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EDITORIAL STATEMENT

Cultural Studies seeks to foster more open analytic, critical and political conversations by encouraging people to push the dialogue into fresh, uncharted territory. It is devoted to understanding the specific ways cultural practices operate in everyday and social formations. But it is also devoted to intervening in the processes by which the existing techniques, institutions and structures of power are reproduced, resisted and transformed. Although focused in some sense on culture, we understand the term inclusively rather than exclusively. We are interested in work that explores the relations between cultural practices and everyday life, economic relations, the material world, the State, and historical forces and contexts. The journal is not committed to any single theoretical or political position; rather, we assume that questions of power organized around differences of race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ethnicity, nationality, colonial relations, etc., are all necessary to an adequate analysis of the contemporary world. We assume as well that different questions, different contexts and different institutional positions may bring with them a wide range of critical practices and theoretical frameworks.

‘Cultural studies’ as a fluid set of critical practices has moved rapidly into the mainstream of contemporary intellectual and academic life in a variety of political, national and intellectual contexts. Those of us working in cultural studies find ourselves caught between the need to define and defend its specificity and the desire to resist closure of the ongoing history of cultural studies by any such act of definition. We would like to suggest that cultural studies is most vital politically and intellectually when it refuses to construct itself as a fixed or unified theoretical position that can move freely across historical and political contexts. Cultural studies is in fact constantly reconstructing itself in the light of changing historical projects and intellectual resources. It is propelled less by a theoretical agenda than by its desire to construct possibilities, both immediate and imaginary, out of historical circumstances; it seeks to give a better understanding of where we are so that we can create new historical contexts and formations which are based on more just principles of freedom, equality, and the distribution of wealth and power. But it is, at the same time, committed to the importance of the ‘detour through theory’ as the crucial moment of critical intellectual work. Moreover, cultural studies is always interdisciplinary; it does not seek to explain everything from a cultural point of view or to reduce reality to culture. Rather it attempts to explore the specific effects of cultural practices using whatever resources are intellectually and politically available and/ or necessary. This is, of course, always partly determined by the form and place of its institutionalization. To this end, cultural studies is committed to the radically contextual, historically specific character not only of cultural practices but also of the production of knowledge within cultural studies itself. It assumes that history, including the history of critical thought, is never guaranteed in advance, that the relations and possibilities of social life and power are never necessarily stitched into place, once and for all. Recognizing that ‘people make history in conditions not of their own making’, it seeks to identify and examine those moments when people are manipulated and deceived as well as those moments when they are active, struggling and even resisting. In that sense cultural studies is committed to the popular as a cultural terrain and a political force.

Cultural Studies will publish essays covering a wide range of topics and styles. We hope to encourage significant intellectual and political experimentation, intervention and dialogue. At least half the issues will focus on special topics, often not traditionally associated with cultural studies. Occasionally, we will make space to present a body of work representing a specific national, ethnic or social tradition. Whenever possible, we intend to represent the truly international nature of contemporary work, without ignoring the significant differences that are the result of speaking from and to specific contexts. We invite articles, reviews, critiques, photographs and other forms of ‘artistic’ production, and suggestions for special issues. And we invite readers to comment on the strengths and weaknesses, not only of the project and progress of cultural studies, but of the project and progress of Cultural Studies as well.


Larry Grossberg


Janice Radway



Contributions should be sent to Professor Lawrence Grossberg, Dept. of Speech Communication, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 244 Lincoln Hall, 702 S.Wright St., Urbana, 111. 61801, USA. They should be in triplicate and should conform to the reference system set out in the Notes for Contributors, available from the Editors or Publishers. Submissions undergo blind peer review. The author's name should not appear anywhere in the manuscript except on a detachable cover page along with an address and the title of the piece. Reviews, and books for review, should be sent to Tim O'Sullivan, School of Arts and Humanities, de Montfort University, The Gateway, Leicester LE1 9BH; or to John Frow, Dept. of English, University of Queensland, St. Lucia, Queensland 4072, Australia; or to Jennifer Daryl Slack, Dept. of Humanities, Michigan Technological University, Houghton, MI 49931–1295, USA.
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INTRODUCTION





ON ENVIRONMENTAL MATTERS

JODY BERLAND AND
JENNIFER DARYL SLACK

For a long time now we two have been meeting at conferences and talking about the environment. (Indeed, that is how we met. ‘Oh, I know someone else who is interested in the environment. You should meet her!’) It was an oddity then to compose environmental matters in the rhythms of cultural theory. But that is no longer true. How could it be? Environmental matters now touch too many of the notes that make up the (dis)harmonies of cultural studies: they are ‘popular’, in all the various (and problematic) senses of the term; they manifest differential relations of knowledge and power; they invite analyses of their representations and the role of representation; they are theoretically interesting, for they provide rich ground to consider the relations of science, technology and contemporary culture; they virtually demand intervention; and, finally, they ‘matter’.

Environmental matters. Matter. Both verb and noun: to be of importance; to be that subject of importance; and to be the physical substance of which a physical object is composed. Cultural studies meets the environment rather well prepared to clarify the complexities of the interrelationship of the act of making the subject of the environment and of making it an important subject. It tackles the old debate about the relationship between nature and culture with a fairly easy response: ‘Nature (and by extension, the environment) is semiotic…it is a cultural construction.’ Hence the coding of culture and of environmental issues, coalitions, movements are understood to have registers in differential relations of power articulating to class, race, gender and ethnicity. Representation matters. Representations matter.

Cultural studies is, however, rather less prepared to handle the ‘problem’ of the ‘physical substance’. The earth. The water. The weather. The non-human. The biosphere. The end of the…To make that substance intelligible we necessarily take (and in speaking it, have already taken) as Guattari has put it, ‘a pseudo-narrative detour through the reference systems of myth and ritual, or through self-professedly scientific analysis—all of which have as their ultimate goal the concealment of the dis-positional arrangement through which discourse is brought into existence and from which it derives, “secondarily” so to speak, its intelligibility’. (1989:132) Representation matters. Representations matter.

But what then of the earth, water, etc? What of the apprehension of these, not just via concept, but—in addition—via affect? How do we speak of that which is not reducible to the mode in which we speak—both acknowledging the mode in which we speak and that which asserts itself apart from having a ‘voice’? There is an earth after all. Species do die out. Rains do come down. Toxic wastes do damage. Organisms do attach to place.

We can feel some among you cringing: ‘Here it comes…’, the appeal to totality, to essentialism, to teleology. But as McKenzie Wark argues here, ‘Perhaps…criticism has retreated a little too far from the problems of historical fate and social totality.’ In these pages and elsewhere there is ample evidence of cultural theorists in search of new ways to let matter matter—without resorting to essentialist legerdemain. For example, while Donna Haraway acknowledges that nature is ‘not a physical place to which one can go’(1992:296), she insists on its artifactuality, that is, a recognition that ‘nature for us is made, as both fiction and fact’ (296–7). Artifactual ‘nature’ is conceived of as the relationship (the achievement) of many actors: human, non-human (organic and inorganic), technological. Laurie Anne Whitt and Jennifer Daryl Slack contribute to theorizing the context of environmental issues in terms of particular communities/environments—which are, through both unity and difference, variously articulated to relations of solidarity and significance. They insist, as does Barri Cohen, on the interpenetration of the human and the other than human in mapping those communities.

From a theoretical vantage point, environmental issues have a particular fascination. They not only challenge the contours of what it means to theorize in cultural studies (how can we understand something as discursive and non-discursive at the same time? nature and not nature? culture and not culture?), they also open up new and compelling ways to analyze contemporary culture. For example, the strange resonance of chaos theory, which emerged from the attempt to break down into mathematics the intricate structures of the weather, and whose conceptualization of structures-inchaos now reverberates in the narratives of postmodernism, science fiction and economics, not to mention scientific and public debates about global warming (see Hayles, 1991). Or, in another vein, the way that critical discourses on gender intersect with ongoing debates about the relationship between biological and technological agency in the construction of the (post)human subject. Or the way that our urban/suburban culture has privileged certain styles of order and beauty in the managed landscape as a permissible index of ‘Nature’ (Wilson, 1991). Or how our problems and affective alliances with ‘Nature’ seem to challenge our endless discoursing on the ‘other’. Not only do these issues invite us to reconceptualize the boundaries between nature and culture; they also provide some useful agitation along the boundaries of science, culture and myth (Brody, 1981).

As we learn to incorporate the environment (or environments) in cultural theory, and as we learn new ways to understand contemporary culture through attention to the environment, there will be, of course, ongoing demands for intervention that both draw on and contribute to our theorizing. Several of the articles in this issue consider sites of ongoing struggle drawing on an expanded sense of the terrain of the environmental. Barri Cohen analyzes the proposed James Bay II project, designed to dam major rivers flowing into James Bay and Hudson Bay, which symbolizes to many not only a struggle over land, but also a larger cultural and political battle about Western and Native relationships with the land. Carol Stabile considers labor practices along the Mexican and US border as a challenge to the environmental preoccupations of North American ecofeminists. In each case, they draw attention to the multiple positions and/or articulations that demand consideration in order to inform the theory and practice of ‘cultural’ activists.

In characterizing and intervening in the nature of the interconnections that constitute environmental matters, we expect that more attention will be directed toward the media, consumption and technology. As Guattari has argued:


It is quite simply wrong to regard action on the psyche, the socius, and the environment as separate. Indeed, if we continue—as the media would have us do—to refuse squarely to confront the simultaneous degradation of these three areas, we will in effect be acquiescing in a general infantalization of opinion, a destruction and neutralization of democracy. We need to ‘kick the habit’ of consumption, of television discourse in particular; we need to apprehend the world through the interchangeable lenses of the three ecologies…social ecology, mental ecology, and environmental ecology. (1989:134)



In a similar spirit, Michael X.Delli Carpini and Bruce A.Williams offer a critique of the ways in which both fiction and non-fiction television covers environmental news and issues, focusing on representations of Earth Day. As they argue, such coverage works to exclude responses to environmental problems that might also challenge the simultaneous degradation of culture. Jody Berland offers us an analysis of a variety of ways in which ‘the weather’ is implicated in the social, ecological and mental fabric of our culture. As weather patterns appear increasingly remote, increasingly physical in nature yet increasingly unavailable to unaided human perception, we learn to rely on the military, technological and televisual innovations that bring us our daily forecasts. Then, in a bit of a twist on what you might expect, Wark offers the proposition that it is only in the utilization of new technologies (like computers, electronic mail, fax, etc.)—through which we become still more estranged from nature than we already are—that we can grasp what there is ‘out there’ to grasp about our place in the ‘natural’ world.

Whether we will find ourselves in ‘Nature’, a Third Nature’, or ‘the end of nature’ depends on the concepts we use to map our place in the historicized environments in which we live. There are many problems for cultural theorists to grapple with regarding environmental theory and practice, and we do not pretend to have presented an exhaustive introduction to the issues there are—already!—to deal with. But we bring these together with a renewed commitment to the importance of environmental matters, and with the hope that this issue opens the door to a continuing discussion about their relevance for cultural studies.

This issue is dedicated to Alexander Wilson, in memoriam.
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ARTICLES





COMMUNITIES, ENVIRONMENTS AND CULTURAL STUDIES

LAURIE ANNE WHITT AND JENNIFER DARYL SLACK

Introduction

It is difficult not to be pessimistic. About the environmental degradation of the planet, about the resurgence of the New Right and of the newly virulent racism of neofascism, and about the ability of cultural theorists to intervene effectively with respect to all of these. The tendency of Western societies to parse out humans as separate from and dominant over nature is a habit of thought and a pattern of action which buttresses the tendency to parse out certain humans as separate from and dominant over others. Similarly, capitalism's ready reduction of the natural world to exploitable resources for the growth of capital aids and abets a comparable reductivism with regard to human labour. Yet so well-entrenched are these buttressing effects that the nature and extent of their complicity has been overlooked by cultural theorists, whose critiques of the oppressive social formations of late capitalism are resoundingly silent about the relationship of human communities to the other-than-human world in which they are situated. This, despite the fact that the problematics of this relationship are manifestly in play at so many junctures of political and cultural struggle—from the imposition by the First World corporations of technology and development plans fashioned in their own interests on Third World peoples to their dumping of assorted toxic wastes on the lands and among the indigenous communities of the Fourth World.

Some ‘pessimism of the intellect’ is all the more in order given that cultural studies itself seems increasingly caught up in the pursuit of academic stature, in bending its applicability to increasingly rarefied exchanges of ‘high (postmodern) theory’ and away from generative strategies for intervention. Yet, just as Gramsci's revolutionary is also afflicted with an ‘optimism of the will’, so too there seems to be little option for cultural theorists. We have to proceed with a belief that there are significant ways in which we can intervene, with the conviction that critiques of contemporary cultural and social practices can be so formulated as to issue in effective change, in the transformation of existing structures of power. Though we may tangle with the thickets of theory, we can avoid immiring ourselves in them. We can avoid losing sight of the issues which motivate our project, and without which cultural studies would remain more/mere academic exercise.

In earlier work (Slack and Whitt, 1992), we contended that it is necessary for cultural studies to resist anthropocentrism, and to consider as integral to its normative concerns the other than human. We also suggested a direction for conceptualizing relationships between the human and the other than human: as ‘multiple articulations of community’ (587). In this paper, we explore in more depth the concept of community, intent on illustrating how, by contextualizing communities, by working in terms of multiple articulations of community based on notions of solidarity and significance, and by situating communities in their material contexts, there is some promise of eventually cutting through theory and making our way to basic strategies for action.



Why community?

If the concept of community evokes nothing else, it evokes images of connection. It is our contention that what needs re-examination—both within cultural studies and for use by cultural studies—are the kinds of connection through which we understand the relations between the human and the other-than-human world. By contextualizing communities, by probing the manner and significance of their situatedness in the material world (whether the immediate landscape be ‘natural’ or ‘urban’), we hope to demonstrate how the other than human is a vital player in the construction of community. Geographical and ecological features of community are rarely incidental to political and cultural struggle: they contextualize—enable and constrain—relations of power.

To date, cultural studies has assumed a curious posture with respect to the concept of community. It tends to enjoy a somewhat subterranean existence in the research of cultural theorists. Neither wholly present nor wholly absent, ‘community’ has seldom been far from the surface as an object of inquiry or as a theoretical construct in terms of which we analyze and critique cultural, social and political formations. When treated explicitly as an object of inquiry (as in Raymond Williams's discussions of ‘community of process’ and ‘community of selected emphasis and intention’ (Williams, 1965; 1975), in Janice Radway's ‘interpretive communities’ (Radway, 1985), or in the analysis of a particular community such as the ‘New Age community’ (Ross, 1992)), community is typically taken to refer to the existence of groups that produce—and processes of producing—common meanings, images, patterns, rhythms and modes of organization (Williams, 1965:47). But such direct mention of the term is rare. More commonly, cultural theorists have taken as their objects of study groups and group processes—defined, for example, by state, nation, society, gender, race, class, ethnicity or subculture—without explicitly invoking or exploring the concept of community.

The discourse of community (as an explicit object of analysis) has traditionally been the purview of political science, sociology, history, philosophy and ecology. Not only is there a rich history of the term within these disciplines, but there is currently a resurgence of interest in community (e.g., Fowler, 1991). Such resurgence is due in part to a growing recognition of the ability of the term to rally the intellectual (both popular and academic) imagination and to infuse practice. As Robert Booth Fowler has put it:


This journey in search of community is now too popular and too central to an understanding of contemporary political thinking in the United States for us to ignore the opportunity to study and learn from this powerful impulse. (Fowler, 1991:ix)



But it is also partly a proactive and reactive response to the fragmentation, atomization and displacement that riddles contemporary Western societies. In the compelling words of Hannah Arendt:


What makes mass society so difficult to bear is not the number of people involved, or at least not primarily, but the fact that the world between them has lost its power to gather them together, to relate and to separate them. (Quoted in Sandel, 1984:17)1



To engage these disciplinary discourses on community directly would draw cultural studies into the problematics of community as set by those disciplines. We wish to avoid this even while acknowledging and drawing from more traditional disciplinary approaches to community, and to address instead the concerns of community as they are posed from within the commitments of cultural studies. The literature on community is extremely fertile, and cultural studies will want to reap from such disciplinary discussions what is of value to its own unique project.

It might be tempting to try to present a taxonomy of conceptions of community. But that is not possible without obliterating the range of intentions, taxonomic criteria, and levels of analysis that have been brought to bear on the matter of community. As Fowler contends:


No set of categories can capture the current range of conceptions of community which are part of a large and expanding conversation. The idea of community is now too alluring to be contained any longer within a discrete group of intellectual discussions. (1991:39)



While it is not the project of this paper, there is clearly some interesting work to be done by cultural theorists on the relations of power expressed within the various taxonomies of community.

Having noted these caveats, it must also be stressed that cultural studies has much to gain from a close scrutiny of the concept of community. We contend that the research strategies of cultural theorists would be enhanced in at least three important respects by more direct consideration of the concept of community and the role—implicit or explicit—that it has played thus far in cultural studies, as well as of the valuable resources that it supplies for current and future work in the field.

The first of these is that by identifying communities as vital sites of resistance to which cultural studies must attend, a valuable middle level of theoretical analysis may be opened up. Research by cultural theorists has tended to emphasize one or the other of two rather divergent problem contexts. On the one hand there have been efforts to examine and critique practices of subject formation, a focus which has generated—in Martin Allor's (1989) terms—questions regarding ‘the ways in which the individual is inserted into social positions.’ Such microlevel concerns may be contrasted to theorizing at the macrolevel addressed primarily to the forces operative in social, political and economic formations.2 Culture itself, according to Allor, has ‘come to designate a problematic of mediation which attempts to link…practices of subject formation and the analysis of power or hegemony in the social formation’ (1). If Allor is correct in this casting of culture in the middle or mediating ground between the processes of subject formation and those of social formation, then a strong case can be made for more explicit theorization of the concept of community within cultural studies.

Indeed, it may well be that we cannot fully understand culture without carefully attending to community since the latter seems so clearly to occupy just this middle ground. The processes of subject formation cannot be fully understood without reference to the context in which they occur—typically, communities—and to the ways in which communities shape, and reciprocally are shaped by, the individuals who inhabit, and conduct their lives within them.3 Nor can we have a rich grasp of the effectivity of forces operative in the larger social formation without considering how they are mediated by communities. It is typically within and through communities that individuals experience and resist the oppressive forces which intrude on their lives. Moreover, we need to consider the not unlikely prospect that communities are themselves generative of unique and distinctive forces not reducible to those operative in the larger social formation, forces which may serve to buffer and/or exacerbate existing relations of power and dominance. Finally, to paraphrase Stuart Hall, it seems promising to explore the idea that communities can be regarded as complexly constructed unities, in which differing principles of articulation (e.g., along the lines of class, race, ethnicity, and gender) can be drawn together to analyze and critique differing configurations of community forces and differing types of both community development and subject formation (1986:12).

There is a second compelling reason for cultural theorists to consider attempting a more explicit and thorough theorization of community. Since community (unlike, say, social formation) is a term that exerts so much power in popular discourse, we would do well to better understand it. Given that people often understand their own social locations in terms of the presence or absence of community, it makes sense to work with the term rather than to try to excise it from popular discourse and replace it with another. It seems a far more promising project to reflect critically on the nature of community, to appreciate the value and danger of appeals to it, to describe and critique existing communities, and to rearticulate a conception of community—both theoretically and popularly—that seems worthy of allegiance. As Dick Hebdige, working the terrain between postmodernism and cultural studies, has suggested, we need ways to identify and talk about ‘larger collective interests,…the belief in the capacity of human beings to empathise with each other, to reconcile opposing viewpoints, to seek the fight-free integration of conflicting interest groups…[and] the cultivation of consensus’ (1986:92). Attention to community can be a response to that need.

Moreover, the concept of community is uniquely suited to the project in which cultural studies is engaged. That project is at once normative and descriptive, committing us to the empirical description and explanation of cultural and social practices as well as to an interventionist strategy which aims to transform oppressive power relations. Similarly, appeals to community—whether they occur at the level of popular discourse, of social policy, or of theory—have typically assumed a simultaneously normative/descriptive character, serving not only to describe and structure our social, cultural and political experience, but also as a means of critiquing and legitimating a wide range of policies and practices (Plant, 1978; Minar and Greer, 1969).4 While the normative aspect of such appeals has not received the attention it deserves, it has not gone unnoticed by cultural theorists. Raymond Williams, for example, has noted that


Community can be the warmly persuasive word to describe an existing set of relationships, or the warmly persuasive word to describe an alternative set of relationships. What is most important, perhaps, is that unlike all other terms of social organization (state, nation, society, etc.) it seems never to be used unfavourably, and never to be given any positive opposing or distinguishing term. (1976:66)



Finally, it may only be by re-examining the concept of community in light of the distinctive commitments of cultural studies that we will be able to address effectively what is manifestly a site where intervention is needed, is demanded and is actively taking place—the natural world. Communities are embodied; they are materially embedded in specific physical environments. We need, in our analyses and strategies for action, to contextualize community. Without some consideration of how material, geographical and ecological conditions and interdependencies are partly constitutive of community, of how they figure in and configure relations of power, cultural theorists will have little to contribute—by way of substantive interventionist proposals—to political struggle in the next millennium.

The particular conception of community for which we argue is one that encourages us to think about and theorize the reasons and practices that bring human communities and the other-than-human world together in relations of solidarity and significance. This effort to articulate a non-anthropocentric conception of community represents a marked departure from previous conceptions, which, however divergent, have for the most part assumed without argument the viability of anthropocentricism.5

A notable feature of the discussion that follows is our commitment to a view of community, not as a ‘unity of sameness’, but as a ‘unity in difference’, one characterized by what Iris Marion Young (1990) has referred to as an ‘openness to unassimilated otherness’. Fred Dallmayr has argued that such an openness involves the cultivation of diversity:


Community may be the only form of social aggregation which reflects upon, and makes room for, otherness or the reverse side of subjectivity (and inter-subjectivity) and thus for the play of difference—the difference between ego and Other and between man [sic] and nature. (1984:142–3)



We should perhaps emphasize what we do not take ourselves to be offering here. We are not proferring a definition of community that is exhaustive. Nor is it our primary concern to map conclusive limits for some definitive ‘ideal’ of community, the kind of positively valorized conception of which Williams took note. These would be ambitious but largely academic exercises which would leave us estranged from the project of formulating strategies for action. We are engaging in a critique of some typical features of the concepts of community that already exist and are currently operative in real cultural and political struggles. The conceptual critique we offer is informed by the normative commitments of cultural studies and singles out several salient issues (unity and difference, solidarity and significance, and the material context of community) where those commitments are in play. The intent is to fashion an enriched and politically activated conceptualization of community that provides both a way of recognizing the effectivities of various commitments to community (whether ideal or not) and of grounding intervention. To the degree that the contours of a politically desirable ideal begin to emerge in this, we offer no apologies. There are moments, and we take this to be one, when strategies for intervention require the guidance of ideals.6



Unity and difference in communities

Community is often characterized in terms of unities, where people are connected by a variety of shared circumstances—interests, customs, traditions, commitments, etc. But just as unity can be understood as a way of imagining, practicing and acknowledging connection, it can also be a way to separate, assimilate and obliterate difference. Given cultural studies’ commitment to understanding and intervening in the organizations of active domination and subordination within cultural formations, it is especially pressing to attend to the tense dynamics of unity and difference within (as well as among) cultures, for it is the effectivity of these features within cultural formations that structure and animate oppressive relations of power. Hall, in a study of issues raised by racism and ethnicity in contemporary society, asserts that


the work that cultural studies has to do is to mobilize everything that it can find in terms of intellectual resources in order to understand what keeps making the lives we live, and the societies we live in, profoundly and deeply anti-humane in their capacity to live with difference.…If you go to analyze racism today in its complex structures and dynamics, one question, one principle above all, emerges as a lesson for us. It is the fear—the terrifying, internal fear—of living with difference. (1992: 17–18)



Within communities, such fear of or inability to live with difference has typically taken the form of a flight into a homogenized unity, a unity of identity or a unity in sameness, which seeks either to wholly assimilate or wholly exclude those who differ. In some instances, both of these means to a homogenized end may be invoked simultaneously, as in the case of America's historically divergent response to the ‘others’ in its midst.7 The indigenous population whose lands it expropriated were, and continue to be, subjected to vigorous and varying campaigns of assimilation, while the African population that it imported as slave labour was subjected to virulent exclusion. As Vine Deloria notes:


The white man adopted two basic approaches in handling blacks and Indians. He systematically excluded blacks from all programs, policies, social events, and economic schemes.…With the Indian the process was simply reversed.…Indians were subjected to the most intense pressure to become white. Laws passed by Congress had but one goal—the Anglo-Saxonization of the Indian.…The white man forbade the black to enter his own social and economic systems and at the same time force-fed the Indian what he was denying the black. Yet the white man demanded that the black conform to white standards and insisted that the Indian don feathers and beads periodically to perform for him.

The white man presented the problem of each group in contradictory ways so that neither the black nor Indian could understand exactly where the problem existed or how to solve it. (1969:172–4)



In this section we analyze several aspects of this view of community as a unity in sameness—a conservative conception of community that seeks to eliminate the ‘threat’ of difference and an attempt to forge a unity wherein each member of the community ‘perfectly recapitulates or reproduces or even “expresses” another…where each is reducible to the other’ (Hall, 1980:325). Raymond Plant has extensively critiqued this ‘conservative’ conception of community. Of particular importance here is the connection he notes between hierarchy and a unity that attempts to obliterate difference:


The conservative conception of community is usually backward looking, its appeal connoting a return to a Gemeinschaft type of order, and thus may support attempts to resist change and to buttress the existing power and authority structure. Community then is characterized by hierarchy, place, and mutual obligation between groups in different positions within the hierarchy. Its vision is one of organism and its ethic one of mutual service: the social order is an organic unity within which each individual has an allotted place and a part to play. (1978:95)



This ideal of community valorizes the tightly knit, exclusive, highly structured, hierarchical small town or rural community, based on locale and face-to-face communication. It depends on ‘an illusion of coherence and safety based on the exclusion of specific histories of oppression and resistance, the repression of differences even within oneself’ (Martin and Mohanty, 1986:196). Such a construal sets up bipolar oppositions between inside and outside, between individualism and community, between the separated self and the shared self (Young, 1990:306). It can also be stretched to fascistic ends. The root metaphor of Mussolini's fascism was organic connectedness ‘in which the ideals of internal relatedness led to the totalitarian extremes of Hitler's Nazi rule. The individual was to count for nothing’ (Ferre, 1989:237). Moreover, the conservative conception of community usually involves a kind of nostalgia—a desire to recapture a ‘golden age’ of community before Gemeinschaft became Gesellschaft. As Williams observed, community in this sense ‘seems never to be used unfavourably’ (1976:66).

Marxist- and socialist-influenced conceptions of community have struggled explicitly against this conservative conception of community in a variety of ways, though often in terms of the hierarchy implied by it. In particular, Marxists have rejected the assumption that organically interdependent hierarchical communities simply reflect the ‘natural order’ (Plant, 1978:95). In struggling to excise hierarchy, Marxist and socialist conceptions of community have sought to model a practical and theoretically defensible relationship of semi-autonomous individuals in communal structures. For example, Eugene Kamenka describes a concept of community that is self-consciously an ongoing process of finding a grounding of individuality in the communal:


The concept of community in socialism has always been and remains a confused concept, bringing together a critique of Millian liberalism with an elevation of cooperation, a notion of self-expression and self-determination with an extreme ideal of an organic community in which individuals as individuals have no place. On the whole, the majority of socialists have shied away from elevating ‘community’ as a great organic totality.…They have wanted to hold that socialism will replace bourgeois individualism with something spontaneous, voluntary and uncoercive, which will in a sense be communal and yet preserve all the highest values of Enlightenment and bourgeois individualism, giving the individual greater freedom and greater opportunities for self-development and self-management than he [sic] has ever had before. (1982:26)



The contemporary rejection of the conservative conception of community has been particularly vociferous in postmodern-influenced critique. Notable examples are Biddy Martin and Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1986), Young (1990), and Jim Cheney (1989). Young, using conceptions of a feminist community, rejects the notion of community altogether in favor of a ‘politics of difference’. She characterizes community as expressing an undesirably utopian ‘desire for selves that are transparent to one another, relationships of mutual identification, social closeness and comfort…a unity or wholeness in discourse [that] generates borders, dichotomies, and exclusions’ (1990:300–2).

In place of this unity, Young's ‘politics of difference’ suggests an ‘understanding of social relations without domination in which persons live together in relations of mediation among strangers with whom they are not in community’ (303). Martin and Mohanty, also concerned about the applicability of the concept of community within feminist practice, reject ‘any notion of feminism [the community they consider] as an all-encompassing home [as well as] the assumption that there are discrete, coherent, and absolutely separate identities—homes within feminism, so to speak—based on absolute divisions between various sexual, racial, or ethnic identities’ (1986:192). Martin and Mohanty refuse to give up the term ‘community’, but insist on its redefinition as a shifting, unstable, historically discontinuous narrative among geography, demography and architecture (as opposed to the sense of community as the narrative of a linear, essentialized self). Cheney rejects the sense of community as unity in expressing the need to be vigilant against the discourse of any setting or landscape ‘falling prey to the distortions of essentializing, totalizing discourse’ (1989:128).

What the postmodern critique opposes itself to is what we would describe as a conception of community as ‘unity in sameness’. We draw here on the work of Karen J.Warren who, striving to develop a feminist environmental ethic, places herself in opposition to this unity that erases difference. She argues that a unity in sameness is based on ‘shared experiences and shared victimization’ (1990:131), that it ‘builds a moral hierarchy of beings and assumes some common denominator of moral considerability in virtue of which like beings deserve similar treatment or moral consideration and unlike beings do not’ (137). Community based on a notion of unity in sameness promotes sexism, racism, classism or some variant thereof based on the imagined threat of some ‘alien’ otherness. Classic—and contemporary—manifestations of it can be seen in such ultra-right US groups as the Aryan Nation and the Posse Comitatus, as well as in their European neo-Nazi analogues. Such community is structurally unitary or reductionist, hierarchical and homogeneous. It is for good reason that the postmodern critique rejects such a notion of community. And it is for good reason that cultural studies should reject it as well.

But it is striking that even within the postmodern critique, a position that leans toward making a religion of the reverence for difference and ‘the conversion of asociality into an absolute’ (Hebdige, 1986:92) there is so much evidence of the struggle to acknowledge and work with the idea of community. The critique works to make a space within postmodernism, within the rejection of a unity of sameness, for talking about a unity in difference. Young, for example, who rejects outright the conception of community, persists in using the language of unities—though of a transformed sort—in the elucidation of her concept of a politics of difference. She writes:


A politics of difference lays down institutional and ideological means for recognizing and affirming differently identifying groups in two basic senses: giving political representation to group interests and celebrating the distinctive cultures and characteristics of different groups. (1990:319, emphasis added)



The very impetus behind Martin and Mohanty's work is ‘to find ways of conceptualizing community differently without dismissing its appeal and importance’ (1986:192). They too are after a different kind of unity, a


‘unity’ of the individual subject, as well as the unity of feminism [as] situated and specified as the product of the interpretation of personal histories; personal histories that are themselves situated in relation to the development within feminism of particular questions and critiques. (Martin and Mohanty, 1986:192)



Cheney builds on Martin and Mohanty's commitment to a sense of community. He extends the postmodern emphasis on contextualism and narrative to include the human community and its institutions as well as the land, ‘one's community in a larger sense’ (1989:128). He embraces a contextualist ethic, one in which ‘the land must speak to us; we must stand in relation to it; it must define us, and we it’ (129). The result, he insists, is not an identification with nature, which he regards as an essentializing move. It is one in which humans relate to nature as ‘satisfying other’, and a ‘unity in which an understanding of self and community is an understanding of the place in which life is lived out and in which an understanding of place is an understanding of self and community’ (130).

The postmodern critique of community vacillates between the rejection of community and its reinscription in an altered form. It is unable to give up entirely on the idea of community as unity. The move characterizes much applied postmodern theorizing and is made particularly salient in the work of Hebdige (1985; 1987). For example, in The bottom line on Planet One’, Hebdige describes a world (the postmodern world of Planet One) where a commitment to the flat surfaces of inexhaustible difference, irony, and the impossibility of representation are predictably interrupted by the assertions of order, unity and the necessity of judgement as being ‘in the very nature of the human project’ (1987:48). The most vexing move in postmodernism is its tendency to insist on bipolar contrasts between unity and difference, utopia and irony, the impossibility of representation and the correspondence theory of representation, totalization and inexhaustible fragmentation. While these postmodern critics of community are concerned about the degree to which a particular conception of community creates exclusions, they struggle against postmodernism's tendency to exclude the possibility of unity—even a unity in difference—as they respond to that which always returns to assert itself as ‘the bottom line’—for better or for worse.

Cultural studies has been greatly influenced by the colonizing discourse of postmodernism, but it is far easier within the cultural studies project to consider the possibilities of unity or unities and of the concept of unity in difference (Hall, 1985). As Hebdige has noted, the ‘we’ within postmodernism is problematic, it is ‘the imaginary community which remains unspeakable within the Post.’ Yet the alternative is not some account of community as ‘given, pre-existent, “out there” in the pre-Post-erous sense’, but one in which community ‘is itself the site of struggle.…[and] has to be made and remade, actively articulated…at once “positioned” and brought into being’ (1986:95).

Furthermore, the willingness of cultural theorists to entertain the discourses of sociologists, anthropologists, environmentalists and various social activists can provide them with new ways of conceiving of community that neither reject the idea of unity out of hand nor accept fragmentation as a theoretically pure ideal to which all of our theory and practice is expected to live up. A review of the traditional literature on community reveals that there are myriad possible definitions of community (Hillery, 1955; Plant, 1978; Clark, 1973) as well as the acknowledgement that different definitions of community entail profoundly different normative conceptions of value and responsibility (Leopold, 1949; Cragg, 1986). We hardly need rely on the conservative concept of community. As long ago as 1955, George Hillery (1955) identified ninety-four different definitions of community, many of which vary significantly in their distinguishing ideas or elements. Plant more recently illustrates that the conceptions of community already available to us are reflections of significant variations in ‘our deepest assumptions about the basis of human nature, its capacities and powers, and about the possibilities inherent in human life’ (1978:88). Indeed, there is ample precedence for using and developing conceptions of community that do not rely on the idea of unity in sameness. We simply need not relegate understanding community to the hierarchical imposition of shared identity and experience.



Solidarity and significance

To value the communal as a non-assimilative ‘unity in difference’ is to embrace a ‘plural’ conception of community. It allows cultural studies to entertain the existence of hierarchical and non-hierarchical communities, of anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric communities, and of communities predicated upon difference where what is shared can nevertheless be acknowledged and can serve as the basis of strategies for action. The alternatives would seem to be either some variant of Hobbesian fragmentation—where there is no unity or community, but an accidental aggregate of random and discrete individuals, or the assimilative extreme that embraces cultural homogenization—a ‘unity in sameness’ rhetorically well-captured by expressions such as ‘meltingpots’, ‘naturalization’ and ‘e pluribus unum’, which attempt to rationalize empire and colonial domination.8 For cultural theorists, neither of the latter are options.

Having insisted on ‘difference’, we need to focus more attentively now on ‘unity’ in the communal. Part of the effectivity of appeals to community, of what Williams described as the ‘warmly persuasive’ quality of that term, is the connectedness which it connotes. It is these relationships among individual constituents of the community which are central to community; they are what constitute, and enable, a unity in difference within particular communities. We turn to them now. Our suggestion will be that relations of solidarity and significance are the articulating principles of the communal9 and that these principles encompass both the human and the other than human. This position entails


conceiving of oneself as fundamentally ‘in relationship with’ others, including the nonhuman environment. It…takes relationships them selves seriously. It thereby stands in contrast to a strictly reductionist modality that takes relationships seriously only or primarily because of the nature of the relators or parties to those relationships. (Warren, 1990:135)



Can there be community where there is neither recognition nor awareness of community—in the absence, that is, of a ‘sense of community’? Perusal of the two contexts in which the concept of community is most intensively deployed—the social scientific and the ecological—suggests there is no consensus on this question, and that there may be an ambiguity at the heart of community. Many social theorists would respond negatively. Clark, for example, maintains that a social structure is a community only to the extent that it embodies the sentiments of solidarity and significance (1973:402–10). ‘By far the most commonly accepted ingredient of community’, solidarity is the


sentiment which writers have in mind when they refer to social unity, togetherness, social cohesion or a sense of belonging. It encompasses all those sentiments which draw people together (sympathy, courtesy, gratitude, trust and so on), a river into which many tributaries flow. (Clark, 1973:404)



K.Schmitz comments that community ‘is one of those words whose felt sense among a people is a direct measure of the very reality and strength of community itself among that people’ (1983:246). Community has sometimes been characterized as the solidarity that is asserted in the stories we tell each other about our shared feelings, nature and interests (Maines and Bridger, 1992; Hummon, 1990). And Benedict Anderson, contending that nations are imagined political communities, argues that because a nation ‘is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship’ (1983:16, our emphasis), it is a community, and


all communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined. Communities are to be distinguished not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined. (Anderson, 1983:15)



Yet others treat consciousness of community as incidental to community, emphasizing instead the presence of a common characteristic among the community's constituents, such as occupation of the same geographic area.10 Moreover, in such contexts, community membership is invariably restricted to a single, human, species.

Among ecologists, by contrast, a community is typically regarded as an assemblage of species occupying a given area, or a network of interacting populations.11 Ecological analyses of community proceed in terms of the interrelationships of species with one another and with the abiotic features of their environment, rather than in terms of sentiments, consciousness or imagination. Here, lack of a sense of community is no indicator of absence of community. Indeed, humans tend not to be regarded as genuine members of such communities, but as external influences which may impact a community's constituents.12 This is at odds with the approach taken by social science, of course, where it is non-humans and abiotic features of the environment that are treated as external influences, furthering or frustrating the development of the community's proper, human, constituency.

There are valuable elements to be drawn from both of these contexts in fashioning a concept of community generative for cultural studies. First of all we should note that there are strong political reasons for denying that there can only be community where there is already a sense or sentiment of community, of solidarity and significance binding the community's members together. Communities are among the most effective forces of local political and social change. They typically become so via appeals to community, i.e., through the forging of relations of solidarity among community members on the basis of antecedent relations of significance—shared circumstances, interests, or commitments—which bind a given community together. Relations of solidarity may be activated in some communal contexts, but latent or dormant in others. Much social change and political activism originates with an affirmation that there is community, that relations of significance are present and must be sustained or protected. To constrain usage of the concept of community only to contexts where a sense of communality already flourishes is to radically undermine the nature and extent of viable strategies for political action.

It is our contention, then, that community may exist where recognition or awareness of community does not, in that relations of significance may be operative where relations of solidarity are not.
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