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INTRODUCTION

This module is about communities. But what do we mean by a
‘community’? It is a word we use quite freely in conversation and yet it
turns out to be quite slippery once we try to get a firm Lrrasp on it. We
live in such a large and variegated society that ‘community’ probably
means rather different things in different places. Is a community in the
Scottish Isles the same as a community in Middlesbrou: gh or Belfast?

In some ways it seems easier to get hold of the idea of community by
looking back to the villages and small towns of the past. If we were able
to travel backwards in time three or four hundred years, we would find
that most people in Britain lived either in a village or a small town.
Imagine yourself to be one of them, looking out of your window. Who
would you see? Almost everyone who passed by would be someone you
knew. Not only would you know who they were, you would also know a
lot about them. You would know where they lived, with whom, and
what work they did. In fact, you would have known them for a long
time. Although you would not necessarily feel friendly towards evervone
passing by, you would nevertheless share a lot in common with them,
having grown up in the same place and experienced a lot of the same
times of hardship and plenty. People’s past deeds, good and bad, would
be known to all so that reputations once gained, for better or worse,
would tend to last. Quarrels might run on from one generation to the
next. But equally, loyalties would run strong and in times of need you
would expect to be able to call on support. In short, as you looked out of
the window you would see people with whose lives your own life was
intricately enmeshed.

This is putting it a bit simply, but it will serve for now as one kind of
image of community life. How different is it from the life you live in
Britain in the 1990s? Try answering the Activity question below.

Activity 1

Before you begin
these questions,
read the section

headed ‘Activities’ in
the Course
Introduction.

Look out of your window (or else imagine looking out). Who do you see?
@ Do you see people you know?

® How much do you know about them? (And how much do they
know about you?)

® How long have you known them?

® How much do you have in common with them in terms of your
life experiences?

Looking at your answers, would you say that you live in a community?
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Perhaps you have concluded that you live in a community very like the
village of a few centuries ago. Somehow, though, it seems unlikely,
unless you live in a very remote part of the country. Alternatively you
might feel that you do live in a community, but one of a different kind.
Although you might not know people as well as villagers of centuries ago
would have, nevertheless you may feel that you have links with the
people out there. On the other hand you might feel that you have very
few connections with people around you and that there is no sense of
community in the area worth speaking of.

In this study module we are going to explore the extent to which we
actually live in communities today and, if we do, how far they are close-
knit communities of the kind sketched out above. To guide us in this
exploration we shall be setting out to answer the following questions.

CORE QUESTIONS

1 What is a community?

2 Are communities largely a thing of the past?

3 What makes communities flourish or decline?

4 How do different people within a community experience it?

5 Can communities be important within a modern society?

This is 2 good point 6 How do communities link up to the rest of society?

ch to listen to
udio cassette as
he end of the

These six questions correspond broadly to the six main sections of the
B o and module, so you can return to them if at any point you lose your sense of
Norma Sherratt. where the module is heading.
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THE MEANING OF COMMUNITY

2.1 Whatis a community?

To be able to talk about communities, we need to get a better grip on
what we actually mean by the term.

Activity 2

Write down a few notes on what the word ‘community’ means to you.

Think of your own experience, if any, of living in a community.
How does life in a community differ from life without a community?

STUDY SKILLS

KEEPING NOTES WHERE YOU CAN USE THEM

Keep these notes alongside you, so that you can check back to them as
you work through the module. We shall be looking at examples of
different kinds of communities and at people’s experiences within
communities. It will be valuable to be able to compare these with your
own experiences of, and thoughts on, communities. Keep your notes on a
separate pad so you can add new thoughts to it as you go along. By the
end of the module you will have a very interesting set of reflections on
your way of life.

We shall now approach our question from another angle, by trying to

pick out what the distinguishing features of communities are. We shall
examine five photographs very carefully. We can tell a great deal from

pictures, provided we know what questions to ask.

Activity 3

Photo 1

Quechua Indians
farming in Callejon
de Huaylas, Peru

10

Look at the five photos. They all show groups of people, but do they show
communities? Which would you pick as the odd one out?
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M £ 4 AFo-Caribbean club in north London Photo 5 Afternoon at the school gates

Photograph 3 is meant to be the odd one out. We shall consider why in a
moment. If you picked a different one, make a note of why and then see
if you disagree with what is said in the discussion below.

The following activity will take longer, but will tell us a great deal. It is
important to get your note pad and do this one carefully.

11
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Activity 4

Look at Photograph 1 and write down answers to each of these questions:

1 Do you think that these people share a sense of belonging to a
community?

If so, how close-knit do you think that community is?

What are these people doing?

How often do you think they see each other?

How well do you think they know each other?

How important do you think they are to one another?

If one of them was ill, what do you think the others would do?

What kinds of things do you think they might talk to each other
about?

9 Do you think a stranger would find it easy to join the group?

0 NN LA WwWN

Now answer the same questions for each of the other four photos.

Here are my answers. Obviously I am guessing, but that is the nature of
the exercise. I expect my answers are longer than yours and will be
different on some points. I have also added a few extra notes that [ made.
Don’t be concerned about such differences. There are no ‘right answers’
here. Your answers will reflect your experience and ideas as my answers
reflect mine. I am simply giving you something to compare with. The
answers are numbered to match the questions.

PHOTO 1: THE PEOPLE FARMING

1 Yes, I would imagine they feel very much bound up in a
community.

It looks as if it would be a very close-knit community.

3 They are farming - working together to produce food. If this
communal activity fails, they will go hungry.

4 T would guess that they see each other every day and perhaps most
of the day.

5 They know each other very well indeed, I imagine. Probably each
of them knows almost the entire life history of each of the others.

6 Iwould guess that they are very important to each other; that their
whole lives are affected by their relationships with each other.

7 They would certainly notice the loss of labour if one was ill; but I
imagine they might also help out with food, looking after
children, and so on.

8 Tassume they would talk about whatever is important to them and
to village life, though they might not need to talk a lot, since they
already know a great deal about each other and share many of the
same ideas.
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STUDY SKILLS

18

communicating with each other over matters of common interest — not
just exchanging the bare minimum for a business transaction.
Community members tend to know about each others lives —a lot in the
case of close-knit communities and less in the case of looser-knit ones.
They take at least a passing interest in each other’s welfare and, in a close-
knit community, may do quite a lot to support each other. Lastly there is
a difference between being a member and being an outsider, though the
boundary is sharper in the close-knit communities. Members will have a
sense of ‘belonging’ to the community. They may also feel bound up
with a particular place.

This brings us to the final point of the whole exercise: a list of features
which seem to be typical of communities. This is not a final and

definitive list, since we have drawn it from only five photographs. But it
gives us a good working base for continuing our discussion.

KEY POINTS
A community seems to involve:
» a sense of shared purpose
regular contact between members
communication over a wide range of shared interests

>
>
» members knowing about each other’s lives
» members supporting each other

>

a sense of belonging.

‘DOING’ SOCIAL SCIENCE

This has been quite a long exercise, but it gives you a taste of what social
science is about: taking a fairly ordinary aspect of society — in this case
photographs of groups of people - looking closely at what is going on,
asking questions from a detached point of view, and thinking carefully
about what the answers mean.

In fact, in moving from the photographs to the list of features of
communities, we have come a long way. We now have a set of criteria
which we can apply to groupings of people to see whether they ‘qualify’
as communities within our understanding of the term (or whether instead
our list needs changing).
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Figure 1 Community as a ‘buffer zone’ between family and state

If we are attracted to the version of society shown on the right, then
clearly communities are important. After all, many of us are likely to
need support at some point in our lives: as babies, toddlers, or school
children, or as old people, or if we are without housing or work. At all
these times the idea of local community-based support, which can be
responsive to local conditions and needs, and to us as individual people,
is likely to be attractive. But can modern communities themselves take
the strain? We shall be looking in more detail at this question in
Section 6.

However, we must not think of communities only in terms of care and
support. Many people hanker after the idea of community for vaguer and
more general reasons. Somehow it seems that belonging to a community
ought to make life more meaningful. If you ask yourself the question,
‘Who am I and how significant am I?" and then think in terms of the
state and society at large, you will probably seem anonymous and
unimportant. But if you think in terms of your family, that can seem a
bit limiting. After all, you may not currently belong to a family and, in
any case, a family nowadays is a rather small group, which may give you
a very restricted backdrop against which to view your life and works as
meaningful. The fact that your family thinks of you as a source of
comfort and warmth, or as a high flyer, or as a black sheep, is important,
but not necessarily satisfying as the entire basis on which to assess the
meaning and worth of your life. It seems more appropriate to have a
larger and more impartial group of people amongst whom your actions
and qualities can carry significance. So communities can be important in
adding another level of meaning to life, as well as offering practical care
and support.

23
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KEY POINTS

» Communities can be seen as a ‘buffer zone’ between home life
on the one hand and the wider society on the other.

> We feel that they ought to be able to provide a more personal
form of care and support for those who need it.

» They may also be seen to give an additional layer of meaning to
our lives.

SECTION SUMMARY

In Section 2 we have been considering what the term ‘community’
means to us. We have examined some photographs in detail and
arrived at a checklist of the features we might look for in a
community. We then considered whether, in the light of this
checklist, a contemporary suburb can be properly thought of as a
community and were unable to come to a clear-cut conclusion.
Finally we asked whether, in a modern society with an efficient state,
community is any longer an important concept, and we then
considered the idea of communities standing as buffer zones
between the private arena of the home and the impersonal arena of
the state.

|

1f we draw the conclusion that communities can play an important role
in modern societies, then we need to continue our enquiry as to what we
mean by a community, so that we can try to ensure that they flourish.
However, in Section 3 we shall look at whether, in trying to sustain
communities, we are in effect trying vainly to recreate the past. We shall
look at where our ideas of community come from and at how these ideas
have changed over the years, as people have studied communities from
different points of view.





