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How would you describe the order in which Howard discusses the characteristics

of "good families"?

In the years since Howard published Families, how have developments regarding

family and communications undercut or reinforced her thesis?

Of the characteristics that Howard lists, which two do you think are most impor-
tant to a family?

TheNew Community
Aurret Erzrolu

Sociologist Amitoi Etzioni lb. 19291escoped Nozi Germony ond os o teenoger
fought in the lsroeli Wor for lndependence. After getting o PhD from the University

of Colifornio ot Berkeley in 
,l958, 

he tought ot Columbio University for twenty
yeors. Loter, he become director of the lnstitute for Communitorion Policy Studies ot
George Woshington UniversiV. He hos written over twenty-four books, including
The Limits of Privocy (1999), The Morol Dimension: Toword o New Economics

(1988), ond From Empire to Community: A New Approach to lnternotionol Relo-

tions (2004). ln I990, he founded the Communitorion Network, described on his

Web site os "o not-for-profit, non-portison orgonizotion dedicoted to shoring up the

morol, sociol, ond politicol foundotions of society." ln the following excerpt from

The Spirit of Community: Rights. Responsibilities, ond the Communitorion Agendo
(,l993), he exomines chonges in the concept of community os Americon society

hos shifted from primorily rurol to urbon ond orgues for "new communities in which
people hove choices . . . but still mointoin common bonds."

$t's hard to believe now, but for a long time the loss of communitywas con-
&sidered to be liberating. Societies were believed to progress from closely

knit, "primitive," or rural villages to unrestrictive, "modernj'or urban societies.

The former were depicted as based on kinship and loyalty in an age in which both
were suspect; the latter, however, were seen as based on reason (or "rationality")
in an era in which reason's power to illuminate was admired with little attention
paid to the deep shadows it casts. The two types of social relations have often been

labeled with the terms supplied by a German sociologist, Ferdinand Tonnies.

One is gemeinschaft, the German term for community, and the other is gesell-

schaft, the German word for society, which he used to refer to people who have

rather fewbonds,like people in a crowd or a mass society (Community and Society).

Far from decrying the loss of community, this sanguine approach to the rise

of modernity depicted small towns and villages as backward places that confined

behavior. American writers such as Sinclair Lewis and John O'Hara satirized

small towns as insular, claustrophobic places, inhabited by petty, mean-spirited
people. They were depicted as the opposite of "big cities," whose atmosphere was
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said to set people free. Anonymity would allow each person to pursue what he or
she wished rather than what the community dictated. It was further argued that
relations in the gesellschaft would be based not on preexisting, "ascribed" social
bonds, such as between cousins, but on contractual relations, freely negotiated
among autonomous individuals.

Other major forms of progress were believed to accompany the movement
from a world of villages to one of cities. Magic, superstition, alchemy, and reli-
gion - 

"backward beliefs" - would be replaced by bright, shining science and
technology. There would be no more villagers willing to sell their wares only to
their own kind and not to outsiders - a phenomenon anthropologists have
often noted. Old-fashioned values and a sense of obligation were expected to
yield to logic and calculation. Social bonds dominating all relations (you did not
charge interest on a loan to members of your community because such a charge
was considered indecent usury) were pushed aside to make room for a free mar-
ket, with prices and interest rates set according to market logic. By the same
token, the network of reciprocal obligations and care that is at the heart of com-
munities would give way to individual rights protected by the state. The imper-
sonal right to social services and welfare payments, for instance, would replace
any reliance on members of one's family, tribe, or ethnic benevolent association.

The sun, moon, and stars of the new universe would be individuals, not the
community. In a typical case, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the Sierra Club
had no legal standing to argue for the preservation of parkland as a community
resource (Glendon II2). Rathet if the Sierra Club wished to show standing, it
would have to demonstrate that particular individuals were harmed.

Throughout twentieth-century America, as the transition to gesellschaft
evolved, even its champions realized that it was not the unmitigated blessing they
had expected. Although it was true that those who moved from villages and small
towns into urban centers often shed tight social relations and strong community
bonds, the result for manywas isolation,lack of caring for one another, and expo-
sure to rowdiness and crime.

Criminologists report that young farmhands in rural America in the early
nineteenth-century did not always work on their parents'land. However, when
they were sent to work outside their home they usually lived with other farmers
and were integrated into their family life. In this way they were placed in a com-
munity context that sustained the moral voice, reinforced the values of their
upbringing, and promoted socially constructive behavior. It was only when these
farmhands went to work in factories in cities - and were housed on their own in
barracks without established social networks, elders, and values - that rowdy
and criminai behavior, alcoholism, and prostitution became common. Even in
those early days attempts to correct these proclivities were made not by returning
these young people to their families and villages, but by trying to generate Com-
munitarian elements in the cities. Among the best analysts of these developments
is fames Q. Wilson, a leading political scientist. He notes that associations such as
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the Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA), temperance societies, and the

Children's Aid society sought to provide a socially appropriate, morality-sustain-
ing context for young people ("Rediscovery" 13).

Other experiences paralleled those of the factory hands. The migration to the

American West, for example, is usually thought of as a time when individuals
were free to venture forth and carve out a life of their own in the Great Plains.

Actually, many people traveled in caravans and settled as communities, although
each family claimed its own plot of land. Mutual assistance in such rough terrain
was an absolute requirement. Mining towns and trading posts, however, in which
rampant individualism often did prevail, were places of much chicanery. People

who had mined gold often lost their stakes to unscrupulous traders; those who

owned land were driven off it with little compensation by railroad companies,

among others. Fly-by-night banks frequently welshed on notes that they them-
selves had issued. An unfettered market, one without a community context,

turned out to lack the essential moral underpinnings that trade requires, and not
just by sound social relations.

In many ways these frontier settlements - with their washed-out social

bonds,loose morals, and unbridled greed - 
were the forerunners of Wall Street

in the 1980s. The Street became a "den of thieves," thick with knaves who held
that anything went as long as you made millions more than the next guy. More-

over, the mood of self-centered "making it" of the me generation spilled over into
large segments of society. It was celebrated by the White House and many in Con-
gress, who saw in an unfettered pursuit of self-interest the social force that revi-

talizes economies and societies. By the end of the eighties even some of the

proponents of me-ism felt that the pursuit of greed had run amok.

By the early nineties the waning of community, which had long concerned

sociologists, became more pronounced and drew more attention. As writer

|onathan Rowe put it: "It was common to think about the community as we used

to think about air and water. It is there. It takes care of itself, and it can and will
absorb whatever we unleash into it" ("Left and Right"). Now it became evident

that the social environment needed fostering just as nature did. Responding to

the new cues, George Bush evoked ttle image of a "kinder, gentler" society as a

central theme for his first presidential campaign in 1988. The time was right to
return to community and the moral order it harbored. Bill Clinton made the

spirit of community a theme of his 1992 campaign.

The prolonged recession of 1991-1992 and the generally low and slowing

growth of the American economy worked against this new concern with we-ness.

Interracial and interethnic tensions rose considerably, not only between blacks

and whites, but also between blacks and Hispanics and among various segments

of the community and Asian-Americans. This is one more reason why the United

States will have to work its way to a stronger, growing, more competitive econ-

omy: interracial and ethnic peace are much easier to maintain in a rising than in a

stagnant economy. However, it does not mean that community rebuilding has to

r0
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be deferred until the economy is shored up. It does indicate that enhancing we-
ness will require greater commitment and effort from both the government and
the people, if community rebuilding is to take place in a sluggish economy.

Does this mean that we all have to move back to live in small towns and vil-
lages in order to ensure the social foundations of morality, to rebuild and shore
up we-ness? Can one not bring up decent young people in the city? Isn't it pos-
sible to have a modern society, which requires a high concentration of labor and
a great deal of geographic mobility - and still sustain a web of social bonds, a

Communitarian nexus? There is more than one sociological answer to these
queries.

First, many cities have sustained (or reclaimed) some elements of commu-
nity. Herbert Gans, a Columbia University sociologist, observed that within cities
there were what he called "urban villages." He found communities where, g€ri€r-
ally speaking, "neighbors were friendly and quick to say hello to each other,"
where the various ethnic groups, transients, and bohemians "could live together
side by side without much difficulty." Gans further noted that "for most West
Enders (in Boston) . . . life in the area resembled that found in the village or small
town, and even in the suburb" (The Urban Villagers, l4-I5). Even in large
metropolises, such as New York City, there are neighborhoods in which many
people know their neighbors, their shopkeepers, and their local leaders. They are
likely to meet one another in neighborhood bars, bowling alleys, and places of
worship. They watch out for each other's safety and children. They act in concert
to protect their parks and bus stops. They form political clubs and are a force in
local politics. (Jim Sleeper's Closest of Strangers provides a fine description of
these NewYork City communities.)

In some instances members of one ethnic group live comfortably next to
one another, as in New York City's Chinatown and Miami's Little Havana. In
other cities ethnic groups are more geographically dispersed but sustain ethnic-
community bonds around such institutions as churches and synagogues, social
clubs, and private schools. In recent decades a measure of return to community
has benefited from the revival of loyalty to ethnic groups. While the sons and
daughters of immigrants, the so-called second generation, often sought to assim-
ilate, to become Americanized to the point that their distinct backgrounds were
lost in a new identity, their children, the third generation and onward, often seek

to reestablish their ethnic identity and bonds.
How does one reconcile the two sociological pictures - the |ames Q. Wilson

concept of the city as geselkchaft, with little community or moral base, and the
Herbert Gans image of gemeinschaft, of urban villages? The answer, first of all, is
that both exist''side by side. Between the urban villages, in row houses and high
rises, you find large pockets of people who do not know their next-door neigh-
bors, with whom they may have shared a floor, corridors, and elevators for a gen-
eration. Elderly people especially, who have no social bonds at work and are
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largely abandoned by their families, often lead rather isolated lives. In 1950 14.4

percent of those sixty-five years of age and older lived alone (Monk fiQ; by 1990

the percentage stood at nearly 31 percent (U.S. Bureau of the Census, table L, 12).

Also, to some extent a welcome return to small-town life of sorts has been

occurring in modern America. Although not all suburbs, which attracted mil-
lions of city dwellers, make for viable communities, as a rule the movement to the

suburbs has enhanced the Communitarian nexus.

In addition, postmodern technology helps. More people are again able to
work at home or nearby, and a high concentration of labor is less and less neces-

sary, in contrast with the industrial age. People can use their computers and

modems at home to do a good part of their office work, from processing insur-
ance claims to trading worldwide commodities, stocks, and bonds. Architects can

design buildings and engineers monitor faraway power networks from their
places of residence.

It used to be widely observed that Americans, unlike Europeans, move

around so much that they are hard-pressed to put down real community roots.

On average, it is said, the whole country moves about once every five years. These

figures, however, maybe a bit obsolete. For various reasons, in recent years Amer-
icans seem to move somewhat less often (Barringer ,{16). One explanation is a
growing desire to maintain the bonds of friendship and local social roots of their
children, spouses, and themselves. In effect there is little reason to believe that the

economy will suffer if this trend continues, and it may actually benefit from less

shuttling around of people. Surely the Communitarian nexus will benefit.

Finally, there are new, nongeographic, communities made up of people who
do not live near one another. Their foundations may not be as stable and deep-

rooted as residential communities, but they fulfill many of the social and moral

functions of traditional communities. Work-based and professional communi-
ties are among the most common of these. That is, people who work together in a
steel mill or a high-tech firm such as Lotus or Microsoft often develop work-
related friendships and community webs; groups of co-workers hang around
together, help one another, play and party together, and go on joint outings. As

they learn to know and care for one alother, they also form and reinforce moral
expectations.

Other communities are found in some law firms, on many camPuses

(although one community may not encompass everyone on campus), among

physicians at the same hospital or with the same specialty in a town, and among

some labor union members.

Some critics have attacked these communities as being artificially con-

structed, because they lack geographical definition or because they are merely

social networks, without a residential concentration. Ray Oldenburg, author of
The Great Good Place, decries the new definitions of community that encomPass

co-workers and even radio call-in show audiences. "Can we really create a satis-

factory community apart from geography?" he asks (Baldwin 17). "My answer is

l5
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'no."'But people who work every day in the same place spend more hours to-
gether and in closer proximity than people who live on the same village street.
Most important, these nongeographic communities often provide at least some
elements of the Communitarian nexus, and hence they tend to have the moral
infrastructure we consider essential for a civil and humane society.

In short, our society is neither without community nor sufficiently Commu-
nitarian; it is neither gemeinschaft nor gesellschaft,but a mixture of the two soci-
ological conditions. America does not need a simple return to gemeinschaft, to
the traditional community. Modern economic prerequisites preclude such a shift,
but even if it were possible, such backpedaling would be undesirable because
traditional communities have been too constraining and authoritarian. Such tra-
ditional communities were usually homogeneous. What we need now are com-
munities that balance both diversity and unity. As John W. Gardner has noted:
"To prevent the wholeness from smothering diversity, there must be a philosophy
of pluralism, an open climate for dissent, and an opportunity for subcommuni-
ties to retain their identity and share in the setting of larger group goals" (Build-
ing Community 11). Thus, we need to strengthen the communitarian elements in
the urban and suburban centers, to provide the social bonds that sustain the
moral voice, but at the same time avoid tight networks that suppress pluralism
and dissent. James Pinkerton, who served in the Bush White House, speaks elo-
quently about a new paradigm focused around what he calls a "new gemein-
schaff'It would be, he says, neither oppressive nor hierarchical. In short, we need
new communities in which people have choices and readily accommodate diver-
gent subcommunities but still maintain common bonds.
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Exploring the Text

1. Who is Amitai Etzioni's audience for this excerpt (or for The Spirit of Commu-

nity,thebook in which it appearedX Cite specific elements of the text to support

your answer.

2. What do the German terms gemeinschaft and geselkchaft mean? Why does Et-

zioni use them? How does their use reinforce your analysis of his audience?

3. The first ten paragraphs describe the history of American communities. Based on

the information in these paragraphs and the presentation of it, what assumptions

do you'think Etzioni makes about his audience's knowledge?

4. What is the rhetorical effect of the questions that make up the bulk of
paragraph 1l?

5. Where in this excerpt does Etzioni address the counterargument, or at least a per-

spective different from his own?

6. What does Etzioni mean by "the moral infrastructure we consider essential for a

civil and humane society" (paru.2})?

7. While Etzioni presents historical background, he does not do so chronologically.

How would you describe his organizational structure? How does it contribute to

achieving his purpose?

8. What kinds of evidence does Etzioni use to develop his argument? Cite specific

examples of at least three types.

9. Etzioni uses both formal and informal language. Cite several examples of each,

and explain the likely effect of this mixture on his intended audience.

10. What observations do you have about the sources listed at the end of the

excerpt - both the number and thg type? What kind of relationship is Etzioni

trying to establish with his audience?

11. Ethos and logos prevail in this excerpt, but what appeals, perhaps more subtle,

does Etzioni make to pathos?


