
definite structural processes were involved, his notion of social structure
did not reach beyond the workings of local government institutions.
Their contribution was summarized by Dunleavy as follows:

By means of differential zoning laws, the manipulation of local taxes
and alterations in the balance of municipal service provision, they
seek to exclude categories of households likely to prove a drain on
municipal resources or a threat to property values (such as poorer or
lower-class people, welfare recipients, blacks and members of other
oppressed ethnic minorities) and to attract land uses with high tax-
yielding potential (such as upper class residential development and
clean industrial or commercial uses).

(Dunleavy 1980: 37)

In other words, these agencies exercised a significant influence over the
composition of local populations, bringing about the concentration of
certain social types in some areas, and separating them from others, just
as Rex and Moore had shown how in Birmingham housing policies and
controls contributed to the development of lines of ethnic and racial
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segregation. Individuals and households responded to the limitations
this placed upon them.

The operations of powers of this sort may not be easy to observe.
Indeed, as part of the developing commentary around the power elite
model, it was asserted that some of the most profound forms of power
do not require deliberate or explicit action, but are built instead into
the way the world is organized; things are biased so as to favour certain
types of action, or interests, while militating against others (Crenson
1971; Lukes 1974). It may be misleading therefore to concentrate too
much on the ‘middle layers’ of power and their agents, as if they were
free to decide things for themselves, because their actions are already
subject to severe limitations and restraints. Rex (1988) conceded that
his approach to these matters, which treated certain kinds of urban gate-
keepers as if they were the ultimate decision makers in local affairs, left
him open to criticism from those who believed that genuine power lay
elsewhere. The accusation that sociologists have been overly concerned
with middle-ranking powers has been a hallmark of more radical, or
critical, approaches, including of course those influenced by Marxism.
Goodwin (1989) notes how the focus on individual urban managers iso-
lates them from their proper context, making them appear responsible
for observable variations in local policy. There are echoes of earlier criti-
cisms of community studies in Dunleavy’s comment that an emphasis on
mediating institutions, like urban gatekeepers, results in a set of noncu-
mulative studies that are ‘excessively individualistic and voluntaristic’
(1980: 42), allowing larger structural forces to escape from view. It is
dangerous to attribute too much influence to local power-holders, when
it is evident that the lines of power usually run through and out of the
locality, rather than being contained within it.

Indeed, those who exercise the most significant forms of power rarely
reside locally themselves, but pull strings from a distance, sometimes
from a very long way away. Building society branch managers and estate
agents, like managers of local businesses, have to refer major decisions
to headquarters. Planners must observe national policy directives and
guidelines. Local authorities are hemmed in by central government
edicts, and funding. Concentration on the role of local power-holders
may hide these larger sets of relationships. No matter what people may
believe locally about the exercise of influence, communities generally
are not independent actors, but objects of power; and this means that
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whole systems of power and stratification cannot be defined at the local
level. This has become ever more evident with the growth of large and
complex organizations, operating across increasing geographical dis-
tances. Long-standing claims that this has brought about the ‘eclipse’ of
community have become stronger with recent discussions of the impact
of globalization on these relationships. According to Giddens (1990)
globalization can be defined as the intensification of worldwide social
relations, which link localities in such a way that local happenings are
shaped by events occurring many miles away, and vice-versa. This
means that the forces structuring local communities have become even
more remote, and less transparent.

RETHINKING THE URBAN QUESTION

In a paper on ‘Urban Processes and Urban Structure’ published in 1975,
Pahl questioned whether there really was any justification for a distinc-
tive urban sociology. He suggested it was mistaken to look for the
explanation of urban issues only within the context of the city and its
social arrangements, because this lost sight of the operation of more fun-
damental social, economic and political forces. However, rather than
abandoning the venture altogether, he proposed the need for a ‘new
urban sociology’, which would develop a clearer sense of these connec-
tions to the surrounding social structure. A number of voices were making
similar assertions at around this time, especially in Continental Europe,
and particularly in France, where there was a strong intellectual current
of Marxist and neo-Marxist social theory (see Althusser 1969; Poulantzas
1973; Pickvance 1976). These ideas began to exert a considerable influ-
ence over those who were concerned to reconceptualize the questions
that had been dealt with conventionally by urban sociologists, including
those associated with the significance of ‘community’ and local social
relations, the linkages between patterns of social life and particular
kinds of geographical areas, and the wider connections between soci-
ety and its physical environment. The most significant contribution to
these arguments came from the work of Manuel Castells, on the ‘urban
question’ and the role of urban social movements (Castells 1977; 1978;
1983).

Castells acknowledged the undoubted social importance of ‘urban’
issues and problems in the contemporary world; he even referred to an
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impending sense of ‘urban crisis’. But he contended that previous
attempts to grasp their nature had been wholly misconceived, and
deeply ideological. This included the persistent tendency to look for
explanations of social behaviour in the material environment or urban
‘ecology’, as with the studies of the Chicago School, and the way in
which sociologists had deployed notions of community as a socially
integrated, consensual, and well demarcated entity, often as a standard
against which to criticize those social relationships they were actually
observing. According to Castells, this had led to endlessly oversimpli-
fied debates about the qualities of ‘urban’ versus ‘rural’, or ‘traditional’
versus ‘modern’, ways of life, and encouraged misguided expectations
that urban conditions would always, in all circumstances, give rise to
similar kinds of social patterns and values. Essentially, Castells argued,
this way of thinking wrenched patterns of urban existence out of their
proper historical and material context, whereas it should have been
obvious that cities would differ greatly at different periods, and when
subjected to differing sets of social relations. As a Marxist, he attributed
most importance to the impact of prevailing forms of economic relation-
ship, the ways in which a society carried out its productive activities,
and the associated relations of social class. Marxist explanations would
always begin from the analysis of the economic organization of society.
However, Castells argued that under contemporary circumstances, of
advanced capitalism, a significant separation had developed between these
crucial productive arrangements and the sphere of everyday life which
most people confronted in their urban settings. Certainly at the level of
experience there was a strong, and growing, consciousness of the specific
problems and difficulties associated with modern urban living. The
‘urban ideology’ which attributed these to the nature of the city itself,
and its physical features, had deep social roots, and filled the heads of
ordinary people as well as those of academics and officials; superficially,
it seemed to capture very well many of the problems they faced in their
daily lives (1977: 86). Yet for Castells it served to divert attention from
the real origins of such problems, which lay in the way in which the
whole society was structured, and {lay} with the social contradictions
that this produced. These had to do with the nature of modern capital-
ism, the condition of the class struggle, and the role of the state. In line
with the structural Marxism expounded by Althusser, Poulantzas and
others, Castells argued that to treat urban areas as places in which peo-
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ple were free to make choices, express themselves, exercise their values
and so on, rather than looking into the prevalent social and technologi-
cal relations of production and domination which imposed tight limits
on, or even determined, their behaviour, was to ascribe far too much
independence of action to individuals, and their social groups. Studies of
community power hitherto had oscillated between ideas of voluntary
choice and the search for some form of ‘occult’ hidden powers, whereas,
when properly conceived, it should be possible to ‘read the underlying
structural contradictions’ from the positions taken up by different
groups, since essentially these would express their objective place in
society (1977: 253).

Much of the work that had been accomplished already in commu-
nity research was reprised by Castells when he accepted that there were
indeed scientifically valid questions to be asked about how well defined
different social areas were; whether or not they produced significantly dif-
ferent forms of ‘local social life’, such as patterns of neighbouring; and
how various kinds of social and cultural behaviour varied between social
classes and types of areas. Like Pahl and Gans, he concluded that it is
more useful to think of these kinds of local social patterns as consisting
of ‘displaced segments of social structure’ rather than as ‘local collectivities
structured in space’ (1977: 103). He noted the importance of social homo-
geneity in stimulating the emergence of particular styles of behaviour.
His assertion that the production of racial ghettoes in America resulted
from the combined effects of the way in which certain racialized ‘sub-
jects’ are distributed in the social structure, and how housing and other
amenities are allocated, is highly reminiscent of the arguments of John
Rex. In other words, a great deal of the substantive content of his analy-
sis seems familiar, and compatible with work already done on communi-
ties; so wherein lies the difference? It is in the view that for sociology
the principal task is always to determine how these outcomes are produced
by the combined operation of certain fundamental social processes —
economic, political and ideological — and how these express in turn the
underlying relationships of class and power in an advanced capitalist
society. The aim is not simply to ‘discover’ empirically whether or not
localized social relationships of certain kinds exist, but to elucidate or
‘lay bare’ how they are produced by these structural determinants.
Castells believes this can be grasped only through the application of a
sophisticated Marxist theoretical framework, and that it was the lack of



136 THE DIVIDED COMMUNITY

such a structural framework that inhibited the ability of previous students
of community to deliver meaningful scientific lessons from their work,
leaving them prey instead to ideological delusions.

From this perspective, any connection to be found between different
sorts of urban spaces and ways of life is not direct and natural, but an
effect of how the two have been brought together or ‘articulated’, for
example through systems of social representation and practice.
Representations, or social images, would include the impressionistic
ways in which people draw upon their experiences to conceive of certain
districts as ‘working class’ or ‘bourgeois’, or to characterize some towns
as ‘soulless’ whereas others are ‘charming’ (1977: 96). While everyday
reactions are full of such associations, Castells insists that they must not
be accepted at face value, because people’s immediate experiences are
clouded by all sorts of false conceptions and mythologies. When these
experiences are examined in the light of Marxist theory, he contends
that one finds there is indeed an underlying unity to the kinds of issues
which people label as ‘urban’. They centre on the provision of key
resources which are distributed around the urban system, such as hous-
ing, transport, and major services and amenities like health care, educa-
tion, recreational facilities, and so on. Urban conflicts revolve around
access to, or denial of, these resources to different social groups, and this
is often organized spatially, because of the way different assets are posi-
tioned between areas. This explains the significance of the concerns peo-
ple feel about such matters as how easy it is to travel to work, or the
shops; how well local housing compares to that found in other districts;
the relative performance of local schools; or their distance from the near-
est accident and emergency hospital unit. Broadly speaking, these can
be characterized as questions of consumption, and the quality of life;
they are not directly about the orthodox Marxist problems of production
and the struggle between the working and ruling classes.

However, Castells points out that the ability to satisfy consumption
demands plays an integral part in the effectiveness of a capitalist system,
and one with growing importance. Under modern capitalism it seems
indeed that attention has moved away from the politics of the workplace
towards these kinds of problem. Furthermore, there has been an increas-
ing involvement of the state in these areas, since most of the key assets
are not provided or distributed individually, but collectively, to very
large numbers of people. For instance, a decision to invest in a rapid
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urban transit system inevitably involves the intervention of govern-
ment, because it affects the life chances of whole populations, as will the
implementation of congestion charges to shift the balance of urban
transport away from private to more ‘public’ forms. Hence, says Castells,
processes of collective consumption form the real object of the ‘urban
question’. Accordingly, much of the empirical information in his book
The Urban Question refers to processes of urban planning, renewal and
development, the associated transformations in the social composition of
different residential areas, and the territorial struggles in which groups
engage to defend or improve their conditions. This provides the sub-
stance of urban politics. It should be noted that under this definition
urban politics does not take place only in towns and cities; issues of col-
lective consumption will also engage the inhabitants of rural areas.

Urban politics, social movements and community action

Castells notes that the path to the discovery of this field of urban poli-
tics has been lengthy, and that it has been reached through ‘the succes-
sive development of the theoretical contradictions at which community
studies have arrived’ (1977: 246). In other words, the sociological preoc-
cupation with community has led, by a series of stages, to the uncover-
ing of the significance of collective consumption. To some extent,
therefore, his own contribution can be seen as further reworking the
meaning of community. By ridding the field of the confusions of ‘urban
ideology’, he claims to enable a clearer understanding of what is at
stake. His particular formulation, that urban politics is organized
around problems of collective consumption, reflects the growing separa-
tion of ‘work’ from many other aspects of everyday life. It is notable how
often, in the various studies of urban communities we have been consid-
ering, relatively little information is provided about the work that peo-
ple do, or about how they engage with questions to do with basic
economic relationships, including wages and incomes, working hours,
or the distribution of workplace power. There are several reasons for
this. Today matters such as these tend to be fought out by trades unions
and to some extent political parties, usually at a ‘national’ level, sepa-
rately from community relations. This is significantly different from
those traditional communities, including agricultural villages and working
class communities, where work was integral to, and even dominant over,
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patterns of daily life. In modern urban contexts it is no longer common
to find places built around a particular sort of industry, or the interests
of a single employer, or type of employer; instead people are involved
with a rich variety of occupations, and employments, and a large propor-
tion of them probably commute to spend parts of the working day outside
the area where they live. Consequently there has been a general breakdown
of the old-style occupational communities (Lash and Urry 1987) so that
many people experience a gap between the problems that concern them
at work, and those which preoccupy them while at home. This separa-
tion is reflected in the process of ‘suburbanization’ of location.

Castells endorses this view, when he states that industry (or ‘produc-
tion’) tends now to be organized on a regional, national or international
scale, and therefore beyond the grasp of local communities, whereas con-
sumption occurs closer to where people live. Furthermore, for large
parts of the workforce, experiences of unemployment and economic
marginalization have meant the removal of ‘organized’ production from
the centre of their social being (Byrne 1989: 14; Harris 1987). For
many others as well, orientations to issues of consumption and repro-
duction have become more central aspects of individual and collective
identity. Following Castells’ lead, these patterns could be seen to corre-
spond to a more structural separation that has arisen between the pro-
ductive domain, and what he calls in Marxist terminology the
reproduction, or extended reproduction, of the workforce — all those
ways in which its daily needs are met, outside work. These needs are
still satisfied mainly in or close to the home, in family life or leisure.
This explains the terms in which others have come to define the realm
of community life and activity. For instance, Short says that

Community concerns are expressed by people as residents, as users
and consumers, of particular places.... They are concerns with
places as living places, to be contrasted and distinguished from the
concerns of capital with places as markets, sources of profits, and
scenes for economic calculation and the concerns of the state with
places populated by people as voters.

(Short 1984: 126, emphasis supplied)

In specifying this sphere of ‘community concerns’, Short has in mind
issues to do with the quality of housing and the environment, the avail-
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ability of facilities, and the maintenance and improvement of existing
local social relationships. It is around matters like this that a host of
groups engaging in various kinds of ‘community action’ are likely to
form, such as residents groups, amenity associations, social clubs and
voluntary organizations. Any of these may become involved at certain
points in making claims on behalf of their locality, or in challenging the
claims made by others. The result is a mass of small-scale, localized
actions which make up the bread-and-butter content of local politics.
Very often the issues are confined to a particular community, or entail
some level of competition between communities. In most cases they are
short-lived, and die away, to be replaced by some other issue, so that
there is little overall consistency or continuity of action. But certain
issues, like urban redevelopment and renewal, gentrification, or resis-
tance to unwanted innovations or changes of use, will produce more sys-
tematic responses. Most large urban redevelopment schemes trigger a
degree of organized opposition and resistance, and some of the ensuing
battles can attract considerable attention, and grow into major con-
frontations. Examples from London would include struggles around the
redevelopment of Covent Garden (Christenson 1979), Tolmers Square
(Wates 1976), Docklands (Foster 1999), and Spitalfields.

Castells felt there was potential in the field of urban politics for these
kinds of issues to generate real social transformation, through the inter-
vention of ‘urban social movements’. These were movements aimed at
altering the terms on which provision for collective consumption was
made, and to begin with Castells expected them to link up in some
fashion with the wider class struggle, to help shift the balance of power
between social classes. In this way, conflicts over consumption would re-
connect with struggles around production. Hence his interest lay
mainly with large and dramatic movements capable of bringing about
substantial changes in urban conditions and policies, because they
attacked them at the level of the city as a whole. Examples he gives
include the 1915 Glasgow Rent Strike, Citizens Movements in Madrid
in the 1970s, and the emergence of San Francisco’s gay community
(Castells 1983). A more recent British example might be the successful
opposition mounted to the Poll Tax, which played a major part in the
downfall of the Conservative government in 1997. Despite his earlier
dismissal of the term, Castells chooses to reinstate the idea of commu-
nity when examining the significance of such movements, because such
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struggles appear to be organized around a social base which represents
some form of common understanding and shared identity, usually with
a territorial focus. He also notes how important it is to understand the
subjective motivations of the actors involved, and how they are
grounded in their personal experiences; thus he retrieves a great deal of
the ground he attacked so vehemently in his theoretical analysis of the
urban problem.

Critics of his position soon pointed out that remarkably few examples
met all the demanding criteria he laid down for defining an urban social
movement, and Castells himself gradually modified his approach, to widen
the range of movements which could be included. According to Lowe
(1986: 52), the real importance of Castells’ work lay in drawing attention
to the significance of local communities as focal points of urban move-
ment activity. Likewise Byrne (2001: 16) notes that ‘much urban social
politics has its foundation in communal identities and communal inter-
ests’. Castells himself says that, in the face of overwhelming national or
global pressures, people tend to ‘go home’ and organize themselves
locally, to fight their disputes at a territorial level. This is a theme he has
developed extensively in later work (Castells 1983; 1997). Seabrook (1984)
provides a relevant example. Inspired by the success of certain local
action groups, a system of neighbourhood offices was set up in the town
of Walsall, in the English Midlands, to undertake the mobilization of
support for regeneration and community-building projects amongst a
dispirited working class population. Seabrook interprets this as a reaction
against the loss of a valued local social identity, and the sense people had
that their lives were being shaped more and more by economic and social
forces beyond their, or anyone else’s, control. Neighbourhoods consti-
tuted knowable spaces, within which individuals remained familiar with
many of those around them, aware of the available facilities and the func-
tions they performed, and felt competent to act. For Seabrook, this is
what local politics should be about. Bulmer (1986: 95) refers to ‘modern
neighbourhoodism’ as the attempt to create such local social worlds through
political or quasi-political action. Considerable organizational skill and
ingenuity can be devoted to efforts to mobilize residents, in order to
‘protect amenities, enhance resources, and to a greater or lesser degree
wrench control of the local milieu from outside authorities and vest it in
local hands’ (1986: 95). In their different ways, all these writers are
responding to a resurgence of local action, and community politics, during



THE DIVIDED COMMUNITY 141

the 1980s and after. Some would trace this even further back, from the
1960s onwards, and see in it a tendency which contradicts claims that
society was moving towards an increasingly national, or even interna-
tional, homogenization of identities and interests (Goodwin 1989;
Warde 1985).

Others endorse this view of the local arena as the setting for various
forms of oppositional and resistance politics. Lash and Urry (1987: 224)
note the emergence during recent years of a multitude of locality-based
campaigning and other social groups, and suggest that they played an
especially important part in the rise of the peace movement during the
early 1980s, and in the development of the environmental and women'’s
movements. These groupings were ‘overwhelmingly local” in their for-
mation, and relied on the ability to develop real social bonds and shared
objectives with those who were close by. Similarly Dickens (1988: 167)
stresses the importance of ‘locally rooted social movements’” which do
indeed sometimes propose alternatives to the wider social order, yet are
the product of specifically local social relations. Not all these move-
ments are organized around collective consumption issues, but they do
exhibit certain characteristic features which they share with those that
are (Dunleavy 1980: 157). They tend to operate outside conventional
party politics, with a low degree of hierarchy and formal organization;
they encourage a good deal of direct participation, and engage in forms
of direct action and protest. Frequently they claim to speak on behalf of
relatively powerless groups. In short, local and community politics typi-
cally involves a ‘bottom-up’ style of local organization. These attributes
distinguish such movements from more formally organized voluntary
bodies and associations, as well as from established political parties. Like
Castells, Dunleavy would prefer to restrict the term ‘urban social move-
ment’ to actions which go beyond the merely defensive or parochial, in
seeking to bring about some change in social institutions, or introduce a
new social order. For Lowe (1986: 3) an urban social movement entails
the mobilization of a distinct social base, whose activity is directed
towards producing a change in policy direction. Pickvance (1999: 354)
also writes about social movements in terms of groups which ‘advocate
ideas and challenge existing policies and practices’. Others employ the
term more loosely, to allow for the great variety of ways in which people
organize themselves ‘on the ground’ to contest particular decisions or
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threats to their environment and living conditions, without necessarily
always developing more extensive social ambitions.

There is some agreement that movements concerned with consump-
tion and lifestyle issues are capable of welding together members of dif-
ferent social classes, or building local alliances across other social
differences. Consequently ‘community cleavages overlap, exacerbate and
sometimes contradict class divisions’ (Short 1984: 5). Often, however,
they follow the lines of particular social interests and identities. Lowe
(1986) provides accounts of actions taken by tenants on large working
class estates in Sheffield, by middle-class ‘ratepayers’ in more salubrious
neighbourhoods, and by squatters seizing empty properties in London.
He notes that effective action by such groupings rests on the ability to
mobilize existing networks of association within local social systems,
and allows that this finding shows some continuity with the supposedly
‘dated” work done in the community studies tradition. Bagguley ¢t al.
(1990) make a similar observation: the local actions they witnessed in
Lancaster also followed existing networks of social relationships. In this
case, as well as campaigns by tenants against local authority landlords,
they refer to anti-nuclear protests occasioned by the nearby presence of
the Heysham and Windscale power stations. Although these linked up
with wider national and international movements for peace, and against
nuclear energy, they had important foundations in matters of more
immediate concern to the local community. This lent support to the
view that political mobilizations based on ‘local particularities” and
organized on a territorial basis were overtaking more traditional class-
based, and production-oriented, politics.

Whereas they regard battles over the wage packet as having formed
the ‘usual object of struggle’, Bagguley ez «/. notice how issues like the
cost of household essentials and the accessibility of public services
become important in the politics of community; also, that neighbour-
hood, community and friendship networks offer an alternative founda-
tion for political mobilization to that of the workplace (1990: 193).
This has a special significance for women, since whereas historically
they have been rooted less firmly than men in the politics of production,
they have engaged more closely with questions of reproduction and con-
sumption; hence women play a prominent role in community organiza-
tions and struggles. For Bagguley ez 2/. the growing importance of local
politics is evidenced by ‘the emergence of local social movements, envi-
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ronmental concerns, issues of local and national identity, along with the
sharpening of geographical differences in electoral behaviour’ (1990:
218). These are all forms of action in which the nature of particular
communities plays a pivotal role. Lash and Urry (1987) concur with this
general line of argument, but also want to bring back into the picture
those local struggles which are directed more towards the activities of
industry and the state, in reshaping the nature of local communities.
There is no reason, after all, to exclude altogether from the realm of
local politics conflicts to do with economic questions, such as the avail-
ability of work, the prospects for career promotion, or the size of the pay
packet. Very often what most concerns people is that these opportuni-
ties should exist for them at a local level.

There are others who are troubled by the tendency to separate con-
sumption issues from production. Harvey (1989a; 1989b) maintains the
orthodox Marxist emphasis on the centrality of processes of the accumu-
lation of capital through production, and of class struggle, against what
he regards as the ‘defection’ of Castells. In his view, urban spaces are
shaped and reshaped by the logic of capital accumulation, forces which
transcend the wills of individuals, or even social groups. Many of the
‘choices’ people make within the urban context are therefore predeter-
mined, to a great extent. The areas they inhabit form a mosaic of urban
labour markets, whose limits are set by the daily patterns of commuting
through which they dispose of their labour power; and urban places
compete with one another to provide capital with attractive packages of
physical and social infrastructure, labour, lifestyles and environment.
For Harvey, the community remains essentially ‘the place of reproduc-
tion in which labour power suitable for a place of production is repro-
duced’ (1989a: 118), although he accepts that it may also take shape as
a distinctive grouping from the viewpoint of consumption as well. This
does not mean that what happens in the community is unimportant. Its
significance is stressed throughout Harvey’s analysis of the urban experi-
ence. As well as a locus of social reproduction, community is a distinc-
tive milieu for social interaction, a source for the formation of
consciousness, and a basis for action, including processes of active ‘com-
munity building’. Indeed, Harvey acknowledges that in the modern era
consciousness of community tends to outweigh class consciousness.
Nevertheless, the urban community is the product of forces emanating
from the system of capitalist production, which cannot survive without
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‘some operative geographical conception of community’ (1989a: 148).
Elsewhere (2000: 56) Harvey observes that when factories become more
mobile, or disappear, and much of the workforce is temporary or casual-
ized, the workplace ceases to provide the natural base for organization,
and alternative models must be found. He cites the example of Baltimore,
where a city-wide movement for a living wage relied upon an alliance of
community institutions (like churches), activist organizations, and stu-
dent groups. Here, although the organizing took place outside work, its
objective was still to have an influence over issues of production.

ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING, LOCALITIES AND
COMMUNITY CHANGE

To see communities as focussed solely upon matters of consumption and
living conditions, as Short (1984) does when he defines them simply as
‘living places’, is to perpetuate the separation between community and
some of the main determinants of social existence. His approach implies
that it is only ‘capital’ which has an economic interest in the fate of
communities, whereas ordinary people, as ‘residents’, have a range of non-
economic preoccupations. Such a distinction is plainly false, since the
way in which capital treats communities obviously bears directly upon
the life chances of those who live within them. The removal of economic
support and investment from British coal-mining communities was
responsible for destroying the livelihoods, and with them much of the
infrastructure of communal life, of miners and their families. In their
response, the miners explicitly described their struggle as a defence of
‘community’, and not just a fight about wages (Beynon 1985). Research
projects like Stacey’s on Banbury (1960; 1975), or the Lynds on
‘Middletown’ (Lynd and Lynd 1929; 1937), had shown previously how
communities could be transformed over time by the repeated impacts of
industrial investment and occupational change. Banbury was altered in
major ways by the successive influences of an agricultural machine man-
ufacturer, an aluminium company, and a multi-national food processor.
According to Stacey, as well as having a direct effect on people’s incomes
and career prospects, these organizations brought new attitudes and val-
ues into the town, along with new kinds of social relations, and intro-
duced crucial social divisions, like the split between ‘traditional’ and
‘non-traditional’ styles of life. Banbury’s unique character as a place was
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built up through the addition of residues from each of these stages of
development. In this we could see a precursor of Doreen Massey’s argu-
ment (1984) that local economic and social structures are constituted
through the layering effects of different ‘rounds of investment’. Each
time a new wave of capital investment occurs, replacing existing and
worn-out commitments, it adds a further layer of employment opportu-
nities, class positions, and social relations to what is there already. In a
dynamic economic environment, most communities will be influenced
by such processes; and during certain periods, the depth and pace of
such changes will be especially acute.

There is general acceptance that the 1980s were such a period of
rapid social change, a phase of extensive economic and social restructur-
ing, necessitated by acute problems confronting capitalist production,
especially manufacturing industry. In order to overcome these difficul-
ties, major changes occurred in industrial structures, the organization of
firms and enterprises, and the relationships between employers and their
labour forces, which left few local communities unaffected. Very impor-
tantly, these changes had different consequences for different geographical
areas and locations. There was much talk of a growing north—south
divide, as well as of shifts in employment between rural and urban dis-
tricts, and more localized variations in fortunes. This gave rise to a spate
of new writings, reflecting a rekindling of interest in understanding
what was happening to particular places (Massey 1984; Savage ¢t /.
1987; Dickens 1988; Cooke 1989). As the authors of one study put it,
‘it suddenly became necessary to pursue detailed investigations of named
places’ (Bagguley ez /. 1990: 7). The outcome was a clutch of place-spe-
cific studies (for example, Pahl 1984; Urry and Murgatroyd 1985;
Boddy er 2/. 1986; Byrne 1989). While this might have presaged a
revival in old-style community studies, those concerned claimed that
they now had a far better theoretical grasp of what was required to pro-
duce reliable knowledge and explanations. For instance, Bagguley e 4/,
assert that their standpoint enabled ‘insights inaccessible to the empiri-
cism of earlier approaches’. At the same time, they remain fearful that
research might be drawn into reproducing the former style of ‘descrip-
tivist and parochial case studies’ (1990: 211), and they are extremely
keen to defend themselves against accusations that they are reviving dis-
carded notions of community. They employ instead the alternative lan-
guage of ‘locality’, and locality studies.
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‘Locality” refers to some kind of identifiable space within which the
outcomes of key social and economic processes can be observed. Those
examining the restructuring process sought to trace the ways in which a
reorganization of production was bringing about a range of distinctive
effects at local level. They argued that their understanding of the gen-
eral processes involved would suffice to ensure that their analyses would
achieve greater rigour, and comparability, than previous efforts. That is,
rather than conducting their research on an ad hoc basis, to see what came
out of particular case studies, they could reason more systematically from
general tendencies to particular consequences. Alternatively, the ‘speci-
ficities’ of given examples could be explained by relating them to wider
causal influences and trends. As expressed by Dickens (1988: 22), it was
a case of ‘general and nationally-based processes ... combining with
existing local societies to form quite new kinds of local social diversity’.
In the same way Massey sought to show how a quite limited number of
underlying basic processes were capable of producing highly differenti-
ated outcomes between different places. A funded research programme
based on her framework, examining the ‘Changing Urban and Regional
System’ of the UK (CURS), gave further encouragement to sociologists
to explore what was happening in distinct localities (Cooke 1989).

Massey’s work on the changing spatial division of labour was a for-
mative influence on the restructuring approach. As a social geographer,
Massey’s prime interest was in the spatial effects of patterns of industrial
location, and how they related to changes taking shape at regional,
national or international levels; she refers to community organizations as
being towards ‘the very local end’ of the spectrum of changes she aims
to explain. Yet her arguments fit very well those developments which
were taking place at more local levels as well, within different commu-
nities. In keeping with her Marxian inclinations, Massey pays most
attention to economic processes, like the reorganization of specific
industries, such as clothing and footwear, the changing nature of the
employment patterns this produces, and how they impact upon differ-
ent geographical areas. Principally she was interested in understanding
how this created such varying effects at regional level, in a pattern of
uneven development. Thus she discusses the contrast between changes
in the coalfield areas and the effects in more rural districts, like
Cornwall. In the former, she argues, the arrival of new types of employ-
ment together with greater integration into the wider society had broken
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down their previous ‘spatial coherence’ and social homogeneity, under-
mining their working class identity and political unity; whereas the
small-scale ‘industrialization’ of rural areas, through the appearance of
increased numbers of small firms and craft producers, was diversifying
their economies, and challenging the interests of more established local
employers. These developments shifted the balance between different
social groupings, including social classes, and found expression in new
forms of local social and political relations. Different parts of the coun-
try were experiencing radically different kinds of social change.

In spatial terms, Massey’s account deals mainly with developments
taking place in certain kinds of local labour markets, rather than actual
communities. The majority of the other studies of locality and restruc-
turing follow suit, identifying the appropriate local area for investiga-
tion with the space within which a given local population was able to
find work. This use of ‘travel to work areas’ (TTWAs), or local labour
markets, allowed researchers to make extensive use of various kinds of
labour market statistics, in order to describe changing employment pat-
terns for different occupations and skills, for men and women, and for
various ethnic groups. However, there was an essentially arbitrary aspect
to such definitions, in that the ‘locality’ in question was no more than a
ring drawn around a particular set of labour market elements. As a sta-
tistical construct, most of the population involved probably would have
little subjective awareness of such an area. Yet at the same time, many of
these areas were also identified with ‘named places’ — such as Cheltenham,
Swindon, Lancaster — and claims were made about the ‘less tangible sense’
in which ‘most people can know something about many of the significant
elements within such a locality’ (Bagguley ¢ 2/. 1990: 11). This made it
a meaningful unit ‘in which subjects can pursue relatively well informed
struggles’. In effect, places, and TTWAs, were equated to medium-sized
towns, and roughly speaking to local authority districts. Massey recog-
nizes the importance of this local level for ordinary people when she says
that ‘most people still live their lives locally, their consciousness is
formed in a distinct geographical space’ (1984: 117), a claim matched
by Dickens’ assertion that ‘for most of us’ small-scale localities continue
to provide the settings for everyday life, and determine the scale at
which we develop and reproduce our social relationships; the ‘urban
scale’ encompasses the major direct experiences of home, paid work,
school and other routine activities like shopping (1988: 11).
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There was then some ambiguity about the meaning of ‘locality’, so that
adopting it as a substitute did not resolve all the problems associated
with ‘community’. Instead the debate as to whether it should be seen as
an artificial construct designed for analytical purposes, or as a real phe-
nomenon capable of generating genuine social effects, made it for a
while one of the more vexed topics in social analysis (Duncan and
Goodwin 1988; Duncan 1989). The bias towards the components of
economic change among those who used the term also led to accusations
of economic determinism, and an excessive debt to Marx. As Byrne puts
it (2001: 18), locality was construed as ‘an essentially structural concept
set in an economically deterministic programme’. Massey responded to
these charges, first by emphasizing that the final outcomes of restructur-
ing processes were always unpredictable, because every place was differ-
ent, and these differences helped shape what occurred. Hence, in an
often repeated mantra, ‘geography matters’. Second, a complete under-
standing or explanation of local circumstances would require factors
other than the economic to be taken into account. As she states it,

The social changes in an area, the shifts in prevailing ideology and
temperament, are not bound up only with economic changes within
that locality. They reflect also broader shifts and in other aspects of
society. The layers of history which are sedimented over time are not
just economic; there are also cultural, political and ideological strata,
layers which also have their local specificities.

(Massey 1984: 120)

Developing this theme, Bagguley ¢z a/. refer later to places as ‘the inter-
section of a multitude of processes, the sedimentations of the past, the
social practices of the present and projects for the future’ (1990: 219).
An idea of the complexity this presents is conveyed by their listing of
some of the wide array of substantive entities and social collectivities
which form the content of a given locality. The list includes: house-
holds; housing or ‘neighbourhood’ communities; school catchment
areas; ethnic and religious communities; classes at local, regional,
national and international scales; political party districts; factory catch-
ment areas; labour markets; the state; voluntary organizations; and social
movements (1990: 10-11, 145). For all the sophistication of the theo-
retical framework, there are some uncanny echoes in this of the method-
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ologically ‘primitive’ studies carried out in Middletown, and Yankee
City, as there are in the claim that focussing on a locality will give
access to a more ‘rounded’ set of processes and interrelations. The cata-
logue of different elements which go to make up contemporary
Lancaster reminds us of Warren’s definition of community (1963: 9) as
‘that combination of social units and systems that perform the major
social functions having locality relevance’. There are also continuities
with Stacey’s discussion of community, and local social systems, as
can be seen from Byrne’s summing up, that ‘the essence of the idea of
locality is the emergence of a specific local system through the spa-
tially delimited interaction of economic and social systems with each
other and with the physical geography of a particular place’ (Byrne
2001: 73).

COMMUNITY OR LOCALITY?

Introducing some of the fruits of the CURS research programme, Cooke
(1989) laid out the case for dispensing with community as a concept,
and replacing it with locality. He argued that to speak of ‘community’
presupposed too much stability and continuity; furthermore it was
inward-looking and reactive. By this he meant that the idea of commu-
nity did not allow for the exercise of effective power by its members;
rather, communities are shaped passively by external forces. The same
distinction is adopted by others. Byrne (2001: 77) states that ‘the idea
of locality has a dynamism which is not inherent in the idea of commu-
nity. On the contrary, community is an idea which implies the absence
of transformational change’. Through its link to the restructuring
approach, the idea of locality has been used to explore how places
change, and also to seek to give places an active role in determining
change. Thus Cooke associates the capacity for local mobilization with
the possession of citizenship and welfare ‘rights’ at local level, and the
push to protect or extend such rights. Where people do not have rights,
then he argues they must fall back on what ‘more accurately’ could be
called their community. He adds that it is not unreasonable to think of
such communities as occupying particular locales. He has in mind
specifically groups of immigrants, living as aliens within a host terri-
tory, but offers no explanation as to why they are unable to draw upon
the strengths of their community to exert claims for admission to rights
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or to make active political interventions. There is then some special
pleading for the value of the concept of locality, as an active social force,
which relies on perpetuating the idea of community as something
intrinsically static, and defensive.

Cooke defines locality as ‘the space within which the larger part of
most citizens’ daily working and consuming lives is lived’ (1989: 12),
and from which they are able to launch their interventions into the eco-
nomic, social, political and cultural spheres. He contends that CURS
research succeeded in clarifying how such localities functioned inter-
nally, and how they were linked to wider national and international pro-
cesses. It confirmed that localities could play an active part in their own
transformation, as ‘centres of collective consciousness’, representing the
combined energies of the various individuals, groups and social interests
gathered within them. He refers to the role played in this by local tradi-
tions, and local initiatives of various kinds, including distinctive atti-
tudes of ‘boosterism’ and local chauvinism. Much of this could be
expressed equally well in the vocabulary of community and community
action. For instance, Cooke’s definition of locality resembles Harvey’s
conception of the urban as ‘a community in which daily processes of liv-
ing and working occur’ (1989a: 148). In the case study reports of CURS
research, locality and community appear frequently as cross-cutting cat-
egories; thus southwest Birmingham is described as ‘one locality, several

« >

communities”, whereas the diffuse population of Liverpool’s outer
estates is termed a ‘community under siege’. A shift to the language of
‘locality’ does not seem to have done away with the need to refer to
community, or to community sentiments.

As well as dealing with some of the major structural forces shaping
particular places at a given time, the various locality studies strive to
give an insight into what it felt like to live in them, in terms of how
people perceived change and the nature of their social surroundings. In
Swindon, for example, we learn that owing to the number of new people
coming in, ‘there isn’t a community feel’. The picture is one of increas-
ing fragmentation and complexity, as working class solidarity, collec-
tivism and community ties give way to home-centred individualism and
social fragmentation (Cooke 1989: 83). By contrast, despite massive
economic losses, people in the working class estates of Kirkby and
Knowsley were adjusting with considerable resilience and cohesion.
They were utilizing family support networks and a strong sense of local
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identification to develop various bottom-up initiatives, like credit unions,
housing cooperatives and women’s health action groups, which ‘speak
volumes for the local sense of community’ (1989: 229). In Kent’s Isle of
Thanet, a cluster of declining seaside resorts had not been able to find a
distinctive position within the developing urban and regional system,
and consequently lacked the necessary capability and resources to
restructure themselves. Unable to work together, the towns competed to
attract investment, industry and jobs. Lancaster had been more success-
ful. Faced with the retreat of key industries from its city centre, it was
being reconstructed as ‘a modern consumption centre preserving the
shells of past rounds of economic structure to house new functions’ like
tourism and higher education (1989: 161). Although they were all
influenced by the same large-scale processes of economic change, espe-
cially the decline of manufacturing and the rise of new service indus-
tries, these different experiences served to underline the importance of
‘local uniqueness’ in shaping a response. According to Cooke, one of the
more generally observable effects was that values of sociability, commu-
nity, egalitarianism and social justice could be identified ‘objectively’
with the declining industrial communities of northern Britain, whereas
more prosperous southern localities tended to be pervaded instead by
questions of competition, monetary value, unit costs and performance
indicators (1989: 25). In broad terms, then, patterns of economic and
social restructuring were putting communities under pressure, and pos-
sibly even undermining the general hold of communal values. Yet to a
considerable extent it was from their locations within particular com-
munities, and sets of communal relations, that people were able to fight
back. In doing so, they acted in ways that hinged on their own under-
standings of community, and local belonging, and on their ability to
form alliances and cooperate with those around them.

151



THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION
OF COMMUNITY

The previous chapter described a progressive movement in the sociolog-
ical analysis of local social situations, away from the idea of ‘community’
as a matter of relationships grounded in interaction at the local level,
towards the examination of increasingly remote and determining sets of
processes and structures. This was aimed at meeting the objection that
old-style studies of community, by treating communities as if they were
free-standing entities, failed to deal adequately with the constraints put
upon them by their wider context. The answer was to situate them
instead within broader frameworks of social and economic relations, like
those of capitalism, class, and power. At certain points in this develop-
ment, as during the heyday of structuralist Marxism, the resulting
accounts were inclined to become excessively impersonal and mechanis-
tic, leaving little scope for much of significance or interest to happen at
local level. Harvey (1989a: 148) hints at this, when he suggests that for
the idea of community as an autonomous entity we should substitute the
notion of a ‘set of processes which produce a geographical product’. The
processes in question are those of capitalist accumulation, regarded as
extraordinarily powerful forces which local social formations find it dif-
ficult to withstand. On the whole, Harvey consigns local actors to a
merely defensive role, in ill fated struggles to protect home, territory
and community against continual disruption (1989b: 238). Otherwise it
is clear that he sees ‘communities’ as the end-product of a long chain of
causal influences.
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Similarly, Massey (1984) formulated an influential version of local
difference as the outcome of particular combinations of structure, for
which her key word was ‘articulation’. The way in which the structures
came together accounted for local variation. Again this appeared to
write action out of the equation, or else to ascribe the power to act effec-
tively to capital alone, which seemed to be able to sweep all before it,
manipulating local variations to its own advantage, destroying some
communities while it favoured others. Despite her socialist credentials,
Massey’s major work on Spatial Divisions of Labour seemed to play down
the possibilities for resistance and opposition which local forces might
present. Although different from one another, all local communities
seemed relatively powerless; this was especially so for industrial and
working class communities, pulled apart by the destructive pressures of
economic change. Later contributions to the restructuring approach
were keen to identify ways in which local circumstances could make a
difference, to produce some ‘locality effect’; yet it was hard to avoid the
sense that always there was a huge weight of social structure bearing
down upon them. Where attempts were made to mitigate this pull
towards structural determinism, by incorporating a more active concep-
tion of community, recognizing the role of subjectivity, action and
political mobilization, they gave rise to considerable theoretical tension;
for example, in the work of Castells, for whom local resistance seemed to
be understood better as the outcome of structural pressures, rather than
the work of active, conscious social agents (Smith 2002).

Amidst all of this, we could ask, what became of the people?
Although there are tantalizing glimpses of their views and attitudes in
the various locality studies, they are rarely given sustained attention. As
Smith notes, we never learn who actually lives, works and dies in
Harvey’s urban spaces. If the earlier community studies suffered from a
surfeit of ethnographic detail, in later research the ethnography of daily
life and social conduct seems almost to vanish. Just a few enticing clues
are offered. For example, the conception of locality as the site of diverse
and competing interests suggests there should be ample scope to explore
in detail how these interests are shaped, and how they interact with one
another. Likewise the lesson that processes of uneven development mean
that social groups will be ‘spatially constituted and differentiated, with
variable local strengths and importance’ (Goodwin 1989: 158) leads us
back towards the question of how such groups actually relate to one
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another within their particular spatial terrains. In general, the restruc-
turing approach highlighted the significance of changing patterns of
relationships between geography, place and interests, the variety of local
configurations which emerged, and the part they played in generating
distinctive forms of local action, such as local economic strategies, or
programmes for community regeneration (Duncan and Goodwin 1988;
Body and Fudge 1984). It offered much potential for in-depth examina-
tion of local case studies. Nevertheless, the main focus of interest
remained on understanding how these local matters related to the major
structural processes and transformations taking place at the level of
economy and society as a whole, so that attention was drawn away con-
tinually from the local level. There are many for whom this entire direc-
tion and style of analysis was misconceived, who would argue that,
despite its attempt to capture ‘specificities’, it failed to give sufficient
weight to what occurred at the local level, or to acknowledge the real
significance this had for the average member of society. In particular,
they would argue, there was a serious gap between the analysis of the
structural composition of communities, and an understanding of what
they actually meant to those whose lives were led within them.

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM AND THE CULTURAL TURN

An alternative direction for analysis was already implicit in the preceding
discussion. Once community is understood to be ‘essentially contested’,
or as the focus of struggle, rather than simple uniformity, then attention
can be turned to the ways in which it is defined and deployed by social
actors themselves, in their everyday lives, and in their political imagina-
tion. There is much in recent social theory to encourage a turn of this
sort, in particular the ascendancy of various kinds of social construction-
ist perspective. Social constructionism derives from influential currents
of sociological thought such as symbolic interactionism and phe-
nomenology, and the work of theorists like Weber, Simmel and Meade.
Constructionist approaches treat human beings as active, more or less con-
scious, agents engaged in the creation of a shared social reality. This makes
it important to understand society from their point of view. Knowing
what they are about entails investigating their purposes, and the ways in
which they give meaning to their situation and behaviours. In other
words, the focus moves from efforts to document objective facts and
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causal relationships to the exploration of subjective consciousness and
perception, or from reality itself to how reality is apprehended. This
includes examining the production of the various representations and
images through which people make sense of their social worlds, and this
makes culture, rather than structure, the dominant topic for investiga-
tion (Chaney 1994). When interpreting their social world, and their
position within it, people are compelled to engage in various kinds of
theorizing, and to create a range of explanatory social categories; con-
structionism undermines the tendency to regard such categories as part
of nature. Instead, its basic presupposition is that there are portions of
the real world that attain factual status only by virtue of human agree-
ment, and therefore that exist only because people believe them to exist
(Searle 1995). ‘Community’ can be regarded as such a fact, having no
independent existence outside the capacity of human beings to concep-
tualize it. However, because we know that facts of this type are liable to
be subjected to immense amounts of debate and disagreement, it is
vitally important to know exactly who has been involved in creating
them, and why.

The cultural turn and the rise of social constructionism have made
themselves felt right across sociology and human geography, and had an
impact accordingly on both urban and rural studies (Zukin 1995; Cloke
1997; Cloke and Little 1997; Featherstone and Lash 1999; Devine et /.
2005). Decades of criticism of the rural-urban distinction have not
overcome the tendency of these two fields of study to continue to
develop to a large extent as separate disciplines. Nevertheless, there has
been some common movement towards giving greater prominence to
such constructionist themes as the diversity of social practices which
give meaning to human activities, in both town and country; the role of
various kinds of discourse in shaping the way we view such environ-
ments; and the manner in which competing social meanings are negoti-
ated and contested. This has encouraged a re-examination of the
importance of community, in the light of these cultural and interaction-
ist preoccupations. Interestingly, the influence of cultural studies as a
discipline, particularly in Britain, owes a great deal to the work of two
scholars who engaged closely with the idea of community, Hoggart
(1957) and Williams (1958). The former achieved prominence through
his autobiographical account of a disappearing cultural world, that of
the working class community. Subsequent researchers in the cultural
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field have continued to interest themselves in the idea of community as
a cultural phenomenon, and as a basis on which distinct forms of culture
may rest.

‘Community’ as social construct

The idea that communities are socially constructed is not new. In fact,
once one leaves behind the supposition that somehow they are natural,
given or primordial, it becomes inevitable. If they are not to be treated
as taken-for-granted facts within the social landscape, then communities
have to be seen as resulting from some form of creative process, through
which they are built and maintained. This implies that they have a his-
tory, and trajectory of development, and that there will be continuing
processes through which their existence is reproduced. We have consid-
ered several aspects of the construction process already. The sifting of
people into relatively homogeneous social groupings, the articulation of
shared interests, and mobilization for collective action can all be seen as
steps towards the construction of community. Entire communities, like
new towns and urban estates, can be ‘contrived’ through the deliberate
decisions of planners, developers and governmental officials (Suttles
1972; Ward 1993). Since governments have not given up looking for
‘natural communities’ to which to match the delivery of public services,
where they cannot be identified agencies will take steps to bring them
into being. In order to carry out their own work successfully, they are
virtually forced to engage in constructing communities (Ball and
Stobart 1997). Finally, existing communities can sometimes move ez
masse, to take up new physical and social locations, and make a new
start, as have many migrant and diasporic populations. For example,
consideration is being given at present to the possible relocation of size-
able numbers of orthodox Jewish families from the Charedi community
of London’s Stamford Hill who have outgrown their established loca-
tion, to new homes in the Thames Gateway development (Guardian
newspaper, 9 April 2005).

Although all these physical, material and demographic processes
enter into the actual creation of communities, the social constructionist
spotlight is turned more on the ways in which communities are brought
into being through the interpretive activities of their members, and reg-
istered among the concepts which they use in everyday talk and interac-
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tion. No matter how sniffy sociologists and other experts may be about
the value of the idea, ‘community’ is a term which is in wide popular
circulation, and on the tip of many people’s tongue when they come to
explaining differences in social values, and styles of living that have
meaning for them. Community has a form of social existence because
people want to believe in it. This is why recurrent attempts to kill off
the concept have failed, and why social scientists who wish to stay in
touch with the way in which ‘lay’ members of their society think about
it have been compelled to return to the idea, again and again (Day and
Murdoch 1993). Researching social relationships in part of Bristol
described as a practical ‘laboratory of community’, a youth worker com-
ments that ‘the question “What is community?” has been running
around for years, continually exhausting itself, but never dying’ (Brent
1997: 68). It was evident that theories of community arose sponta-
neously in the course of everyday conversation, and influenced people’s
perceptions and action. In many other situations, it is equally apparent
that ideas about and practical expressions of community constitute an
essential part of the routine fabric of daily life, and cannot be disre-
garded merely because intellectuals and academics find them puzzling
or unconvincing. Reflecting the ambivalence which so many feel
towards the idea, Revill (1993) concedes that ‘for good or ill’ commu-
nity plays a key role in how people think about themselves, their per-
sonal and social identities, and their subjectivity. It has value as an
analytical concept, because it focuses attention on how individuals,
groups, and places become tied together through the sense of belonging.

Back to ethnography

Investigating the meanings attached to community among particular
social groups involves the use of qualitative methods of participant
observation and cultural analysis, rather than amassing statistical infor-
mation about social and economic structures. As a result there has been
a revival of interest in certain forms of ethnographic community study,
which has generated a body of new insights that have transformed the
way in which researchers perceive community. Unlike earlier examples,
these investigations do not aim to provide a complete account of partic-
ular ways of life, or exhaustively describe a set of integrated social struc-
tures; their purpose instead is to elucidate some of the key interpretive
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processes through which people sustain their sense of community as a
social reality. A leading example is the work of Anthony Cohen, a social
anthropologist resolutely opposed to the ‘deterministic’ assumption that
communities are conditioned by economic or political forces. His refer-
ences to the ‘tightly structured intricacy of local life’ and the ‘tiny spans
of close social relationships to which people attribute their fundamental
social belonging’ (1982: 9) draw us back to the intimacy of the small
community and its face-to-face relationships.

Whereas the structuralist gaze has been turned outwards, to dis-
cern the external pressures thought to mould contemporary communi-
ties, and undermine their integrity, Cohen’s attention is directed
inwards, to get closer to what he regards as the fundamental human
social experiences at the heart of community, and the way in which
they take on meaning for those concerned. We could say that his
watchword is ‘respect for particularity’, and the avoidance of unwar-
ranted generalization. Compared with relationships on a larger scale,
like those of the nation, region or class, Cohen asserts that the local
community holds a greater social reality for people, who know one
another better there than they would in a larger, more varied, setting,
and share that knowledge with others in a more public way. Hence
broader national or ‘racial’ identities are like empty receptacles, waiting
to be filled with particular local experiences (1982: 13). The assertion,
though extremely questionable, implies that if we want to know what
people are really like, we must meet them on their home territory.
The idea that these intimate relationships decide who we are is reiter-
ated by the American sociologist Robert Putnam when he comments
that ‘for most of us, our deepest sense of belonging is to our most inti-
mate social networks, especially family and friends. Beyond that
perimeter lie work, church, neighbourhood, civic life and ... other
“weak” ties’ (Putnam 2000: 274). From this viewpoint, we should
expect any fully social individual to be embedded in such an identity-
conferring network of strong ties and close relationships; the further
away one moves from these, the weaker the bonds become, and the less
socially significant. For both Putnam and Cohen, community consists of
these primary bonds, and the sense of belonging that goes with them,
and at this level, we could plausibly suggest, all communities are dis-
tinctive; to those caught up in them, certainly, they will appear unique,
and non-substitutable.
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According to Cohen, communities are constituted by processes occur-
ring close to the experiences of everyday life, and they have a largely
symbolic existence. His essay on the symbolic construction of community
(1985) has been amongst the most influential contributions of recent
years. In it, he seeks to sidestep the definitional quagmire into which so
many discussions of community have fallen, by switching attention
from the attempt to provide objective measurements and descriptions of
community, to a consideration of actors’ meanings. From his perspective,
it is not structures and institutions that define a community, but the
feelings and experiences of its members, and the manner in which they
express them. Most centrally, they do this by drawing boundaries, between
themselves and others, stipulating who ‘belongs’, and who falls outside
the limits of ‘their’ community. Often these boundaries will be extremely
subtle, and possibly quite invisible to anyone who is not part of, or very
close to, the community itself. They will be marked by the presence or
absence of particular attributes, traits or values. Cohen notes how, when
necessary, such differences can be ‘elaborated and embellished to main-
tain the authentic distinctiveness of the community’ (1985: 37). Small
differences can be accorded great importance. To take an example, in a
border territory like Ireland’s South Armagh, people who are indistin-
guishable from one another in most respects may work extremely hard
to magnify whatever differences do exist, to turn them into the ‘master
symbols’ by which their community is defined. In this instance, it
would be religious affiliation that is seized upon as the essential charac-
teristic, so that being ‘Catholic’ or ‘Protestant’ comes to define the iden-
tities even of those who neither believe nor practice. This is a process
which goes on largely in the minds of the participants, because:

The symbolic nature of the opposition means that people can ‘think
themselves into difference’. The boundaries consist essentially in the
contrivance of distinctive meanings within the community’s social
discourse. They provide people with a referent for their personal iden-
tities. Having done so, they are then expressed and reinforced
through the presentation of those identities in social life.

(Cohen 1985: 117)

Thus Cohen draws our attention to the highly active construction of com-
munity, and to the endlessly creative ways in which this can be achieved.
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Cohen roots his argument in an attempt to refute prevailing ortho-
doxies about the ‘decline’ of community. He agrees that the pressures of
modern living, including industrialization, urbanization and the mass
media, tend to erode the actual geo-social boundaries around communi-
ties. Indeed, contrary to the position taken by the restructuring school,
he proclaims that locality is ‘anathema to the logic of modern political
economy’ (1982: 7), which operates to eradicate differences between
places and cultures. Yet he denies the conclusion many have taken from
this, that society must grow ever more uniform and homogenized.
Instead he argues that local differences remain fundamental, since what
on the surface appear to be similar behavioural patterns or social forms
often conceal a multitude of different meanings. This can be appreciated
only if one gets inside communities, to examine their distinctive local
cultures and frames of reference. Rapport (1993: 39) makes a similar
point, when he warns against the temptation to generalize too freely
about the nature of villages, communities, the ‘rural’, and so on, given
that ‘the seeming sameness of our categories of description . .. dis-
guise(s) a possible diversity of actual social relations’. The suggestion is
that superficial observation will miss what is special about communi-
ties, whereas for those who inhabit them, this continues to be of prime
importance; what they have in common with ‘everyone else’ in their
wider society matters less than what makes them different and unique.
The persistence of community rests then with people’s ability to con-
tinue to assert and demonstrate their differences, despite pressures to
eliminate them.

Cohen’s argument is backed with a wealth of anthropological exam-
ples drawn from across the world, but mostly from small, rural, con-
texts. They show how a great array of social groups define themselves by
the significance they attach to certain symbols, often projected through
particular rituals and ceremonies, participation in which signifies a per-
son’s communal membership. For instance, Cohen mentions the
Notting Hill Carnival (a British/West Indian gathering) and the
Northern Irish marching season. The ties which bind communities
together in these examples are not straightforward ‘social facts’, which
can be pinned to some definite, concrete form, but complex social prac-
tices, through which individuals are able to identify themselves with
the symbols, show that they understand them, and thereby exclude oth-
ers who lack the same awareness. In both the above instances, the symbolic
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markers of community would include certain styles of music, dress and
bodily deportment. What the symbols actually mean may vary from
person to person, or situation to situation, but normally these differ-
ences are glossed over, to maintain the appearance of agreement and
unity, smoothing out internal variations, whilst highlighting external
differences. In the ideal state, they are meaningful to everyone who
belongs, and on/y to them. Consequently, statements about community
represent a means of identifying with some, and distancing from others.
In later work, Cohen has generalized this as a feature of all group life:

groups have to struggle against their own contradictions, which lie
precisely in the fact that they are composed of individuals, self-con-
scious individuals, whose differences from each other have to be
resolved and reconciled to a degree which allows the group to be viable
and to cohere.

(Cohen 1994: 11)

Hence, a community is a particular kind of group, consisting of all
those who affiliate themselves to, and make use of, a distinctive frame-
work of symbols. Through doing so, they set limits to their variation,
and generate a form of collective being. Cohen’s examples include
groups defined through symbols of kinship, religion, ethnicity and
place.

Aspects of Cohen’s contribution could be read as reasserting some of
the tenets of conventional community research, taking us back into the
world of the marginal and esoteric. Throughout his discussion, he uses
urban studies as a convenient stalking horse, to make the case for con-
sidering again the significance of certain features associated with tradi-
tional communities, like the ‘total’ connection between organization
and behaviour, and the complex intertwining of different elements of
local life. His critique of the ‘myths’ of urban sociology, and the
Chicago School in particular, to whom he apportions blame for insisting
upon structural explanations for alleged rural-urban differences, and
variations in associated personality types, makes no mention of the work
of Gans, Suttles and others who have tried to ensure that attention is
paid to the formation of urban meanings and representations. Almost all
the examples collected into Cohen’s edited volumes on ‘belonging’ and
the importance of symbolic boundaries (Cohen 1982; 1986) deal with
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relatively remote or peripheral localities, whose members legitimately
feel they have been left out of the mainstream of social development.
This adds to the impression that rurality has a special significance for
the emergence of fully formed community situations, in which ‘people’s
knowledge of each other is very much more complete than in the het-
erogeneous urban environment’ (1982: 10). Cohen’s work is cited
widely; perhaps because he does not consider fully any of the relevant
urban examples, its impact has been greatest, apart from his fellow
social anthropologists, among sociologists and geographers interested in
rural matters. However, since he states that the assertion of community
in urban-industrial conditions is not an anachronism, but a normal fea-
ture of people’s sense of self, and a modality of behaviour that is always
available to them (1985: 117), then his style of analysis ought to apply
equally well to urban settings. Indeed, he refers to the ‘innumerable
studies’ proving community can exist within the city, thereby underlin-
ing just how ‘irredeemably incorrect’ (1985: 27) is the postulate of the
decline of community as a general phenomenon.

Community as an act of imagination

Cohen is not alone in seeking to bring the subjective dimensions of
community to the fore. Many years earlier, as part of his endeavour to
cut the analysis of local social relations adrift from geography, Pahl
(1970a) had noted how people could inhabit a ‘village in the mind’,
leading as bucolic a lifestyle as possible, even within the physical spaces
of an urban district — a situation depicted in the classic television series
The Good Life. Equally, it followed, there were those who lived in rural
locations, whilst inhabiting mentally the cosmopolitan universe of the
city. In the years that have followed, these kinds of anomalies have
become much more common, as the linkages between places and
lifestyles have loosened, weakening yet further any prospect of making
firm distinctions between the attributes of rural and urban existence.
Following Anderson (1983), we could say that such people are identify-
ing themselves with certain kinds of ‘imagined communities’, compris-
ing those whom they believe to have key values, aspirations, or
experiences in common with themselves. This highly influential notion
was coined by Anderson in an illuminating discussion of national iden-
tities, where the ‘community’ that is imagined necessarily consists of
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very large numbers of people, who never could know one another at a
personal, or face-to-face, level. Even though it is composed of anony-
mous individuals, Anderson regards the nation as a form of community
because the connections between its members are pictured as affirming a
‘deep, horizontal comradeship’ (1983: 16).

Like the narrower constructions of community dealt with by Cohen,
this type of imagining de-emphasizes any internal divisions and contra-
dictions that may exist; for example, national belonging is usually held
to be equally firm for all members, regardless of distinctions of class,
gender and generation. Inside the nation, these may be the focus of
intense disagreement, and even open struggle; people may be aware that
they are caught up in divisive relationships of inequality and exploita-
tion; yet these are hidden from or denied to outsiders, against whom the
nation presents a solid front. Anderson views this ability simultaneously
to be divided and yet represented as united as a fundamental aspect of
community, and uses it to throw light on the way in which national
belonging is socially constructed and maintained; nowhere does he sub-
ject the idea of community itself to any equivalent critical analysis.
Indeed this is a weak spot in his thesis, since he tends to treat commu-
nity as an unproblematic idea, and this leads him to underestimate the
extent to which the members of a nation can differ in the form and
intensity of their commitment to it. The ‘meaning’ of a nation among
its members is never uncontentious, but always open to interpretation
(Day and Thompson 2004). Precisely the same can be said of communi-
ties, and it is left to the work of Cohen, and others who have followed
his lead, to expose to scrutiny the degree of variation that exists in the
nature and type of ‘belonging’ that ties members to their communities.
Cohen’s approach puts processes of differentiation and identification
right at the heart of what people mean by ‘community’.

SIMILARITY AND DIFFERENCE IN COMMUNITIES

In the imaginations of their members, most communities operate in a
similar way to nations, through the construction of close similarities
and an underlying, seemingly essential, unity among those who
‘belong’, and the exclusion of those who fail to meet these criteria.
Identifying or imagining who you are like necessarily indicates those
who you are unlike. In reality, there are always going to be internal
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differences as well, between individuals and sub-groups, and at a certain
level, members know this; but they join together to perpetuate the illu-
sion that these are of secondary importance, or simply do not matter. In
the representation of community, it is what people have in common that
counts. Unsuspecting observers will find themselves led into taking this
proposition at face value, to arrive at the conclusion that communities
are marked by deep, unshakeable consensus. This creates the potential
for a spiral of confusion, through which ‘ordinary members’ of actual
communities feel compelled to declare that their group possesses all the
requisite features of a proper community, while outsiders, including
social scientists, accept this as confirmation of what a real community
is. As we have seen, for a long while, sociologists treated communities
as solid, unified, entities because this is what they had been told they
were, by influential informants. They adopted the ‘folk models’ insiders
had developed, as authentic statements about community, and then fed
them back for public consumption through their writings, adding an
extra layer of authority to them. It took a shift towards a different theo-
retical and methodological perspective to penetrate this fog of mutual
mystification. The alteration in perspective is expressed well in the fol-
lowing comment:

Rhetorically, communities may represent themselves to themselves,
as well as to others, as homogeneous and monolithic, as a priori, but
this is an idiom only, a gesture in the direction of solidarity, bounded-
ness and continuity. The reality is of heterogeneity, process and
change; of cultural communities as diverse symbolizations which
exist by virtue of individuals’ ongoing interpretations and interactions.

(Amit and Rapport 2002: 7-8)

As Cohen points out, the relevance of the symbolic character of commu-
nity is that, so long as people do not press the symbols too hard for their
precise meaning, they enable the reality of difference to be represented
as the appearance of similarity (1985: 21). There is enough flexibility in
interpretation to allow individuals to understand the symbols differ-
ently, without noticing that they are not in agreement — especially when
they want to believe that they are thinking alike.

Cohen insists that no assumptions should be made about the homo-
geneity of individual meanings; even so, his work can leave an impres-
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sion that there is a single model of community, and an agreed set of
symbols and markers, to which all insiders can sign up, with equal con-
viction. His examples focus on ways in which communities show them-
selves to be united, to both insiders and outsiders. Orange Parades, the
Notting Hill Carnival, and the Whalsay Spree are ostentatious occasions
for the display and celebration of particular conceptions of community,
bringing people together in a spirit of mutual recognition, to exhibit
their primordial loyalty. They are moments of Durkheimian ‘collective
effervescence’. Yet, as Frankenberg and others have shown, events like
these are also frequently the focus for bickering and recrimination,
times when the pent-up frustration and resentments of living together
can boil over. Like family weddings and funerals, gatherings which take
people beyond the confines of their normal social intercourse can stimulate
heightened levels of both solidarity and conflict. At best then we could
say that they allow a temporary suspension of the normal disagreements
and hostilities which form part of everyday communal existence, and it
would be wrong to suppose on this basis that these divisions are not just
as germane to the ongoing constitution of community. The missing ele-
ment in Cohen’s account is any sense that the symbols of community,
and the meanings ascribed to them, are negotiable, or subject to open
dispute, although ample research in both rural and urban contexts
demonstrates this to be the case. A case in point is Notting Hill Carnival,
and the way it has changed over time, to reflect different, and frequently
contentious, versions of the community it represents (Jackson 1988; A.
Cohen 1982).

Unity and disunity in village life

The idea of the village as a mental construct, rather than an objective
reality, has been taken up by Strathern. In her work on the Essex village
of Elmdon (1981; 1982) she finds that residents make a threefold dis-
tinction between ‘real Elmdon people’, villagers, and the rest. These dis-
tinctions come into play when certain rights are asserted, such as claims
to local housing, and occasionally to jobs. The core group of ‘real’
Elmdon people belong to a small handful of farm-labouring families.
Other villagers may share their occupational status, but lack the same
life-long and generational ties to the village. ‘Outsiders’ include mid-
dle-class incomers and commuters. Despite public assertions of its unity,
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and complete distinctiveness from neighbouring villages, the people of
Elmdon set about organizing their notions of the social world in ways
which reveal that it is not an integrated community, since the various
population segments offer different versions of how it is subdivided.
Furthermore, while everyone seems to accept that these different levels
of local ‘belonging’ exist, the boundaries between them are movable.
Strathern suggests that when probed they hold surprisingly little sub-
stance, and may not even exert much influence over interaction. Yet to
sustain them, people set aside some rudimentary facts, such as the exis-
tence of close social ties, including intermarriage, between villages. Thus
considerable effort is devoted to maintaining a model of village life and
organization that is highly selective, and does not reflect an established
reality.

Strathern speculates that this system of representations may go back
to some earlier pattern of local social stratification, when conceivably it
had some validity, and that today it operates as a veiled way of talking
about social class, and about relationships with the world beyond the
village. The people of Elmdon use their concepts of ‘village’ and ‘com-
munity’ to distinguish among themselves, to place people, and to evalu-
ate their status, according to the demands of the situation. Sometimes
they conceptualize the village as a closed unit, at others they think more
in terms of open networks of social relations; this permits them a great
deal of flexibility, including the ability to modify their definition of
who is, or is not, a ‘villager’. In this context, the essence of ‘belonging’
lies in the ability to set boundaries between mobile and fixed aspects of
the community, or what appears to be given and what can be chosen.
The core consists of relatively permanent inhabitants; others are mobile,
and mobility implies changes in both geography and social status. On
the basis of her research, Strathern suggests that anyone expecting to
discover a complete ‘real village’ will be disappointed, but they may
well encounter ‘considerable commitment to the idea that every village
has its vanishing core of “real villagers” (1982: 274) — vanishing,
inevitably, because in a mobile society the more closely the core is
equated to those whose ties to the village are fixed forever, the smaller
this core is destined to become over time. Her description reminds us of
Frankenberg’s (1957) account of ‘Pentre People’, Stacey’s contrast
between traditionalists and non-traditionalists, and a host of other simi-
lar classifications, each of which makes specific sense at the level of a
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given community, but suggests also some general relationships between
‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, such as the assignment of privileged entitle-
ments to ‘core’ members, like the ability to speak for, or lay claim to,
the community as a whole. This provides people with a motive to gain
entry to the core group, if possible, since this will permit them to share
these privileges; but it also makes it highly likely that definitions of
membership will be subjected to considerable argument.

When Michael Bell studied the Hampshire village of ‘Childerley’
(1994), his analysis came to centre on the question of how individuals
were able to claim and gain access to the most valued local social group-
ing. They did so by making use of the rural-urban contrast. No matter
how dubious its sociological validity, this has been shown to continue to
figure strongly in the thought of many ordinary British people (O.
Jones 1995; Halfacree 1995), and Bell discovered that it was a funda-
mental component of the conceptual frameworks used by Childerley’s
residents. In their minds, rurality was associated with closeness to
nature, genuineness rather than artificiality, and the presence of commu-
nity. Compared to the town, they believed, there was more community
feeling in the countryside, where the pattern of life resembled more
closely the way things were in the past. A rural village is a place where
you can belong. This cluster of ideas led them to anticipate the exis-
tence of a distinctive rural lifestyle, and pattern of social relationships
(1994: 91). In a village which is within two hours commuting distance
of London, this is what had attracted many who had chosen to settle
there. Quite obviously, the extensive critical literature on the ‘myth’ of
the rural idyll had not shaken its hold on these individuals. They inhab-
ited a village in the mind which provided them with more than a vague
sense of sentimental attachment and rootedness; it came together with a
fairly well developed template for social existence, a model of the social
relationships and conduct ‘proper’ to the countryside. The problem for
them was that in many ways the real village failed to live up to this
ideal. In their view, it did so largely because among the people sur-
rounding them there were those who did not fit the model, but
intruded into it in disturbing ways. Among the incomers especially,
many failed to conform to the image of the authentic villager.

The incursion of such people and their ‘alien’ values and attitudes has
been a leading theme in writing about the English countryside for many
years (Blythe 1969; Pahl 1965; Newby 1979; Murdoch and Marsden
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1994) and has been taken up more recently as a prominent issue in
Wales, Scotland and Ireland (Cloke e #/. 1997; Jedrej and Nuttall 1996;
Brody 1974). Processes of rural restructuring and counterurbanization
have meant the movement of significant proportions of new people into
country districts throughout Britain (and increasingly across much of
Western Europe as well). Echoing Pahl, more than thirty years before,
Bell notes how this means that rural areas now witness some of the most
striking encounters between representatives of different social class and
status groups, who cannot avoid one another in rural settlements as eas-
ily as they might in more urban settings. As the essays in Boyle and
Halfacree (1998) so amply demonstrate, the countryside is populated by
an increasingly diverse range of social types, who are categorized and
classified by a great variety of nicknames and labels. In Childerley, a key
social distinction was made between ‘city’ and ‘country’ people, who
were held to differ in their origins, backgrounds, tastes and aspirations.
Country people had a ‘natural’ belonging to the rural village, whereas
city types behaved inappropriately, wanting to ‘tidy up’ the landscape,
or complaining about the lack of urban services and amenities. This
contrast did not correlate straightforwardly with more objective differ-
ences of occupation, income or previous geographical location; there
were ‘city people’ with no real experience of living in urban areas, while
some genuine locals would rather have been part of the urban scene.
Remarkably few Childerley residents could claim to have been born
locally, or to have any other direct affiliation to the village; but on a
variety of grounds, including type of work, birthplace, or interest in cer-
tain activities like riding and hunting, some could be marked out as
‘country folk’, and therefore ‘belong’ in a sense that others could not.
Bell describes numerous symbolic markers, utilized to ‘tell’ who was
rural, and who was not, including the well known term ‘green wellie
brigade’, used to designate ‘townies’, which shows how even the appar-
ently simple choice of a certain type of footwear could signify that a per-
son’s attachment to rural living lacked authenticity.

Since their identities were not fixed on them by any undeniable set
of facts, the majority of people in Childerley found scope to demonstrate
their ‘elective affinity’ to particular ways of life. At the same time, vil-
lagers often rejected one another’s claims to be genuine members of the
local community. Definitions of identity became resources to be used in
a complicated game of acceptance and rejection, and tested against a
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range of criteria. For instance, Bell notes that ‘communalism’ was a
prominent aspect of rurality. People were expected to show readiness to
participate in village life, by joining its various voluntary organizations.
However, there was no unanimity of opinion about this; members of the
local working class were not active members of local bodies, but instead
regarded them as vehicles through which others, the wealthy and mid-
dle class, tried to dominate the village (see also Day and Murdoch 1993;
Pahl 1970a). For their part, those who were more formally active criti-
cized other residents for their apathy and lack of interest in village
affairs. These attitudes corresponded to wider variations between more
formalized, codified lifestyles led by some, and the relaxed norms
adopted by others — again, symbolized by whether visitors were
expected to used the front door (formal) or back door (informal). As
with Strathern, we see from Bell’s account how the life of a village com-
munity in contemporary rural England is intersected by cleavages of
class and lifestyle, which are reproduced conceptually by participants in
ways which allow them space to innovate, while managing the bound-
aries between different social factions. Bell argues that as well as its
implied reference to community, the idiom of rural-urban contrast gave
Childerley people the means through which they could address compli-
cated issues of class and class distinction, which they were both embar-
rassed and obsessed by.

In the above examples, variation and division are integral to the nature
of community existence. The strength of community does not consist in
universal agreement, but in the way in which different social meanings
are played off against one another as people position themselves in vil-
lage life. They do so by aligning themselves imaginatively with those
who they feel share and appreciate their meanings, while separating
from those who contradict or challenge them. Jedrej and Nuttall (1996:
100) tell us that ‘the indigenous view reveals diversity rather than
homogeneity’. To outsiders, all locals may seem the same; but to the
insider, they are all different. Yet this perception must be balanced
against another of their observations, that anyone who claims to lead a
community will be compelled to speak in terms of its natural bound-
aries and inner harmony. This in turn is hard to reconcile with their
next claim, that community as a phenomenon is constituted by the gaze
and activities of outsiders. Clearly, the answer is that the two perspec-
tives feed off each other, in a kind of counterpoint, while the interplay
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between insider and outsider viewpoints creates the opportunities for
people to exercise a degree of choice, in deciding which to emphasize,
similarity or difference (Cloke er «/. 1998). Consequently, definitions
may change to fit the occasion: at times, the community is reduced to
an inner core, those perhaps who may have to be deferred to over key
judgements and decisions; at others it expands to become generously
inclusive, perhaps when support is being rallied against outside threats,
or appeals are being made for contributions towards local projects.
Jedrej and Nuttall note the bewildering paradox, whereby community
‘continually comes into existence so that it can continually decline’
(1996: 93); just as likely, it continually disappears, only to be born
again as the need arises. The language of incomers and locals is associ-
ated with a whole vocabulary of terms, which sets ‘rootedness’ and ‘con-
nection’ against ‘invasion’ and ‘colonization’. Research in the field
repeatedly illustrates how this way of talking and thinking simplifies
distinctions, and stamps rigidity onto relationships that are fluid, and
constantly changing (Allan and Mooney 1998).

The process of breaking community down into its constituent mean-
ings is taken further still by Rapport, in his analysis of the Cumbrian
valley settlements of “Wanet’ (1993). Noting how many anthropologists
still perpetuate a tradition of writing about communities as if they were
uniform moral universes, exhibiting deep-rooted behavioural traditions,
Rapport contends that Wanet must be seen instead as ‘an assemblage of
individual lives which influence, overlap and abut against one another
in a number of ways’ (1993: 43). His commitment to methodological
individualism leads him to refuse to countenance that beyond these
individuals there is any ‘entity’ or even social aggregate which corre-
sponds to an emergent collective reality of community. Instead he is
interested in capturing how individuals take part in a construction of
social experience which is ‘endlessly creative, manifoldly fragmented
and inherently contrastive’ (1993: x). He contends that they do so by
participating in an ongoing series of essentially voluntary exchanges
(Amit and Rapport 2002: 140). This leads him to undertake an inten-
sive examination of micro-social regularities — habitual pieces of interac-
tion between individuals — which he claims carry varied meanings for
participants on different occasions. Community in Wanet consists of the
way in which people make personal sense of their relationships, in
patterns of repetitive interaction involving the same limited cast of
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individual characters, and in relations between themselves and various
others who can be categorized as belonging to certain external or ‘for-
eign’ social types. Since individuals bring their own interpretive abili-
ties to bear on these processes, there is no agreed version of Wanet; a
number of ‘communities’ are under construction, and being lived in, at
the same time.

The intimacy of Rapport’s analysis is matched by the extremely
detailed portraits he gives of individuals and their conversational
exchanges. In this, he joins an established tradition of writing about
community from the perspective of selected individual characters (for
example, Blythe 1969; Seabrook 1971; Parker 1985), which has gained
strength as new emphasis has been placed on the connections between
community and individual identity (Revill 1993: 129). However, for
Rapport, even an individual does not represent a unitary point of view, a
particular angle from which the community can be seen; rather, each
person is capable of sustaining several distinct ways of looking at the
world. These are used to construct varied and flexible responses to situa-
tions, so that familiar elements of thought may appear in new and unex-
pected combinations. In the case of Wanet, these ‘world-views’ contain
recognizable fragments of the rural idyll, the closed community, trust
and respect for local people, as well as rationalizations for behaving
badly towards those who do not belong. Individuals employ these in
their own idiosyncratic and separate ways. However, their views are
coordinated to some extent by the fact that they must take note of simi-
lar circumstances, such as the increasingly permanent presence among
them of large numbers of outsiders (‘offcomers’ in local parlance).
Rapport accepts that in attending so closely to the multiplicity of indi-
vidual meanings and motivations, he risks underestimating some of the
commonalities in the situation, the shared language and familiar con-
texts that form taken-for-granted background features of a shared exis-
tence (1993: 157). Within each individual’s social landscape, a place has
been prepared for fellow residents, who expect to understand one
another; whereas outsiders almost always represent a threat and a chal-
lenge. To be local is to employ appropriate local idioms and to interact
in locally accepted ways, but even these practices are under continual
pressure to adapt to the changes brought about by repeated, unavoid-
able, encounters with others, who follow different ways and use different
idioms. Wanet cannot be seen as a self-contained social world, any more
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than Elmdon or Childerley, and the sensitivity shown by Rapport to the
intricacies of local social relationships is informed by his own progres-
sion, from outsider towards partial acceptance as an insider.

Like Cohen, Rapport believes that British society is exceptionally
fragmented and pluralistic, and that its individual members journey
during their lifetimes between a seemingly infinite number of bounded
groups, which somehow manage to preserve an appearance of being
closed and introspective, despite the continual turnover of members.
This is achieved in part because there is a ‘fetish’ for maximizing group
distinctions, which means that much of life is spent ‘exploring and
maintaining discriminatory practices and evaluations and wending ways
through social landscapes choc-a-bloc with the diversions of division’
(1993: 75). The contribution of social anthropology in recent years has
been noteworthy for showing how ‘community’ remains a prime site at
which these mobile individuals attempt to manage complex forms of
social closure, inclusion and exclusion, to maintain a sense of continuity
in the face of change. As Revill (1993: 120) puts it, understanding com-
munity as a product of members’ meanings directs our interest towards
questions such as how it is possible to generate a sense of stability and
coherence from a contested terrain in which ‘versions of place and
notions of identity are supported by different groups and individuals
with varying powers to articulate their positions’.

Among rural researchers, the emphasis has swung towards the exam-
ination of relationships of conflict and change, and a recognition of the
diverse standpoints from which ideas of community can be expressed.
Cloke et al. (1997: 148) refer to the ‘differentialized experiences of
belonging, placedness and cultural affinity in rural lifestyles in particu-
lar places’, which conveys the feeling of a countryside that is inhabited
by people who are very much more varied than is often supposed.
Likewise Murdoch and Marsden (1994; see also Bradley and Lowe 1984)
remind us of the ‘specificity of local processes’ and the resulting social
distinctiveness of different rural localities. Their research carried out
within the narrow confines of Aylesbury Vale in Buckinghamshire, an
area under tremendous pressure from population growth and housing
development, reveals how the direction being taken by different vil-
lages, and the kinds of community they are coming to represent, reflects
the particular combinations of social groups they contain, and their
varying attitudes and aspirations. There is no single perspective associ-
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ated with newcomers, nor do all established residents react to change in
the same ways; actors utilize a range of conceptions of ‘rurality’, includ-
ing ideas about the nature of a village and its social character; and their
viewpoints incorporate highly localized elements to do with what they
know about local history, and social relationships. Because these many
points of view meet and coexist within relatively small settlements, they
influence one another, and become woven together in elaborate contests
about identity, authenticity, and plans for the future. Despite excep-
tional levels of social and spatial mobility in their study area, Murdoch
and Marsden conclude that feelings of attachment to villages and their
immediate environments have grown stronger, rather than declining, as
might be expected.

Alongside such studies of the rich variety of mainstream social
groups who now claim a place in rural society, greater attention is also
being given to the excluded and marginalized groups who constitute
the rural ‘other’ (Cloke and Little 1997), including ethnic and racial
minorities, travellers, and those with different sexualities, who have
been left out of most studies of rural community. Any lingering
assumption that village communities are automatically warm and toler-
ant places has been tempered by the realization that acceptance into
them is conditional upon the possession of certain attributes only;
readiness to admit some is premised upon the exclusion of others.
Understandings of community will be very different among those who
succeed in being included than from the viewpoint of those who are left
out. In a situation where membership is debated, and struggled over, it
has to be acknowledged that there is no uniquely privileged vantage
point from which the full story about rural community can be told;
instead there is a range of perspectives, each partial and incomplete.

Stereotypes and stigma in urban contexts

While the content may be specific, there is nothing uniquely rural
about these processes of symbolic classification and interpretive reason-
ing. Suttles (1972) reminds us that from the beginning of urban sociol-
ogy, there was support for a view that the city was a ‘state of mind’, and
a body of customs and traditions (Park e 2/. 1925), as much as a physi-
cal reality. Suttles continues this line of reasoning, by seeing the creation
of community identities, distinguishing between different populations, as
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a main way in which people respond to an urban environment.
Cognitive maps and images perform an important function in defining
their boundaries, creating simplified geographical and social contours,
according to the alleged characteristics of different neighbourhoods and
groups. Although they exist only ‘in tenuous opposition to one another’
and earn their reputation by relative rather than absolute differences
(1972: 246), neighbourhood identities assume a very definite social real-
ity. An example he discusses is the attitude prevailing among the well
educated inhabitants of Chicago’s Hyde Park that they differ from their
even wealthier, and possibly socially superior, near neighbours by being
less snobbish, more cosmopolitan and more socially caring. On the West
Side, by contrast, where there are few other differences of note, greater
significance was attached to ethnic origins. In each case, there was an
element of fabrication, or clarification, of otherwise blurred distinctions;
demarcation lines were drawn more sharply than any objective factors
would justify. The outcome is ‘a set of social categories for differentiat-
ing between those people with whom one can or cannot safely associate
and for defining the concrete groupings within which certain levels of
social contact and cohesion obtain’ (1972: 22).

Studies of urban community are riddled with similar processes of
discrimination and separation, in which social groups and neighbour-
hoods are given special names, assigned relative standing, and expected
to comply with distinct patterns of behaviour. Zukin (1995) identifies
the language of exclusion and entitlement, and social definitions of visi-
bility and concealment, as dimensions of the ‘symbolic economy’ that
has always been inherent within city living. This is exemplified by a
close historical study of an exceptionally rough street in north London,
noting how everyday social relationships split it to such an extent that
travelling from one end to the other could expose a person to danger of
physical attack. Yet while it was /ived largely as two communities, it was
thought as one, especially in relation to the outside world (White 1986:
79). Children were particularly active in enforcing this sense of collec-
tive identity, and made outsiders who ventured into the area unwel-
come. Residents took an apparently perverse pride in the street’s bad
reputation. Roberts (1971) provides similar evidence for his ‘classic’
Salford slum. Identical themes appear in Damer’s (1989) study of a
small housing scheme in Glasgow, generally known as “Wine Alley’. He
describes how popular imagery had it that the inhabitants were ‘prob-
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lem people’ — prostitutes, criminals, addicts and drunks — whereas evi-
dence showed this applied only to a small minority. By associating such
people with this one small area, the rest of the surrounding neighbour-
hood of Govan was able to borrow an extra degree of respectability.
Damer found that the ‘problem’ label had stuck to the scheme more or
less from its inception, and owed something to the feeling that housing
had been allocated to the ‘wrong’ sort of people, incomers from beyond
the immediate vicinity. Within months of their arrival, they had been
stigmatized, in the most disparaging terms, as violent, immoral, and
mentally incompetent. Again, an element in their response was to
endorse and try to subvert some of these negative images, for example
by celebrating the exploits of local ‘hard men’; but of course, in the eyes
of outside observers, this merely confirmed that the original labels were
deserved. A variety of external agencies, including the media and local
government officials, were complicit in ensuring that the district kept
its poor reputation for more than fifty years.

These processes do not apply only to the extreme situations of prob-
lem areas and sink estates; rather, they represent general features of
community formation. Scott (2005) shows how throughout the inter-
war period and beyond, the development of suburban estates in Britain
produced a fine gradation of such ‘rough’ and ‘respectable’ communities,
whose residents came to believe they upheld radically different social
standards, styles of living, and personal and domestic hygiene. Willmott
and Young (1960) were not alone in observing how movement to one of
these new estates could necessitate a change of lifestyle, towards greater
privacy, material display, and well kept gardens, as people learned to
conform to new expectations (Durant 1939; Goldthorpe ¢t «/. 1969). Of
course, considerations of class and status were central to the formation
of these patterns, but there was also a more immediate reflection of the
symbolic importance attached to the various signs of being the correct
sort of person to live alongside, the ‘good’ neighbour. According to
Scott:

Unacceptable traits included plainness in speech, strong accents, the
free use of tabooed words, children who appeared poorly cared for . . .
a forthright approach to personal relations, poor standards of house-
work . . . and a lack of neighbourly reticence.

(Scott 2005: 29)
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Individuals who did not accord with these expectations could be offered
instruction, pressurized to conform, or pushed out of the area. Scott
notes how, in the language of the times, there was strong support for the
view that ‘decent people should not mix with slum people’. Over time,
distinctions crystallized among people who had begun alike, leading
communities to grow more homogeneous. This supports Suttles’ con-
tention (1972: 171) that the emergence of territorial identities is espe-
cially prone to highlight divisions between groups which claim
unchallenged domination over their members; before long they start to
emphasize antagonistic interests and indulge in a rhetoric of struggle
and exclusion.

Damer proposes a Marxist explanation for these divisions. There are
real underlying economic and social cleavages between classes and class
fractions, corresponding to their involvement in different sets of produc-
tive relations, and allocation between a variety of skills. These will be
reflected in the composition of communities. But there is also a heavy
influence from ‘bourgeois ideology’, which brings the familiar contrast
between rough and respectable working class ways of life into being,
and this ideology is so powerful that it penetrates even the conscious-
ness of the working class itself (1989: 152). By enforcing their ‘own’
definitions of respectability, he suggests, the working class carries out
the socially divisive work of its enemies, the ruling class and the state.
In this way, while enlightening us about how images and reputations, of
people and of areas, are constructed and reproduced at the local level,
Damer attributes them to processes that occur well beyond the commu-
nity itself, within the wider framework of class and state power.
Members of the working class who stand to gain from these distinctions
are seen as gripped by a kind of false consciousness. The danger in this
approach is that it treats those concerned as largely passive victims of
external forces, including ideological pressures. While it is true that
members of communities draw on a variety of external sources, includ-
ing the media and popular culture, when forming their images and
impressions of different categories of social actors, the thrust of the con-
structionist argument is that they are also actively engaged in imposing
these categories on those with whom they interact, and in modifying
and adapting them to suit their local circumstances.

A more local explanation is provided in a classic study by Elias and
Scotson (1965). This also involves the observation of processes through
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which a particular population segment comes to be stigmatized, as
socially inferior, unclean, and disposed to crime and delinquency.
Again, this reputation was not merited on any objective measure. Its
origins were shown to lie with the movement of assorted newcomers,
including war-time evacuees, into a small industrial settlement near
Leicester. The people already living there immediately closed ranks
against the incomers, who were not at all dissimilar socially from
themselves, and took steps to exclude them from positions of local
influence. The distinction between ‘established’ and ‘outsider’ group-
ings became synonymous with respectability and roughness, a trick
that was accomplished through selective perception, whereby impres-
sions of the established group were modelled on the behaviour (real or
supposed) of the ‘minority of the best’, and outsiders were condemned
according to the reputation of the ‘minority of the worst’. People were
receptive to information about the two groups only when it confirmed
these preconceptions. Elias terms this a social ‘configuration’, with its
own logic, setting up a dialectic between the groups that imposed itself
upon their individual members. Group pressure ensured that among the
established residents not a single example could be found of anyone pre-
pared to break ranks with the proprieties of the group, or to associate
with the outsiders; while less understandably members of the stigma-
tized group also seemed to become reconciled to, and believe in, their
inferior position.

Elias argues that the power of the ‘established’ rested with the cohe-
siveness they had built up over the years, and their ability to claim to
act as guardians of their locality, and its presumed virtues. They froze
out the newcomers, who were never able to cooperate well enough to
discipline ‘their’ minority, so responded instead by withdrawing, or by
moving away. Far from being a unique local situation, he suggests there
are important underlying regularities which make this a microcosm of
some basic social processes, through which relatively powerful social
groups succeed in imposing their value judgements on others, and even
manoeuvre them into behaving accordingly: ‘give a group a bad name,
and it is likely to live up to it’. Witnessing these processes at work in
the restricted context of a small community made them easier to grasp
than they would have been in a larger setting. In a later comment
(1994: xxviii), Elias says that, once set in motion, the two factions
played out the drama like puppets on a string. The study has been
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hailed for being so far ahead of its time that it could not be assimilated
into the sociological mainstream (Albrow 1997: 42). It was prescient in
treating mobility as a major influence on the shaping of community,
and it provided an exemplary analysis of the erection of symbolic barri-
ers between interacting groups.

The kinds of stereotyping seen in these examples invariably place the
‘other’, the villains and evil-doers, somewhere else — at the other end of
the street, the opposite side of the estate — or else identify them as some
other distant group within the community. As Harvey (1993: 23) notes,
denigrating the places inhabited by others is a way of asserting the
power and viability of one’s own location. Distancing can be both spatial
and social. Brent explains how the outer housing estate of Southmead in
Bristol

is split off as a disreputable community from outside, by those who
construct themselves as safe and respectable. But this splitting con-
tinues inside. There are streets thought of as reputable, and streets
powerfully imagined as low, within Southmead. And what is most
striking . . . is how widely young people have the weight of disrep-
utableness loaded onto them.

(Brent 1997: 78)

Damer notes how, when people described behaviour on Wine Alley,
invariably the ‘junkies’ were located as far away as possible. He suggests
there is a similarity with the occurrence in some societies of witchcraft
accusations, usually levelled at those who are not close neighbours
(1989: 143). Neighbours are known, and from time to time their help
may be needed; those further away are an unknown quantity, and can be
made to fit the label more easily. More generally, direct and personal
knowledge can confound stereotypes, so they are applied best to those
with whom one does not actually associate. Differences of age, ethnicity,
class and ‘race’ provide ready-made lines of differentiation, which can be
elaborated into clichéd expectations of behaviour and moral worth.
What is more striking is the ability of people to conjure these differ-
ences out of virtually nothing, as a way of defining the limits around
their social groupings. The imaginative power of community is such
that it can draw people together by attributing wholly fictitious charac-
teristics and intentions to members of outside groups.
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THE LIMITS OF CONSTRUCTIONISM

Cohen (1985: 98) offers us a choice between seeing the constituent
social relations of community as repositories of meaning for its mem-
bers, or as a set of mechanical linkages. For him, community exists in
the minds of its members, and must not be confused with geographic or
sociographic ‘fact’; it is subjectively interpretable, but not objectively
observable. However, the choice is loaded by his use of the word
‘mechanical’, to imply that it is deterministic to pay heed to the real social
relationships between individuals. Social relationships can be real with-
out being mechanical, and approaching community as if it is entirely
symbolic or ‘imagined’ risks losing sight of the objective grounding of
meanings in actual social relations. For example, in Rapport’s account of
the interactions between two Wanet families, it is impossible to disen-
tangle symbols and meanings from the everyday materiality of their
encounters; they think about each other in ways thoroughly permeated
by their experiences of farming practices, business activities, questions
of privacy raised by noise, smells and views from their neighbours, small
social reciprocities and ongoing feuds. As a counterweight to positivist
and structuralist efforts to give the notion of community some objective
validity, the stress Cohen and others have put upon its symbolic or
rhetorical nature is immensely valuable. But such representations do not
remain only in the heads of those who uphold them, because they put
them into practice in all sorts of ways. Suttles (1972) argues that they
are associated especially with social rules about movement, association
and avoidance, connected to ideas of risk, safety, trust and danger.
Because they serve such purposes, although partly invented, they cannot
be dismissed as ‘gratuitous fictions’. He suggests that the key question
to pose about such conceptions is not whether they are true, but do they
work? More to the point, to what effect do they work? What do they
achieve?

Meanings may be constructed symbolically, but they have real conse-
quences in terms of social practice and behaviour, for instance in
expressing preferences about those with whom individuals may wish to
belong, or associate, and stating expectations about how they will
behave. As Cloke and Little infer (1997: 7), in the rural context, it
would be inadequate to ascribe definitions of different social types sim-
ply to the activity of the imagination, without making connections to
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processes of discrimination, marginalization and exclusion. In situations
of group interaction, conceptualizations of community do not concern
only those who are within the group; often they are imposed upon
members of subordinate or excluded groups, and enforced by a variety of
social sanctions, including denial of access to valued local resources and
facilities. At its crudest, farmers and villagers who do not want ‘new age
travellers’ taking up residence locally may put huge boulders on poten-
tial parking places. In urban contexts as well, the setting of boundaries
between groups, whilst marked by symbolic means, has real and lasting
effects. The images people form of particular neighbourhoods, or types
of community, impact on their decisions about relocation, their expecta-
tions about standards of provision of local amenities and services, and
their hopes for the availability of social care and support. The impact
can be particularly dramatic when such ideas get into the minds of
authoritative agencies, like the police or local government officials. In
all these ways, the construction of community is an attempt to create
and mobilize particular kinds of social relations, and this cannot be
achieved by imagination alone. To succeed in their objectives, as Amit
and Rapport (2002: 24) comment, those concerned must overcome
innumerable difficulties of ‘structure, logistics, persuasion, ideology and
opportunity’.



THE GLOBAL, LOCAL AND
COMMUNAL

ENTER POSTMODERNITY

For well over a century, the decline of community, and the loss that this
represents to society, has provided one of the more consistent themes of
social commentary and public discourse. From the moment that sociolo-
gists began to scrutinize the nature of community, some were eager to
predict its imminent disappearance. Yet claims for the rediscovery of
community, and arguments about its strengths and defensibility, have
been almost as commonplace, and the current generation of sociologists
is no different in displaying chronically divided opinions. Powerful
arguments are adduced to explain why we should accept that we are
witnessing the last stages of community’s long decay, whereas others
invoke precisely the same circumstances as grounds for celebrating its
revitalization, or anticipating its rebirth in new and socially more bene-
ficial forms. From all points of view, there is agreement that the bound-
aries of community, real and perceived, are being stretched and
transformed beyond recognition by the major social processes which
influence people’s lives. These include the various changes described as
‘postmodernity’ and ‘globalization’. Theorists who analyse these large-
scale developments usually seek to explain how they impact upon the
various social worlds (local, or otherwise bounded) which people
inhabit, and invariably this entails developing some thesis about com-
munity and its future.
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During the last two or three decades, a clamour of voices has pro-
claimed that the world is changing in previously unknown ways, with
profound implications for social organization. Setting aside for the
moment the often fierce disputes which rage about the exact nature and
causes of this transformation, it is possible to indicate some of its key
features. That the existing social order has undergone major disruption
and fragmentation is widely accepted. Some regard this as a complete
break with established social principles, while others argue that it
merely extends and crystallizes tendencies which have been operating
for a long time. There is a general belief that change has been rapid and
intense enough to throw into question most of the main outlines of social
structure which previously were taken for granted: frameworks of class,
gender, ‘race’ and ethnicity have ceased to provide the solid building
blocks from which societies can be assembled. As they fall apart, all
kinds of boundaries and distinctions begin to dissolve. The removal of
barriers, and increasing diversity, encourages the coexistence and inter-
penetration of many different social worlds (Harvey 1989b: 41), and
this is associated with an expanding variety of social perspectives and
meanings. The most popular terms for describing the current state of
affairs include fracturing, division, difference, plurality and heterogene-
ity. From the point of view of community, three main aspects of these
changes would appear to be particularly relevant: the dissolution of
place; vastly increased mobility; and the destabilization of identities.
Separately and together, many would argue that these developments
undercut the potential for the maintenance of communal relations.

The changing significance of place

The bulk of the preceding discussion has been concerned with the rela-
tionship between ideas and practices of community, and particular
places or territories, a preoccupation shared until comparatively recently
by most of the sociological writing about community. Indeed, there are
many who would support still, implicitly if not explicitly, Warren’s
(1963) contention that the central focus of interest for community the-
ory, research and action lies with exploring ‘the rich web of social inter-
action based on common locality’. Communities are often described as
place-based, or place-centred. Even those who might want to query the
restriction of community to situations of geographical closure are left
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considering the possibility of ‘spatially grounded emergent communal-
ity, of the interactions in place of people as being the basis for an emer-
gent collective identity’ (Byrne 2001: 72). The link has been so close
that it has been easy for researchers to slip from dealing with commu-
nity as primarily a social or cultural phenomenon, to identifying it with
geography alone — to regard community as something that is inherently
spatial, or even to equate it with specific kinds of place. We have seen
how this happens in popular imagery, where community is treated as
synonymous with the rural village, or a particular kind of urban street
or neighbourhood. However, it has also been apparent throughout that
these spatial connotations are far from exhausting the possibilities of
community; neither is a shared geography any guarantee that the other
expected features of community will arise. After many years of study, no
inherent connection has been established between place, and the forma-
tion of the distinctive sets of social relationships, forms of sentiment, or
conceptions of common identity that are regarded as typical of commu-
nity (Fischer ez a/. 1977; Wellman 1979).

On the contrary, there is a formidable literature which problematizes
the relationship between space and social formations (Gregory and Urry
1985; Massey 1994; Harvey 2000). Apart from a few rare, unregenerate
geographical determinists, most now would accept that there is a con-
tingent relationship between place and patterns of social life. As theo-
rists from Wirth and Redfield onwards have sought to establish, the
closeness of social ties and the narrowness and similarity of attitudes
found in many traditional communities owed more to their lack of pop-
ulation numbers, homogeneity of social types, and the insulating effects
of distance and remoteness, than to the nature of the place itself.
Although geographical considerations were among the conditioning fac-
tors contributing to shaping different kinds of community, they always
worked together with such key social determinants as cultural resources,
systems of social stratification, and types of predominant economic
activity. So while common locality may enable certain things to happen
socially, it does not compel them. This was confirmed by the failure of
attempts to replicate the characteristics attributed to traditional com-
munities in artificially constructed locations.

Furthermore, we have seen that there is a loosening up of those con-
nections between place and community which did appear to hold. For
example, in the case of the contemporary village, where in any case these
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bonds may have existed as much in people’s imaginations as in real
terms, recent research has shown that people who have moved in pre-
cisely in order to become part of community life are living side-by-side
with others whose major personal social connections, and principal
spheres of activity, lie elsewhere. Different groups use the village in dif-
ferent ways, according to their social class, backgrounds, interests and
lifestyles. This leads one set of researchers to conclude that, in terms of
the presence of a preponderance of people whose lives actually revolve
around the locality itself, the village as a ‘totally centred’ community is
dead. It lives only within the nostalgic ethos of a retrospective rural
regret (Gorton et al. 1998; Harper 1989). This development contributes
to what Murdoch e @/ (2003: 70) describe as the replacement of the
stable structures that once seemed coterminous with rural life with a
more fluid pattern of social relationships. They cite Wittel (2001: 51),
who states, in a classic restatement of the conventional wisdom, that
community entails ‘stability, coherence, embeddedness and belonging.
It involves strong and lasting ties, proximity and a common history or
narrative of the collective’. Place is smuggled into this definition, in the
guise of proximity; the implication is that members of a community
necessarily inhabit a limited common territory. Such features are said to
be pre-given: they precede the individual, and negate the possibility of
choice. On these grounds, Wittel argues that a fundamental change has
occurred, through the expansion of mobility, and the ability of people to
transcend the territorial limits of the local. Freed from traditional
restrictions, they can now take part in the active construction of their
social bonds. According to his definition, this must mean the abandon-
ment of community.

Murdoch e al. apply this to rural circumstances, to suggest the for-
mation of new types of social contacts, within ‘community networks’
that draw together people who share interests. In this context, it is pos-
sible to see the symbolic constructions discussed in the previous chapter
being deployed as part of the conscious strategies through which groups
attempt to impose their definitions of community onto others. Once
they have located themselves in the countryside, ‘counterurbanisers’ will
strive to reinforce those ‘rural’ aspects which fit their preconceptions
(Murdoch er @/. 2003: 71). This may take the form of resisting ‘urban’
street-lighting, frequenting farm shops rather than supermarkets, or
helping organize village fetes or drama groups.
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Murdoch ez al. report that in one Buckinghamshire village no fewer
than thirty new groups and societies had been established, fostering an
air of vibrant community life. Ironically, many years previously Pahl
(1970a) warned that in seeking to recreate community in their own
image, incoming groups, like mobile middle-class commuters, risked
destroying whatever vestiges of community still remained. However,
like Wittel’s argument, this judgement relied on measuring change
against a fixed view of what constituted a true rural community. More
accurately, one could say that the newcomers hope to become part of, or
to appropriate, community, and in doing so inevitably they introduce
changes. Throughout the record of writing about rural communities,
such people have been held to be responsible for promoting formal orga-
nizations, and rendering leadership roles explicit, where formerly a
spirit of egalitarianism and informality prevailed, thus encouraging
movement along the continuum from Gemeinschaft towards Gesellschaft
(Rees 1950; Pahl 1965). As modern, ‘reflexive’ individuals, they proba-
bly know what they are doing; borrowing ideas about community from
a stockpile of cultural resources and socially acquired impressions, they
do their best to turn them into realities. This includes the conception of
community as a place that is active, and participatory, where people join
organizations and do things together.

Utrry (1995; see also Lash and Urry 1994) contextualizes this as part
of an aesthetic impulse, to bring social life more in line with dominant
representations, upheld by actors who exercise considerable skill in the
interpretation and evaluation of social practices. As knowledgeable sub-
jects, they reflect upon their conditions of social existence. Urry states
that this presupposes extensive mobility, and the ability to make judge-
ments about different places and societies, past and present. It also
assumes that those involved have the capacity to bring about the changes
they desire. Newby (1979: 167) identified how newcomers brought
with them strong views about the desirable social and aesthetic qualities
of the village, which he saw as conforming to an ‘urban’ perspective: vil-
lages should be picturesque, ancient and unchanging. Hence they
objected strenuously to modern agricultural practices which were not in
keeping with these preferences. Through their efforts, country villages,
like desirable urban districts, undergo ‘gentrification” which turns them
into attractive, well-maintained, and commercially valuable sites for the
enactment of various ‘tasteful’ and socially prestigious behaviours. This
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may preclude the development or continuation of other activities which
are deemed to interfere with the preferred outcome; for instance, small
industrial enterprises which create noise or mess are unlikely to be
viewed favourably, even if they are economically important to some fel-
low residents. Established features of local life which have no place in
the new aesthetic may be eliminated — notorious rural examples include
protests about noise from animals, and complaints about mud dropped
by farm machinery. In urban situations, there are parallel concerns with
having the right kinds of local restaurants, shops and clubs, and observ-
ing appropriate patterns of neighbourly civility. The importance
attached to these aspirational conceptions of community living helps
explain why interest in local matters can be intense among those who
appear to have no actual ‘roots’ in the place. As Urry points out, places
become things to be consumed, able to provide people with certain sat-
isfactions, closely connected to their sense of personal identity. Instead
of determining how people live, as used to be supposed, places serve as
arenas for the realization of particular lifestyles, and are constructed
socially to deliver what is required of them. Rather than making people
what they are, places can be made, or re-made, to serve particular pur-
poses, and great effort is devoted to advertising and marketing what dif-
ferent places can offer, incorporating the outcomes of these local
processes of place-construction and reconstruction.

The disembedding of community

The preceding lines of argument receive much support from contempo-
rary social theorists. Beck (1992) is bold enough to proclaim the demise
of traditional forms of community beyond the family. As ascriptive
ties of class, race, ethnicity and gender are loosened, he suggests, the
limitations and disciplines associated with established neighbourhoods
and settlements grow weaker, and people gain greater freedom to make
their own choices. There is also more mixing of people from different
backgrounds and cultures. This gives individuals the opportunity to
develop their own social ties, and build their own social networks,
bringing about ‘new historical possibilities for self-formation’. Individual
choice and reflexivity mean that henceforth social ties will have to be
‘established, maintained and constantly renewed by individuals’ (1992:
97). Among the possibilities which arise is the rediscovery of neigh-
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bourhoods and communal living arrangements, but this time round
individuals will participate more actively and consciously in their cre-
ation than they could in the past. These features are integral to the for-
mation of a more individualized, ‘detraditionalized’ form of society, in
which people are compelled to make themselves the centre of their own
planning and conduct of life. They must select between options, includ-
ing choosing whether to identify themselves with certain groups or sub-
cultures.

Amidst the search for new kinds of personal and social identity, Beck
sees scope for the production of new forms of community. Individualization
need not always imply dispersion and fragmentation: in fact, there are
significant pressures towards standardization, and the emergence of
socio-cultural commonalities which bind individuals together; these
include social movements and citizens’ groups, whose effectiveness, now
that people are liberated from the constraints of place, may not depend
upon physical proximity. Wittel (2001) argues that this encourages the
replacement of an ‘old and out-of-fashion’” model of community with
relationships that are far more open-ended. He envisages communities
as closed social systems, not unlike formal organizations, with clearly
defined boundaries. Their disappearance exposes people to contacts
which are short-term, but often intense. Maintaining an effective per-
sonal network requires a different style of sociality. Wittel illustrates
this by examining how individuals ‘network’ deliberately with one
another, in the new media industries, through electronic communica-
tions, and at parties and social events. Wellman (2001) argues similarly
that community is to be found now in certain kinds of network arrange-
ments, and not among solidary groups.

Behind this account of some immediate forms of social change lies a
much deeper narrative, which Wittel reveals when he writes about how
communities have been emptied of their meaning by the impact of
modernization. Now he suggests a further phase of social disintegration
is taking place, as major structures collapse, leaving society ‘flattened’
and thinned out. As a result of these processes, people are “lifted out” of
their contexts and reinserted in largely disembedded social relations,
which they must at the same time continually construct” (Wittel 2001:
65). The reference to disembedding is taken from Giddens (1990), who
uses it to indicate the process whereby social activity becomes detached
from localized contexts, to be reorganized across larger stretches of space
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and time. He regards this as a key feature of late modernity, where
increased levels of mobility and new forms of communication have
undermined the standing of the local community, as a place where rela-
tionships of trust and mutual support could be relied upon. Denied
knowledge of individuals as fellow members of a community, greater
reliance must be placed upon abstract systems of information and exper-
tise. Giddens provides us with the image of relationships being
stretched indefinitely, linking places and populations that formerly were
unconnected. Harvey (1989b) talks instead of the compression of time
and space, as the world seems to ‘collapse inwards’ upon us. Both have
in mind how boundaries are transgressed, or removed, so that elements
which ‘belong’ in one place can turn up in another, in the way that high
street shops in advanced economies are stuffed with ‘ethnic’ goods
extracted from other cultures, or supermarkets perpetually display
‘exotic’ fruits and vegetables, out of season and out of place. Prominent
among the displaced elements are people who supposedly belong else-
where.

The theme of mobility and its repercussions has been taken up by
Lash and Urry (1987; 1994), who argue first that contemporary capital-
ism has become ‘disorganized’, and disorganizes everything else, so that
nothing is fixed, or certain; second, that this plays its part in creating a
world that is ‘amazingly mobile’, and structured into a complex pattern
of flows and movements, consisting mainly of the transfer of signs and
symbols from one place to another. Ideas, objects and people circulate
on an international scale, covering greater distances, at a faster pace than
ever before. Modern communication technologies enable direct and
immediate contact with people on the other side of the world.
Increasingly this means that images, information and commodities are
available anywhere and anytime, from any part of the world (Albrow
1997: 44). The escalation of mobility to a qualitatively new level means
that we live in a society, or form of social order, that is on the move,
built for discontinuity rather than stability. The increased pace and
intensity of movement make it harder to distinguish between places, or
to remain deeply attached to any of them. Hypermobility, and the pene-
trability of time—space boundaries, leads to collapse of the framework of
relatively solid structures within which social life was once organized.
This includes dissolution of the hierarchy of social classes, generational
and gender classifications, and bounded geographical units. Society is
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characterized as becoming ‘fluid’ (Urry 2000) or ‘liquid’ (Bauman
2000). According to Harvey, these changes induce a ‘sensation of dis-
ruption and incoherence in the framing of social life’ (1989b: 193)
which leaves people searching for meaning and reassurance. These are
among the critical features attributed to the condition of postmodernity.

Since communities have been regarded as relatively well established,
continuous and stable structures, it is to be expected that the conse-
quences for them will be dire. They represent the ‘old’ social order, and
are unlikely to be able to withstand the pressures of transition to the
new. The disappearance of distinctive communities would form part of
the ‘hollowing out’ of society, as the growing dominance of abstract and
generalized media of communication and exchange empties existing
relationships of their particularity, and meaning. As an example,
Giddens (1990) mentions the separation of place from space: places lose
their individual meaning and become ‘increasingly phantasmagoric’ as
they are permeated and shaped by distant social influences. Meanwhile
people move through space, indifferent to the places they occupy.
Various authorities have pointed to the sensation of ‘placelessness’ as a
feature typical of modern life (Relph 1976; Meyrowitz 1985; Kunstler
1993). These changes are said to have radical consequences for personal
and collective identity, undermining the foundations on which people
once rested their sense of continuity and security. For most, the local
community formed an important component of identity, shoring up
security, in that it provided a relatively constant social and material
environment within which people and things could be relied upon. Its
stability underpinned relationships of trust and reciprocity. The disrup-
tion of community is a major contributory factor to the state of ‘onto-
logical insecurity’ Giddens describes. On the other hand, it could be
said that the removal of constraints sets individuals free to act as agents
of their own destiny, enabling them to contemplate new forms of social
organization and activity; as structures melt down, agency takes power
(Lash and Utrry 1994: 4-5).

The thrust of these arguments would seem to indicate that the whole
world is hurtling towards a state of uniformity, in which everybody
consumes the same things, thinks the same thoughts, and is at the
mercy of the powers of global corporations and big governments. As
increasing amounts of movement occur across national and local borders,
variations are levelled out, societies become increasingly homogeneous, and
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differences between societies erode. This is how some interpret the
effects of globalization (Ohmae 1991; 1996; Fukuyama 1999). Such a
conclusion would be reminiscent of the way certain evolutionary sociol-
ogists have argued, from the origins of the discipline. Indeed, although
these arguments come loud with proclamations of their originality, they
reproduce many of the themes contained in the long record of assertions
about the decline of community. As we have seen, even the classic litera-
ture was forced to grapple with expectations that rural-urban distinc-
tions and variations between class and lifestyle communities would be
submerged eventually by the impact of homogenized ‘mass’ society. As
early as 1893, Durkheim was arguing that the price to be paid for the
growing unification of society, through such means as increased travel
and more efficient communications, was a loss of collective conscious-
ness, and a weakening of the power of local public opinion. Popularizing
such sociological ideas, Packard (1972) described the United States as a
‘nation of strangers’ where people no longer felt connected to one
another, or to places, owing to the breakdown of community living.
Nisbet (1953) said this left personal relations morally empty and psy-
chologically baffling. Berger et /. (1973) attributed various distressing
consequences, including alienation and mental illness, to modern people’s
sense of homelessness. Similar sentiments can be traced back almost
indefinitely through social history (see Fischer ez a/. 1977; Williams
1975). Consequently there must be reservations as to how new and deci-
sive these influences are, or whether it is a case of presenting some
rather tired wine in freshly labelled bottles.

RECONSTITUTING THE LOCAL

Among those who pursue this line of thought about more contemporary
processes of change there is some agreement that what they are describ-
ing is not a unilinear pathway, destined completely to eliminate key
social distinctions. This is because there are countervailing forces at
work, including the power of individual agency. The capacity to resist
universalizing and globalizing forces hinges considerably on the ability
of individuals to inject new meaning into their social universes, to
reconstruct local differences, and to find ways of reconstituting com-
munity. This justifies adopting an attitude of scepticism towards the
alleged inevitability of some of the proposed theoretical linkages. When
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Fischer and colleagues examined similar claims back in the 1970s, they
found that the removal of the constraints tying people to places did not
necessarily weaken their sense of local belonging; often indeed they
showed signs of stronger commitment, because it was chosen rather
than forced. Being able to make choices compensated for the loss of an
imposed sense of attachment. For Fischer therefore, ‘rootlessness is far
less of a problem in modern life than is powerlessness to decide where
to plant one’s roots’ (1977: 186). Also, ‘attachment’ to place proved to
have a number of distinct dimensions, which were not always tightly
correlated; they included organizational membership, institutional ties,
sociability and affective feelings. This meant people could feel attached
to a neighbourhood, or engage in some of its activities, without neces-
sarily liking it, or needing to people it with their social intimates.
Fischer concluded that there was no convincing evidence for an overall
long-term decline in attachment to place, or in communal sentiments.

Instead, there was potential for greater selectivity in personal connec-
tions, as individuals developed their social networks by exercising
choice, within a framework of changing constraints. They could respond
by strengthening their local ties, or they might prune back their rela-
tionships, to maintain fewer, but conceivably deeper, contacts with oth-
ers at a distance. As well as the maintenance, or even reinforcing, of
locality-based relationships, this gave scope for the formation of ‘non-
place communities’. When compared to the multi-faceted, circum-
scribed relationships associated with more traditional communities, it was
unavoidable that considerable debate would be stimulated as to whether
these alternative arrangements represented an ‘authentic’ form of com-
munal living. There are those, such as Wellman (2001), who entertain
little doubt on this score. Defining community in terms of networks of
interpersonal ties that provide sociability, support, information, a sense
of belonging and social identity, Wellman comments that these proper-
ties are not limited to village or neighbourhood networks; rather, there
is a proliferation of new types of community networks, some of which
are quite independent of place.

Nor should we assume that global forces are necessarily fatal to
place-based relationships. Giddens notes how sometimes social bonds
can be re-embedded, tied back to local conditions of time and place; for
instance, the maintenance of trust among individuals who otherwise are
strangers, rather than already known and familiar, may require that on
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occasion they meet face-to-face, to allow them the chance to test and
validate their integrity. In a depersonalized world of movements, direct
contact with others may acquire an added value. The example Wittel
gives of speed dating, though promiscuous and frenetic, at least has
the advantage over meetings conducted impersonally via electronic
chat rooms that participants can see and assess one another’s
demeanour. There are numerous situations in which a visible presence
and direct personal interaction are required to access unwritten codes
of belonging and acceptance: for instance, young people’s knowledge of
how to act, dress and speak when ‘hanging out’ on the street (O’Byrne
1993).

As with the argument put forward by theorists of economic and
social restructuring, that rather than removing local differences entirely
it made use of, and at times even magnified, them, so globalization may
work to preserve and promote certain variations. It may encourage,
rather than destroy, differentiation. Robertson (1995) coined the term
‘glocalization’ to catch the extent to which awareness of global develop-
ments could go hand-in-hand with a new sensitivity to local difference,
while Lash and Urry refer to ‘globalized localization’, the apparently
contradictory development in which the global system requires the con-
centration of certain activities at specific places — such as near to global
cities, or in muctually supportive clusters. Differentiation and variety are
a vital part of the globalization process; for example, tourism, as a major
global industry, relies on the sense that people are visiting places that
are different and novel (Urry 1995); but at the same time, they may
expect to find there things that are familiar, and with which they feel
comfortable, such as global chains like McDonalds, Starbucks or Hilton
Hotels. There are powerful forces making for the standardization of
everyday life, but there are also benefits from maintaining something
exceptional. Establishing one’s niche in the global environment may be
the key to economic and social survival. In the world of books, most
large towns will have their brand-name bookstores, but in Wales the
town of Hay-on-Wye has achieved international prominence and dis-
tinctive character as an entire locality dedicated to books and book-
shops, with an accompanying literary festival. Thus it is premature to
write off the importance of place altogether, or to suppose that commu-
nities can float entirely free from the spatial disposition of limits and
opportunities.
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The ambiguous place of community

These uncertainties with regard to future developments surrounding
community and place are demonstrably significant for some leading
theorizations of contemporary change. Contrary to the expectation that
globalization must eradicate differences, Featherstone (1993: 175) posits
an alternative scenario, that it sensitizes us to a ‘differentiated world in
which particularities become more evident’. Through increased contact,
we learn about many kinds of ‘others’, whose identities differ from our
own. Some of these indeed move closer to us, either physically, or
through the media of communication, and by their differences challenge
our own sense that what we do, or believe, is ‘natural’ or normal.
Featherstone suggests that one likely reaction is fear, and a ‘disturbing
sense of engulfment and immersion’ (1993: 174), which could encourage
a retreat towards the felt securities of ethnicity, fundamentalism and tra-
dition. We know that contact with differences can encourage stereotyp-
ing, stigmatization and the building of communal walls. On the other
hand, it can foster the kind of tolerant ‘postmodern’ sensibility which
welcomes, values and even celebrates difference and otherness, and tries
to build upon them in positive ways. There are those who revel in the
sensation of being part of a social setting that is diverse, cosmopolitan,
multicultural. The forces of globalization may work to undermine the
foundations of communal life; yet in response we may see the strength-
ening of local alliances and identities (Fisher and Kling 1993; Hall
1993). Bauman (1992: 134) associates postmodernity and self-conscious
agency with a ‘lust’ for community.

Other prominent commentators identify a similar range of possibilities.
In his monumental study of the rise of the ‘network society’ (1997),
Manuel Castells accepts that the pressures of globalization and new com-
municative technologies threaten to overwhelm shared social identities.
Left unchecked, these processes would tend to dissolve society as a mean-
ingful social system, to produce a world consisting only of individuals,
markets and networks. Unless ways can be found to rework them into
new organizational and cultural forms, he believes the primary bonds of
community, family and ethnicity will lose all significance. However,
rather than a passive acceptance of these tendencies, Castells observes
that there has been an extraordinary upsurge in efforts to formulate and
express new collective identities, including strong reassertions of the
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importance of community. Picking up the threads of his earlier research,
he contends that this occurs primarily through the mobilization of
urban social movements; hence the paradox of increasingly local politi-
cal activism, in a world structured by global processes. As people strug-
gle to exert an influence over their living conditions, cultural
identifications, and political involvements, their resistance to the forces
of individualization and social atomization leads them to cluster into
movements and organizations that, allowed time, can generate feelings
of belonging, and ultimately of communal identity. In fact, for Castells,
the construction of communities has become the most important type of
identity-building activity in contemporary societies, and often this
means attempts to reinstate something like the traditional patterns of
social organization. Hence, ‘[wlhen networks dissolve time and space,
people anchor themselves in places and recall their historic memory’
(Castells 1997: 66).

Castells repeatedly emphasizes that this kind of identity is generally
defensive, involving a step back towards various forms of essentialism,
that rely heavily on claims about the inherent bonds bequeathed to peo-
ple by biology, geography or history. This might be seen as an atavistic
gesture towards past determinisms. It has an even darker side, in the
demands made for immediate collective self-gratification, for example,
by gangs pursuing turf wars, a condition Castells refers to as ‘hyper-
individualism’. This suggests that many of the communities being pro-
duced today in response to globalization and its pressures are engaged in
greedy attempts to turn back the clock, and re-establish privileges to
which they believe they are entitled. This feeds into contemporary con-
cerns with the rise of various forms of fundamentalism that invoke obli-
gations towards particular communities, and elevate their claims to a
position of primordial importance (see, for example, Barber 2003).
Castells sees a danger that societies will fragment into a ‘constellation of
tribes, sometimes euphemistically renamed communities’ (1997: 9). But
there is a more positive prognosis, in the development of forms of ‘pro-
ject identity’, which are forward-looking, and socially transformative;
the new social movements are prominent in promoting such identities.
The tensions between the two possibilities are represented well in the
environmental movement, where literally thousands of small-scale pro-
tective groupings, pursuing immediate local interests, share some com-
mon ground with other larger, more outward-looking movements, able



THE GLOBAL, LOCAL AND COMMUNAL 195

to take a global view of collective needs and interests, and mobilized for
joint action beyond narrow territorial limits. Lash and Urry (1994: 6)
also look to the ecological and other social movements of the late twen-
tieth century for evidence of ‘new’ communities.

David Harvey expresses similarly ambiguous feelings about the role
and value of community, an omnipresent concept in his writings on
urban change and experience (1989a; 1989b; 1993). He describes how,
throughout the entire modern era, stress has been laid on the erosion of
geographical barriers, brought about by the spread of universal influ-
ences of various kinds. Harvey attaches particular significance in this
regard to the power of money, and relationships of capitalist production
and exploitation. Yet at the same time, new social meanings have been
explored and developed, nurturing the emergence of alternative kinds of
local identification. Rather than operating as polar opposites, therefore,
particularism and universalism often run side-by-side. The more recent
period has seen an intensification of time-space compression, but with
similar effects. Despite the pressures making for assimilation and inte-
gration, a heightened stress has been put on the specialness of different
places, which increasingly compete with one another, and therefore
must signal their unique qualities to would-be consumers and investors.
This sets a premium on the conscious construction of difference in rela-
tion to place. In the same way, the search for reassurance and meaning in
the face of constant change and ephemerality leads people to hunt for
new forms of community and stability. One symptom of these processes
is an explosion of writing about place and localism (Harvey 1993).

For Harvey, the local provides always a possible material basis for the
formation of political consciousness and action. In his view, it has rele-
vance especially for the less powerful groups in society, who hope to
exert some control over events in their immediate vicinity; consequently
places still have the potential to act as reservoirs for collective action,
and for the formation of oppositional movements, among those who are
‘relatively empowered to organize in place, but disempowered when it
comes to organizing over space’ (1989b: 303). Of course, this hints at
the possibility that not all sections of society are affected equally by the
direction of contemporary change.

Harvey doubts, however, whether many of the contemporary forms of
constructed, and often highly artificial, communities are sufficiently
‘authentic’ to guarantee the security and deep sense of belonging once
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associated with place (1993: 17). Unlike the banal marketing slogans
and contrived descriptions that often attach themselves to such manu-
factured places, the meanings identified with genuine communities
tend to be profound, and often inexpressible; to understand them, they
must be experienced as they are by those who belong. This is why their
loss is so threatening to social ‘being’” and identity. Nevertheless, despite
their increasing shallowness, Harvey accepts that place-based identities
continue to provide some of the most pervasive bases for social and
political mobilization, taking both progressive and reactionary forms;
and they are especially powerful when conflated with other important
social differences, like those of class, religion, or ethnicity.

While he recognizes the importance of local mobilization for poor
and marginalized groupings, including sexual and ethnic minorities,
Harvey leaves little doubt that he is perturbed by the propensity for
community formation to take the reactionary route towards exclusionary
territorial behaviour and parochialism. The negative connotations of
community, as it is articulated by conservative and repressive thinking,
tend to outweigh its more positive attributes. As with Castells, Harvey’s
intellectual roots in Marxism ensure that he finds commitment to ‘com-
munity’ a poor substitute for engagement with political movements
that are capable of bringing about genuine large-scale social transforma-
tion. Identities based upon place and community are inevitably frag-
mented, and therefore cannot bear the burden of historical change
(1989b: 303); they also depend upon some construction of the past, and
the ‘motivational power of tradition’, which is difficult to sustain in any
convincing way in a world of flux and mobility. Instead, tradition and
the memory of place itself become something that more and more is
manufactured and artificial (see Dicks 2000; Hewison 1987). Despite
these shortcomings, Harvey concedes that the drive for security in a
world of risk and uncertainty will ensure that there can be no end to the
readiness to turn towards community, and even towards the strengthen-
ing of certain localistic commitments.

Globalism versus community

According to Byrne (2001: 70) the idea of community has always implied
spatial stability and a high degree of spatial closure. This is in keeping
with Harvey’s image of community as a set of relatively autonomous
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social relations, contained within roughly given territorial boundaries,
able to present its members with a knowable world, of time-honoured
routines of life (1989b: 240). Tellingly, however, Harvey has in mind
the condition of European feudalism, subsequent to which he would
argue the pressure to open up such spaces to global influences has been
relentless. The notion of community as a geographically delimited social
system has come in for much criticism because it appears to deny the
possibility of mobility. It gives the impression of a static population,
with minimal contact with the outside world. No wonder Byrne regards
community as the complete antithesis to the kind of globalized world
which many believe we now inhabit. Featherstone makes the same point
about the notion of a local culture, which he says is perceived usually as
a particularity which is the opposite of the global (1993: 174). Because
such notions seem to have so little bearing on current reality, critics
have queued to join Stacey (1969) in rejecting them. A prime example
is Martin Albrow, a leading theorist of globalization, who challenges the
one-to-one relationship that has been assumed to exist between commu-
nities, cultures and territories.

Together with colleagues, Albrow has been involved in a study of the
London borough of Wandsworth, to assess the impact of globalization
upon local social relations (Eade 1997). They conclude that globaliza-
tion renders conventional description in terms of neighbourhood and
community redundant. According to Albrow, this is reflected in the dis-
comfort ordinary people show when faced with such terms. Indeed,
absorbing the effects of globalization is said to demand a wholesale
retooling of social, and sociological, concepts, especially their abstrac-
tion from any territorial point of reference. Harvey makes a similar
point (1989b: 218) when he alleges that a whole string of terms, includ-
ing city and country, region, locality, neighbourhood and community,
have become ‘infected” with a nostalgia for the past through which they
conjure up place-bound images which fail to match contemporary reali-
ties. These conceptual issues reflect the uncertainties surrounding social
and cultural theories as core terms start to ‘lose themselves in a world of
free-floating signification” (Keith and Pile 1993: 6). In a tacit rebuttal
of Cohen’s work (1985) on the importance of community, Albrow
asserts that there is no reason to treat local influences as primordial, or
more ‘real’, because local solidarities can be produced by global pro-
cesses. The shift towards seeing communities as ‘imagined’ enables one



198 THE GLOBAL, LOCAL AND COMMUNAL

to understand better the part played by relationships at a distance in
determining how the local is perceived. The extent to which imagined
connections serve as guiding principles for actual lived social relations
shows that {clommunity is in the process of being disembedded . . . to
the extent that we can identify its reconstitution on a non-local, non-
spatially bounded basis’ (1997: 25).

Albrow equivocates somewhat as to whether this means that commu-
nity is finished as a term, or set to take on a new lease of life more suited
to global circumstances. Reviewing existing literature, he notes how it
tends to exclude from consideration the movement of people between
communities, and their involvement in relationships extending beyond
the boundaries of their locality, especially through trade and commerce.
Connections with the outside world are systematically ignored. Thus in
classic studies of rural community, the social structures delineated seem
ill equipped to cope with the existence of mobile individuals, including
visitors and tourists; while descriptions of urban communities, like
Hoggart’s (1957) account of working class Leeds, depict a rhythm of life
‘undisturbed by events or outsiders’ (Albrow 1997: 41). More recent
studies stand accused likewise of failing to make the necessary connec-
tions with developing patterns of external relationships, and specifically
with processes of globalization. Despite his praise for their ground-
breaking work, even Elias and Scotson (1965) are criticized for centring
their analysis of shared understandings and interdependencies on a com-
mon geographical site, thus anchoring community too firmly to locality.
Albrow believes they let slip a golden chance to break this connection,
which would have opened the way for others to think about ‘locality
without community and cultures without locality’ (1997: 42). Their
readiness to accept social and geographical mobility as normal phenom-
ena should have enabled them to reconceptualize community, as a con-
tingent, even ephemeral, configuration.

In defence of Elias and Scotson, it could be said that nothing about
their analysis suggests that the pattern of social relationships they
observed was a necessary outcome of local conditions. Also, the fact that
Elias regards the discriminatory processes at work as generalizable soci-
etally, to forms of racial and ethnic relations, means that neither is there
a necessary connection to place as such. The formation of the
established/outsider pattern described requires some type of regularized
social contact between unequally powerful social groupings. Arguably,
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therefore, place matters for their argument only because, on this partic-
ular occasion, it ensured the routine connection between groups which
stimulated them to form collective images and stereotypes. Similarly, in
many other studies of community place is no more than the staging-
ground for the operation of social processes. Albrow is on stronger
grounds in highlighting the importance of movement for Elias and
Scotson’s study, since the process they describe was driven by the attempt
to assimilate new, ‘foreign’ elements into an existing state of affairs. In
much of the available material on how conceptions of community are
constructed, it is the presence of mobile individuals, or contacts with
outsider groups whose influence crosses some boundary-line, that encour-
ages people to routinize and typify the distinctions between insiders and
outsiders (Jenkins 1996). Indeed, Bauman (2001a) contends that it is
only when they perceive that there is something outside and beyond it
that people reflect upon and speak about community; in ‘real’ commu-
nities, when there is no external threat or internal division, there would
be no explicit community consciousness.

Apart from rendering true community inert, as part of an unreflec-
tive natural order, this claim ignores the fact that few if any of the com-
munities actually studied by sociologists have come anywhere near
fitting this description, of a completely closed social world. Even the
most remote and ancient of them has existed in a situation where there
was contact and exchange with the wider society, and the world beyond.
As Wellman (2001) points out, there is plenty of historical evidence for
connectivity across large distances, for instance by bands of travellers,
soldiers, huntsmen, merchants and prostitutes, who by their roaming
linked communities together. Rapport (1993) observes how all the sup-
posedly ‘closed’ rural communities studied by anthropologists have
maintained some trading connections with far distant places; contrary to
appearances, they were not self-contained, subsistence economies. He
also notes how it has been argued successively that community would be
destroyed forever by the bicycle, the car, and the telephone, yet these
challenges have been absorbed. The adaptability of small communities
to mobility and change is confirmed by Byrne’s (2001) account of how
nineteenth-century relatives who emigrated from a remote rural home
in County Sligo managed to stay in touch with one another, and with their
community of origin, from their new locations in England, Australia and
North America. Other parts of rural Ireland have benefited extensively
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from the remittances of expatriate workers, and the enthusiasm and
expenditure of tourists (Brody 1974). In the same way, over many years,
the small and seemingly isolated Welsh country communities studied
by Rees and others supplied the coalfields of industrial Wales with
much of their muscle power, and gained from the money and goods that
they sent back (Davies and Rees 1960; Day 1998).

As with images of social harmony and order, an exaggerated impres-
sion of the enclosed nature of traditional communities forms part of the
mythology that generates such a potent sense of subsequent transforma-
tion and decline. It serves Albrow’s purpose to project this impression,
to highlight the differences made by globalism. From his observations
in contemporary Wandsworth, Albrow concludes that there is no way of
aggregating the individual orientations of its residents into a composite
image of community. The diverse nature of the inhabitants, many of
whom probably are passing through the area as short-term residents,
means that they exist within their own distinctive networks of social
relations, spread across widely varying spatial horizons and spans of
time. Each occupies a private bubble or ‘sociosphere’ (1997: 51) from
which they can view the locality, and judge whether or not it provides
them with some version of community. Some relate only to their nearest
neighbours, while others maintain regular connections with friends and
relatives in distant lands and cultures. Many appear quite indifferent to
place, whereas others find Wandsworth an acceptable location from
which to position themselves in relation to world events. As their paths
cross, so they form impressions of how others live — for instance, that
there are closer social ties among Asians than among whites. Through
practices of accommodation and avoidance, they contrive to coexist
without impinging too much upon one another; like airplanes on differ-
ent flight paths, their social worlds are stratified, to avoid collisions.
Therefore it is impossible to equate the area with a homogeneous local
culture, or characteristic style of life. Albrow offers this as a vision of a
new form of existence, the globalized locality.

Albrow’s analysis is close to arguments Massey has advanced about
the variable geometry of contemporary localities (1993; 1994). To begin
with, she mounts a robust defence of the value of local studies. She notes
how some commentators object to a focus on local matters, because they
feel it diverts attention from questions of more fundamental impor-
tance. Her response is that, if properly approached, a concern with the
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local or ‘micro’ level can be just as enlightening as more macro analyses;
it also needs to be equally informed by theory, so it is mistaken to dis-
miss it as merely descriptive empiricism (Smith 1987). These argu-
ments have been applied in a similar fashion to a preoccupation with
community. Like community, the term ‘local’ attracts disapproval
because it is associated with exclusivity, particularism, even with selfish-
ness. Massey points out that among these critics is Harvey, with his
challenge to the ‘fetishisms’ of locality, place or grouping (1989b: 117).
Harvey’s scepticism is addressed to postmodernist excesses which
encourage uncritical celebration of anything that is different. He con-
tends that this leads to an acceptance of reified statements about place
and social divisions. Massey shares his distaste for ‘essentialist’ defini-
tions which try to fix a single meaning and identity onto places, and
develops instead an alternative conception, of places as meeting points
for intersecting networks of social relations. As might be expected from
her earlier account of spatial divisions of labour, she regards these net-
works as having been constructed over time, laid down across one
another, to interact, decay, and be renewed (1994: 120). Because they
coincide in space, they generate outcomes which otherwise might not
have happened. Because they interact, conflict is highly probable.
Because they extend beyond the locality, it is not possible to determine
strict geographical boundaries, or understand locality without examin-
ing its external connections. Such considerations rule out the possibility
of attaching a definitive meaning to a place: meanings are always multi-
ple, held by different social groups, and subjected to negotiation and
debate (see also Wright 1985; O’'Byrne 1993). Depending on whose
point of view you take, and which set of social relations or processes you
choose to emphasize, the meaning of a place will change, as will the
nature of the local community.

The significance of the external relationships is that ‘(t)he global is in
the local in the very process of formation’ (Massey 1994: 120). In her
own neighbourhood of Kilburn, for example, there are very strong con-
nections with Ireland, but also with the Middle and Far East; in an
‘English’ space, Irish Catholics mingle with Hindus and Muslims.
Kilburn is a place with great and distinctive ‘character’, but it signifies
different things to people according to where they are located within
‘particular constellations of social relations, meeting and weaving
together’ (1994: 154). As Massey indicates, the diversity of perspectives
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they bring to their area ensures that no automatic connection can be
made between Kilburn and nostalgia or timelessness. Surveying locali-
ties like this leads Albrow to ask where ‘community’ is to be found; the
answer, he decides, is possibly nowhere. He represents this as a new sit-
uation, demanding a new vocabulary and body of theory. Yet, while the
ability to communicate across spatial differences has increased immea-
surably, and there is greater immediacy of contact at a distance, it is
questionable whether life in Wandsworth is really so very different from
the inner city and cosmopolitan situations explored previously by writ-
ers like Gans, Suttles, and Rex and Moore. Nor does the fact that it is
located within a global city make it so very unlike the contexts of ethnic
and racial mixing to be found in more ‘provincial’ places like Bradford,
Leeds or Oldham. Either globalization is everywhere, or it is a less dra-
matic break with the past than Albrow suggests.

Furthermore, Albrow recognizes, like Massey, that processes of dis-
embedding and time-space compression possess very different conse-
quences for different social groups. He mentions the ‘single yuppie’ and
‘the unemployed lad next door’, while Massey brings it home with the
image of the person who waits by a bus stop, returning from shopping
at the local store, while overhead a plane carries a neighbour on a busi-
ness or holiday trip to a foreign country. With some assurance, we can
predict that the person travelling by bus is likely to be older, poorer,
female, and more place-bound. While it is true that people are partici-
pating now in a widening range of diverse global processes, in the
majority of cases they still have their feet firmly on the ground,
anchored into place. In his study of working class Londoners, O’Byrne
(1993) met young people who hardly ever left the limits of their estate,
and who showed no knowledge of other parts of London, or its emblem-
atic landmarks. It might seem that globalism had passed them by,
except that beyond doubt their music and clothing would be deeply
inscribed by external influences. O’Byrne reminds us that all working
class cultures, and all communities, have been shaped by an interplay
between local and non-local forces. Relationships between insiders and
outsiders have always been at their core. Greater awareness of global
developments and relationships did not prevent those he interviewed
from expressing fierce local loyalties. Their sense of community, and
what it represented, remained strong, and they were well aware of the
many pressures working against it. The maintenance of community life
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in the area represented a fragile social achievement, the construction of ‘a
tentative social order in a world of flows” (1993: 74); even so, most of
those questioned retained a definite sense of place and belonging.
Amidst the pressures of globalizing forces, ‘community’ still figured for
many as an indispensable tool with which to try to make sense of how
society worked, and where they belonged within it.

THE COMMUNITARIAN IMPULSE

Warnings about the perils of community abound in the literature on
postmodernity. Castells (1997: 66) discerns a readiness to flee towards
undifferentiated cultural communes, as actors attempt to protect them-
selves from the challenges of pluralism and flexibility, by shrinking their
world back to more manageable proportions. Harvey (1989b: 351) fears
an inevitable slide into parochialism, myopia and sectarianism. In these
accounts, community stands for a narrow, controlled, homogeneous
social formation; its instincts are authoritarian and repressive. Others
emphasize instead the importance of social bonds, relationships of inti-
macy and trust, and social networks of association, and focus on the
social damage done when they are lacking. For them, community repre-
sents a virtuous ideal of human warmth and solidarity. The rival pulls of
these possibilities set up a tension in many discussions. Lash and Urry
(1994) comment that new instances of community are as likely to be
communitarian social movements, or race-baiting neotribes. Harvey
(2000) scrutinizes recent attempts to revitalize urban design and archi-
tecture and finds a curious blend of forward-looking utopianism and
nostalgia for the way things used to be. Urban planners invoke ‘commu-
nity’ as the solution to an overly materialistic and socially fragmented
existence, but in practice reinforce tendencies towards spatial separation
and exclusion. These alternatives are rehearsed in abstruse discourse around
the meaning of ‘communitarianism’, but they also play out in more
immediate political debates about the role communities should play in
the regulation of behaviour and social controls, and promotion of active
citizenship. The lead in these controversies has been taken by American
social theorists, continuing a line of discussion that goes back to the era
of progressivism, and its defence of the values of small town America.
Communitarianism came to prominence during the 1980s, when it
was debated among a group of leading political philosophers (see Tam
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1998; Frazer 1999). Its most prominent sociological exponent is Amitai
Etzioni, who has been instrumental in popularizing the term in a series
of books (1995; 1997; 1998), and through his position as the lynchpin
in a political grouping spreading the message in its journal, The
Responsive Community. Etzioni traces the term ‘communitarianism’ back
to the mid-nineteenth century, and acknowledges the influence of a long
line of sociological thinkers, including Tonnies, Durkheim, Nisbet, and
in more recent times Bellah ¢z #/. (1991) and Selznick (1992). His own
concern with normative order goes back to influential work he under-
took in the 1960s on the nature of control in formal organizations
(Etzioni 1964). If we take his conception as the best known application
of the approach, communitarianism purports to represent the middle
ground between the individualism of the market and the collectivism of
the state. Etzioni claims to be uninterested in resurrecting the conserva-
tive tradition of regret for the loss of community as the custodian of
established order and social discipline; nevertheless there are extremely
strong moral overtones to his arguments. The core thesis has to do with
striking a correct balance between rights and responsibilities. In
Etzioni’s view, Western societies, especially America, have gone too far
in the direction of favouring unlimited individual ‘rights’ and expecta-
tions, so that ever increasing demands can be made upon society, which
are not matched by an equivalent readiness to carry out social duties and
obligations; people are more interested in what they can get than what
they should give. This is because the extent to which individual moral-
ity needs to be rooted in effective communities, with shared values and
rules, has been forgotten. In Britain, influenced by the work of Giddens
(1994b), New Labour governments have flirted with a politics of the
‘third way’, incorporating elements of the communitarian agenda.
Ectzioni’s style is deliberately folksy, and his claims are backed mainly
by anecdotes and tales of personal experience; but always there is an
underpinning reference to sociological theorizing and research. The
position he adopts resembles most nearly that taken by Durkheim
(1964), when making the case for mediating structures interposed
between society and the individual, to regulate needs and curb aspira-
tions. Where Durkheim looked to corporate groups, centred on occupa-
tional and professional identities, Etzioni refers us more generally to
‘communities’. These he defines as webs of social relationships which
bind people together, carry an emotional charge, and support a culture
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of shared meanings and values. Communities can exert a collective
‘moral voice’, enabling pressures to be applied to ensure that individuals
conform to group expectations. We are assured that this can be accom-
plished through informal means, of ‘gentle chastisement’ and moral
encouragement, which is less oppressive than the intervention of the
state or judicial system. Etzioni acknowledges that in reality communities
can behave in ways that are oppressive and abhorrent; however, he
regards these as ‘errant’ examples, deviations from the norm of reason-
able cooperation and tolerance which he identifies with the true ‘spirit
of community’ (1995). In modern circumstances, he believes, there is no
real prospect of a return to closed, monopolistic relationships which
dominate the individual. Since most people exist within a multiplicity
of social groupings, such as those based upon residence, work, faith and
leisure, as well as class and ethnicity, normally they can opt between a
number of plausible and competing communities. Following Janowitz
(1967), these could be termed communities of ‘limited liability’. This
ensures that the demands of any one group will be tempered by com-
mitments to another. For Etzioni, the main enemy now is not authori-
tarian collectivism, but ‘radical individualism’ and libertarianism,
which deny the necessity for social control and collective responsibility.
Communitarianism is said to take a more balanced view of the relation-
ship between personal autonomy and respect for others.

According to Etzioni, strengthening community to counteract exces-
sive individualism will provide an answer to some major societal prob-
lems, of crime, disorder and incivility. Many of the examples he gives
seem trivial — neighbourly interventions about mowing lawns, supervis-
ing children’s behaviour, observing speed limits; but there are also more
worrying suggestions to do with naming and shaming miscreants, tag-
ging offenders, and keeping out those deemed to be unsuitable neigh-
bours. Etzioni’s exposition of his underlying theme, the need to regain
an ‘authentic’ commitment to core social values, harks back to an out-
dated sociological functionalism and belief in social consensus. This is
borne out by his depiction of communities as nesting inside one
another, building up from the local towards the national and ultimately
international scale. The image of a good society seems closely mod-
elled on the 1950s, allegedly a time of low anti-social behaviour, when
core values were widely shared and strongly endorsed (1997: 60). By
contrast, society today is said to suffer from ‘a severe case of deficient
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we-ness and the values only communities can properly uphold’ (1995:
26). However, if we accept that it is problematic to treat local societies as
undifferentiated and inherently unified, then such a description becomes
still more implausible when taken to the level of society as a whole; and in
pluralistic, multicultural contexts, it appears completely meaningless.

The conservative twist to the argument is amplified when praise for
community is accompanied by advocacy for better parenting skills,
more conventional family structures, a stronger work ethic, and the role
of the community in supervising and disciplining deviant conduct.
Etzioni tells us that morality fails where social fabric is frayed, because
‘people move around a lot and lose most social moorings’ (1995: 33). In
a throwback to assumptions more characteristic of pre-industrial times,
he adds that every community should be expected to do ‘the best it can
to take care of its own’ (1995: 146). Many commentators take such pre-
scriptions to be a recipe for return to old-fashioned social practices,
based on obsolete values. Along with the restoration of community, they
expect to see the reinstatement of old lines of gender and generational
‘authority’, and an assertion of the rights of the majority over minorities
of all types. Etzioni and his supporters deny this, insisting that they
take full cognizance of contemporary diversity, and devolved forms of
power. They refer to a system of checks and balances which will hold the
ring between irresponsible individualism and social compulsion.
However, events in real life have shown vividly how putting power into
the hands of a community, especially one that is free to define itself, can
go hideously wrong; recent examples include vigilante actions against
alleged malefactors, such as when communities gang up to drive out
suspect drug-dealers or paedophiles, or, in one notorious example, a pae-
diatrician. As Elias (1994) has insisted, communal processes of labelling
and stereotyping at local level may be the starting point for much nas-
tier forms of ethnic partition and social division.

The idea of community is obviously central to the communitarian
standpoint, and yet its supporters have been roundly criticized for the
vagueness with which they use the term (Frazer 1999; Little 2002).
Etzioni’s contribution systematically blurs the boundaries between what
has been established factually about real communities, and the
attributes associated theoretically with community as an ideal, thus con-
fusing communities as entities with ‘community’ as a quality. His model
of nested communities allows him to merge together many different
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sets of social relationships, including those of society as a whole, the
nation-state, neighbourhoods, ethnic and professional groups. Tam
(1998) throws the net even wider to include extended families, schools
and business enterprises — in fact, virtually any group within which peo-
ple interact. Others also extend the idea of community to encompass
shared sporting interests, reading groups, parent—teacher associations,
and so on (Little 2002: 11). This eclecticism makes it very much easier
to appeal to ‘the community’ as the solution to all kinds of social diffi-
culties, in the hope that some form of collective intervention will mate-
rialize to sort things out. Politicians in particular are attracted by such
nebulous uses of the term, but they are of little value in assisting with
the clear analysis of problems, especially when, as Frazer (1999: 73)
points out, there are often perfectly acceptable, and more precise, alter-
native terms already in use for such groupings.

As formulated by Tam (1998), the aim of the communitarian move-
ment is to achieve the spread of inclusive communities. These would
provide their members with equal powers to participate in processes of
collective deliberation and decision making. Tam is explicit that this
does not indicate any desire to restore traditional patterns, especially as
these were often marked by hierarchical domination and elitism.
Looking forward, he wants to see a ‘harmonious integration of diverse
interests’ (1998: 220), enabling communities to uphold the values of
wisdom, love, justice and fulfilment. Sociologically, Tam derives from
Durkheim’s depiction of organic solidarity and ‘moral individualism’
the view that bona fide community would provide room for individual
development within a framework of cooperation, supported by social
bonds of care and respect. Like Etzioni, he has many proposals to make
about how groups should conduct themselves, and suggestions as to
what a communitarian society would look like; but there is an almost
total absence of any analysis of how existing structures of power and
inequality are to be dismantled, or recognition that doing so is likely to
meet with fierce resistance from those who currently benefit from them.
This strain of utopianism is well in line with the communitarian think-
ing of earlier religious and political movements which upheld commu-
nity as the ultimate destination, and achievement, of humanity. When
implemented, such ideals have invariably been broken on the contradic-
tions between openness to all, and insistence on compliance with the
conditions and characteristics of membership (Kumar 1987).



208 THE GLOBAL, LOCAL AND COMMUNAL

These tensions continue to bedevil communitarianism, as can be seen
from its relationship to feminism and other radical movements. To
begin with, feminists felt certain affinities with communitarianism,
including the value it attaches to relationships of personal trust,
reciprocity and solidarity; its desire to reconstruct society in fundamen-
tal ways; and the emphasis it placed on the relevance of taking action
within everyday local and mundane contexts (Frazer and Lacey 1993;
Frazer 1999). For both feminists and communitarians, the personal is
political. However, initial support gave way to disillusionment. Careful
conceptual analysis leads Frazer to conclude that the term ‘community’
is too problematic to provide the basis for a convincing model of politi-
cal relationships. As an idea, it is too vague and open-ended, and shot
through with value judgements and emotional appeals (1999: 60).

In particular it fails because it seems unable to handle the reality of how indi-
viduals move between different communities in the course of their daily
lives and life courses. Iris Marion Young (1990) attacks it more vigor-
ously, alleging that community necessarily forms part of a conservative
and oppressive discourse. Like many of those who have engaged in the
debate, her wrath is directed against the idea/ of community, as embod-
ied in communitarianism, and is not informed by any examination of
empirical researches. In her view, it is self-evident that community
‘denies and represses social differences’ (1990: 227); its pursuit is
incompatible therefore with the distancing of time and place that must
exist between people who engage in real social relationships. While they
may have things in common, they are never identical with one another,
and should not be treated as the same. Hence total community is an
unrealizeable goal, but one which has dangerous consequences for those
who value it. Their desire for social wholeness encourages its advocates
to adopt ‘mystical’ ambitions, which submerge individuality into
group-identity. Others also believe that communitarianism threatens to
obliterate individual autonomy, by dissolving the self into imposed
social roles (Phillips 1993).

Against this, Young wants to foster the richness and creativity of city
life, and public contexts where people can meet as strangers, secure in
their differences, whilst achieving some level of mutual recognition and
everyday cooperation. Her ideal is one of ‘differentiation without exclu-
sion’. In making this case, Young stands for all those who have asserted
the values of cosmopolitan, urbane existence against the restrictions of
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an enclosed social world. Whilst allowing that urban differences will
guarantee misunderstanding, rejection, withdrawal, and conflict between
individuals, Young contends that it is the ‘myth’ of community which
translates these into group segregation, harassment, violence and social
injustice. It does so by imposing homogeneity onto variety. Rather than
a solution to urban problems, then, it is responsible for many of them.
Young is a leading advocate of the ‘politics of difference’, the need to
give due recognition to the multiplicity of ways in which people are dif-
ferentiated and identified. It is her view that assertions of the unity of
community tend to ride roughshod over such differences. In the case of
the women’s movement specifically, treating women as a ‘community’
could not cope with the variations of class, race, sexuality and ability
which existed between them. As a result, some women were either
excluded, or made to feel invisible. Although less strident in her rejec-
tion of the term, Frazer agrees (1999: 167) that ‘the idea of community,
with its emphasis on sharing, inevitably conduces to an emphasis on
shared cultural identity and pronounced boundaries’. Therefore it is a
divisive, rather than integrative, construct.

Social capital versus social repression?

The influential political scientist Robert Putnam shares Etzioni’s view
that recent decades in America have witnessed a decline in community
involvement, or ‘civic engagement’, from a peak in the early 1960s. He
acknowledges that his concern with developments in the stock of ‘social
capital’ is a close conceptual cousin of the long-standing debate about
community decline. The two forms of social capital he distinguishes,
‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ capital, represent respectively ways of
strengthening ties within the group (exclusiveness), or between the
group and the outside world (inclusion). Hence they reflect the same
underlying dynamic, or dilemma, as has surfaced continually with
respect to community: must internal coherence and strength be won
only at the cost of creating barriers and accentuating division?
Throughout his key text, Putnam (2000) reiterates a core finding from
the community studies tradition — the close connection between the
structural foundations of community, and the values and attitudes dis-
played by its members. Repeatedly he informs us that civic virtue is at
its most powerful when embedded in dense networks of reciprocal social
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relations; networks of community engagement foster ‘sturdy norms’ of
reciprocity, and ‘an effective norm of generalized reciprocity is bolstered
by dense networks of social exchange’ (2000: 19-20; 136). The decline
of involvement, as measured by a host of statistics on group member-
ship and participation, has serious consequences then, because it under-
mines people’s readiness to trust and cooperate with one another. Much
of the change in question has taken place at local level, with falling
membership and activity in voluntary associations, churches, and com-
munity groups. Overall, Putnam concludes, ‘thin, single-stranded, surf-
by interactions are replacing dense, multi-stranded, well-exercised
bonds’ (2000: 184). This disintegration of social bonds matters, because
evidence suggests that social capital (or strong communities) can help
make people healthier, happier, more informed, and better able to solve
collective problems: ‘community connectedness’ produces positive
results. Judging by polling data, the majority of Americans seem to be
aware that with the loss of community ties ‘something bad is happening’.

Social capital is a tricky concept to pin down (Field 2003). It signi-
fies very many things in Putnam’s discussion, including moral cohesion,
altruism, feelings of obligation, trust, and cooperation. At times it
appears synonymous with community, at others it is interpreted more as
an aspect, or product, of communal relations. Although it has a dark
side, in the ability of groups to use their social capital to advance their
own interests at the expense of others, mostly it is viewed extremely
positively. Unlike Young (1990), Putnam believes there is no necessary
trade-off between the strengths of community and the virtues of toler-
ance, equality and democratic involvement; indeed, he produces evi-
dence to suggest that these are among the benefits which accrue from
high levels of social capital. However, he does note that ‘social divisive-
ness is the central normative issue raised by communitarianism’ (2000:
361). He ends with an appeal for an era of ‘civic inventiveness’ to restore
American community, which resembles Etzioni’s programme for com-
munitarian intervention.

The protagonists in these debates operate from fundamentally differ-
ent value positions, and with different understandings of the relation-
ship between individuals and society. Rather than ‘shared particularity’,
Young values ‘unassimilated otherness’. She endorses the politics of dif-
ference, against those of sameness. The communitarians are more con-
cerned with raising the level of social control, to restore lost collective
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virtues. This is in response to, and reaction against, the postmodern,
globalizing influences Young appears to welcome. On the one hand,
stress is laid on creativity, freedom, tolerance and diversity, whereas the
other position is primarily about control, discipline and regulation.
Nevertheless there are some common themes. From the radical stand-
point, Harvey (2000) raises the issue of how the embeddedness and
organized power of the ‘militant particularisms’ associated with com-
munity can be reconciled with a more universal understanding capable
of producing necessary social change. This is grappled with by Putnam
in very different language, when he considers what sort of balance can
be struck between bonding and bridging capital, the latter requiring an
ability to transcend our own social identities, so as to connect with peo-
ple unlike ourselves. He values the local heterogeneity which forces us
to deal with diversity, rather than the avoidance that comes from sur-
rounding ourselves with others who are just the same. A form of resolu-
tion is offered by Brent (1997), who reminds us that these issues of
similarity and difference, inclusion and exclusion, are unavoidable fea-
tures of social existence; all group formation entails making distinctions
between those who belong and those who do not (compare Payne 2000).
Community therefore is inherently a site of difference and division. No
sooner are its boundaries drawn up than they are put into question by
the emergence of some new distinction. Contrary to the view expressed
by Young, that community necessarily elevates unity to a supreme
virtue, Brent’s practical experience of working with community projects
leads him to conclude that community formation is intrinsically about
creating difference; it is diversity, not unity, that constitutes the space of
modern communities.

211



NEW DIRECTIONS FOR
COMMUNITY

There is wide acceptance that we live now in a complex society of
highly diverse groupings and affiliations, and that this renders notions
of primary allegiance to a single, undifferentiated, primordial commu-
nity irrelevant. As Little (2002: 155) puts it, it is because each of us is a
member of different communities and associations that society is made
up of individuals who have separate identities. Our social identities are
not given, but constructed out of the intersection of a variety of mem-
berships and commitments. This is a view asserted most clearly among
radicals and postmodernists, who derive from it their readiness to
respect social diversity, and the claim to recognition and rightful exis-
tence of many different communities. Young (1990: 236) comments
that ‘in our society most people have multiple group affiliations, and
thus group differences cut across every social group’. The urban milieu
she espouses consists of a vast array of networks, associations and small
‘communities’, which she believes can coexist and intermingle without
being forced into a common identity. Frazer (1999: 151) notes that
when questioned about their sense of belonging, people readily express
multiple loyalties and identifications. As a result, in geographic terms,
they construct highly individualized maps of social relations in different
areas, with varying degrees of clarity, and make distinctions between
their own subjective perceptions, and the public images and representa-
tions of space with which they are familiar. The validity of these claims
is conceded by more conservative social theorists. Thus Etzioni depicts
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society as comprising many ‘overlapping and interlaced communities’
(1997: 205), while Putnam’s concern for rebuilding levels of social capi-
tal leads him to advocate participation in and engagement with an
expanding range of bodies and groups, from sports teams and choirs to
grassroots social movements. Furthermore, all agree that these group-
ings take a number of different forms, and that many have no obvious
spatial reference.

Where debate rages is around the limits to this proliferation, and the
extent to which it is compatible with genuine community. Frazer and
Lacey (1993: 200-1) refer to a range of ‘communities’ organized on a
variety of lines; these include workplaces, families, and consciousness-
raising groups. They also tell us that both sociology and ordinary com-
mon sense point to the existence of multiple ‘communities within
communities’, defined by particular practices, crafts, traditions, dis-
courses and languages. It is no surprise, then, that they are driven to ask
what prevents the individual subject, faced by such incredible diversity,
from collapsing into total incoherence. They suggest that the desire to
avoid this is what drags many back towards some conception of a homo-
geneous, unifying community. Etzioni would be a prime example. He is
hostile to what he terms ‘unbounded pluralism’ and ‘unqualified diver-
sity’, and fears that if pursued to the limit they will result in the divi-
sion of society into warring tribes. Somewhat amusingly, he accuses his
radical critics, the advocates of the politics of difference, of encouraging
such exclusiveness, by fixating on single aspects of identity, such as
colour, gender or ethnicity. For their part, they would see Etzioni’s call
for a ‘supracommunity’ to bind all the varying allegiances together, and
enforce an overarching shared morality, as encouraging the coercive sup-
pression of differences which ought to be allowed to flourish. These
arguments have major implications both for our understanding of the
nature of communities in the twenty-first century and for any designs
there might be to intervene practically within them.

REFORMULATING COMMUNITY FOR MODERN TIMES

A pluralistic conception of society as composed of many different kinds
of groupings implies that a variety of different elements will enter into a
person’s social identity. They do so in combinations which, if not
unique, are shared with only a limited number of others. Thus any
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given individual may be categorized in various ways, according to their
race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexuality, class, education, place of
residence, and so on. Unless any of these dimensions is so powerful that
it dominates the rest, there is scope for manoeuvre between the various
affiliations; individuals can be thought of in several different ways, or
can exercise some choice as to how they wish to identify themselves.
What they do about this may vary between situations (Jenkins 1996;
Bauman 2001b), since different identities will appear appropriate to dif-
ferent circumstances. It could be argued that there is nothing very new
about this, since individuals have always undertaken a number of differ-
ent social roles at the same time, necessarily exhibiting separate facets of
their identity in different contexts. However, there is an assumption
that traditionally these roles were organized in such a way as to main-
tain overall coherence: for example, a man typically might be expected
to combine the roles of husband, father, breadwinner and workmate.
Communities played an important part in reinforcing this coherence, by
constituting audiences before which most or all of these roles had to be
performed. Now society is believed to be far more differentiated and
diverse; different spheres of social life have grown apart, and much
greater effort is needed to make them cohere (Crook ¢ /. 1992). For
instance, under current arrangements within the family unit, owing to
divorce and cohabitation, ‘father’ is no longer assumed to be synony-
mous with ‘husband’, or even ‘partner’.

Postmodernist theorists contend that the major forces which once
shaped identity have lost strength, and many celebrate this as a libera-
tion. It makes it possible to escape the social constraints which formerly
prescribed membership of particular communities, and opens up new
possibilities for choice and innovation. They welcome this because it
enables the expression of new and more complex identities, in new
forms of community. A renewed sense of community is promised,
whereby individuals will be free to customize their social contacts, by
selecting among a wide range of options (S. G. Jones 1995). For
Bauman (1992: 36), insistence on plurality is the seminal feature of the
postmodern world-view, shifting attention from earlier ideas of coordi-
nation and integration towards the recognition of many coexisting com-
munal settings. On the other hand, others depict the postmodern
individual as increasingly lost, stripped of dependable social coordi-
nates, desperately searching for new ways of experiencing meaningful
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relationships with others. Consequently, according to Lash and Urry
(1994) the invention of new substitute communities has become almost
chronic. During a time of unprecedented individualization, there is a
paradoxical upsurge of interest in the idea of community. In the light of
this, Frazer and Lacey (1993) ask for a revised conception of community,
capable of embracing diversity and fragmentation. There are a number
of prominent candidates, which deviate to a greater or lesser extent from
the traditional conception.

As a reminder of what this involves, Little (2002: 156) cites a version
of Etzioni’s definition of community, as involving ‘criss-crossing affective
bonds’, a moral culture, and a shared history and identity, and states that it
represents ‘a fairly innocuous view’. However, Etzioni’s aim is to estab-
lish a basic distinction between community, and other forms of human
association, such as interest groups. When he writes elsewhere of com-
munity as a ‘web of relationships’, able to address a broad band of
human needs, he clearly intends something more substantive by it than
membership of a bowling club, or even a consciousness-raising group.
Others take a similar line, when they identify communities in terms of a
range of activities and interests, capable of implicating the whole person
(Selznick 1992) or as social formations which engage individuals at the
level of their identity (Frazer 1999: 143). Communities of this type con-
fer meaning upon their members, and hold a central position in their
social existence. Little seriously underestimates what he is demanding
when he says that ‘all’ that is required for community is a shared iden-
tity, not based on self-interest, and a code of morality, recognized by its
members; this is far from the ‘limited” definition he implies, and cer-
tainly a long way removed from many current usages. The gap between
such traditionalist definitions and O’Byrne’s possibly more realistic
vision of contemporary community as the construction of ‘a tentative
social order in a world of flows’” (1993: 74) is enormous. At the same
time, critics are concerned that alternative conceptualizations can dilute
the meaning of community to vanishing point.

The key point about the ‘new communities’ is that they are not
determined by destiny or ‘fate’, but chosen, largely according to taste
and interests. True, certain interest-based communities have always
existed, alongside communities of place, and origin. Examples would be
the formation of specialist religious communities, such as monasteries,
and various kinds of utopian or ‘alternative’ collectives, like communes

21§
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(Abrams and McCulloch 1976). These are intentional communities
which tend to involve a highly exclusive, ‘elitist’ type of membership,
and to exist in a state of separation from the world. Less rigorous com-
munities, still entailing a degree of choice and voluntary commitment,
have been formed around particular occupations, political ideologies and
belief systems. Now, however, choice has been elevated to a guiding
principle of community formation. More and more, people take their
identities and social meanings from groupings which they have elected
to join, thereby implicitly reserving the right to leave again if circum-
stances change. Voluntary involvement with communities fits a society
which attaches high importance to notions of individual accomplish-
ment and self-fulfilment. Individuals who engage in the kinds of reflex-
ive identity-building projects described by writers like Beck and
Giddens will chafe at the restrictions imposed upon them by the limita-
tions of birth, geography and upbringing. Their preference will be for
relationships that have been achieved, rather than ascribed, and they
will evaluate the options more self-consciously, in terms of the rewards
they can bestow. The question that arises is whether this provides a suf-
ficient basis upon which to construct a shared form of life. Shields
(1992: 109) asks this, when he queries if community can exist in the
absence of the old ‘universals’ such as class structure, which once pro-
vided predictable criteria for separating insiders from outsiders.
Without such guidelines, individual identities would appear less rooted,
and more vulnerable to manipulation and exploitation. Conversely, it
could be argued that people will be more attached to definitions of
themselves and others when they have had a hand in creating them.

From communities to networks?

Network is a term which has moved closer towards the centre of social
analysis as established patterns of social structure have appeared to dis-
solve. Lash and Urry (1994) suggest that without it the new world of
flows could not be comprehended, while Castells (1997) argues that we
inhabit a society of networks, in which direct and fixed relationships
have been replaced by more open and mediated sets of connections.
Network was already a well established term within the field of com-
munity analysis, where it has been used to explain patterns of migration
and settlement (Mitchell 1969), to account for how contrasting
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behavioural norms were enforced by the social circles that surrounded
families (Bott 1957), and to provide a general framework for the com-
parison of types of community (Frankenberg 1966). Murdoch e /. (2003)
reiterate a point made by Fischer ez /. (1977), that network analysis
provides a way of reconciling the examination of social structures with
an awareness of individuals as active participants in the construction of
their own social worlds. Blokland and Savage (2001; see also Wellman
and Leighton 1979) note how substituting an exploration of networks
for investigations of community might avoid the seemingly endless
debate as to whether or not community has been lost, saved or liberated.
A focus on networks takes away the holistic connotations of ‘community’,
making it a question instead of the quality and pattern of interpersonal
relations.

A network can be defined in terms of the set of linkages in which the
individual is embedded, and their interconnections. Networks centre on
the individual in a way that communities do not; they radiate outwards
from actors, tracing the connections of their various social relationships.
Since there may be a number of distinct fields of relationships, an indi-
vidual can belong to more than one social network. The conventional
view taken of communal networks has been that they are reinforced by
the coincidence of the personal networks of their members, superim-
posed across several fields, to create a dense, relatively enclosed set of
relationships. Even in the absence of formal organization, this will pro-
mote a high degree of cohesion. At the extreme, a community could be
thought of as a single all-encompassing network, making escape the
only option for those whom it fails (Wellman 2001: 232). However,
since it is in the nature of networks to remain open-ended, usually there
will be some connections which leak out beyond the confines of a com-
munity’s boundaries. Moreover, the network will look subtly different
from the perspective of each individual member, allowing different per-
ceptions of the whole. In general, networks are designed to be more
flexible, adaptable, and to require less wholehearted commitment, than
a fully integrated community. As a tool of analysis therefore, they seem
better suited to exploring complex, overlapping and interlinked rela-
tionships among mobile individuals.

Networks do more than link people together; they provide the basis
for social cohesion and cooperation. Fischer ez «/. (1977: 199) comment
that as well as providing support to individuals they also place demands
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on them, and influence their attitudes and values. In other words, they
foster some form of collective being. This varies according to the charac-
ter of the network. More concerted social support can be expected from
denser social networks, for example. The literature on social capital
has produced many similar observations; its conclusions point to the
significance of network properties like homogeneity, stability, and clo-
sure, in promoting or sustaining social capital. There are numerous ref-
erences in Bowling Alone to the importance of dense networks of social
interaction, and regular interaction among a diverse set of people (for
instance, Putnam 2000: 21-2). Networks are distinguished according
to whether they are single-stranded and episodic, or involve interactions
that are intensive, repeated and multistranded. These differences are
deemed relevant because they explain the levels of trust and reciprocity
that result. Rich, stable and dense networks are held to be conducive
to good health, well-being, strong economic performance and civility;
communities that are ‘well networked’ tend to thrive (Field 2003).
The closer a network approximates to the traditional measures of
community, the stronger it is in social capital. The main proviso is that
to do really well networks must stretch out to connect with other net-
works or groupings that can deliver additional resources not available
from amongst members themselves. As well as bonding, they need to
‘bridge’.

Wellman (2001) states that the personalized social network has become
a dominant form of contemporary social organization. Technological
developments have helped transfer community away from place, into
households, and increasingly to persons. Mobile phones and internet
connections enable people to engage in person-to-person community.
This ensures that a rising proportion of interaction is based on achieved
social characteristics, such as lifestyle or voluntary interests. Social ties
are fragmented, with different individuals supplying different needs.
Consequently there has been a loss of the ‘palpably present and visible
local community’ which supported strong identities and belonging; com-
munities now are ‘far-flung, loosely-bounded, sparsely-knit and frag-
mentary’ (2001: 227). Wellman provides much supporting evidence for
his view; but when relationships become so disconnected, fragmented
and individualized, it is a mystery why he persists in calling them ‘com-
munity’. The networks he describes provide none of the reinforcement
and solidity needed to ensure the maintenance of social norms and con-
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trols. In fact, among the implications of living in networks, he notes a
decrease in control, and in commitment to specific social milieux. Most
of the interaction occurs between small fragments of the overall net-
work, in communications between pairs of individuals, or among cou-
ples, and given the manner in which it is constituted, only the
individual at its centre is likely to have much sense of its totality.
Networks of this sort may develop their own ways of doing things,
employ particular turns of phrase, share certain items of information;
but they exert none of the symbolic power of more established commu-
nities. Although its members may experience feelings of community
and enjoyment in being together within it, a network in itself does not
constitute a community.

Lifestyles

Lifestyle groupings come closer to meeting the criteria for community
laid down above, because they are capable of unifying many social net-
works within a set of shared cultural codes and preferences, and can be
marked as well by other trappings of community, such as an association
with particular spaces or locales, distinctive markers of identification,
and occasional social gatherings. The word ‘lifestyle’ suggests that there
is considerably more to it than the mere act of consuming; it implies a
design for living, possibly even a way of conducting oneself across a life-
time. To adopt a particular lifestyle is to take up a pattern of activity
and consumption which indicates to others the sort of person you are,
and the lifestyle choices made by individuals can contribute critically
towards their self-definition. Those who share a similar lifestyle can be
assumed to have comparable attitudes and values, to make similar com-
parisons between themselves and others, and probably show a propen-
sity to come into contact from time to time. The dynamics of group
affiliation produce differentiation and distance between such groupings;
approval for a particular lifestyle often denotes disapproval for others.
Thus lifestyle groupings can take on a collective identity, and it is not
unusual to hear them referred to as ‘communities’. As sets of attitudes,
values, and manners held in common by numbers of individuals, there
are obvious similarities between the idea of lifestyle, and that of ‘sub-
culture’, which to a great extent it appears to have superseded. A num-
ber of distinct ‘cultures’ or lifestyles have been identified within the
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contemporary middle classes, for example, such as those centred on exer-
cise and healthy living, and a more ‘postmodern’ way of living that
combines elements of these with emphasis on indulgence in eating and
drinking (Savage ¢t @/. 1992). Others meanwhile have been exploring
the possibilities of living in an ‘environmentally sound’ way. Lifestyles
can exist within class formations or, like ‘sexual lifestyles’, cut across
them.

People are likely to have some sense of ‘belonging’ to a given
lifestyle, and through it can identify themselves with others who are
like-minded. Lifestyle provides a point of reference against which to sta-
bilize a sense of self, and find the security which might have been sup-
plied previously by membership of a community. Thus it is a moot
point whether people can affiliate themselves to more than one lifestyle
at a given time. On the other hand, lifestyles are flexible and develop-
ing, and subject to continual negotiation among their adherents, and
apart from the personal investments required, there is little to prevent
anyone swapping one lifestyle for another. Some problems with the term
are indicated by its very close connections with the worlds of marketing
and consumer research (Crook er a/. 1992: 60; Solomon and Englis
1997; Shields 1992). Here people are classified into lifestyle categories
with the prime or sole intention of selling them things. This lays them
open to manipulation by commercial interests, and the media, intent on
the commodification of particular ways of living. As well as involving
patterns of conduct, it is generally accepted that lifestyles centre on the
consumption of particular items and experiences. Their rise to ascen-
dancy can be interpreted then as a victory for consumer capitalism and
the social relations of consumption. Harvey (2000: 113) notes accord-
ingly how entire ‘lifestyle communities’ can be created and dissolved in
the interests of commercial return. While it would be mistaken to write
off consumers as merely passive victims of commercial exploitation, in
the light of the pressures exerted by advertising and the mass media,
questions must be raised about the genuineness of many of the choices
involved.

Since what people consume is linked so closely to their economic
assets, lifestyle differences are intimately connected with developments
in social stratification: the emergence of a ‘privatized’ working class dur-
ing the 1960s, for example, could be seen as the formation of a new
style of life. In market research, lifestyle classifications are regarded as
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more accurate than broader class categories. Chaney (1996) associates
lifestyles in general with the privatization of communal life. Although
agreeing that lifestyles afford distinctive ways of being that differentiate
people in their everyday lives, he distinguishes them from more stable
‘ways of life’ grounded in the long-term intimacy of communities;
lifestyles are more fluid and ambiguous and do not absorb the whole
person in the same way. Elsewhere Chaney (1994) points to the peculiar
significance of lifestyle configurations in suburbia. Suburban districts
represent those largely neglected ‘placeless places’, where a large propor-
tion of the contemporary population resides. Suburbs have a reputation
for soulless homogeneity and anonymity, but in the context of prevail-
ing uniformity, small differences become important. In contents and
decoration, the suburban home is a prime site for the display of lifestyle
choices. Although home- and family-centred, these are not solely for
private consumption, because they are also on public display, and make
statements about who the residents are. Included in this is often the
portrayal of particular kinds of community. As Chaney has it (1994:
164), in order to provide experiences that can be consumed, inhabitants
collude in creating the appearance of community. It is in suburbia that
Etzioni’s communitarian disciplines seem most likely to come into their
own, and where ‘neighbourhood watch’ schemes flourish. As well as
maintaining good order, such practices have a positive effect on house
values. A long line of critics has portrayed suburban life as essentially
materialistic, superficial and censorious.

Since participation in particular forms of community is a core com-
ponent of many lifestyles, it is no surprise that with the advent of con-
sumer culture, ‘community’ itself becomes a commodity for sale. Living
spaces are created and packaged to afford certain kinds of communal
experience. Competition over access to lifestyles helps to organize the
process through which individuals and households distribute themselves
spatially. By occupying particular locations, and following prevailing
lifestyle patterns, they indicate who they are. Some analysts go further,
to argue that it is the very act of consuming, or shopping, that has
become the key expression of community. Just as marketplaces once
provided meeting points for traditional communities, now it is in the
shopping centre perhaps that community becomes real, where one can
observe and evaluate competing lifestyles, and feel closest to those one
most resembles (Shields 1992).
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Neotribalism

In several places we have encountered references to the possibility of
communities developing into ‘tribal’ formations. The debate surround-
ing communitarianism is haunted by the prospect of the ‘Balkanization’
of society into small, self-enclosed, sectional groupings fiercely defend-
ing their own particular social and physical territories. A number of
writers have highlighted the significance of modern forms of ‘tribalism’.
Maffesoli (1996) for one argues that it is premature to talk of society
being reduced to nothing more than a mass of individuals. Instead he
sees people engaged on a furious search for those who feel and think as
they do. ‘Feeling’ is especially important, because a characteristic mod-
ern phenomenon is the formation of communities with more than sim-
ply shared interests in common; they share a passion, or enthusiasm. It
is the cohesive aspect of social sharing that leads Maffesoli to speak of
this as tribalism, and to describe the outcome as ‘neotribes’ united
around shared sentiments. These would include friendship networks,
peer groups, and ‘affinity groupings’ of various kinds, such as sports
fans, punks, or those with shared sexual tastes. Maffesoli considers that
there has been a growth in the significance of small groups and existen-
tial networks; people are prepared to dissolve their individuality into
such groupings, which provide them with warmth and companionship.
His intellectual reference points include Weber’s concept of the emo-
tional community (Gemeinde), and the sociology of the Chicago School.
Eventually this leads him towards the (re)discovery of an ‘urban mosaic’,
comprising ‘a succession of territories in which people in a more or less
ephemeral way take root, close ranks, search out shelter and security’
(1996: 139). Introducing Maffesoli’s book, Shields describes such
groupings as the central feature and key social fact of our experience of
everyday living. During the course of a normal day, he says, we might
move between several such groups, drawing from them our sense of
‘being together’ with others. The examples Shields cites are diverse,
embracing groups of workmates, consumer lobbies, service users, and
even the American National Rifleman’s Association. Elsewhere Shields
(1992) applies the idea of neotribes to groups organized around distinc-
tive lifestyles. Putnam (2000: 149) accepts that such groups offer some
antidote to social disconnection, by ‘redefining community in a more
fluid way’. He also notes that they tend to concern themselves with the
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emotional needs of the individual, providing care, support and intimacy.
‘Self-help” groups of various kinds figure prominently among the
neotribes.

Neotribes identify themselves by distinctive clothing, common ways
of behaving, and displays of theatricality. Their social relationships tend
to be intense, but short-lived, and Maffesoli comments that their exis-
tence is marked by fluidity, occasional gathering, and dispersal. In some
instances, they are completely ephemeral, organized only for the occa-
sion. A good example of a neotribe is the new age travellers described by
Hetherington (2000; see also McKay 1996). For a short while, these
bands of nomadic young people, pursuing an ‘alternative’ lifestyle,
formed a strong elective community held together by emotional ties. As
well as adopting common modes of appearance and conduct, they
expressed shared beliefs and values and engaged in a range of interaction
and cooperation, including providing economic and social support to
one another. Periodically, during festivals, as well as in confrontations
with the authorities and members of more mainstream social groups,
they experienced intense sensations of belonging together, of the sort
that some would qualify as the inner core of community. Frazer (1999:
83) notes that communities can generate feelings of ‘communion’, that
are both euphoric and fleeting. These are times when the individual can
feel lost within the group, and connected to others in ways that tran-
scend normal, everyday reality. Travellers themselves placed much
emphasis on such experiences, the ‘buzz’ or ‘vibes’ they got from being
together (Hetherington 2000: 78). Hetherington classifies travellers as
part alternative lifestyle, part youth subculture, and part social move-
ment, based around a set of common lifestyle choices. For many other
groups inhabiting the countryside, they represented a major challenge,
threatening to destabilize the accepted order of things by transgressing
all kinds of real and symbolic boundaries. Halfacree (1998) extends
Maffesoli’s framework to the other rural social groupings against whom
they were pitched, like farmers and rural newcomers. Each could be seen
as constituting a distinct neotribe, with its own symbolic apparatus, sets
of rituals, and ambitions to seize control of space to exclude others, so
that the countryside resembles a tribal battleground between competing
lifestyles.

The idea of neotribalism seems especially suited to the situation of
young people, in that there is both a rapid turnover and evident diversity
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of youth ‘styles’ and subcultures. Analysing youth perceptions of the
arts and cultural media, Willis (1990) notes that young people are par-
ticularly bereft of traditional resources for social meaning, membership
and security. There are no ‘organic communities’ in which they can find
a home. What he discerns instead is a mass of ‘proto-communities’,
which form and reform around shared interests, fashions, and desires.
This might take place around a one-off event, like a rave or Live Aid
concert, without necessarily any direct communication among those
involved, just the knowledge of something shared. Willis describes such
groupings as shifting, insubstantial, recombining; they are unplanned
and unorganized. To this extent, they resemble a loose crowd, or spaced-
out queue of people, but with the potential to become a more closed
communicative circle. He cites (1990: 143) the example of the
Hillsborough disaster, which turned a mass of football supporters into a
community of mourners, able to act collectively in ritual displays of
grief, and in quasi-political action against hostile media reporting.
Emotional intensity, or a sense of communion, bonded them together
more firmly as a group. However, it should be noted that the majority
of the supporters involved were already embedded firmly in a given
place (Liverpool) and class (the working class). Echoing Raban’s (1975)
account of the ‘soft’ city, Willis states that following the steep decline in
traditional sources of identity and meaning communal walls ‘zigzag
wildly around the urban mass’, making it hard to predict where individ-
uals will choose to affiliate themselves. Lash and Urry (1994) suggest
that it is in the parts of society where network connections are weakest
that we will meet the neotribes; as well as their example of groups of
‘race-haters’, we might include here the disaffected bands of urban
youth described by Campbell (1993).

The new social movements

In his analysis of the network society, Castells (1997) argues that people
resist processes of individualization and social atomization by gathering
together into new forms of communal organization. Faced with the dis-
solution of their established identities, they rediscover themselves
through mobilization into social movements. While often these start
life as defensive groupings, they can develop into projects for social
change. For Castells, the key to their survival and success is a communal
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logic, which narrows down the scope for individual self-determination
by imposing certain shared definitions of identity onto members.
Castells warns that this can result in a lack of communication, between
movements, and with other agencies, so that much-needed social mean-
ing may be gained at the expense of division or conflict. Other recent
theorizations of social movements have laid similar stress on their cul-
tural dimensions, and their significance for the formation and recon-
struction of identities (Melucci 1989; Buechler 2000). Lash and Urry’s
remark that in times of social disorganization and uncertainty people
can opt to ‘throw themselves into’ community seems particularly apt
when applied to contemporary movements, since they tend to make
exceptionally wide-ranging demands on people’s energies and commit-
ments. They do so by requiring a restructuring of interpersonal relation-
ships and the everyday experiences of those who participate, sometimes
amounting to the wholesale reworking of individual biographies. In cer-
tain respects such movements can be thought of as formal organizations,
with a set of rational, instrumental concerns, to do with mobilizing
resources and achieving specific aims. In their ambition to effect signifi-
cant social change, they belong within the sphere of politics. But they
are also intensely social in their impact upon everyday life: feminism,
anti-racism, movements for sexual liberation, or for animal rights and
welfare all imply more than a set of lifestyle ‘choices’; they promulgate
ethical and behavioural standards which penetrate deep into the realms
of everyday activity, eroding the distinction between public and private
life, and making connections between the local, the national and the
global (Buechler 2000: 154). With this level of anticipated commit-
ment, it is natural that members may come to see the movement as
their ‘home’.

New social movements adopt their own form of loosely structured,
networking organization, but reinforce it with multiple forms of inter-
action and exchange. In this way they can build up the interactive net-
works of multilayered communication characteristic of communities.
Castells uses the term ‘the women’s community’ to encompass the host
of feminist organizations, support networks, clinics, refuges and cultural
associations which have sprung up specifically to serve the needs of
women. He also describes the formation in San Francisco of the first vis-
ibly organized gay community, with its autonomous institutions, bars,
clubs and street festivities. This is replicated now in many other major
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cities, while a more diffuse sense of the existence of a homosexual com-
munity is used widely to refer to those who identify themselves as gay
or lesbian, or become involved in the cultural, political and sexual issues
surrounding such identities (Weeks 1996; Weeks and Holland 1996).
Like the women’s movement, examination of the gay ‘community’
shows it to consist of a complicated variety of different organizations
and sub-communities, organized around several nucleuses, so that rather
than a single phenomenon, ‘diverse communities are a reality’, because
‘sexualities today are lived in a variety of communities of identity, of
interest and of politics’ (Weeks and Holland 1996: 177). Clearly such
communities are socially constructed phenomena. Weeks (1996) refers
to the idea of a sexual community as a ‘necessary fiction’, called into
being by the self-identifications and imaginings of its participants, to
meet conditions of isolation and oppression, and to cope with particular
crises, like that surrounding HIV/AIDS. The ‘community’ is a loose col-
lection of many elements, including dozens of organizations and local
action groups, that exists ‘because its members feel it should’. It enables
them to develop and express a particular identity, to formulate collective
values and ways of behaving, and build links. As it develops a set of
‘dense interconnections, networks, relationships and experiments in liv-
ing’ (1996: 77), it grows into something more like a community of
lived shared experiences.

Buechler (2000) distinguishes between social movements which are
grounded in pre-existing identities, with historical and structural
depth, such as those organized around race, gender, ethnicity and faith,
and others in which identity has to be built from scratch. The latter
would include the anti-globalization and peace movements, vegetarians
and ‘greens’. Fluidity and flexibility is greater in the second type of
movement, but in all cases, movement members have the potential to
form a distinct community, in that they share certain characteristics,
and corresponding forms of consciousness. True to the ethos of post-
modernity, Buechler (2000: 194) indicates that a person can possess
multiple collective identities, and so presumably belong to several
movements, and that there is a shifting dynamic between these. Like
communities, movements persist as the collective accomplishments of
their members, maintained through ongoing interaction and negotia-
tion. Movements can merge and fragment in line with the changing
salience of different identifications for individual lives; for example,
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lesbian communities emerged out of the women’s movement, while over
time the scope of the identity label ‘black’ has shifted, widening and
narrowing to fit changing circumstances.

Virtual community

Maffesoli (1996) includes electronic networks among his neotribal
groupings. These might seem to take the characteristics of ‘new’ com-
munity to an extreme, since they involve individuals participating in
relationships which exist only somewhere in ‘cyberspace’, by virtue of
the networks and connections of communication technologies.
Advocates hail the advent of virtual communities as finally setting indi-
viduals free from social, geographical, even biological constraints,
enabling them to associate at will with those who are truly like-minded
(Rheingold 1993; S. G. Jones 1995; Holmes 1997). According to some,
this amply compensates for the loss of other, more tangible, kinds of
community, by transferring social solidarity into new channels.
Electronic media promise a solution to the problem of mobility, because
no matter where the participants are, or how often they move, they can
stay in touch. Space is compressed almost to nothing, making it possi-
ble for individuals anywhere to establish contact with one another. The
possibilities for the invention of new communities are endless.
Furthermore, since communication at present is by text alone, most of
the usual social identifiers are removed from those involved, and this
anonymity is said to facilitate more egalitarian and democratic forms of
interaction. Participants can assume identities to suit their purposes, for
example by disguising their gender. Nothing could be more open and
fluid than communication via the net. Compared to real, physical, com-
munities, some regard those constructed on the internet as ‘utopian’ col-
lectivities, a realm of uninhibited difference and choice. Others are less
convinced. They argue that immersion in virtual reality represents a
withdrawal from involvement in the embodied social and political rela-
tionships of the ‘real” world and its communities. The complexities of
human engagement are thinned down to the status of one-dimensional
transactions, which call upon only a fraction of the individual’s capaci-
ties (Doheny-Farina 1996; Willson 1997). In addition, there is little to
authenticate these commitments as genuine. The degree of potential
disengagement is shown in the extent to which participants can become
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caught up in various kinds of games and fantasy worlds; here commu-
nity is not just imagined, it is literally imaginary.

Responding to these negative perceptions, Baym (2000) describes a
thoroughly postmodern phenomenon, a ‘tribe within a tribe’, consisting
of fans of television soap-operas who participate in online newsgroup
discussions about them, and explains how it comes to be a social world
that feels like a community. Regular participants develop shared under-
standings, and habitualized ways of acting, and take a shared pleasure in
their communications. Those involved can be said to accumulate a col-
lective memory, with elements of consensus, and agreed ethical stan-
dards. For Baym, the newsgroup itself resembles an interpersonally
complex social world, while beyond this, there are further exchanges of
personal information, offers of mutual support, and in some cases actual
meetings and friendships. Baym suggests that, like any other social
grouping, the newsgroup is structured into ‘community’ through the
existence of recurrent social practices; it is an ongoing construction of
its members. However, when asked, even those taking part expressed
reservations as to whether this was ‘really’ a community, rather than just
a group. As a group, it is somewhat strange, since members are usually
alone when they participate. According to Baym (2000: 209), being
part of an audience, or an online community, is about having a group of
friends, with whom one engages in a set of activities, and from those
connections there grows a world of feelings and relationships. Yet it
would seem that the majority of those involved remain quite passive
and solitary, receiving from and giving to their ‘community’ little
beyond the exchange of electronic messages. Holmes (1997) likens this
to maintaining a community in existence by floating messages in bot-
tles. There is no guarantee that the messages will be received and under-
stood in an act of collective apprehension, and few consequences follow.

Electronic networks enable people to form effective lobbies, exchange
information, fulfil useful educational purposes, and supply comfort and
advice. They may constitute important threads within a larger commu-
nity of involvement, such as a social movement; but on their own, they
represent a highly attenuated version of community. Viewed as they
tend to be almost exclusively from the standpoint of the individual, the
emphasis naturally falls on what it feels like to take part, rather than on
what is achieved. Like many other forms of new ‘community’, online
conversations provide occasions for individuals to ‘focus upon them-
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selves in the presence of others” (Wuthnow 1994: 170). The price paid
for such narcissism is a very weak sense of social obligation and account-
ability. In his discussion of the ‘wired neighbourhood’, Doheny-Farina
(1996) contrasts the creation of such ‘globalized virtual collectivities of
alienated and entertained individuals’ with the more solid nature of
local ‘placed’ communities. He suggests that in cyberspace the image or
‘sense’ of a community has been substituted for the real thing; but this
can provide no answers to the needs for protection, healing and social
support that people normally vest in communities. Virtual gatherings
cannot match the complex integration of private and public life, or the
critical mass of interdependent interests, found in actual geo-physical
communities. In his view, therefore, computers are seen best as adjuncts
to communities which already exist, not a replacement for them.

THE LIMITS OF THE NEW COMMUNITIES

Analyses of the kind briefly reviewed above are concerned to highlight
the heterogeneity of contemporary society, the plurality of its communal
groupings, and the extent to which they take shape through contact
with one another, in relationships of accommodation or opposition. This
means that their outlines are never fixed, or stable, but always in a state
of becoming; for example, people continually join, leave, or move
between them, making their boundaries impossible to pin down.
Membership is provisional, and with this degree of overlap and mobil-
ity, no group can count on the undivided allegiance of its members. The
fluidity of the underlying reality is reflected in the way the various cate-
gorizations blur into one another: lifestyle groupings become neotribes,
neotribes provide the invisible support network for new social move-
ments (Melucci 1989), the language of social movements weaves in and
out of descriptions of the new sexual communities (Weeks 1996), and
what to begin with looks like a single community soon dissolves into
many. It is not only ‘nostalgic communitarians’ (Holmes 1997: 31) who
might point to an ensuing loss of comprehensiveness of interaction. We
get a sense of this by contrasting these alternative forms of community
with the meaningful personal relationships presupposed in Williams’
(1975) conception of the ‘knowable community’, where people come to
know one another ‘in the round’. By comparison, the new forms of com-
munity appear one-dimensional. They offer a rich menu of choices, but
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engage only with fragments of the individual. For this reason, those
describing them tend to employ qualified terms like ‘pseudo-community’,
‘proto-community’, and so on.

Networks are not communities at all, but provide some foundations
for their potential formation. Lifestyles, neotribes and virtual communi-
ties are all marked by high degrees of voluntarism; they form because
individuals choose to identify with, or imagine themselves into, mem-
bership. Their existence depends on these acts of self-identification, and
therefore lacks solidity and permanence (Bauman 1992: 136). There is a
wide gap between Maffesoli’s vision of a neotribal society of tiny cells of
conviviality, and the possibility of people joining together to act to
maintain favoured ways of life, or engage in collective projects to change
them. Social movements are more promising; they certainly have the
capacity to absorb fully the lives of individuals, and bind them together
in relationships of close cooperation. Yet, as Putnam (2000) points out,
most members are far less deeply involved than the activist core, while
large numbers confine their investment to the occasional mail subscrip-
tion or donation. For the most part, groupings of this kind lack the den-
sity and multiplexity of the relationships traditionally associated with
community (Frazer 1999); their members have only partial awareness or
knowledge of one another, and at any time they choose may go missing
from the group. In addition, the majority of the groupings considered
are expressive or aesthetic in tone; they focus on the richness of the
experiences they can provide for individuals and, above all, on their
emotional needs. The stress is on the feelings inspired by community.
Even in the case of the multitude of task-oriented small groups men-
tioned by Putnam, a high proportion of them are concerned to make the
individual feel better. In essence, therefore, for many, community today
has come to mean this feeling of being cared for, or ‘belonging’, and no
end of groups claim to be able to provide it.

In fact, virtually any social collectivity can lay claim to some ele-
ments of ‘the communal’, in terms of bonds of shared orientation, mark-
ers of appropriate behaviour, or common symbols. These provide the
membership badges displayed by youth cultures, religious and political
movements, class fractions, consumer groupings and so on, all of which
can masquerade as communities. Given the abundance of possibilities, the
experience of community promises to be ubiquitous: we can all belong
to communities, and as many of them as we like; it is up to us to decide
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which to identify with. Not only do people conjure up communities
from whatever they feel they have in common, but there are many oth-
ers only too ready to fabricate them, as things that can be bought into.
Internet marketeers apply the label ‘community’ to random collections
of website visitors (Wellman 2001: 228). This leads Frazer (1999) to
inquire whether there is any property, shared between people, which
does not lend itself to a proclamation of community. In the same way
that there are said to be ‘communities’ of business people, or jazz fans, is
it conceivable that we could perhaps find people referring to themselves
as the ‘freckled community’? The answer would seem to depend on
whether they thought they could get something out of it. Wellman
(2001: 248) contends that today community is a ‘game’, ruled by con-
siderations of autonomy, opportunity and uncertainty, which implies
that community can be whatever people want to make of it. Others, like
Bauman (1992) and Sennett (1998) insist that commitments of this
type cannot generate lasting social bonds. In Bauman’s terms, most con-
temporary communities are no more than pegs on which to hang identi-
ties for the time being. There is nothing to signify the sense of
obligation or responsibility towards others that might hold people in a
continuing relationship, even when things turn difficult. Membership
always carries the implied warning ‘until further notice’. Sennett (1998:
30) laments the erosion of long-term qualities of character, such as loy-
alty, commitment and resolve. In the absence of more tangible social
relations, not even the short-lived enthusiasm of being together with
others of a similar kind can be sustained. The crowd at a Glastonbury
music festival may feel themselves to be in such communion; they may
even link hands to pledge their commitment to solving world poverty;
but then they disperse, and go home, and cease to think about their col-
lective unity.

Interestingly enough, in all the examples mentioned above, there is
evidence of people seeking to go beyond the limits of their existing con-
tacts, to meet actually in the flesh, and develop closer, fuller, relations
with one another. It is when they meet at picnics and social gatherings
that collaborators in e-communities are able to establish the trust miss-
ing from their electronic interactions. Those who belong to youth cul-
tures, or sexual communities, invariably establish particular venues and
routines through which they firm up their connections in personal
encounters. Lifestyle consumers parade their possessions where others
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can see and appreciate them. In these ways, a sense of community can be
embedded more firmly. Of course, there are exceptions, where such
efforts are unnecessary because communities already are well embedded.
Conventional community ties tended to draw their strength from cer-
tain kinds of pre-existing social bonds, especially family, religion, occu-
pation, ethnicity and class. Despite all the changes that have occurred,
these still provide the operational relationships underpinning communi-
ties where identities seem most secure, and most resilient in the face of
globalization and postmodernity. Unsurprisingly, these are also the
communities which attract odium from some for being narrow and
exclusive. In recent years, with the waning of other influences, ethnicity
in particular has come to the fore as a prime source of communal cohe-
sion, often but not always in conjunction with religion. In a globalized,
mobile world, ethnicity has become for many a dominant form of struc-
turing framework, within which to negotiate their sense of belonging
and identity. Ethnic ties bind people together at a local and geographi-
cally limited level, but can also unite dispersed populations into mean-
ingful communities across large distances.

In the way that villages used to produce close encounters between
social classes (Pahl 1965), urban districts now bring different ethnicities
into close proximity, both sharpening and challenging their communal
boundaries (Cantle 2002; Webster 2003). As well as the formation of
local and fundamentalist communities, we see the emergence of new
hybrid and diasporic groupings (Eade 1997; Hall 1990). In response to
such diversity, existing communities also find themselves driven into
adopting a more ethnic clothing, becoming aware of their ethnicity
where previously it was unchallenged, and unconscious (Collins 2004).
As the conflicts surrounding the development of London’s Docklands
have shown (Foster 1999), the defence of local community and the
rights of the ‘established’ very easily spill over into racism and xenopho-
bia. Riots in the northern ex-industrial towns of Britain in 2001 also
highlighted how far a combination of economic restructuring, selective
migration, and symbolic stereotyping and stigmatization had gone to
split the population into separate ethnic enclaves (Webster 2003). The
promotion of cultural identity and difference had played its part in the
development of racism and segregation. Webster notes an unresolved
tension between particularistic, potentially exclusive community cohe-
sion, and universalistic, potentially inclusive social cohesion (Webster



NEW DIRECTIONS FOR COMMUNITY 233

2003: 114). In a formulation reminiscent of Etzioni, he concludes that
the latter is a question of the moral regulation that gives rise to social
solidarity within and between groups. Ironically, policy discourse evokes
‘community’ as the solution to these communal problems, by trying to
shift the limits of community to incorporate all the warring factions,
into a so-called ‘community of communities’ (Runnymede Trust 2000).
Yet again, ‘community’ is put to work, to paper over the cracks in social
relations.

WORKING WITH COMMUNITY

As recent calls for greater ‘community cohesion’ demonstrate (Cantle
2002), despite the many conceptual and empirical difficulties that we
have been exploring, there is no sign that the term ‘community’ is
going to go away, either from the everyday discourse of ‘ordinary’ peo-
ple, or from the rhetoric of those who seek to govern and manage them.
On the contrary, the capacity of ‘community’ to mean so many different
things, sometimes all at once, makes it an invaluable political resource.
Many ongoing struggles between social groups are conducted in its
name, both at the local level and in the wider society. Claims for goods
and resources, including political recognition and esteem, are legit-
imized by invoking the needs of the community. Exhortations to rally
around communal interests have played an important part in mobilizing
the new social movements, and as Hoggett (1997: 1) asserts, the idea of
community is nowhere more ubiquitous than in contemporary social
and public policy. Discussions of problems of immigration, crime, ter-
rorism and anti-social behaviour rarely proceed far without mention of
the part played by communities, as either cause or cure. No matter how
difficult it is to be clear about its meaning, ‘community’ has come to
possess a definite social reality because it is inscribed so deeply in a
thick web of activities and practices such as community programmes,
community groups of various kinds, projects like community arts or
community health and welfare, and the physical fabric of community
centres. These practices and facilities all involve people doing things
with, or to, communities. This in turn produces an extensive apparatus
of community workers, facilitators, activists and experts, who together
constitute quite a significant industry, with a substantial turnover of
financial assets. Apart from the practitioners themselves, there are those
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who reflect and comment upon their practice, and provide them with
relevant training and education. Even when taking opposing sides, they
have a mutual interest in maintaining the social visibility of commu-
nity, which makes them the ‘community community’, and they employ
a vocabulary litctered with terms such as community activism, commu-
nity development, participation and community-based action. Yet by
now we know that, although it seems to offer something for everyone,
community is an exceedingly fragile hook from which to hang so much.

Community as a tool for intervention

The popularity of community as a tool of political and social interven-
tion has risen and fallen along with shifts in government thinking, and
in prevailing social and economic circumstances (see Mayo 2000; Clarke
et al. 2002). Well before the formation of a communitarian ‘movement’
in the 1990s there were many who looked to communities as sources of
action or forms of mobilization, to work with or to counteract currents
of social change. Action at the level of community is viewed as a way of
working on those social relationships deemed closest to individuals, and
their most intimate social groupings, and therefore likely to be particu-
larly effective in bringing about changes with a lasting impact.
Involving a wider community can provide reinforcement and support
for those who are undertaking new ventures; for example, the designa-
tion of certain localities as ‘educational priority areas’” in the late 1960s
was intended to generate the local backing needed to help parents and
pupils adopt new attitudes towards achievement in school. Since then,
similar ideas have lain behind numerous interventions in the fields of
community health, policing, crime prevention and social care. Weeks
(1996) argues that campaigns for safer sex as a response to the AIDS epi-
demic became successful when they won the support of a community of
activists and voluntary organizations, inspired by a philosophy of collec-
tive self-help. Practical efforts of this sort have been influenced by, and
in turn exerted an influence upon, emerging theoretical perspectives on
community. Indeed, some of the most direct applications of sociological
ideas and methods have occurred in the broad area of ‘community work’,
and this has meant that disagreements about the nature and meaning
of community have been translated fairly immediately into differences
of practice and approach.
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Forms of community activism can be traced back a long way, but
have obtained an increasing clear definition as they have become more
formal and professionalized (Lees and Mayo 1984; Clarke e /. 2002;
Twelvetrees 1998). Even so, there continue to be significant inconsisten-
cies and contradictions in practice, which reflect the influence of diver-
gent perspectives and commitments. For example, methods of
‘community development’ were refined in the context of colonial rela-
tionships in developing countries, where they were seen as a means of
helping local people to adjust to new economic and cultural expecta-
tions and to adopt more ‘modern’ forms of behaviour. These included
self-reliance, individualism and readiness to value economic growth.
There were always some who challenged such approaches, as ways of
pacifying potential opposition, and incorporating it within a dominant
Western ideology. Development would be encouraged, providing it fol-
lowed certain predetermined directions. When the approach was trans-
ferred back home, to the West, the same debates arose. Definitions of
community development, like those cited by Clarke et «/. (2002: 30-3),
incorporate references to such worthy aims as enabling communities to
grow; strengthening and bringing about change in communities;
encouraging communities to tackle problems for themselves; and secur-
ing the active involvement of people in the issues which affect their
lives. Communities are treated as agents, able to assume responsibility,
define objectives, and act to meet them. There is a strong theme of col-
lectivism, in that action with communities entails working together,
reinforcing shared ties, encouraging solidarity and self-help. The
emphasis on cooperation and collaboration could be seen as a valuable
counterweight to rampant individualism; it reminds people that they
belong together and need to show consideration for one another.
However, concealed within words like ‘growth’, ‘strength’ and even
‘development’ itself is an implicit model of the ‘good’ community. A
community which can stand on its own feet, with a clear sense of pur-
pose, and which can mobilize its own resources to achieve useful ends, is
considered to be a more developed, healthier community than one that
cannot. Skilled community practitioners of various types exist to help
communities grow along this path. But they are rarely neutral when it
comes to evaluating what sorts of goals and values communities choose
to pursue. It is not possible so easily to separate the form of community
from its content. As with the former colonial powers, the temptation to
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encourage or insist upon particular outcomes is extremely strong. Much
of the literature on community development deals with this simply by
assuming that, when approached correctly, communities are naturally
progressive, liberal and inclusive; or else that practitioners will provide
their services only where these positive values can be ensured. When
they make the ‘wrong’ choices, communities find themselves con-
demned for being too self-centred, too exclusive, or reactionary.

Since development is often offered as part of a package, within
funded programmes, these substantive outcomes are built in as part of
the deal. Communities are developed 7z order to be more economically
effective, to play a larger role in decision-making, or to exercise greater
control over social misbehaviour. An insidious pressure is applied to
comply with definitions that someone else has laid down, even if this
risks missing the point about the nature of the community in question.
A classic example is the 1970s Community Development Project
(CDP), which followed the lead set by the United States’ “War on
Poverty’ in targeting action on a number of places in Britain identified
as exhibiting persistent deprivation. The assumption was that this was
attributable to ‘malfunctions’ in family and community. A dozen teams
of researchers and development workers were sent in to investigate the
causes, including the possibility that the areas concerned suffered from a
local ‘culture’ of poverty. Instead, the majority of teams concluded that
the sources of the problems lay elsewhere, in the wider social structure
of class inequality, so that action taken at local level would have only
very marginal impact. Blame was being placed on the victims for mat-
ters beyond their control. This was not a message government wanted to
hear, and support for the project was withdrawn. Although the CDP
represented a failure in official terms, it proved to be a seed-bed for
urban sociologists, and an influential source for what became the
restructuring analysis (for discussions, see Cockburn 1977: 123; Frazer
1999: 153). Key elements of the approach have become standard prac-
tice in subsequent state interventions, such as the 1980s Urban
Programme, and schemes under City Challenge and the Single
Regeneration Budget in the 1990s. These include dispatching outsiders
into communities to assess their needs; shifting responsibility for action
towards their members; and devising innovative forms of local policy.
Cockburn (1977) labelled this approach the ‘community package’ and
interpreted it as an attempt by central government to manage conflict,
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and to gain more knowledge of, and better control over, local condi-
tions.

This form of community action is ‘top-down’. It tries to ensure that
the target communities learn to conform to external expectations. If suc-
cessful, communities can be coopted as instruments of social policy or
regulation. For this reason, it has been applied primarily to communi-
ties defined as ‘poor’, marginal or deprived, including those in rural
areas; after all, what need is there to apply such techniques to situations
where social relationships are already considered well-organized and
resourced, and meeting accepted social objectives? A view is encouraged
thereby that intervention is required only where communities are in
some way lacking, or pathological, and in need of normalization. Quite
often, to be designated as a needy community in these terms implies
that there is not (yet) really a ‘proper’ community there at all. A recent
example of this approach is the programme launched in 2000 in Wales,
Communities First. This identified 142 Welsh communities as needing
support, mostly defined as multiply deprived local authority wards or
sub-ward areas. Ten are non-spatial ‘communities of interest’. Each com-
munity will be eligible for comparatively long-term public funding, to
create and follow through a local action plan for community regenera-
tion. The programme has received a cautious welcome from experts,
who describe it as ‘a centrally planned programme to be driven by pro-
fessionals who will coordinate the best way to spend government
resources’ (Clarke ez @/. 2002: 86). This suggests that the communities
themselves will not be in control of the programme, but could be con-
trolled by it.

Radical community action

On the whole, community workers do not become involved with such
programmes because they want to carry out the wishes of government,
even though ultimately government may pay their salaries. They are far
more likely to be motivated by a desire to do something helpful for
communities and their members. Very often this will be seen as involv-
ing going against the wishes of the authorities. Community develop-
ment practice is influenced therefore by an alternative tradition of
radical community action, which tries to ensure that the weak are given
a voice, and assisted to overcome the barriers inhibiting their full and
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equal participation in society. In North America there is a tradition of
community activism, which sees it as the role of the professional orga-
nizer, or agitator, to help build community, using common interest as a
motivating factor in creating broad-based coalitions of groups (Clarke ez
al. 2002: 41). In Britain, militant social workers and community
activists have engaged in confrontational direct action designed to force
government and local authorities to respond to the needs of particular
groups and localities. Notions of ‘empowerment’ and advocacy encour-
age the pursuit of campaigning methods designed to raise consciousness
and increase the ability of marginalized groups to engage in protest.
Such an approach is obviously more compatible with a conflict model of
community relations than with the managerialist thrust of official pro-
grammes for community development (Cockburn 1977; Lees and Mayo
1984). The activist takes the side of the community, or community
group, against the state, big business and, if need be, the wider society.
Community-based protest tactics have been employed by a wide range
of special interest groups, including people with disabilities, language
activists and environmentalists. Here too there is a selective tendency
for activists to offer their support only to certain approved causes, linked
to movements like anti-racism, feminism and civil rights (Mayo 2000).
Community action of this kind easily aligns itself with the politics of
difference and identity.

We saw earlier how communities are the site for the spontaneous for-
mation of many kinds of action groups, so that there is often fierce com-
petition between groups for resources and support. The fact that there
are many different competing conceptions of community accentuates
this, by ensuring that groups cut across one another. For this reason,
there is a stream of critical thinking which doubts whether ‘community’
represents a viable basis for significant political mobilization. Cockburn
(1977: 159) claims that the idea of community action ‘rings with
implausibility’ because it refers in the main to very fragmented
responses to local ‘service’ issues. It is directed towards the problems
people encounter as consumers, which tend to be short-term, highly
specific, and divisive. It is also populist, in suggesting that such forms
of action are open to all groups and interests, regardless of class barriers.
Saunders (1979) agrees that community action usually involves a narrow
social base, pursuing limited objectives. More often than not, its con-
cern is with blocking some initiative, rather than doing anything more
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positive. Furthermore, the notion of community encourages a consensus
view, that with goodwill on all sides, cooperative solutions can be
found; this makes such activity accommodative and facilitative, rather
than genuinely oppositional. The outcome is a mass of what Bell and
Newby (1976: 204) described as ‘briefly spluttering local action
groups’. These objections are levelled principally at territorially based
groupings, but could apply just as well to the work of many of the
groups which battle on the grounds of shared interests. Measured
against the standard of achieving significant social transformation, most
community action appears to revolve around small issues and minor
gains. Frazer (1999: 160) notes how much of the literature consists of
stories of victories and defeats, highlighting the trials and tribulations
of community organizing (for examples, see Hoggett 1997; Clarke ¢t al.
2002). Saunders (1979: 130) observed that successes could be chalked
up, without posing any fundamental threat to dominant economic and
political interests. Critiques of this kind rest on a prior commitment to
theories of basic social division, along lines of class, race or gender, in
the light of which action at community level comes across as inherently
pluralistic and disjointed. Activists often try to solve this by creating
alliances and coalitions to broaden action and link up with wider move-
ments.

Clearly, both radicals and officialdom can engage in community
building activity for instrumental reasons: community becomes a vehi-
cle for the achievement of their ulterior purposes, and since they meet in
the spaces created by the various community projects and programmes,
community development practice is bound to be riddled with tensions
between adherents of ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches. As the
studies reported in Hoggett (1997) show, reconciling the wishes of com-
munities with the aims of public policies can be an immensely frustrat-
ing business, and accusations of tokenism, unreasonableness, manipulation
and lack of representation fly in all directions. Many schemes for com-
munity involvement end in failure, or very limited achievement, leaving
behind a residue of discontent. The problem of disappointed expecta-
tions is familiar to those who work with communities and community
groups, as is the difficulty of sustaining organization and action for suf-
ficient periods of time. Community action often seems best suited to short
bursts of enthusiasm (Frazer 1999), whereas policy objectives are more
long-term. On the other hand, changes in policy direction and funding
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initiatives make it difficult for community groups to think far ahead,
when their resource base is uncertain. Rapid turnover of personnel and
frequent organizational changes are commonplace. There is then a major
disjunction between the ill-defined, fluid and contested nature of ‘com-
munity’ and the relatively well organized, codified sphere of govern-
ment. To a considerable extent, an answer has been sought through the
professionalization of community work and community development
methods.

Involving the communities: mobilization or incorporation?

There was a time when working with communities was a relatively
marginal activity, associated more with church-based, welfare and phi-
lanthropic bodies than with government. Systems of representative
democracy, local government, and government agencies were supposed
to deal with policy issues, without the direct entanglement of commu-
nities. Now, however, community involvement has been mainstreamed,
as a routine aspect of policy implementation, and few initiatives
emanate from government without some anticipation that communities
will be implicated in their delivery. If communities themselves are not
mentioned, ‘active citizens’, located in their various communities, will
be (Hill 1994). It has become standard practice to insist that bodies like
local development corporations, housing trusts, National Health Trusts
and local authorities obtain regular feedback from, or consult with,
‘their’ communities. In their turn, groups and organizations which
apply for funding under government programmes, or from one of the
independent organizations providing support for action at community
level, will be expected to provide detailed information about themselves
and the communities they represent, and explain how they intend to
match the various performance criteria and targets by which success is
measured. Monitoring and evaluation have become key components of
project work. These activities require particular skills and expertise,
which are not always available within the community. Either new ways
of working must be learned, or assistance will be sought from among
the various consultants, facilitators, and intermediaries who specialize in
these tasks. Roles that used to be undertaken as voluntary commitments
have become full-time occupations, and as the demand for advice and sup-
port has grown, a distinct literature has developed to provide communi-
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ties with the necessary toolkit (for examples, see Francis and Henderson
1992; Hawtin ¢t a/. 1994). This enables communities, and other appropri-
ate bodies, to carry out tasks such as local needs assessments, community
audits and village appraisals. They can construct community profiles, and
analyse the structure of social relationships within and around the commu-
nity. In effect, the community study method has been reinvented, as
something communities do to themselves, in order to gain access to nec-
essary resources. Basic social scientific techniques of quantitative and
qualitative research have been adapted so that they can be understood
and used by community members.

These developments lend themselves to both positive and negative
interpretations. As a statement of aspirations, there is little to quarrel
with in Francis and Henderson’s definition of the purpose of community
work (1992: 17) as ‘helping people to work together in their community,
to grow in confidence and competence, in order to tackle their priorities
and needs’. It puts community members firmly at the centre, and allows
them to determine aims and objectives. Ideas of participation and self-
determination figure strongly in contemporary accounts of community
development processes. Techniques have been developed, ranging from
surveys to interactive planning exercises, to enable the views of all sec-
tions of a community to be taken into account (Day et «/. 1998).
Statements of the approved procedures for effective community work
advocate obtaining the active involvement of the community, with the
inclusion of all its elements, and the importance of capacity-building
measures to strengthen any areas of weakness. In these ways, community
development can be seen as aiming to raise levels of social capital. As
well as empowering the community and its members, this is regarded as
ensuring better results, because the community takes ownership of the
process, and its outcomes. In particular, this is said to increase the sus-
tainability of the results. Yet there are limitations to what can be
achieved. First, many exercises of the kind are half-hearted and superfi-
cial, and done with the intention of arriving at predetermined results.
Experience of this type of activity breeds a great deal of cynicism.
Second, the frameworks within which community development meth-
ods are applied often force communities to adjust themselves to fit a
particular template; for example, to set up certain types of recom-
mended committee and leadership structures, ostensibly to ensure there
is ‘clarity’ in decision making. Agencies feel more comfortable relating
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to organizations than they do to amorphous community relationships.
Third, there are worries that when these methods are employed, they
disclose lingering assumptions about the intrinsic possibilities for har-
mony and agreement. This is despite the recognition in the relevant
texts that communities are complex, may not be able to resolve all their
differences, and can engage in reprehensible behaviour like racism.
Faced with these realities, community workers sometimes find them-
selves being urged to adopt the role of counsellors, expected to lead a
divided community towards cooperation and conflict resolution.

There is much to admire in the values avowed by most workers and
activists who engage in the community development process. In gen-
eral, they aim to foster principles of fair treatment, compassion,
reciprocity and consideration, and to strengthen the networks of cooper-
ation required to achieve collective ends. In doing so, they promise to
bring actually existing communities closer to the normative ideal. They
also direct their efforts mainly towards the more vulnerable members of
society, or those who feel themselves to be most oppressed. Nevertheless,
throughout the development of community work practice, anxieties have
been expressed that rather than promoting the real interests of commu-
nities it could result in their incorporation into structures of power and
control determined by others, whether this be the state, the social relations
of capitalism, or the ‘moral majority’. How can one be sure that the
interests served are genuinely those of the people on the ground? What
happens when the expressed wishes of a community conflict with the
purposes of the powerful? Very often, in practice, an attempt will be
made to redefine the community, or modify its formal structures, to
secure a more satisfactory outcome. The powerful show a sometimes sur-
prising ability to absorb pressures from below. Cockburn (1977: 118)
observes that no sooner was community activism and protest put into
practice than it was welcomed as a sign of healthy democratic disagree-
ment, and integrated as part and parcel of political pluralism; conflict
was diverted into competition between groups, and some groups, espe-
cially those willing to be more moderate and cooperative, found favour
over others. The steady professionalization of community work has also
encouraged an impression that it is now a service, provided by well edu-
cated middle-class experts for poor working class and ethnic minority
people in areas of economic and social decline, and therefore liable to
become rather patronizing and controlling. Uncertainties as to who ben-
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efits from community activism have persisted throughout a series of
changes in both theoretical perspectives and social conditions (Taylor
1995), and emerge at the present time in warnings that efforts to
develop communities may become dissipated amongst ever increasing
numbers of rival ‘identity’ groups, making them susceptible to competi-
tiveness and manipulation.

The most searching critical commentary on these developments has
been produced by Rose (1996), who claims that community has moved
right to the heart of public administration, and also of individual exis-
tence. In line with postmodernist arguments, he suggests that a new
form of awareness has emerged, in which society is deconstructed into
many different kinds of communities, leaving individuals to be identi-
fied according to the particular networks of affiliation within which
they are located. People are seen as owing primary responsibility to
these personal networks of communal ties, rather than to any sense of
society as a whole. Government increasingly works by finding ways of
regulating and orchestrating these relationships. Government through
community involves devising strategies which transform communities
into instruments of regulation or reform (Rose 1996: 334). This allows
key tasks to be devolved away from the centre, relieving the state of
some of its burden. Thus techniques of participation, empowerment,
and involvement in decision making shift responsibility towards the
individual and the community. Communities are called upon to play a
more active part in ensuring their own safety and security, by hiring pri-
vate protection or making sure they exclude the criminals. Greater
responsibility for health and welfare is allocated to self-help groups and
community campaigns. Economic policies seek to encourage local enter-
prise and initiative. Where they do not exist to fulfil these functions,
communities may have to be created. Groups and organizations that are
prepared to assume responsibility, and be accountable, on behalf of the
community are sought out, or stimulated into existence. Although this
can be presented as demonstrating greater sensitivity towards the needs
of communities, it suits the interests of government to cultivate such
mechanisms of self-regulation. Amongst other devices, Rose indicates
that attachment to particular ‘lifestyle communities’ can be mobilized
to establish firmer control over behaviour and consumption practices.
Sociology plays a part in this, by gathering information about, inter-
preting and explaining the nature of different communities.
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For Rose, the practice and expertise of community work, including
the preparation of audits, reports and assessments, performs a vital role
in rendering community calculable, as a means of government. In line
with his arguments, the website of the UK government’s Active
Community Unit defines its vision as one of ‘strong, active and empow-
ered communities — increasingly capable of doing things for themselves,
defining the problems they face and then tackling them together’. A
number of current initiatives turn the spotlight onto community. As
noted above, the urban disturbances of 2001 led to the commissioning
of studies into the problem of ‘community cohesion’, which made con-
nections with parallel debates about social inclusion and exclusion,
social capital and participation. The problem was seen to lie in the
degree of separation between different communities, which bred fear
and intolerance. It was noted that there was an unfair tendency to prob-
lematize communities of ethnic minority and black people, while over-
looking groups of white people living in equally or more deprived
circumstances (Cantle 2002). Efforts to combat this should be devoted
to bringing the communities together, and promoting shared values.
Local community cohesion plans should be prepared. In other words,
problems should be managed at community level. The tendency is still
to attribute major social difficulties to problem people, and problem
areas. There is little to reassure critics like Byrne (1999), who perceive
such approaches as excluding communities from strategic power, and
failing to connect with the realities of social division and inequality.
Lest it should be thought that these concerns are exclusively urban,
recent rural policies have also highlighted a range of new concerns and
concepts, such as the value of ‘countryside capital’, new interests in
community capacity-building, forms of social enterprise, and questions
of local empowerment and exclusion (for example, Countryside Agency
2003). Indicators of community ‘vibrancy’ have been developed which
position different local communities as ‘vibrant’, ‘active’, ‘barely active’
and ‘sleeping’. Although rural communities continue to win praise for
providing desirable social environments, ‘really existing’ communities
are expected to prove that they deserve this reputation. If not, then they
must work to remedy the problem, for instance by ensuring that a broad
cross-section of the community becomes engaged in planning and deci-
sion making processes. In such ways, the vision of a community in
which everyone is involved, pulling together for the common good, con-
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tinues to exercise a deep influence on the minds of policy makers and
their advisors, and to determine how different social groups are treated.

IN CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF ‘COMMUNITY’

There is a very considerable distance between the kinds of geographical,
and usually deprived, communities that are mainly targeted by govern-
mental policies, and the freewheeling, imaginative groupings of internet
enthusiasts and lifestyle celebrants who see themselves as representing
the future of community. That the same word can be used to encompass
both gives some sense of the versatility that has enabled the idea of
community to display such resilience in the face of innumerable cri-
tiques. Time and again, no sooner is it pronounced to be dead than it
springs back to life again, usually in some slightly modified form.
Rose’s argument that community now has become a central tool of con-
temporary governance implies that we will see policy moving increas-
ingly away from its place-bound, administrative, conventional
definitions, to chase the emergent definitions of the new communities.
We see this already in the favourable positioning offered to communi-
ties of faith and ethnicity, who are assured that their differences will be
recognized and respected, so long as they fit within the framework of
the larger, national or societal community. Over time, they also will be
subjected to the attentions and measurements of the community work-
ers, to ensure they are in good health. Meanwhile, there are many who
continue to look for sources of security and stability in recreating where
necessary what they suppose to be the traditional communities of the
past — whether these are prettified versions of rurality, or in some cases
conceivably ethnically purified urban districts. There seems little point
in sociologists lamenting the confusions and obscurities which surround
the notion of community, when it is being put to work so intensively
and determinedly by the members of society. Neither does it seem rele-
vant to seek to legislate which of the meanings is more correct. Much of
the interest lies rather in seeing how they are used to accomplish such
different purposes.

At every level, it does appear community is contested, and con-
testable. There is disagreement about its essential meaning, and endless
argument about what it signifies in terms of entitlements and responsi-
bilities, and for whom. The clash between different interpretations fuels
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much that is dynamic in modern social life. Those who welcome ethnic
diversity as a valuable addition to a pluralistic society, for example, find
themselves confounded when others interpret ethnic community as
enjoining them to reinstate older, restrictive codes of conduct and val-
ues. It turns out that liberals and fundamentalists alike can justify their
positions in terms of the values of ‘community’, so that they must battle
for hearts and minds to achieve their aims. In such circumstances, there
is nothing intrinsically warm and cosy about community, as is often
suggested, because it can be a rallying call to conflict. Even at the mun-
dane level of the practice of community work and community develop-
ment, there is as much argument as consensus, because those involved
bring different aspirations and expectations to their understanding of
community. Farrar (2001: 343) has proposed that community is under-
stood best as an imaginative tool used by people as they go about their
business of constructing an idea of a better society. This implies that
community is always about change, and that such change is a positive
expression of dreams of a better life. Unfortunately ideas of community
can be taken up just as readily to resist change, and enact what some
would regard as nightmarish possibilities. There is no escaping the
social ambivalence involved in deciding who belongs, and who does not,
and this ensures that the social features associated with community will
not go away, but will continue to erupt in new, often unexpected forms.
Consequently, ideas of community are likely to continue to be embed-
ded at the centre of social theory. By following the career of the concept
as it has twisted and turned with changes of sociological perspective and
social reality, we do learn two key lessons. First, that community is among
the more active construction sites in society, with lots of different peo-
ple hard at work. Second, that the reality of community as discovered by
empirical research is a great deal messier than the abstract and idealized
versions used by theorists, whether these theorists are in academia, or
located closer to the fields and streets of actual communities.
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