Of Oil Rigs And Chainsaws: Community, Communication And Change

The notion of ‘community’ is at the heart of thinking about ‘social capital’, of change and development in communities, of ‘social networks’ and of ‘communities of practice’. It seems hard to reach a definition of what constitutes ‘community’ which doesn’t carry implicit ‘baggage’ of nostalgia and implicit value sets. This short draft paper draws together observations from several disciplines to explore how ‘community’ might be defined and identified

Bill Forsyth’s film ‘Local Hero’ (1983), produced with an eye to the American market, depicts the supposed idyll of a Scottish coastal community under threat from the oilmen, only to reveal that the members are more than happy to sell up and leave, and that the strongest concerns for preservation of this ‘community’ come from the oilmen themselves.

From fiction to fact; in filming rainforest communities in Mosquitia, Honduras, one of the development workers told me that he sometimes felt that it was only he and his colleagues who wanted to preserve these remote villages. The villagers themselves would welcome the chainsaws and tarmac roads which would signal the end of their world. 

The word ‘community’ is often used without defining its content. Hence  a critique such at that of Boggs (2001) of Putnam’s famous ‘Bowling Alone’ metaphor, paper, book and roadshow  (Putnam 2001) suggests that his approach simply reflects a nostalgic and conservative view of what constitutes ‘social capital’ in the American context. Molyneux (2002) goes further and suggests that the ‘silences’ of social capital conceal strategies to further burden women in the Latin American communities she studies.

The point is that a term without definition can be used to leverage a value set without ever making that value set explicit. Nostalgia can relate to a particular set of values about gender roles, as Molyneux suggests. It can relate to a distaste for television, as Boggs suggests of Putnam. It can relate to a nostalgic/nationalist cultural and political perspective, as Muro (2005) suggests in relation to a case study of Basque nationalism.

Putnam’s ‘Social Capital’ has caught the imagination of sociologists, development professionals and even the World Bank, which devotes a whole microsite to it. (http://www1.worldbank.org/prem/poverty/scapital/index.htm). However if the superstructure of social interventions which this thinking supports is built on questionable foundations, then the whole enterprise becomes suspect. 

So what happens when recent thinking on the term ‘community’ is interrogated?
Liepins (2000) summarises some recent academic uses of the term ‘community’. She looks at earlier views which she characterises as Structural/functional and ethnographic accounts – both assuming an underlying reality to the notion of a ‘community’, one framing it in terms of its functionality and role, and the other in terms of its cultural identity. She looks at more recent views. She depicts a ‘minimalist’ approach which shies away from precise definition but nevertheless invokes community as some kind of unspecified entity. She identifies a current movement towards a symbolic construction of social meaning of community. 

Her own preference is for a view of community as diverse rather than homogeneous and therefore not defined by a narrowly framed practice, locale, culture or identity. Nevertheless a community has sufficient definition to create margins and a boundary. It may be gathered around shared information (see  McLeod et al (2001) on media and interpersonal discussion in relation to political participation) and the point is made that mass media provide a shared basis for discourse. McLeod echoes the reflection of Flora Thompson over a century before (‘Lark rise to Candleford’ 1945) that in the early years of the twentieth century society was being fundamentally changed by the transition from local sources of information to mass media. Her book documented social changes in rural Oxfordshire from the 1880s to the early years of the 20th Century. In her situation it was the national papers which were becoming the dominant media type and she referred to them as promoting a ‘mass mind’. McLeod argues that individuals may receive information ‘in their own skulls’ but with the knowledge that they share that common information with thousands or millions round them. Interestingly Thomson saw the mass media as eroding community, whereas McLeod sees them as enhancing it. In between times the influence of media on community has been widely debated. Different positions have been taken ranging from that of Adorno (1991) and the Frankfurt school asserting the power of the producer to anthropological studies such as those of Abu-Lughod (2002) Mankeka (2002)  and Kavoori (1999) which show that in rural and ‘developing world’ situations as well as in developed world situations viewers do not ‘consume’ media unquestioningly, but use them as a trigger for their social discourse. 

Community may also be related to a need for identity – for example in the case study of the Haitian diaspora who maintain strong ties to ‘home’ and are characterised as the ‘tenth department’ by President Aristide (Parham 2004).  Identity may be argued to be as much about defining ‘others’ as about defining ‘self’. As Chung says - in a study of ways in which the Taiwanese media create a distance between their nation and mainland China - ‘the ways of making others are the ways of making ourselves’. (Chung: 2000). Postcolonial studies (ie Said 1994) and media representational studies  from the field of Visual Anthropology (for example Galaty: 2002, showing the ‘otherness’ which iconised depictions of African ‘pastoralists’ generate) both highlight this tendency to ‘orientalise’ and distance other groups and cultures. At a much more day-to-day level my 22 year old daughter, having bemoaned the lack of community in post-student Manchester, cites the example of her loose network of 50 friends and acquaintances. Approximately 20 from that 50 tend to meet in a bar or club on a Friday night, and enhance their cohesion by ridiculing and distancing themselves from the ‘scene-sters’ who frequent the same venues. 

In all of this, the participants in ‘community’ have agency and are selective in their engagement with a particular group. Goffman (see Lemert and Branaman: 1997) for example regards individuals as ‘performing’ an identity or mask which they select as appropriate to their engagement with a situation. Long (2001) looks at how this plays out at development ‘interfaces’ (where typically a project or other intervention brings together different ‘actors’. He highlights the ‘actor roles’ which people select in order to exercise agency and achieve (often covert) objectives at these interfaces. 

What does all this say about society, Scottish villages, and Rainforest communities? So far we have moved from the intuitive/nostalgic perception of Putnam to a definition of a community as providing a sufficiently bounded identityspace to permit diverse microcommunities to function within a shared conception of ‘sameness’. This draws on the Anthropological/Postcolonial idea of ‘otherness’ and the idea of the defining of identity.  Michael Mann has a generalised view that ‘I conceive human societies as always formed of multiple, overlapping and intersecting networks of interaction’ (Mann in Held and Grew 2002). The dissection of ‘community’ as being about diverse interactions between both individuals and subgroups seems to be relevant. Set against this is a tendency to define boundaries beyond which ‘otherness’ separates the ‘community’ from others. Within the ‘community’ shared knowledge, often imparted in current societies through mass media seems significant. 

If one is to reject ‘nostalgia’ and views of community which effectively depend on nostalgia as a defining component or measure of community then the assessment of current ‘community’ phenomena such as ‘social networking’ becomes interesting. 

Thompson bemoaned the erosion of community by national newspapers at the beginning of the twentieth century, and Putnam bemoaned the erosion of community by TV at the end of the same century. However McLeod argues that mass media have a bonding function in community, and therefore may be one of its defining factors.

The ‘community’ depicted in ‘Local Hero’ was actively promoting its own demise, as my colleague in Mosquitia argued was true of the rainforest communities there. However - as in the transition from Thomson’s world to Putnam’s remembered world and to the world of today - one could argue that communities go through processes of ‘transformation’ rather than ‘destruction’. 

While focusing on ‘development’ situations Servaes’s observations are relevant:- He asks ‘How does a community interact in order to effect change or ‘progress’’? Within a community construct Servaes argues (1996) in  that three development paradigms can be seen – modernisation, dependency and multiplicity. The former two are framed around one-way communication. The latter assumes a many-way communication or discourse. Servaes sums up that within this view people can only ‘do’ their own ‘development’ and one could extend this argument to suggest that communities are self-defining and self-transforming. 
The generalised need for a boundary which limits the diversity of a community seems to be an element. How that boundary achieves the distinction between ‘sameness’ and ‘otherness’ - given the intra-community diversity and individuality that Lipiens, Goffman and Long argue for – is multidimensional. It may be geographical/cultural (in Parham’s example of Haitian diaspora) or around shared knowledge (as McLeod suggests). It may be interest driven (as in Wenger’s communities of practice gathered round a ‘domain’ (Wenger et al: 2002). As we are increasingly seeing it may be virtual – through social networks. This raises the interesting question of how participants within networks define boundaries, shared knowledge and shared identity. While the possibility of this, and its implications were being debated in the nineties (for example Blanchard and Horan 1998), the reality is very different. Or is it? Are the much hyped memberships of ‘Myspace’ and ‘Second Life’ representative of a diverse population – or are these virtual communities and worlds populated by a particular community – ‘geeks’? 

My specific interest is in this area and a specific question. If societies are self-defining and self-transforming and this depends on the dynamics created by ‘diversity’ or ‘multiplicity’ (leading, in terms of Longs thinking (Long: 2001)  on ‘interfaces’ to negotiation and contestation, or more generally to a ‘discourse’) then alongside the ideas already discussed about mass media, mass communication and shared information there needs to be a dynamic of one-to-one and few-to-few communication. If Putnam argues effectively for the reduction of this dimension of community communication in his ‘Bowling Alone’ phenomenon, then Social networking environments could be argued to be precisely about this dimension of community communication. So my question is – are social networking environments about a subset of society who turn from their playstations to their second life identities and occasionally come up for air? Or are they an extension of the phenomenon of mobile phone use-age in Africa, where evidence suggests people with little disposable income divert it simply to text and to chat (Scott: personal communication) If the answer is the latter, what community transformations might such media stimulate. In particular can they promote new collaborations and new learning? 

In ‘Local Hero’, nostalgia wins the day. In Mosquitia the continuing evidence is that it is not doing so. Beyond nostalgia; perhaps an understanding of community based on the dimensions of sameness/otherness, shared knowledge and identity, diversity and dynamic transformation can be used to address current social environments and their potential in processes of social change. 

Next Idea

Most of the above assumes (as I have) that ‘community’ is in some way an aggregation of individuals. However the Servaes paper referred to above, and the earlier comments on mass media, point to the sense in which our whole understanding of ourselves and the world may be framed ‘intersubjectively’ – that is, it is fundamentally dependent on our shared discourse rather than being developed by us individually. This is counter to much psychological and philosophical thinking – for instance the classic psychoanalytical approaches of Freud and Jung, the developmental thinking of Piaget, and the philosophical programme of language investigation from Wittgenstein onwards. 

The philosopher/sociologist Habermas (in Finlayson:2005) focuses (as do his colleagues in the ‘Frankfurt School’ for example Adorno) on the programme of thinking from the enlightenment onwards and the dominance of technologists in placing the highest value on ways of thinking (causal, rational) which achieve scientific and technical results. Further than this Habermas observes that ‘language’ only makes ‘sense’ between people. The revolutionary consequence of this simple observation is that rather than individuals developing meaning and choosing to engage in something called society (or in Thatcher’s case to assert that ‘there is no such thing as society, only individuals) meaning starts from community and society. Our worldview and our personal understanding, it follows, is fundamentally dependent on the socialised networks we are embedded in from birth onwards.

Behind this key point Habermas and others challenge the ‘technological’ assumptions behind modern society as stripping away much of the ‘richness’ of society and community.

If this thinking is added into the earlier observations, one can suggest that it is part of ‘being human’ to locate oneself, develop and change through the ‘lifeblood’ of communication within social networks. In this view of things the continual emergence of new forms of ‘social networking’ expresses this need, in a society ‘hollowed out’ by the technologists, to breathe the oxygen of communication . . . .

Abu-Lughod, Lila. 2002. ‘The Objects of Soap Opera: Egyptian Television and the Cultural Politics of Modernity’ in Askew, Kelly and Wilk, Richard eds.  ‘The Anthropology of Media, a Reader.’ London, Blackwell

Adorno, Theodor W. 1991 ‘The Culture Industry’ in Brooker, Will and Jermyn, Deborah. 2003. “The Audience Studies Reader” London. Routledge. 
Boggs, Carl. 2001.  ‘Social Capital and Political Fantasy: Robert Putnam’s ‘Bowling Alone’. Theory and Society 30: 281-297

Chung, Pei-Chi. 2000. ‘The cultural other and National Identity in the Taiwanese and South Korean media. Gazette. 62:2

Finlayson, James Gordon. 2005 ‘Habermas, a very short introduction’. Oxford

Galaty, John G. 2002. ‘How visual figures speak: Narrative inventions of the ‘pastoralist’ in East Africa’ Visual Anthropology 14, 347-367

Held, David and McGrew Andrew (eds) 2002  The Global Transformations Reader 2nd Edn Polity Press 

Kavoori, Anandam P. 1999. ‘Discursive texts, reflexive audiences: Global trends in television news reception and audience reception’ Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media. 43:3

Lemert, Charles and Branaman, Ann. 1997 ‘The Goffman Reader’. Massachussetts. Blackwell
Liepins, Ruth. (2000), ‘New energies for an old idea: reworking approaches to &community in contemporary rural studies’  Journal of Rural Studies 16 23 – 35

Long, Norman. 2001. “Development Sociology: Actor Perspectives”.. London. Routledge
Mankeka, Purnima 2002 ‘National Texts and Gendered Lives: and ethnography of Television viewers in a North Indian City’  in Askew, Kelly and Wilk, Richard eds.  ‘The Anthropology of Media, a Reader.’ London, Blackwell

McLeod, Jack M., Scheufele, Dietram A. and Moy, Patricia , 2001. 'Community, Communication, and Participation: The Role of Mass Media and Interpersonal Discussion in Local Political Participation', Political Communication, 

16:3, 315 - 336 

Molyneux, Maxine 2002. “Gender and the silences of Social capital: Lessons from Latin America”.  Development and change 33(2) 167-188 

Muro, Diego. (2005). ‘Nationalism and nostalgia: the case of radical Basque nationalism Nations and Nationalism 11 (4), 571–589.

Parham, Angel Adams. 2004. ‘Diaspora, community and communication’ Global Networks 4, 2, 199-217
Putnam, Robert D,  2001 ‘Bowling alone : the collapse and revival of American community’ Touchstone

Said, Edward W. 1994. Culture & imperialism Vintage.

Servaes, Jan. Jacobsen, Thomas. White, Shirley. (eds)  1996. ‘Participatory Communication for Social Change’ Sage, New Delhi
Thompson, Flora, 1945 ‘Lark Rise to Candleford’ (Penguin Classics 2000)

Wenger, E. McDermott, R. Snyder, W.M. 2002 ‘ Cultivating Communities of Practice’ Harvard. Boston.
Of Oil Rigs And Chainsaws: Community, Communication And Change. Draft 1. June 2007.
Terry Gibson. Page 1

