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Chapter One

Introduction:
The Meanings of
Community

The notion of community has been central to the analysis of social
and political life at least since Plato and Aristotle inquired into the
character of the Greek polis, but the concept as found in modern
scholarship is of more recent origin. The problem of community was
one of the central concerns of the nineteenth-century social thinkers
who were among the founders of sociology in Europe and the
United States. Modernity, urbanization, and capitalism all seemed
to threaten traditional patterns of social life. As they observed these
processes, social analysts and philosophers began to discuss the,
problem of community in a way that raised a historical issue. How
complete was the break with the past? What was the nature of that
break? What form, if any, might community take under these radi-
cally new social circumstances? This concern, needless to say, has
continued unabated into our own time, inside and outside of
academic circles.

In both popular and academic discourse, the word community
has quite positive connotations that are associated with visions of
the good life. Yet there is, and always has been, an undercurrent of
fear associated with the idea of community. Modern Americans fear
that urbanization and modernization have destroyed the community
that earlier shaped the lives of men and women, particularly in the
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4 CoMMUNITY AND SocisL CHANGE IN AMERICA

small towns of the American past. Many popular discussions of
alienation, anomie, and other supposed evils of modern urban life
are extensions of this general worry about community. These popu-
lar concerns have been abetted, if not actually stimulated, by the
writings of historians and sociologists that are laced with references
to the “erosion,” or the “decline,” or the “breakup,” or the “eclipse”
of community under the impact of urbanization and modernization.
Has modern life in fact brought such a collapse? Can a historical
perspective help us better to define our present situation? The his-
torian can say definitely that if community is defined as a colonial
New England town—and it frequently is defined that way—then
the prospect of community today is indeed dim. Yet the historian
should also note that to define community in such static terms is to
ignore the process of history. Such a definition, moreover, tends to
confuse a particular manifestation of community with its essence; its
effect is to preclude the possibility of finding community in other
times and places. Historical inquiry may enable us to clarify the
precise character of the contemporary problem of community. In
working toward this insight, the first task is the formulation of a
definition of community that can accommodate historical change.

Most thinking about community, whether in academic social
science or in popular attitudes, embodies a curious paradox. State-
ments about community assume a very definite past, but they are
| seldom genuinely historical in character. There is in such observa-
| tions hardly any sense of the changing configurations of community
over the course of American or European history. Very little atten-
tion is devoted to a consideration of the details of the actual proc-
esses of change in the structure and meaning of community over
time. Instead a rather simple and direct relationship between past
and present is assumed: In the past, there was commum"g;e in the
present it has been (or is being) lost. Social change, for modern
Americans, has come to mean the destruction of community. Per-
haps one might find this process regrettable, but it is assumed none-
theless to be inevitable.

INTRODUCTION: THE MEANINGS OF COMMUNITY S

Within this rather closed logic of social explanation, there is
really very little space for historical inquiry. By supplying an a
priori answer to the problem of social change and community, this
logic effectively defeats historical curiosity. Unfortunately, or for-
tunately, the processes of history are more complicated than these
assumptions allow. Indeed, the more one tries to describe com-
munity in the present or in the past, the more important a historical
consideration of the problem seems. When social analysts ignore the
historical dimension, the result is a simplification and schematiza-
tion of social change that weakens the explanatory power of even
the most sophisticated theory. Any understanding of the fate of
community in America today or at any time in the past depends
upon an expansion of social theory to incorporate the concrete data
of historical change into social explanation. For this to happen,
however, we need a more complex and historically grounded ac-
count than we presently have of the American experience of com-
munity over a long period of time.

[ —

The concept of community is, according to a recent historian of
sociological theory, “the most fundamental and far-reaching of
sociology’s unit-ideas,” yet it is also one of the most difficult to
define. When a scholar undertook in 1955 to inspect and compare

" " the definitions of community used in the literature of the social

sciences, he found no fewer than ninety-four meanings given to the
term.?

The most common sociological definitions used today tend to}

focus on a community as an aggregate of people who share a com-

mon interest in a particular locality. Territorially based social orga-

nizations and social activity thus define a community. A community
is assumed to be a localized or microcosmic example of the larger

1. Robert Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (New York: Basic, 1966), p. 47.
2. George A. Hillery, Jr., “Definitions of Community: Areas of Agreement,” RS, 20
(1955): 118.

1
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6 CoMMUNITY AND SOCIAL CHANGE IN AMERICA

society.® The literature is not precise about the size of this territory.
Apparently, it can range from a neighborhood, to a town, to a
medium-sized city. In fact, there is no logical bar to making refer-
ence to New York City as a community. Although this definition has
produced some very useful research, particularly in respect to
locality-based social welfare organizations, the notion of New York
City, or any other whole city in modern America, constituting a
single community makes one pause.

Americans seem to have something else in mind when they wist-
fully recall or assume a past made up of small-town communities.
This social memory has a geographic referent, the town, but it is
clear from the many layers of emotional meaning attached to the
word community that the concept means more than a place or local
activity. There is an expectation of a special quality of human rela-
tionship in a community, and it is this experiential dimension that is
crucial to its definition. Community, then, can be defined better as
an experience than as a place. As simply as possible, community is
where community happens.

Of course, a locality can be this kind of community. In colonial
America, the town was a container of such communal relations, but
there are other contexts for community besides the town and other
territorial units. Territorially based interaction represents only one
pattern of community, a pattern that becomes less and less evident
over the course of American history. A preoccupation with territory
thus ultimately confuses our understanding of community.

Even though community has been torn from its territorial moor-
ing over the past three centuries of American history, the experience
of community did not come to an end with this transformation in
American social organization. To make this argument is not to deny
the possibility of fundamental changes in the meaning and signifi-

3. For the best examples of this dominant approach to community studies, see
Roland Warren, The Community in America (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1963);
Albert J. Reiss, “Some Sociological Issues about American Communities,” in Américan
Sociology, ed. Talcott Parsons (New York: Basic, 1968), pp. 66-74; Talcott Parsons,
Structure and Process in Modemn Societies (New York: Free Press, 1960), pp. 250-
279; and Conrad Arensberg and Solon Kimball, Culture and Community (New York:
Harcourt, 1965).
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cance of community for Americans; rather it is a way of document-
ing these changes by working toward a historically relevant and
usable definition of community.

Community, which has taken many structural forms in the past, is |

best defined as a network of social relations marked by mutuality

and emotional bonds.* This network, or what Kai T. Erikson refers |

to as the “human surround,” is the essence of community, and it may
or may not be coterminous with a specific, contiguous territory.®
The New England town was a community, but it was not a defini-
tion of community. Similarly, a family, a neighborhood, a group of
friends, or a class can be a community without providing a defini-
tion of the concept. One must keep an open stance toward the
various structural forms that might contain community. A definition
of community must, therefore, be independent of particular struc-
tures.

A community involves a limited number of people in a somewhat )
restricted social space or network held together by shared under-

standings and a sense of obligation. Relationships are close, often
intimate, and usually face to face. Individuals are bound together
by affective or emotional ties rather than by a perception of individ-
ual self-interest. There is a “we-ness” in a community; one is a

4. In the following preliminary definition, only direct quotations have specific cita-
tions. The position outlined in the next few paragraphs owes most to the following
works: Ferdinand Tonnies, Community and Society, trans. Charles P. Loomis (New
York: Harper, 1963); Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization,
trans, Talcott Parsons (New York: Free Press, 1964); Robert M. Maclver, Com-
munity: A Sociological Study (New York: Macmillan, 1936); Robert Redfield, The
Little Community (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1955); Talcott Parsons, The
Social System (New York: Free Press, 1951); idem, Structure and Process in Modern
Societies; Roland Warren, ed., Perspectives on the American Community (Chicago:
Rand McNally, 1966); Rene Konig, The Community (London: Routledge & Kegan

Paul, 1968); Charles Tilly, An Urban World (Boston: Little, Brown, 1974); Robert N

Nisbet, The Quest for Community (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969); idem,
The Social Bond (New York: Random House, 1970); idem, The Sociological Tra-
dition; Wilson Carey McWilliams, The Idea of Fraternity in America (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California, 1973); and Martin Buber, Paths in Utopia
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1949).

5. See Kai T. Erikson, Everything in Its Path: Destruction of Community in the
Buffalo Creek Flood (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1976), esp. Introduction and
pt. IIL.

JESS—
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member. Sense of self and of community may be difficult to distin-
guish. In its deepest sense, a community is a communion. Martin

- Buber captured this quality when he wrote: “A real community

need not consist of people who are perpetually together; but it must
consist of people who, precisely because they are comrades, have
mutual access to one another and are ready for one another.™

Men and women in a community share a fairly wide spectrum of
their lives, though not necessarily everything. A community is
people who, in the words of Robert Maclver, “share, not this or that
particular interest, but a whole set of interests wide enough and
complete enough to include their lives.”” Hence communal relation-
ships are diffuse in their concerns. They are not segmental relation-
ships, and they are not oriented to narrow or specific ends. While a
community is part of broader social aggregates, it remains a distinct
social grouping. Far from being a microcosm of the whole society, it
has a special quality that may result in tension with larger social
aggregates. One’s network of community, although it may not
supply all the warmth and emotional support one needs, is an ele-
mental fact of one’s emotional life.

The solidarity that characterizes communities does not mean,
however, that all is unity and harmony within. Many commentators
err, I think, by insisting that absence of conflict be a part of the
definition of community. Communal conflict, like the family conflict
we all know, is real, though it differs from, say, market competition,
in being mediated by emotional bonds.?

A community is an end in itself: It may offer aid or advantage to
“ its members, but its value is basically intrinsic to its own existence.

i It does not exist to serve external or instrumental purposes. This

6. Buber, Paths in Utopia, p. 145.

7. Robert M. Maclver, Society: Its Structure and Changes (London: Long and
Smith, 1932), pp. 9-10.

8. Weber saw community as the “antithesis of conflict” (Weber, Theory of Social
and Economic Organization, p. 137). Charles H. Cooley, however, admitted that
conflict existed in what he called “primary groups” and that the competition, passions,
and conflicts that emerged in these groups were “socialized by sympathy” (Charles H.
Cooley, Social Organization: A Study of the Larger Mind [New York: Scribner’s,
1809], p. 23).
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characteristic of community is related to a particular kind of social
behavior identified by Max Weber as distinctively communal. He
labeled a social relationship “communal” if its “orientation of social
action . . . is based on a subjective feeling of the parties, whether
affectual or traditional, that they belong together.” He contrasted
this with “associative” relationships, characteristic of modern politi-
cal and economic institutions, that are based upon rational calcula-
tion of self-interest.?

No contemporary sociologist has written more frequently or more
perceptively on community than Robert Nisbet. Perhaps it is there-t
fore appropriate to conclude this preliminary definition with a
quotation from him.

one or another of/the roles, taken separately, that he may hold in a social
order. It draws its psychological strength from levels of motivation deeper
than those of mere volition or interest. . . . Community is a fusion of
feeling and thought, of tradition and commitment, of membership and
volition. . . . Its archetype, both historically and symbolically, is the
family, and in almost every type of genuine community the nomenclature
of family is prominent.1?

Community is fynded on man conceived in his wholeness rather than in

This definition, which harks back to the work of the classic nine-
teenth-century sociologists of community, captures an important
dimension of popular attitudes, but it does not, as I have already
noted, often turn up in the research reported today under the rubric
of community sociology. Such bonds do not ordinarily characterize
local social organization, so many sociologists, encouraged by
aspects of modern social theory discussed in the next chapter, have
assumed that modernization and urbanization have rendered this
sort of community a thing of the past. This assumption has allowed
research on locality-based action to be called “community sociol-
ogy.” Inasmuch as the local social relationships uncovered by this
research are not community in the traditional sense, sociologists
have developed a new term for these friendly but essentially casual

9. Weber, Theory of Social and Economic Organization, p. 136.
10. Nisbet, Sociological Tradition, pp. 47-48.  (4(/,




10 CoMMUNITY AND SocCIAL CHANGE IN AMERICA IntRODUCTION: THE MEANINGS OF COMMUNITY 11

relationships: community of limited liability. Of course, there is
nothing inappropriate about the development of this academic spe-
cialty that studies local life, but there is a curious, perhaps even
pernicious, side effect. The identification of community with locality
and communal experiences with rather casual associations has
quietly redefined community in a way that puts it at odds with its
historical and popular meaning."* This academic definition drains
| the concept of the very qualities that give the notion of community
cultural, as opposed to merely organizational, significance.

The approach to community most often found in community
sociology tends to divert attention away from the bonds of mutual-
ity and sentiment that historically define the experience of com-
munity. Attention is instead focused on localities. This orientation is
in part the product of a historical association dating from the 1920s

linking community studies and rural sociology. Within the context

of this sociological tradition, rural towns and farm neighborhoods
were studied as communities. The assumed connection of rural
towns with community was often supported by social experience,
and it was universally compatible with the small town mythology
that has been so influential in American history. But the assimilation
of rural sociology into community sociology misdirected scholarship
to a consideration of territory, rather than to the experience of com-
munity, as the object of sociological inquiry.

Because, as Kenneth Burke has observed, “A way of seeing is
always a way of not seeing,” this territorial image of community has
consequences. It makes it difficult to see the networks of experience
that in fact define community. If, by contrast, one assumes a differ-
ent angle of vision that takes communal networks where one finds
them, whatever their territorial arrangement, the chances of under-
standing the place of community in modern society and in American
history are much enhanced. My intention is to suggest such new
ways of seeing community.

11. On the notion of a locality-based community of limited liability, see Morris
Janowitz, The Community Press in an Urban Setting, 2d ed. (Chicago: University
of Chicago, 1967). For a slightly broader usage, derived in part from the work of
Janowitz, see Scott Greer, The Urbane View (New York: Oxford University Press,
1972).

Once the notion of community is understood as a social network
characterized by a distinctive kind of human interaction, it becomes
possible to take community seriously as a historical phenomenon. |
One can talk about change without being trapped by the logic of
collapse, and a number of interesting historical and sociological
questions/then open up. What structural forms have contained the
experience of community in American history? How long and in
what sense was the town a community? What form or forms does
community take when the town no longer provides the primary
context for community? What is the relationship of community to
political and economic institutions? How do those relationships
change with large-scale transformations in the structure of society?

RSSO —

My method of pursuing these and similar questions has been con-
sciously interdisciplinary. Historical scholarship is used as a fulecrum
for critical analysis of social theory, while my historical narrative is
explicitly attentive to theory. If, as I have indicated, much thinking
about community is shaped by a paradigm of social change that is
fundamentally ahistorical, I have tried to link theory and history
more effectively. In line with Michael Katz’s recent call to social
historians, I am seeking to “formulate questions that will guide re-
search in ways not only theoretically fruitful but historically appro-
priate.”"? The major theoretical fruit of this effort, if I have suc-
ceeded, is a historically grounded concept of community, while its
historical contribution is an image of the past that enables us to see
new dimensions of community and patterns of change in the experi-
ence of community.

The argument on the following pages is speculative and tentative.
The evidence offered is illustrative and suggestive rather than
definitive. It is an essay in hypothetical history, after the fashion of
Bernard Bailyn’s Education in the Forming of American Society.’®
My goal has been to use what we know about community in order to

12. Michael B. Katz, The People of Hamilton, Canada West (Cambridge: Harvard
University, 1975), p. 9. . ;

13. Bernard Bailyn, Education in the Forming of American Society (New York:
Random House, Vintage, 1960). ’

,



12 CoMMUNITY AND Social. CHANGE IN AMERICA

develop new perspectives that will expand our knowledge of com-
munity in ways that can stimulate new understandings of the place
of community in the past and present.

One observation concerning the historical generalizations I have
made about Americans seems appropriate here. My references are to
the vast majority of Americans who lived in towns, rather than to
the small minority who lived in large cities. As late as 1870, the
point where I begin referring to metropolitan experiences, there
were only twenty-five places with a population of fifty thousand or
more. Fewer than one-in-four Americans lived in places of twenty-
five hundred or more. I hope, moreover, that my acknowledgments
of possible alternative patterns of life deriving from class position or
cultural heritage will protect me from the charge of homogenizing
the past, for I have tried, admittedly, to describe modal patterns.
Given the constraints of space, and the scholarship available, it is
impossible to handle this problem otherwise. Readers, I expect, will
easily see how my argument would apply to aspects of our past not
specifically considered here.

This study emphasizes the changes in the structure of social rela-
tions much more than the changes in meaning that people gave to
these structures. Wherever possible, I have suggested, even if in

o rather broad terms, these shifts in consciousness. The interaction of

belief and social structure is very complex, however; it can be under-
stood, if at all, only through detailed studies impossible in a brief
book attempting to fill a broad canvas. In a subsequent study I plan
to undertake such a cultural history. I note this problem here so that
the reader will not infer from the emphasis in what follows that
structural matters constitute the whole, or even the most important
part, of the study of community in the past.

Briefly, I develop my argument as follows. In Chapter 2, I con-
sider aspects of the development of American social theory in the
twentieth century, an appropriate starting point because this theory
has largely shaped our sense of the relationship of community to the
processes of social change in the past. After laying out the basic
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logic of this theory, I argue that its most common formulations, the
ones best known to historians, have serious limitations as a guide to
the understanding of community in American history or, for that
matter, in the present. In contrast, by returning to the nineteenth-

- century origins of this theory, particularly to Ferdinand Tonnies’s

Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft typology, one finds a surprising com-
plexity and sensitivity to actual historical processes that is absent in
many modern theories that derive from the work of Tonnies. It is
possible, I propose, to recover these qualities and give them their
due in modern social theory in a way that opens up fruitful lines of
historical and sociological investigation.

With this theoretical work accomplished, I turn in Chapter 3 to
the historiography and history of community in America. Much of
the current historiography has weaknesses similar to those found in
modern social theory, but reformulation is possible, and it becomes
the task of this chapter. The theoretical orientation developed in
Chapter 2 provides a perspective from which to sketch a history of
the changing structure and meaning of community over a long
period of time, from 1600 to 1900, in a way that opens up new and
interesting historical questions about community while providing
historical detail that adds richness to the theory. Chapter 4 builds
upon this overview, or macroanalysis, of the changing place of com-
munity in American society, but the focus shifts to the individual
and the family unit in my attempt to locate the various contexts of
community available to the people within the social networks that
provide the social texture of their lives. The epilog offers some ob-
servations on how the history and theories of community offered
here relate to the search for community in contemporary America.



Chapter Two

Social Theory and the
Problem of Community

Whether used as an analytical device for classifying social aggre-
gates or as a normative judgment on social life, the concept of com-
munity never stands alone.! Rather, it is consistently used as one
pole of a typology of social forms that implicitly or explicitly con-
trasts communal with noncommunal patterns of life, or more gen-
erally, premodern with modern society. This contrasting technique
of defining modern society in relation to what went before dates
back at least to the Renaissance,? but during the nineteenth cen-
tury, coincident with the emergence of sociology, the technique was
turned explicitly to the problem of explaining the social changes
associated with urbanization and industrialization.

Within this intellectual tradition, urbanization is treated, vir-
tually by definition, as disruptive of communal patterns of social
life® History from this perspective unfolds an inevitable social
thesis: Social unity is shattered and communal solidarities are re-

1. This problem of usage is considered by Colin Bell and Howard Newby, Com-
munity Studies (New York: Praeger, 1972), chaps. 1-2.

2. See Frederick -J. Teggart, Theory of History (New Haven: Yale University,
1925), chap. 8.

3. The definition of urbanization used here is a general one; many would equate it
with modernization, as I essentially do in the following discussion. Charles Tilly ex-
presses what I have in mind when he writes: “Urbanization implies changes . . . that
follow from the increased involvement of the members of rural communities in sets
of activities, norms, and social relationships that reach beyond the limits of their own
localities” (Tilly, The Vendée [Cambridge: Harvard University, 1975], pp. 11-12).

15




18 CoMMUNITY AND SociaL CHANGE IN AMERICA

placed with associations based upon interest. Conventional theory
and, for that matter, much Marxist analysis find their underlying
structure in this logic. The result is often an approach to social
change that is fundamentally ahistorical. Although sociology has
from its inception taken on the task of explaining a historical prob-
lem—the emergence of modern urban and industrial society—its
sense of the past is made up of ideal types linked only by logical
necessity. This logic conveniently supplies a history without obligat-
ing the theorist to analyze structural change as a temporally and
culturally situated process.* The manner in which this logic eludes
engagement with history warrants detailed consideration.

Typological Theories of Social Change

It is difficult to establish the precise beginnings of this tradition of
sociological thought. Most histories of social theory, however,
credit Sir Henry Maine with first formulating contrasting ideal
types as a device for studying social change. Maine undoubtedly
deserves the credit he has been given; his distinction between soci-
eties based upon “status” and those based upon “contract” was sys-
tematically worked out and imaginatively applied to the historical
record. Yet when Maine wrote in his classic Ancient Law (1861)
that “the movement of the progressive societies has hitherto been a

movement from Status to Contract,” his concern was less with the

new pattern of social relationships that had emerged in the nine-
teenth century than with questions of law and political economy.
His argument that modernity brought a shift in the bases of social
organization from kinship, status, and joint property rights to terri-
tory, contract, and individual rights was a way of reading history so
that the legal and economic ideas of liberal capitalism identified
with Victorian England could be linked to and justified by the idea
of progress.®

4. Philip Abrams, “The Sense of the Past and the Origins of Sociology,” PP, no. 55
(1972), p. 20.

5. Henry Maine, Ancient Law, 10th ed., cheap ed. (London: Murray, 1905), p. 151.

8. This was obvious to the Progressive intellectual Mary Parker Follett who, at
the beginning of the twentieth century, in arguing for a more collectivist political
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Maine’s Ancient Law and its sequel, Village Communities in the
East and West (1871), found wide readership, and his concept of

societal evolution was enormously influential. Eventually it was '

taken up by Ferdinand Ténnies, a young German scholar who was
seeking to develop sociological concepts that would explain the
changes in social relations that were associated with capitalism and
the urbanization of society. Tonnies recognized in this typology
analytic possibilities that offered a way of giving sociological form
to Karl Marx’s depiction of social change in the urban-industrial era
as a process whereby “natural relationships” were dissolved “into
money relationships.”™ In 1887, at the age of thirty-two, Tonnies
offered his own ideal types when he published Gemeinschaft und
Gesellschaft. With this publication, Tonnies introduced into the
sociological literature a typology that has proven to be one of the
discipline’s most enduring and fruitful concepts for studying social
change.

There are no exact English equivalents for Gemeinschaft or

Gesellschaft, but they can be translated roughly as “community™

and “society.” Tonnies’s definition of Gemeinschaft corresponds to
the historical and popular notion of community; he offered family,
kinship groups, friendship networks, and neighborhoods as ex-
amples of Gemeinschaft patterns of group solidarity. Gemeinschaft,
he wrote, is characterized by “intimate, private, and exclusive living
together.” Gesellschaft, which he identified with the city, is an
“artificial construction of an aggregate of human beings,” charac-
terized by competition and impersonality. Summing up the differ-
ence between these two forms of social relationships, he observed
that in Gemeinschaft, people “remain essentially united in spite of
all separating factors, whereas in Gesellschaft they are essentially

economy, contended that society had already gone from “status to contract” and was
beginning to move from “contract to community.” See Follett, The New State (New
York: Longman’s, 1920), p. 125.

7. Karl Marx, The German Ideology, ed. R. Pascal (New York: International Pub-
lishers, 1847), p. 57. For the influence of Maine, see Louis Wirth, “The Sociology of
Ferdinand Tonnies,” AJS, 32 (1926): 416.

B



18 ~ CoMMUNITY AND SoCIAL CHANGE IN AMERICA

separated in spite of all uniting factors.” Capitalist industrial pro-
duction and the urbanization of society, he thought, involved an
evolution from a predominantly Gemeinschaft pattern of social rela-
tions to one dominated by Gesellschaft.

Since Tonnies and Maine wrote, similar dichotomies, with differ-
ent terminology, have been common in sociological thinking con-
cerned with the urbanization and modernization of societies. Emile
Durkheim referred to the shift from “mechanical solidarity” based
upon psychological consensus to “organic solidarity” founded upon
the interdependence resulting from the division of labor in modern
urban society. Among Americans, Charles Horton Cooley observed
early in the twentieth century that urban society is characterized by
impersonal “secondary” relationships that are analytically distinct
from the “primary,” or face-to-face, relationships of the small village
or the family. More recently, Robert Redfield developed a typologi-
cal distinction between “folk” and “urban” cultures.®

These dichotomies in their various forms, often subsumed under
the general rubric of the community-society continuum, became
central to the study of community in urbanizing societies.'® The
turn-of-the-century founders of the academic discipline of sociology
in the United States were particularly interested in understanding
how the nation’s burgeoning cities differed as social settings from
the small towns of American tradition and, in most cases, of their
own childhoods.!* Their “programmatic question,” as a recent critic
has put it, echoed that of their European predecessors: “How can
the moral order of society be maintained and the integration of its

8. Ferdinand Tonnies, Community and Society, trans. Charles P. Loomis (New
York: Harper, 1963), pp. 33, 64, 65.

9. Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society, trans. George Simpson
(New York: Free Press, 1933); Charles H. Cooley, Social Organization: A Study of
the Larger Mind (New York: Scribner’s, 1909), chap. 3; and Robert Redfield, The
Folk Culture of Yucatan ( Chicago: University of Chicago, 1941).

10. They are all discussed under this rubric in the International Encyclopedia of
the Social Sciences, ed. David L. Sills, 17 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1968).

11. On the small-town origins of early American sociologists, see Roscoe Hinkle
and Gisela Hinkle, The Development of Modern Sociology (New York: Random
House, 1954), pp. 3, 17n.
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members achieved within a highly differentiated and technological
social structure?” It was “the problem of community in the New
Age?

As they probed the consequences of urbanization for community
life as small-town Americans had known it, these scholars found
Tonnies’s conceptual framework useful. Identifying gemeinschaft
with a somewhat idealized image of the small town, as Tonnies
himself often did, American sociologists recognized what Tonnies
defined as gesellschaft in New York, Chicago, and many lesser cities.
The typological approach seemed to offer insight into the social
transformation they were living through.’® Robert Park, one of the
early members of the sociology department at the University of
Chicago and a founder of urban sociology, observed, for example,
that the diverse terminology used to express the community-society
continuum revealed that the concept was as yet unrefined, but he
insisted that “the differences are not important. What is important is
that these different men looking at the phenomenon from quite
different points of view have all fallen upon the same distinction.
That indicates at least that the distinction is a fundamental one.™*

This tradition of urban theory culminates, in conventional ac-
counts,’® in the comprehensive statement on urban and community
life contained in Louis Wirth’s classic essay, “Urbanism as a Way
of Life” (1938).** The typological approach developed by Ténnies

12. Claude S. Fischer, “The Study of Urban Community and Personality,” Annual
Review of Sociology, 1975, pp. 67-68.

13. On the place of gemeinschaft—gesellschaft theory in twentieth-century sociology,
see Edward Shils, “The Contemplation of Society in America,” in Paths of American
Thought, ed. Morton White and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1970), pp. 397-400; and Werner J. Cahnman, “Toennies in America,” HT, 16 (1977),
147-167. For a brief discussion of its use at Chicago, see Robert E. L. Faris, Chicago
Sociology, 1920-1932 (San Francisco: Chandler, 1967), pp. 43-48.

14. Quoted in Carle C. Zimmerman, The Changing Community (New York: Harper,
1938), p. 81. ’

15. For such an account, see Brian J. L. Berry, The Human Consequences of
Urbanization (New York: St. Martin’s, 1973). '

16. Louis Wirth, “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” AJS, 44 (1938): 1-24; reprinted
in Albert Reiss, Jr., ed., Louis Wirth on Cities and Social Life (Chicago: University
of Chicago, 1964), pp. 60-83.
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provides the organizing framework for the essay.!” At the outset,
Wirth announced his perspective: He was going to view “urban-
industrial and rural-folk society as ideal types of communities.”®
He then proceeded in the body of the essay to portray urbanization
as a powerful social force modifying social relations in ways com-
patible with Tonnies’s theory. Under the impact of the demographic
variables he identified with urbanization (population, density, and
heterogeneity ), Wirth argued that communal ways broke down and
were replaced by a new pattern of life that Tonnies had called
Gesellschaft and that Wirth labeled “urbanism.”

Under urban conditions, Wirth explained, social relations are “im-
personal, superficial, transitory, and segmental.” Functional roles
are highly specialized and interdependent. “The distinctive features
of the urban mode of life,” Wirth insisted, are “the substitution of
secondary for primary contacts, the weakening of bonds of kinship,
and the declining social significance of the family, the disappear-
ance of the neighborhood, and the undermining of the traditional
basis of social solidarity.” With this collapse of gemeinschaft, Wirth
supposed that “competition and formal control mechanisms [would
have to] furnish the substitute for the bonds of solidarity that are
relied upon to hold a folk society together.” Finally, he noted a
“levelling influence” characteristic of urbanism. With the emergence
of a common urban way of life, differences in life-styles based upon
distinctive subcultures and preurban heritages (e.g., ethnic group-
ings) might be expected eventually to disappear.'®

Wirth’s essay is now nearly forty years old, yet no alternative
theory has seriously challenged its ascendancy among students of
community and urban life. Claude S. Fischer, in a recent assessment
of community research in the social sciences, concludes that
“Wirth’s presentation remains the most explicit, seminal, and com-
prehensive framework for the study of Community and personality.

17. Tt might be noted that Wirth’s first scholarly publication was a sympathetic
assessment of the sociology of Ferdinand Tdnnies (Wirth, “Sociology of Ferdinand
Tonnies”).

18. Wirth, “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” in Reiss, p. 62.

19. Ibid., pp. 71, 79-80, 70, 76.
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Though ‘Urbanism as a Way of Life’ has been extensively criticized,
no other theory comprehending the nature of urban life has been
advanced which is as significant, as compelling, and as consonant
with both Western thought and classical sociology.”®

—_—————

The other major contemporary theory deriving from the gemein-
schaft-gesellschaft typology is identified with Talcott Parsons. His
famous “pattern variables” are derived from Tonnies’s formula-
tion.?* What Parsons did, however, was to expand Tonnies’s single
Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft dichotomy into four parallel dichot-
omies:

Affectivity versus affective neutrality

Particularism versus universalism

Ascription (quality) versus achievement ( performance)
Diffuseness versus specificity

Parsons argues that in any situation calling for “social action” the
“actor” must decide which of the two “orientations” present in each
of these dichotomies is an appropriate basis for acting. For example,
when greeting one’s mother at a holiday reunion, an expression of
affectivity may be appropriate, but when introducing oneself at the
Internal Revenue Service office during a tax audit, affective neutral-
ity may be in order. In every situation, then, the individual must
decide whether his or her orientation to a particular other will be
affectively neutral or not; whether to relate in terms of universalistic
criteria or in terms of a particular or special relationship that may
exist; whether to accept ascriptive bases of status, qualities essen-
tially products of birth (e.g., family background or racial identifica-

20. Fischer, “Study of Urban Community,” p. 72.

21. On the close association of this formulation with Tonnies’s typology, see Talcott
Parsons, Robert Bales, and Edward Shils, Working Papers in the Theory of Action
(New York: Free Press, 1953), pp. 207n-208n. See also Marion Levy, Jr., Modemiza-
tion and the Structure of Societies (Princeton: Princeton University, 1966), p. 136n.

22. In early formulations, Parsons had five dichotomies. The fifth was self-orientation
versus collectivity orientation.






