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Community as a Political Ideal

The political ideal of promoting ‘community’ has been widely criticised on a wide range of grounds. ‘Community’ is often associated with forms of collectivity in which individuality, diversity and autonomy are sacrificed for the sake of solidarity and shared understandings and goals. Many analysts have expressed concern about the capacity of ‘communities’ to undermine internal dissent and diversity and to reduce the freedom and autonomy of their constituents. Communities have widely been perceived as relatively rigid and/or static, as giving rise to inherently conservative and uncritical attitudes, and as promoting social closure, exclusion and homogenisation – by assimilating, suppressing, denying and/or expelling internal diversity and dissent.
This paper argues, however, that communities need not take this form, and, can also be important in providing frameworks that facilitate individual freedom and expression, critical evaluation, autonomy, diversity, openness and gender equality. Many of the qualities critics of ‘community’ are concerned with are not only fostered by forms of ‘community’, but also tend to languish in its absence.  While communities can be exclusive of difference, elements of community are also fundamentally important in promoting and sustaining diversity. While forms of community can be (to varying degrees) repressive of freedom, networks of engagement, mutual recognition and support can also be considered an important basis for concrete freedom. While it has been argued that community membership can impair critical evaluation, forums for intensive collective interaction, debate and evaluation also generally provide an important condition for comprehensive evaluation. And while ideals of community have been associated with inherent gender conservatism, it can be argued that frameworks of community may also be important in facilitating constructive, longer-term outcomes in terms of gender relations. Overall, it might thus be argued that the relevant political issue is not whether we need to consider issues of community, but what kinds of community we might seek to promote.
1
1

