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Prefatory note 

 In this essay, intended as a background resource for the project on "Research Ethics and 

Environmental Health," I explore some key features of community from an anthropological and, 

more broadly speaking, a social scientific perspective.  Our ongoing project already includes 

numerous case studies focussed on community partnerships for research and on community 

activism in situations where public health and environmental well-being are threatened.  My aim 

here is neither to add further material to these accounts nor to question their uses of the language 

of community. Rather, I step back to consider some definitions, deployments and implications, 

both past and present, of this language.    These include some ways that notions of community 

were formulated historically in Euro-American social theory as well as some ways that such 

notions have been embraced, critiqued and revitalized in recent years. My premise is that a 

critical exploration of the nature and meanings of the term community would be useful for 

scholars and practitioners involved in framing as well as implementing small-scale collaborative 

research endeavors.  Such endeavors often assume for good heuristic purposes that community is 

a package in which relationships and responsibilities; identities and ideals; motivations and 

morality are neatly contained.  I hope to sketch here however partially something of the history 

that lies behind such assumptions and the hopes that lie beyond them.  While this conceptual 

study gives no specific attention to research ethics as such, it may inform the groundwork on 

which these ethics are framed and enacted.  

I focus particularly on two time periods: 1) the late nineteenth century when Ferdinand 

Tönnies published his Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft [translated as Community and Civil 

Society]: 2) the late twentieth and early twenty-first century when the term community has 

become the subject of ongoing and transforming debates among scholars, activists and 

development professionals.  While the first part of this exploration highlights some ways that the 

concept of community has been important to social theory writ large, the second part is more 
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narrowly focused upon literature linking community and environment.  Because this body of 

recent literature is rich, complex and contentious,  I find it fruitful to unfold in some detail both 

the arguments posed and their implications for practice.   Current writings often hearken back to 

Tönnies; some also evoke other more famous 19th- and early 20th-century theorists: Marx, 

Durkheim and Weber – about whom the limited scope of this essay precludes any extensive 

commentary.  Also omitted here is any consideration of how the idea of community exists in or 

translates to non-Euro-American cultural worlds; rather we see the Euro-American term as a 

traveling concept. 

 

Defining community: what's in a term? 

 My question is not rhetorical; it has an answer:  "a whole lot."  The term community 

carries affective potency even as it denotes a mode or scale of social life.  A glance at this laden 

term's meanings and the debates they have provoked reveals some origins of its emotional power 

and previews some of the main issues with which this essay is concerned.  Almost thirty years 

ago Raymond Williams, in his very frequently cited Keywords, claimed with a certain degree of 

prescience that community "unlike all other terms of social organization (state, nation, society, 

etc.) . . . seems never to be used unfavourably. . . " (1976:76).  Williams anticipated twenty-first 

century debates about the ways community -- whether as ideal type or on-the-ground 

development project locus -- is valued; or, according to some, unreflectively over-valued.  Many 

who follow him highlight  Williams' point that the word itself carries uniquely positive valence 

in almost all contexts.  There is, however, a significant and rather vast exception to this 

observation that I shall address in the next section. 

 "Community" evokes a group of people who have something in common and who are 

actively engaged with one another in a benign fashion.  A glance at buzzwords and phrases 

indicates some of the ways that community readily lends itself to collaborative and ecological 

projects: "community-based conservation" (Western and Wright 1994); "ecological community" 

(Gottlieb 1997); "earth community" (Rasmussen 1996); "natural community" (Katz 1997); 

"nature as community" (Di Chiro 1996) and so forth.  Moreover, community's implications of 

communion or sharing of goods and of identities also evoke two important religious dimensions: 

morality and spirituality.  Moral obligations deriving from shared identities may extend  from 
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human beings to the natural world and equally, or simultaneously, to religiously posited if 

invisible entities and powers.    

 McGinnis, House and Jordan helpfully explore the etymology of the English word 

"community."  They tell us it derives from Latin, munus, "which has an extremely interesting 

range of meanings, including service or duty; gift; and sacrifice."  These authors go on to 

elaborate the implications of this derivation: 

The word "community," in other words, is a metaphor.  At its root is the idea of an 

exchange of services – out of duty, it may be, but also pointing to another dimension of 

the idea, freely, even affectionately, as a gift, or even a sacrifice.  A community, then, is 

the assemblage of individuals to whom one is bound by this kind of relationship – one 

defined, we might even say constituted, by mutual obligation and by an exchange of gifts 

(1999: 213). 

In a more recent work Jordan, a practicing ecological restorationist and equally a scholar well 

versed in the history of Euro-American  environmental philosophy and literature, again stresses 

that, "at the ecological level, community is exchange of goods and services."  He goes on to 

assert that,  "building of community is a religious task in the fundamental sense that religion is 

the art and discipline of dealing with the problems of relationship" (2003: 56). 

 Other attempts at defining community similarly stress foundational aspects of 

interrelationship.  The German term Gemeinschaft, consistently translated to English community, 

does not originate from the same Latin root as does its English counterpart.  It is noteworthy that 

elements of identity, relationship and solidarity (but not necessarily exchange  as stressed by 

Jordan and his co-authors) emerge  in earlier German writings about Gemeinschaft.    Brow, for 

example, claims to follow German sociologist Max Weber when he proffers this definition:   

"Community" refers simply to "a sense of belonging together". . . .  Since the term is 

often very loosely applied either to a place or to a collection of people, it is necessary to 

insist that . . . community is defined by nothing more or less than this subjective state.  

The sense of belonging together typically combines both affective and cognitive 

components, both a feeling of solidarity and an understanding of shared identity" (1990: 

1). 

Critics of the uses, or overuses, of community never deny its affective potency, but often point to 

inherent conceptual fuzziness.   
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Anthropologists Amit & Rapport, in their co-authored although complexly voiced work, 

The Trouble with Community, discuss the "slipperiness" of the notion of community which they 

believe is "too vague, too variable in its applications and definitions to be of much utility as an 

analytical tool"  (2002:13). Like others, they find the concept's enduring potency in its capacity 

to evoke emotion -- not necessarily deemed a negative feature.  Amit and Rapport argue that 

terms such as community, but including nation and culture as well, "persist in usage because they 

evoke a thick assortment of meanings, presumptions and images." This "thickness" while it does 

not make for precise definitions, "does ensure that the invocation of 'community' is likely to have 

far more emotional resonance than a more utilitarian term like 'group'" (2002: 13).  Emotional 

resonance, as Milton has argued persuasively, precludes neither effectiveness nor rationality in 

the context of ecological behaviors and movements (2002). 

Cultural geographer Michael Watts observes of community that it is "an extraordinarily 

dense social object and yet one that is rarely subject to critical scrutiny . . . ."  He complains that 

community "is often invoked as a unity, as an undifferentiated thing with intrinsic powers, that 

speaks with a single voice."  Watts concludes contentiously: "Communities are of course nothing 

of the sort" (2000:37).  Watts and others who criticize the unchecked and indiscriminate 

valorization of community-based endeavors insist particularly on deconstructing univocality and 

acknowledging instead a heterogeneity of interests that the term may mask.  Watts also advises 

of the need to attend to issues of coercion and violence as much as to "ties that generate trust, 

cooperation, and social networks" (Watts 2000:36-47).   

 Agrawal, a political scientist with anthropological leanings, speaks of a "current 

seduction by the concept of community" (1999: 93).  Like Watts, he insists that  the notion that 

communities are internally homogeneous is purely wishful, if not deluded and irresponsible.  But 

rather than rejecting the term, Agrawal argues for an approach to community "as a form of social 

organisation in which the concrete existence of difference, hierarchy, and conflict must be 

painfully and tediously negotiated if the political goals of development, conservation, and 

democratic consolidation are to be meaningful" (1999:104).  In other words, the realities of 

internal dissent do not erase the power of community action, but ignoring them might.  Agrawal 

and Gibson argue forcefully that, "A focus on institutions rather than on community is likely to 

be more fruitful for those interested in community based natural resource management (Agrawal 

and Gibson 2001: 2; see also Murphree 1994). 

6/16/05         Conceptualizing Community   A. G. Gold  4 



Amit and Rapport observe that for anthropologists in the twenty-first century who no 

longer have bounded fieldwork sites – whether remote tribes, islands or villages -- "notions of 

community" offer "a convenient conceptual haven, a location from which to safely circumscribe 

potentially infinite webs of connection" (2002: 17).  This idea of community as what I might call 

conceptual comfort food for the alienated social scientist, and by extension the pragmatic 

activist, is fairly pervasive in the critical literature. 

 This introductory scan raises some chief issues surrounding community as concept which 

the sections to follow will explore in greater depth.  These include: 1) the positive valence 

usually attached to it; 2) the emotional potency it wields; 3) its fuzziness, slipperiness, denseness 

and thickness; 4) its comforting qualities which are not merely psychological but practical: 

community is not only a haven but a solution.   

 The next section turns back more than a century to the foundational work of Ferdinand 

Tönnies. No author who writes about theories of community fails to nod to Tönnies – who is 

nonetheless described by his editor and translator as a scholar whose writings and thought are 

obscured and difficult, more often cited than actually read.   Tönnies writes in German about 

Gemeinschaft, which as already noted does not share the etymology or the consequent 

transactional imagery of English community.  Rather than based upon gifts and exchanges,  or 

services and duties, Gemeinschaft appears in Tönnies' prose to be more like a coral reef or a 

sponge: 

Community, on the other hand, which is best understood as a metaphysical union of body 

or blood, possesses by nature a will and a life force all of its own.  It therefore has its own 

law with regard to the will of its members, so much so that its members may appear to be 

nothing more than adaptations and sub-divisions of this all embracing organic mass" 

(2001: 187). 

 

Moments in the history of community 1: Tönnies and Gemeinschaft 

Ferdinand Tönnies lived from 1855 to 1936.  Harris, as his translator and editor, paints an 

intellectual portrait of a thinker whose mind encompassed some sweeping contradictions.  

According to Harris, Tönnies "was an arch-rationalist with a penchant for spirituality, a 

'universalist' with a deep attachment to the culture of his homeland, a devotee of positivistic 

natural science who none the less deplored the corrosive impact of scientific culture upon 
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intuition, custom and older forms of knowledge" (2001: xxix).    Harris points out in a brief 

biographical sketch that Tönnies grew up in the marshlands, "in a timber-built manorhouse 

where parents and children co-habited with servants and animals" and suggests that this 

experience influenced his ideas about Gemeinschaft or community  (2001: xi).   

 Indeed, Tönnies' view of community derives explicitly from the natural world.  However, 

perhaps most significantly (and in spite of the animals in the manorhouse), it is not the animal 

but the plant world that it reflects. Tönnies uses the German vegetativ -- which Harris translates 

straightforwardly as "vegetative" to indicate this reflection.  Harris's glossary defines vegetative 

in Tönnies' usage as, "reflex physiological activities of the human constitution" (2001: xliv).  The 

origins of Tönnies' community lie in relationships between mother and child, husband and wife, 

or among siblings and become manifest in a division and sharing of duties and pleasures – all of 

which Tönnies understands as physiologically determined, and therefore "vegetative." 

The common root of these relationships is the all-embracing character of the sub-

conscious, 'vegetative'  life that stems from birth: human wills, each one housed in a 

physical body, are related to one another by descent and kinship (2001: 22). 

Tönnies sustains botanical analogies throughout his descriptions of Gemeinschaft, writing later in 

his treatise, for example: 

Understanding and concord grow and flourish when the conditions are right for them, 

from seeds which are already there.  As one plant springs from another, one house or 

family springs from another . . .  (2001: 35). 

 The vegetative life is after all a silent one, and Tönnies' claim that,  "true understanding is 

by its very nature silent" (2001: 35), seems to imply that in the perfect Gemeinschaft existence 

there might not even be a need for language.  However, if there is language, Tönnies goes on to 

insist, that would be a "shared language" that enables mutual understanding, and thus has the 

capacity to bring "human hearts together"  (2001: 35). 

 To grasp the full implications of Tönnies' social theory, we must, of course, look at the 

counterpoint to community: that is, Gesellschaft (translated by Harris as "civil society" although 

others simply call it society): 

The theory of Gesellschaft takes as its starting point a group of people who, as in 

Gemeinschaft, live peacefully alongside one another, but in this case without being 

essentially united – indeed, on the contrary, they are here essentially detached.  ….  
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Nothing happens in Gesellschaft that is more important for the individual's wider group 

than it is for himself.  On the contrary, everyone is out for himself alone and living in a 

state of tension against everyone else  (2001: 52).   

Peace in Gesellschaft does not imply a merging of identity – far from it.  This vision of uneasy 

co-habitation blanketing a tense pursuit of self-interest is strikingly similar to that put forward by 

Thomas Hobbes in his seventeenth century work Leviathan.  Hobbes was, according to Harris, 

revered by Tönnies as one of the "true inventors and masters of theoretical sociology" (2001: ix).     

 Max Weber, who knew Tönnies personally and who responded to his ideas when 

composing and revising his own social theories, uses similar language  but with an evident shift 

in evaluation.  For Weber, Gesellschaft is characterized not by rampant egotistical striving but by 

rationality which he opposes to the emotional social glue prevailing in Gemeinschaft.   

A social relationship will be called "communal" (Vergemeinschaftung) if and so 

far as the orientation of social action – whether in the individual case, on the average, or 

in the pure type – is based on a subjective feeling of the parties, whether affectual or 

traditional, that they belong together. 

 A social relationship will be called "associative" (Vergesellschaftung) if and 

insofar as the orientation of social action within it rests on a rationally motivated 

adjustment of interests or a similarly motivated agreement, whether the basis of rational 

judgment be absolute values or reasons of expediency.  It is especially common, though 

by no means inevitable, for the associative type of relationship to rest on a rational 

agreement by mutual consent (Weber 1978: 40; emphasis mine). 

Thus, we glimpse in Weber one context where community – contra Williams – might appear to 

be viewed less than favorably in social theory.  Community can be constructed as founded on 

emotional bonds that may become bondage.  Thus it is posed against liberating rationality and 

individualism -- in a social evolutionary mode.  According to Roth and Wittich, the editors of 

Weber's Economy and Society, Weber's views on these two types of human relationships are less 

dichotomous than are Tönnies'; Weber sees a continuum where Tönnies sees two starkly opposed 

modes of being.  

Parsons, in elucidating Weber's social theory, returns to Tönnies as Weber's source for 

the Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft contrast.  Parsons states clearly that, "The keynote of 
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Gesellschaft is the "rational pursuit of individual self-interest" (1968: 687).  He goes on to 

elaborate usefully the ways Tönnies characterizes Gemeinschaft: 

Above all, it is a broader relationship of solidarity over a rather undefined general area of 

life and interests.  It is a community of fate . . . .  the parties act and are treated as a unit 

of solidarity.  They share benefits and misfortunes in common, not necessarily equally, 

because Gemeinschaft relations perfectly well admit both of functional and of 

hierarchical differentiation (1968: 688). 

Here, it is important to note, hierarchical differences existing in Gemeinschaft  are clearly 

acknowledged.  As many present-day critics of the uses of community point out, the term does 

not necessarily imply equality of status or access.      

Agrawal and Gibson  highlight and elaborate on  the ways community could take on less 

than favorable connotations in the history of European social thought:  

A strong correlation exists between those who view progress positively and community 

negatively: Marx, Spencer, and the early Durkheim saw ongoing social changes as 

liberating humanity from the coercive and limiting world of the past, from the "idiocy of 

rural life," that community, in part, embodied.  . . .  Other scholars with less sanguine 

views about the benefits of progress did not abandon community altogether.  Writers like 

Tönnies, . . . did not see any utopia at the end of the social changes they described.  

Instead of liberation from the tyranny of custom, they saw "progress" dissolving the ties 

that anchor humans to their milieu, providing a sense of selfhood and belonging (2001: 

3).1   

Parsons observes that Gemeinschaft obligations  -- for Weber as for Tönnies – involve a 

"moral element" (1968: 693).    This "moral element" remains of profound significance in today's 

discourses of community, as indeed do many of the ideas put forward by Tönnies and his 

contemporaries over a hundred years ago.  What happened during an anxious intervening century 

– between Tönnies and the present, to which I shall now turn -- by and large will not concern us 

here.  I mention, however, in concluding this section, one mid-century sociologist whose classic 

                                            
1Durkheim's early distinction in the Division of Labor between "mechanical solidarity" and "organic solidarity" is 
related to the Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft distinction, but with a still more strikingly different evaluation. Rather 
than associating an undifferentiated community -- characterized  by "mechanical solidarity" with harmonious unity, 
Durkheim associates it with limits to individual freedom – indeed with the lack altogether of individuals, and with 
the bondage of tradition.  In "organic solidarity," by contrast, "society becomes  more capable of collective 
movement, at the same time that each of its elements has more freedom of movement" (1964: 131).   
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work, Quest for Community, describes a fraught situation of alienation and a longing for moral 

unity: Robert Nisbet.   Nisbet dramatizes the ways that yearning contrasts with the sense of 

freedom that escape from community and all it comprised certainly meant to some; yet the 

outcomes of such release could turn out to be alienation, meaninglessness, and an amoral 

condition.  Thus Nisbet writes in 1953:   

The theme of the individual  uprooted, without status, struggling for revelations of 

meaning, seeking fellowship in some kind of moral community, is as recurrent in our age 

as was, in an earlier age, that of the individual's release form the pressure of certainty, of 

his triumph over tribal or communal laws of conformity (1953: 11). 

A similar struggle for "revelations of meaning" and experiences of fellowship is present and 

palpable in the "turn to community" that we find prevalent from the nineteen-eighties through the 

zeroes of the new millennium.  But other factors are altered and added.  I turn now to explore the 

resurgence of community in the very particular context of coping with environmental 

deterioration experienced locally in an era of rapidly increasing global networks.   

 

Moments in the history of community 2: embracing, critiquing, revitalizing community in 

environmental discourses  

 A bulky edited volume titled Natural Connections -- published by Island, a well-known 

non-academic, environmentalist press in the mid-nineties -- remains in print over a decade later 

(Western and Wright 1994).  A number of scholars (e.g. Agrawal and Gibson 2001; Jeffery and 

Sundar 1999) consider this volume to epitomize a culminating moment in the turn to community 

in environmentalism and development.  This turn is far more than a turn in theory with merely 

academic reverberations.  Rather it has been a turn in practice – for activists, NGOs and the 

organizations that fund them.   Deemed to be a "new orthodoxy" was a focus on community-

based institutions with the understanding that "environmental deterioration can best be reversed 

through involving local people . . . in partnership with the state" (Jeffery and Vira 2001: 1).  As 

Herring describes it, "Ideologies of empowerment for poor people and goals of social equity 

converged  with heightened respect for local knowledge, conservation ethics and administration 

by communities"  (1998: 42).   According to Herring, even the World Bank, "the most 

relentlessly technocratic of global institutions" in its 1997 World Development Report, 
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discovered "a dilemma in the scale of public authority," and participated pro-actively in what 

Herring calls "celebrating the local" (1998; see also Herring 2001).    

 By no means do all of the authors in Natural Connections profess unreserved conviction 

that community management of local environments is always purely positive or magically 

efficacious.  However,  Natural Connections does contain a preponderance of declarations by 

true believers, as well as genuinely inspiring case studies from diverse parts of the globe which 

testify that community-level processes have worked effectively in a wide range of small-scale of 

resource management projects.  One example of this volume's claims at a broad level of 

generalization is Kleymeyer's contribution which states: 

Cultural traditions can be used to help strengthen local organizations and build a 

sense of community or shared identity at the village or regional level.  . . . A strong sense 

of shared identity can energize people and inspire them to collective action to improve 

their lives.  When people see themselves as proud members of a culture, they are more 

likely to organize and work for change.  Organizations built on the bedrock of cultural 

identity are better able to single out common problems and collectively seek appropriate 

solutions. 

 Without a sense of community, individuals retreat into their families or 

themselves, to the detriment of collaborative efforts at survival and betterment (1994: 

334). 

Kleymeyer's rather bland formulations point to a singularly important feature of  the turn to 

community which I have not thus far addressed because it was not a focus of nineteenth century 

social thought.  This is the key role played by cultural identity (double-edged sword though it 

may be).   

 Besides the new stress on identity, and perhaps even more striking, is another major shift 

apparent here, a shift which is characteristic of much community discourse in environmentalist 

literature of the nineties.  Community no longer displays the "vegetative" character that it has in 

Tönnies vision – a character that was above all both spontaneous and inevitable.   Rather, in the 

new world of community-based natural resource management and sustainability, this sense of 

shared identity and interests must be strengthened and built, in order to energize and inspire  

Thus, without fanfare, subtly but surely, the role of outsider-activists is insinuated.  Someone 
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must teach communities who they are and maybe even what they want. An intransitive process 

becomes a transitive one. 

 Brosius and Tsing speak of the ways that the rhetoric of community may be used to 

generate identity where it was only latent: 

How are concepts such as community, territory, indigenous, and traditional used to 

confer an aura of authority on minority cultures and to assert the authenticity of local 

management practices?  These terms are often deployed to build images of coherent, 

long-standing, localized sources of authority tied to what are assumed to be intrinsically 

sustainable resource management regimes . . .  (1998: 164). 

Artifice, these and other authors observe, is inserted into the community paradigm; images are 

built.  These may all be in support of the best ecological and social justice causes, but their 

virtues are not necessarily home-grown and may be partially contrived. 

 Agrawal and Gibson assert that "the feature of community receiving the greatest attention 

in its construction as a social artifact is its homogeneous composition   . . .  ."  In this idealized 

and cosmeticized vision, "Outside the community conflicts prevail; within, harmony reigns 

(Agrawal and Gibson 2001: 9-10).  But not every view projected within the volume Natural 

Connections was through such rosy-tinted lenses.  Several authors have insights into some of the 

"troubles" with community which significantly anticipate later critiques.  Murphree's comments, 

for example, anticipate many issues raised later in the decade, and include observations quite 

similar to those put forward by Agrawal and Gibson in 2001: 

Communities are not, however, monolithic, undifferentiated entities.  They contain 

categories of people distinguished by age, sex, interest, and power.  Nor do they exist in a 

political or economic vacuum; they are linked in various ways with the larger society that 

surrounds them (Murphree 1994: 403). 

Many other authors have similarly showed how the rhetoric of community proposes an imagined  

unity, achieved through what Agrawal and Gibson call the "papering over" of differences that 

might prevail within actually existing communities" (2001: 9).   

 Bina Agarwal, feminist economist, coins the oxymoronic phrase, "participatory 

exclusions," to get at the ways that women, in particular, may be left out of a valorized 

community management project: 
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Ostensibly set up to operate on principles of cooperation, such groups are meant to 

involve and benefit all sections of the community.  Yet effectively they can exclude 

significant sections, such as women.  These "participatory exclusions" (that is exclusions 

within seemingly participatory institutions), constitute more than a time-lag effect  . . .   

and can . . . unfavorably affect both equity and efficiency (2001: 1623). 

Gender inequity may be enduringly embedded in traditional social structures (reminding us of 

those very aspects of community from which Weber and Durkheim envisioned liberation through 

increasingly rational social organization).   

Chakraborty writes in a matter-of-fact descriptive fashion about problems of equity faced 

by community forestry projects in Nepal.  He acknowledges frankly that the "scope for an active 

redistribution of decision-making power and forest benefits in favour of the disadvantaged 

sections of village society is limited."  This is because, "the stability of user groups is strongly 

based on the traditional structure of power in the villages" (2001: 130).  Chakraborty has no 

revolutionary resolution for this situation, but does suggest a number of incremental tactics that 

might serve to alter the balance of power within communities without destabilizing them.2

The caution to take realistic obstacles and as well as artificial successes into account 

when accessing the values and results of a turn to community is a wise one, and worth always 

keeping in mind.   Nonetheless, I chose to conclude this brief and admittedly idiosyncratic 

survey by looking at the ways three authors already introduced here, who approach community 

from different disciplines and viewpoints, continue to find extraordinary value in the concept.  

This value goes well beyond embracing or critiquing: each author in a different way suggests a 

revitalizing of both concept and practice.  Significantly, two of these authors, Tsing and 

Agrawal, have been active participants in critiquing the language of community – an intellectual 

history that adds power to their more recent work in revitalizing it.   

 Based on decades of intermittent fieldwork in the Meratus Mountains of Kalimantan, 

Indonesia, Tsing's vision is the most diffuse and poignant.   Tsing, who has trenchantly critiqued 

the ways that outsiders may perpetuate and exploit romanticized representations of indigeneity, 

paints a vivid ethnographic portrait of humans and landscapes in fluid integration.  Perhaps 

                                            
2Community-based research projects can encounter further insidious forms of inequity such as knowledge gaps.  
Regarding  the new frontiers of genetic research,  Di Chiro writes of "epistemic barriers" which she believes could 
"prohibit genuine community participation in the future directions of human genome research " (2004: 154). See 
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because she has so relentlessly documented and uncovered  some of the falsehoods in rhetorics 

of community, Tsing's description is more convincing. 

The forest is full of the markings of past communities, and these are also potential 

communities.  An island of fruit trees in the forest marks a past swidden cluster.  The site 

of an old ritual hall is remembered as a once and future community center, even as the 

site has blended into surrounding forest.  People are reminded of these nodes of sociality 

every time they look at the vegetation and recall its social history.  People use the stories 

of these shadow communities to negotiate current social responsibilities: to kindle 

companionship, to solicit assistance with tasks, or to find allies (Tsing 2005: 198). 

Tsing's book, titled Friction is very much about the global.  This Indonesian forest and its 

inhabitants are not isolated from national and global politics, technologies or markets.  Yet Tsing 

finds that the forest remains a place where human lives past and present  are meaningfully 

interwoven with natural surroundings, ritual practices, and the possibility of collective action. 

 Like Tsing, Arun Agrawal has been at the forefront of those who have objected to the 

romanticization of an enchanted community that is reliably efficacious in environmentalist 

initiatives.  However, his 2005 work unabashedly launches some newly realized propositions to 

the effect that community-level processes of governance -- which in the context of resource 

management he has come to call "environmentality" -- may actually work.   

Agrawal uses the phrase "intimate government" to characterize crucial elements in these 

processes. 

As community becomes the referential locus of environmental actions, it also comes to be 

the arena in which intimate government unfolds.  Intimate government shapes practice 

and helps to knit together individuals in villages, their leaders, state officials stationed in 

rural administrative centers, and politicians interested in classifying existing ecological 

practices.  Intimate government involves the creation and deployment of links of political 

influence between a group of decision makers within the village and the ordinary 

villagers whose practices it seeks to shape.  . . . . Intimate government is partly about the 

reduction of physical and social distance in government as community becomes the locus 

                                                                                                                                             
also her critique of the language of nature and community in the context of urban environments and environmental 
justice movements" (Di Chiro 1996).  
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and source of new regulatory strategies and partly about the way villagers try to shape 

their own conduct in forests . . .   (2005:179). 

Agrawal argues on the basis of his own fieldwork and observations that "community-based 

government of the environment" is "very different from government with the Forest Department 

fully in charge."  This is because "influence flows in multiple directions rather than only one 

way" (2005:179).   

Most strikingly, Agrawal finds that rural people who carried no brief for conservation in 

1985 have learned to value and promote it by 1993.  "Widespread involvement in specific 

regulatory practices is tightly linked with the emergence of greater concern for the environment 

and the creation of 'environmental subjects' – people who care about the environment" 

(2005:162).  Agrawal's more positive vision of community, and he does retain the term, refers to 

an informed and mobilized collectivity in which shared interests are negotiated at institutional 

levels.  Such a group is far from "vegetative" and we may wonder if Tönnies Gemeinschaft has 

lost all relevance.  

Jordan (whose definitional ideas we tapped earlier) is a maverick scholar who fits in 

neither disciplinary nor ideological boxes.  His contribution to a revitalized vision of community, 

the third and last I shall treat, unfolds gradually in The Sunflower Forest where Jordan offers an 

unusual blend of the literary and spiritual with the botanical and ecological.   Jordan's 

propositions are all about intervention.  Ecological restoration has its violent aspects, and this 

may be why Jordan, unlike other authors we have considered, stresses an element of shame. 

Shame, sharply distinguished from guilt, is essential to Jordan's vision of community.  He 

writes, "Shame . . . is the emotional register of our natural, radical, existential dependency and a 

debt for which we are not responsible and which we cannot repay" (2003: 47).  Jordan's 

emphasis on shame – partly defined as a sense of limits – is closely linked to his emphasis on 

restoration, a practice he characterizes not only as "an environmental technology," but as "an 

encounter with the shame of creation" (2003: 50).  Community,  according to Jordan, "depends 

on the knowledge of harm . . . " (2003: 63).  He believes that the work of restoration provides "a 

new context for accomplishing the ritual work of community making" because it "implicates the 

restorationist in the universal scandal of creation" (2003: 73).   

When Jordan gets into the nuts and bolts of ecological restoration projects, he 

acknowledges the costs and limits of their success.  He has to argue at length for accepting the 
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ways restoration "violates the conventional categories of 'nature' and 'culture'" (2003: 127), 

revealing how fundamentally Eurocentric are his orientations – a situation he acknowledges by 

means of some brief anthropological excursions.  Of course, the arguments Jordan musters to 

persuade American minds that intervention is OK are superfluous in many other ecological and 

cultural contexts.  Consider the Kuianka, tribal hill people of Orissa in Eastern India, of whom 

Savyasaachi  writes: "Kuianka create the open and closed spaces of the forest through their work 

of shifting cultivation.  This work invokes both human productivity and godly effort, that is, the 

link between human creation and natural self-regeneration"  (1999: 150).  Here as in many other 

parts of the globe are effortless conflations of nature and culture (see, for example, Seeland and 

Schmithüsen 2000; Ellen, Parkes and Bicker 2000). 

In his concluding chapter, Jordan makes some grand and moving claims: 

Ultimately, restorationists will celebrate not merely the positive but the negative as well – 

not just the restoration but the plowing down of the prairie, the harvesting as well as he 

regrowth of the forest—the taking and giving back, tightly linked in a ritual cycle that 

leads through shame to community, meaning, and beauty (2003: 198). 

Jordan's project can seem very bourgeois if not self-indulgent; a far cry from those situations 

where community resource-management emerges as a last hope to secure sustainable livelihoods.  

When the call comes from a local Land Trust organization to join a team that will spend a whole 

weekend day pulling garlic mustard, an invasive species, out of a nature preserve where it 

threatens to choke native plants, it is middle-class persons who will respond.  Who else has the 

time to donate?   

Yet it is worth attending to Jordan's arguments, however belabored, Eurocentric or class-

bound they may be – or perhaps just because they are so thoroughly a product of a culture with a 

pre-eminently bad historical record on environment and moral community.   Like Tsing, Jordan 

finds the human and natural worlds to be interlaced and locates in that interlacing a potentiality 

for hopeful transformation; like Agrawal he believes that altered consciousness may result from 

altered practices.   
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