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I. I
NTRODUCTION
When I was ten or eleven and in the
midst of reading one of my then favorite
authors of fiction, I came across a particular
passage which I found interesting. In this
passage, one of the characters responds to a
second character’s emphatic declaration
that she (the second character) does not be-
long to a community. The first character’s
response is as follows:
Impossible. Every person is defined
by the communities she belongs to
and the ones she doesn’t belong to.
I am this and this and this, but def-
initely
not
that and that and that.
All your definitions are negative. I
could make an infinite list of the
things you are not. But a person
who really believes she doesn’t be-
long to any community at all in-
variably kills herself, either by
killing her body or by giving up her
identity and going mad. (Card 16)
The passage disturbed me because it
seemed to describe me rather accurately. I
felt for the bulk of my life that there is no
community I can say with certainty that I
belong to. At the time, I decided to write it
off as simply an aspect of the plot of a ficti-
tious novel (and a fantastical one at that). I
was convinced that, even if some people
might define themselves by their commu-
nities, the fact that I did not meant most
people did not either.
As I grew older, and began to read
more academic works and less fiction, I
Andrew Messing is an undergraduate junior at UMass Boston, double-majoring in Psychology/Sociology and
Classical Languages. He wrote this paper as a sophomore while enrolled in the course Sociology 110G-01 “Insid-
ers/Outsiders” instructed by Mohammad Tamdgidi (Associate Professor of Sociology at UMass Boston) during
the Fall 2008 semester.
An Outsider’s Sociology of Self
Andrew Messing
University of Massachusetts Boston
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
[email protected]
Abstract: This essay is primarily concerned with the effect of community on the development
and self-understanding of the individual. I argue that across the historical time and space
individuals have consistently defined themselves by the communities to which they belong. I
also indicate that I lack any such sort of identification or membership. I then identify both the
negative and positive implications of my status as an outsider.
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came to realize that this passage more accu-
rately described reality than I had realized.
Reading works of sociology, psychology,
history, etc., I learned that almost invari-
ably people across historical time and space
are able to more clearly define themselves
by the various
communities
to which they
belong than I. A typical comment on com-
munities by one scholar aptly describes
what is taken as a more or less universal
truth in human society: “[M]ost impor-
tantly, where I stand and (metaphorical)
lenses through which I look have a great
deal to do with the communities to which I
belong…Every human community shares
and cherishes certain assumptions, tradi-
tions, expectations, anxieties, and so forth,
which encourage its members to construe
reality in particular ways…” (Wright 36,
“People of God”). Those who don’t, end up
like F. Scott Fitzgerald: “Rather than deter-
mining for himself how he might most ful-
filingly interact with people to suit his
needs, he allowed someone else to dictate
the fabric of his relationships… For years,
too he had been self-absorbed. Conse-
quently, he knew nothing about what was
going on in the world… Fitzgerald believed
he had lost his identity and his soul” (De-
Salvo 96-7). My conversations with others
bore out the impression I gleaned from
reading. I began to develop a personal
working model of how simple communi-
ties evolved, and how individuals tend to
develop within communities. In other
words, I began to define for myself per-
sonal conceptions of the inner workings
and development of macro- and micro-cos-
mic social realities. I discovered that people
throughout history and in modern times in-
variably do define themselves by their
communities, beginning with their most in-
timate community, but that I did not seem
to fit into this model.
II. D
EFINING
THE
N
EIGHBORHOOD
:
F
UNCTION
, D
YNAMICS
,
AND
O
RGANIZATION
In order to demonstrate how commu-
nities, or relationship networks, have de-
fined and continue to define individual
identities, an examination of these net-
works is necessary. Prior to the industrial
revolution, the model (which persists to
this day in some parts of the world) for the
most intimate community, what I will call
the Primary Relationship Network, was rel-
atively simple. The Primary Relationship
Network was the Neighborhood.
I should begin first by defining exactly
what I mean by Neighborhood, as it is the
term I use to describe the most intimate
community in the past wherein each indi-
vidual’s initial conception of
Self
develops.
“Neighborhood” is not used here as simply
a cluster of houses in a suburb which hap-
pen to be near to one another, nor as apart-
ment complexes in a city. That is the
neighborhood (lowercased), while the
Neighborhood is something that has not
survived, for the most part, beyond the in-
dustrial revolution.
The use of Neighborhood here is some-
what close to Gemeinschaft as defined by
Tonnies: “Alles vertraute, heimliche, auss-
chliesschliche Zusammenleben (so finden
wir) wird als Leben in Gemeinschaft ver-
standen
1
” (4). However, the Neighborhood
is not just any private life of those living to-
gether. Before industrialization, people’s
Neighbors were far from random. Instead,
large families and kinship groups tended to
make up the Neighborhood.
The term Neighborhood, then, as used
here, means a carefully organized small
community of people, many of whom are
related, who can easily define themselves
in their relationship to the Neighborhood
1
All familiar, private, exclusive living to-
gether, so we find, is understood as life in com-
munity.
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to such an extent that it might seem almost
isolationist to those living after the effects
of industrialization. At the center of this
community is the family.
The smallest and most basic unit
within society has always been, and largely
continues to be, the family. So vital are fa-
milial ties to the make-up of societies that
the vast majority of historical pre-urban or
agrarian communities have an organiza-
tional structure and interpersonal rela-
tional network which revolves around
“blood ties.” This is true not merely of
tribal or clan-based societies but equally of
medieval European peasantry, or Jewish
villages under Hellenic supremacy, or
modern day Arab life in remote Middle
Eastern communities. Generally, although
not exclusively, outside the spheres of ur-
ban life, and especially (where it exists)
among the economically disadvantaged
strata of macrosociety, family literally is the
community. As a given culture gains in co-
herence and complexity, social systems
cease to be nearly exclusively based on
clan-like networks of blood and marital re-
lationships, but families remain (and this is
true even of the modern West) as the basic
unit of society wherein indoctrination into
cultural norms occurs.
The reasons for this ubiquitous exist-
ence of social reliance on families for main-
taining communal stability and integrity
are manifold, but two reasons stand out as
significant.
First, given that familial relations, par-
ticularly between mother and child, are
natural aspects of human nature, only ad-
vanced societies have the ability to fashion
complex social institutions, such as board-
ing schools, necessary to supplant parental
influence on children. Even when this is
possible, it is seldom desirable (save for
specific purposes, primarily political but
occasionally religious) both for economic
reasons, and for the inability of such insti-
tutions to adequately produce “model”
members of society. The bulk of social
learning occurs during childhood, the pe-
riod in which the child begins to engage in
egocentric speech
, discover the
general-
ized other
, and take on others’
roles
. The
amount of behavior and cognitive modifi-
cation needed by children make parents,
who can provide these more consistently
and with a far more personal interest than
any institution, typically far superior to any
available alternative.
Second, more important than the
countless norms and taboos which children
are required to learn is the development in
these children of empathetic relationships.
Moral systems based on opprobrium can
encourage behavior modification indepen-
dent of civil authority, but only when com-
munal members truly “care” for and
identify with other communal members
can social cooperation and self-sacrifice oc-
cur. It is the extension of natural empathy
between a child and his family to the com-
munity as a whole which enables social ex-
istence at all. The empathetic ties allow
participants to engage in
joint action
by
conferring to each individual
sets of mean-
ings
, enabling them to bring to every inter-
action an interpretive framework, itself an
outgrowth of each individual’s social un-
derstanding of their community and their
place within it.
Clan-based society may serve here as a
demonstrative paradigm. The loyalties of
each member are arranged in an ever-ex-
panding pattern of concentric circles. At the
center is the immediate family, followed by
circles of gradually lessening blood or mar-
ital ties until finally the entire clan (even to
some extent the undesirables) is contained
within the final circle. The clan thus func-
tionally serves as an extended family. The
natural emotional and empathetic ties of a
member to those within the innermost cir-
cle exist, albeit to a lesser degree, between
the member and those in any other circle.
The
Self
of each member is formed on the
basis of where that member fits in the com-
munity. Let me use a few native tribes as an
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example here:
Among the planting tribes—the
Hopi, Zuñi, and other Pueblo
dwellers—life is organized around
the rich and complex ceremonies of
their masked gods. These are elab-
orate rites in which
the whole com-
munity
[italics added] participates,
scheduled according to a religious
calendar and conducted by societ-
ies of trained priests… In such a so-
ciety there is little room for
individual play. There is a rigid re-
lationship not only of the individu-
al to his fellows, but also of village
life to the calendric cycle… (Camp-
bell 230)
III. T
HE
N
EIGHBORHOOD
IN
THE
A
NCIENT
M
EDITERRANEAN
I would like to give a few more con-
crete examples of how the Neighborhood,
or
community
, has been understood
throughout history. Obviously, I can’t cover
all of human history or society, so I will
choose a few examples which I think are
significant.
Whenever I think of “neighbor,” or
“neighborhood,” often the first thing that
comes to my mind (coming as I do from a
Catholic background) is the saying “Love
your neighbor as yourself.” Although
many would identify Jesus as the origina-
tor of this apothegm, it does in fact predate
him. According to
The Oxford Annotated Bi-
ble With Apocrypha
, Leviticus 19:18 states,
“You shall not take vengeance or bear any
grudge against the sons of your own peo-
ple, but you shall love your neighbor as
yourself…” The word for “neighbor” in
this passage is (pronounced
ray-ah
). It
is better translated as “companion” or
“friend,” whereas (pronounced
kaw-
robe
) means neighbor, or kinsfolk, and
comes from the Hebrew word meaning to
draw near or approach. By Jesus’ time, the
Hebrew bible had been translated into a
Greek version known as the Septuagint,
and the Greek translation of neighbor in the
Septuagint (
)
is closer to the second
Hebrew definition given above, and means
“those near you.” This is also the word
used in the New Testament where Jesus re-
peats the command to love one’s neighbor
as oneself.
The command in Leviticus quoted
above was a command from the Hebrew
God, and communal life and functioning
were perhaps the most important aspects of
ancient Jewish society. A Neighborhood
generally consisted of an entire small vil-
lage, wherein large families lived in close
proximity, and everyone knew everybody
else. By Jesus’ time, the
Shema
, perhaps the
center of the Jewish faith and a frequently
repeated prayer, was often paired in Jewish
minds with the command from Leviticus to
love one’s neighbor (Wright 305, “Victory
of God”). This demonstrates how central to
Jewish life the community, and the social
rules that dominated it, were. Every indi-
vidual found her or his place within that
community, and defined herself or himself
by that placement. It is also why one facet
of Jesus’ teachings made him so radical in
his day: his redefining of neighborly ties.
In a world where family identity
counted for a good deal more than
in today’s individualized western
culture, the attitude Jesus was urg-
ing would result in the disciple [of
Jesus] effectively denying his or
her own basic existence… Jesus,
therefore, challenged his followers
to sit loose to one of the major sym-
bols of the Jewish worldview
(which corresponded, of course, to
the similar major symbol in many
non-Jewish worldviews). Contem-
porary western individualism has,
perhaps, made Jesus’ sayings
about the family look less striking
A
N
O
UTSIDER
’
S
S
OCIOLOGY
OF
S
ELF
159
H
UMAN
A
RCHITECTURE
: J
OURNAL
OF
THE
S
OCIOLOGY
OF
S
ELF
-K
NOWLEDGE
, VII, 3, S
UMMER
2009
than they were. (Wright 402-403,
“Victory of God”)
Bruce Malina and Richard Rohrbaugh
in particular have documented how impor-
tant community was in ancient Israel and
their detailed study demonstrates the close
system of kinship groups that predomi-
nated. Individualism was virtually non-ex-
istent; rather, each individual saw himself
or herself as a member first and foremost of
a Neighborhood. Ancient Jewish commu-
nal organization can be compared with that
of the later Middle East given below, and it
was hardly unique in the area:
In the Mediterranean world, both
ancient and modern…[, w]hat one
trusts, relies upon, and contributes
to willingly is one’s extended fam-
ily, the primary safety net in peas-
ant society. Ancient Mediterranean
society was largely a society of
“dyadic personality,” where one’s
identity was formed and main-
tained in relation to other individu-
als in one’s social unit—the usual
unit being the extended family.
(Meier 67)
During Jesus’ day, the Mediterranean
world was dominated by Rome. The Ro-
man Empire began with Augustus and its
formal founding is given as 27 BCE. Rome
had been a republic since approximately
509 BCE. Although of course momentous
cultural changes occurred over such a long
period, one social factor remained a con-
stant: that of the importance of the Neigh-
borhood.
The Neighborhood in Rome centered
around the
gens
, a clan-like family structure
headed by the
pater familias
, who domi-
nated over his wife, children, his children’s
respective families, his slaves, and their
families. Rome itself was in many ways a
larger version of the clan dynamics of the
gens
. Interestingly enough, this modeling of
the city on the home and family was true
for ancient Greece as well, where the
(household) was a smaller version
of the (city). All of Roman life, from
the religious cults to marriage and child-
rearing revolved around the
gens
. So much
importance was given to this institution
that the head, the
pater familias
, was granted
almost absolute control (
patria potesta
)
which even included power over life and
death of those within his
gens
(Fantham et
al. 227). In Rome, as in Judea, the Neighbor-
hood is the backbone of society, and despite
Rome’s cosmopolitan nature, there again
each individual found identity only
through the Neighborhood.
Not all of these Neighborhoods re-
volved around family, however. Until
Christianity became dominant in the late
fourth and fifth centuries, it divided family
circles. This followed the example of Jesus,
shown above. In place of family, the new
Neighborhood revolved around religion,
and was bound just as tightly:
From the start, Paul’s letters had
abounded in the language of “fam-
ily” and a brotherhood, supported
by his luxuriant use of compound
verbs, formed with the prefix “to-
gether.” This language was not en-
tirely novel. In the papyri, pagans,
too, address each other as “broth-
er”: Christians, however, com-
bined this language with a tighter
control on their group… This tight-
ly guarded “brotherhood” can be
contrasted with the cult societ-
ies…of the Iobacchic group at Ath-
ens. Whereas pagan trade societies
and most of their religious groups
segregated the sexes among their
membership, Christians included
men and women alike… [and]
even admitted slaves of pagan
masters. (Fox 324-325)
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Christianity was not a unique religion
in its familial divisiveness.
Ancient pre-Islamic Arabia was orga-
nized around familial clans ( ). Like the
examples above, kinship and community
( ) dominated life. Muhammad and his
followers, at least initially, severed those
ties. One example from A. Guillaume is
particularly interesting. Muhammad’s clan
was known as the Quraysh. Like most of
those he encountered, they were largely un-
willing to follow his call to worship Allah.
During the third and final battle with his
clan, one of the Quraysh, Amr, challenged
the Muslims to send out a single warrior for
hand-to-hand combat. Muhammad’s
cousin and son-in-law Ali answered the
challenge. Ali was not just related to Mu-
hammad, however. He was also the
nephew of Amr. Amr, valuing family above
all, refused to dismount to engage in com-
bat, saying “O son of my brother, I do not
want to kill you.” The ties of Islam, though,
triumphed over those of family. Ali at-
tacked and killed his uncle (455). So power-
ful was his identity wrapped around his
religious belief, that his ties to his religious
community triumphed over anything else.
Once Islam had conquered Arabia, familial
ties returned as the basis for Neighborhood
organization, strengthened now by Islamic
brotherhood.
IV. THE NEIGHBORHOOD IN
EUROPE
The ties of the Neighborhood in Europe
did not cease with the fall of Rome. As
Christianity spread with the conversion of
Constantine, and whole families began to
consider themselves Christian, the need to
redefine the Neighborhood in terms of reli-
gion rather than family became unneces-
sary. As Christianity extended across
Europe, the tightly knit units which formed
the Neighborhood added Christianity as a
new self-identity wherein the Neighbor-
hood could become even more cohesive
than before. However, those tribes which
were converted to Christianity were no
strangers to the concept of the Neighbor-
hood. Indeed, they had their own words to
describe the Neighborhood and its inhabit-
ants which were virtually identical to the
Hellenic, early Italic, and Hebraic.
The translation of parts of the Bible into
Gothic provides an interesting view of the
transmission of concepts like Neighbor-
hood from the older vocabularies which
formed the Bible to those that of the Ger-
manic tribes. The Gothic Bishop Wulfila (c.
311-383) was responsible for converting
large numbers of the Germanic tribe
known as the Goths to Christianity. In order
to facilitate this, he translated the Bible into
their native tongue, and his translation sur-
vives as virtually our only record for the
Gothic language, itself the oldest Germanic
language we have any evidence for.
The word used to translate in the NT is
the weak masculine “nehwundja”
from “nehw” the adverb meaning “nearby”
(Lambdin 158). What is interesting is how
close the Gothic word is to the word it is
translating, which comes from a very dif-
ferent language group (though both are
Indo-European). Both of them refer to those
living nearby. The concept of Neighbor-
hood was very familiar to the Goths, whose
clan-based networks of kin already pro-
vided ready identification with the “neigh-
bor” described in the Old and New
Testament.
Other Germanic tribes possessed very
similar words for the exact same concept. In
Old Icelandic, the word neighborhood
(“naborinnbuth”) comes from the word
meaning “near, akin, closely related”
(“naborinn”). In Anglo-Saxon, the historian
Bede writes of “a house for sick men” in the
neighborhood in which “it was the custom
to carry in those who were ill and those
who were near to death, and minister there
to them together” (“Waes ær in neaweste
untrumra monna hus, in æm heora eaw
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wæs at heo a untrumran ond a e æt
for fore wæron inlædan sceoldon, ond him
ær ætsomne egnian”), illustrating that
for these people as well, the concept of a
closely knit group living together was far
from foreign (Mitchell and Robinson 215-
216). The vocabulary of the Germanic tribes
suggests that long before Christianity they
had a concept of Neighborhood which pro-
vided a framework wherein the commands
in the Bible could be readily understood.
Members of these tribes, like the peoples of
the ancient Mediterranean, based their per-
sonal identity on their position within the
Neighborhood.
To an extent which can hardly be
exaggerated, peasant life was
shaped and sustained by custom
and communal routine… Social re-
lationships within the village were
regulated by norms which, though
they varied from village to village,
had always the sanction of tradition
and were regarded as inviola-
ble…The position of the peasant in
the old agricultural society was
much strengthened, too, by the fact
that —just like the noble— he
passed his life firmly embedded in
a group of kindred. The large fami-
ly to which a peasant belonged con-
sisted of blood-relatives by male
and female descent and their
spouses, all of them bound together
by their ties with the head of the
group… The network of social rela-
tionships into which a peasant was
born was so strong and was taken
so much for granted that it preclud-
ed any very radical disorientation.
(Cohn 55-56)
During the Middle Ages, after Chris-
tianity had spread across Europe, the
Neighborhood (at least for the bulk of the
population) took the form of small villages.
In these villages, the concept of Neighbor-
hood as Primary Relationship Network can
be clearly seen.
V. THE REMNANTS OF THE
NEIGHBORHOOD IN MODERN
TIMES
The older model of Primary Relation-
ship Networks exists even today in some
parts of the world, often where the effects
of modern technological revolutions are
not felt. Kenneth Bailey is a scholar who
specializes in biblical studies, and was at
one time Chairman of the Biblical Depart-
ment at the Near Eastern School of Theol-
ogy in Beirut. He has also spent decades
living in various small Middle Eastern
peasant villages in Egypt, Lebanon, Syria,
and Iraq as a missionary. Bailey has used
his expertise in Biblical Studies in combina-
tion with his in-depth knowledge of Mid-
dle Eastern peasant culture to give a fresh
examination of New Testament scholarship
and bring a new light to New Testament ex-
egesis and hermeneutics:
In the south of Egypt, in the moun-
tains of Lebanon, and in the isolat-
ed communities of upper Syria and
Iraq, there are peasant communities
which have lived in remarkable iso-
lation from the rest of the world. It
is not only their isolation that has
enabled them to preserve ancient
ways of life, however, but also that
they regard changelessness as be-
ing of the highest value…This iden-
tity of value and changelessness has
maintained itself in Middle Eastern
peasant society through the centu-
ries. Today, the finest compliment
for a gentlemen in the village is
‘Hafiz al-taqalid’ (preserver of the
customs)… Many villages are not
connected to the outside world by
any road. Access is on foot or by
donkey. There is a town crier and a
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village weaver. Doors of streets are
closed at night. A colloquial Arabic
is spoken, which is sprinkled with
Greek, Aramaic, Syriac, and even
Akkadian words. (Bailey 30-31)
For my purposes, Bailey’s work is im-
portant for his description of communal life
within the villages he resided. His greatest
contributions to biblical studies have cen-
tered around two aspects: how communal
life in the Middle East can shed greater
light on New Testament parabolic exegesis
and how communal oral traditions in the
modern Middle East might provide a
model for oral transmission and composi-
tion of the Jesus tradition. Both of these as-
pects are relevant for my developing
concept of the Neighborhood. In his book
Poet and Peasant (intended mainly for spe-
cialists) and later in Through Peasant Eyes
(designed for the common reader), Bailey
discusses in great detail parables from
Luke. By applying his experience and
knowledge of Middle Eastern peasant com-
munal life, he not only provides a unique
exegesis of the Lukan parables but more
importantly (for my purposes) illuminates
how closely knit and fundamentally vital to
cultural existence the Neighborhood is for
these villages. Two examples of his work
will suffice.
In his exegesis of the parable of “The
Friend at Midnight,” Bailey provides some
stark examples of the centrality of the
Neighborhood in Middle Eastern villages.
The crucial element in this portion
of the parable [Lk 11:5-6] is that the
guest is the guest of the community
[italics in original], not just the in-
dividual. This is reflected even in
the complimentary language ex-
tended to his guest. He is told,
“You have honored our village [ital-
ics in original], never, “You have
honored me.” Thus, the communi-
ty is responsible for his entertain-
ment. The guest must leave the
village with a good feeling about
the hospitality of the village as a
community. (Bailey 122)
Bailey then proceeds to explain various
communal codes, such as the highly devel-
oped system of borrowing, which exist
both in the modern villages he resided in
and over the past millennia in the Middle
East, and their relevancy to the parable.
Fundamental to all
these are the close-knit bonds of kin-
ship which provide the basis for social and
cultural existence in Middle Eastern peas-
ant life. The Neighborhood is all, and every
individual forms his identity from belong-
ing to it.
My second example is taken from the
well-known parable “The Prodigal Son.” In
Luke 15:22-24 the father states:
[Quickly bring a robe, the most im-
portant, and put it on him, and
give him a ring for his finger and
put shoes on [his] feet, and carry
the fattened calf, sacrifice [it], and
having eaten we will rejoice that
this my son was dead, and has
come back to life, he was lost, and
is found.]
Bailey speaks of
…the extraordinary honor that is
extended to the son by the slaugh-
ter of such a large animal. This size
feast requires over a hundred peo-
ple in attendance to eat the animal.
A calf is slaughtered for the mar-
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riage of the eldest son or the visit of
the governor to the province, or
some such occasion… The purpose
of such a banquet includes a desire
to reconcile the boy to the whole
[italics in original] community.
(Bailey 186-187)
Later, Bailey writes, “As soon as the fa-
ther decides to butcher a calf and thus de-
cides to invite most, if not all, of the village,
all attention in the village is focused on the
father’s
house” (Bailey 193). Using his own ex-
perience and also referencing older Middle
Eastern literature, Bailey shows that in
Middle Eastern culture the violation of so-
cial norms by the Prodigal Son is a concern
of the entire Neighborhood.
Almost identical aspects of communal
life can be found elsewhere in Asia. In his
essay on the caste system in India,
Kudryavstev documents a system of ex-
panding concentric circles of communities
in which each Indian locates themselves:
The horizontal intracaste ties are
primarily those of consanguinity
and kinship. If these relationships
are arranged in an order of increas-
ing magnitude, that is, from the
smallest unit to the largest, the re-
sultant series would roughly re-
semble the following: (1)
individual family, (2) a small group
or related families of the kula or
khandan type, (3) larger associa-
tions of relatives (for example, thok
or biradari), (4) higher exogamous
units (for example, gotra or got), (5)
an amalgamation of several units
into an endogamous “marriage
network,” (6) endogamous sub-
caste, and (7) the caste proper.
(Kudryavstev 40)
The smaller groups exist generally in
the same village, but it is important to note
that, “the different castes in a village cannot
be related by blood because of the very na-
ture of the caste organization. Accordingly,
they carry on mutual relations as fellow vil-
lagers or neighbors. The vertical ties and
entities are, therefore, predominately those
of neighbors, both within a particular vil-
lage and among different villages”
(Kudryavstev 40). These villages, or Neigh-
borhoods, formed the predominant social
structure in rural India.
The primary task of the village
community was to control its
membership… It is well known
that it was not easy to escape from
the village community. It was even
more difficult for a stranger to be
admitted to the community or al-
lowed to settle in an Indian village.
Among other things, the commu-
nity, together with the self-govern-
ing caste organizations, saw that
tradition was adhered to in the
family and marriage relations. The
community also watched the con-
duct of its members in day-to-day
life. It controlled the observance of
the routine rites and holidays. It ar-
bitrated property and other con-
flicts, punished offenders of law
and tradition, and organized and
conducted all sorts of collective
and public works in the village.
(Kudryavstev 43)
In other words, the Neighborhood in
rural India was central to social life as any-
where else in the world, and individuals
defined themselves by their placement
within this social system.
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VI. THE RADICAL CHANGE OF THE
NEIGHBORHOOD
The reality of the strength of the Neigh-
borhood existed throughout the conversion
of Europe to Christianity, and through nu-
merous social upheavals. Technology, how-
ever, changed the structure of the Primary
Relationship Network for good. This
change was brought about initially by the
arrival of the industrial revolution:
The industrial revolution began in
England and other parts of Europe
in the late seventeenth century…
Technological innovations like the
steam engine, the railroad, the
mechanization of the textile indus-
try, and new processes for making
steel and mining coal were accom-
panied by equally important inno-
vations in social institutions… For
the first time in human history, the
market became the dominant insti-
tution of society. (Kornblum 170).
It was this growth of the market that ul-
timately broke up the Neighborhood. The
agrarian society of the Middle Ages was ev-
erywhere being transformed by technolo-
gies. Peasants began to travel away from
their villages where strong groups of kin-
ship had held sway for centuries, and they
journeyed to the growing cities to seek em-
ployment in new burgeoning markets. The
railroad allowed travel in a way never pre-
viously possible. “The business firm or cor-
poration replaced the family, the manor, and
the guild as the dominant economic institu-
tion. Rural people, displaced from the land,
began selling their labor for wages in the cit-
ies” (Kornblum 170). The villages began
more and more to be replaced by towns,
and towns by cities, as the old model for the
Neighborhood began to break apart, and
with it the form of social solidarity and
sense of community that had been present
for centuries.
This loss of the Neighborhood has been
referred to by some sociologist as “commu-
nity lost”:
Durkheim (1964), Lawrence (1930),
Morgan (1957), and Scherer (1972),
for example, associate the decline of
sense of community with the rise of
industrialism. This development,
they believe, brought about not
only the decline of the rural village,
homogeneous social arrangements,
and the opportunity to maintain a
sense of personal efficacy, but also
fostered the growth of a mobile so-
ciety, the anonymity of city living,
and functional as opposed to per-
sonal interactions. (Glynn 342)
The erosion of the older forms of the
Neighborhood gave way to the sociological
theory of “community lost” (White and
Guest 240-1). This theory, which many soci-
ologists from Tonnies onward have sub-
scribed to, asserts that the destruction of
the Neighborhood as described above has
meant a loss of community in general
which has not (and will not) be regained
(Tonnies, White and Guest 240-1). “For
much of the world’s population, especially
the industrialized West, the small, face-to-
face community is vanishing into the pages
of history… As a result of… technological
developments… contemporary life is a
swirling sea of social relations” (Gergen
412). Life in modern society has irreparably
separated from the close-knit communities
of the past. The documentary film Running
Out of Time examines the fast-past lifestyle
of the modern world. New technology, new
goals, new drives, a smaller world, and lit-
tle time for relationships leaves no room for
the Neighborhood: “‘Once upon a time,’ we
might well begin, social life presented itself
in stable and predictable forms. Roles be-
longed to the theatre, not to ordinary rou-
tine social existence where men knew their
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parts and therefore did not reflect upon tak-
ing them” (Heine 47). As Heine notes, and
as is shown in Running out of Time, the mod-
ern world no longer has the “stable” social
life of the Neighborhood it once did.
Other theorists, while acknowledging
that the old Neighborhood model of inti-
mate community (Gemeinschaft) has in-
deed been lost, maintain that intimate
community itself has not been lost but has
changed. This theory has been called “com-
munity transformed” (White and Guest
241-2).
According to this theory, the loss of the
traditional Neighborhood has not meant a
loss of community, but rather changes to
the Primary Relationship Network that are
often positive. One example is the ability of
people in an urban environment to form
voluntary ties, rather than prescribed ones,
with other people in the community. Where
the Neighborhood bonds of kinship were
largely mandatory, now the vast majority
of relationships are, up to a point, by
choice. True, one cannot necessarily choose
within a given job with whom one works
with, but there is at least potentially a great
variety of available jobs. One proponent of
the “community transformed” theory is
C.S. Fischer:
Fischer’s subcultural theory im-
plies that the diversity of urban life
actually enhances the number of
social ties, especially those of what
might be described as a voluntaris-
tic nature, where the individual
has a great deal of freedom in
choosing associates as opposed to
ties of kinship, where social rela-
tionships may sometimes be
“forced” by social and normative
obligations. Certainly, the theory
suggests that the proportion of all
voluntaristic ties increase at the ex-
pense of “traditional” nonvolunta-
ristic ties such as those based on
kinship. (White and Guest 241)
Fischer is not the only one to propose
that the community was not “lost” but
“transformed” by urbanization and tech-
nology: “Finke, Guest, and Stark particu-
larly emphasize the hypothesis that urban
populations should have more social ties
than rural areas, especially those with a
voluntaristic focus” (White and Guest 242).
Again: “[We have] also shown that urban
life is transformed in the nature of ties. Not
so much by the number of kinship ties,
which seem to be relatively ubiquitous
across settlement type, but by a shift to-
ward the importance of what might be per-
ceived as voluntaristic types of ties” (White
and Guest 256). So although the social ties
within the community are changed from
that of the older Neighborhood model, they
are perhaps better in that they are more vol-
untary. This is not the only way in which
technology has transformed community
ties.
VII. ONLINE COMMUNITIES
It is nearly impossible for one who uses
computers not to have heard of online com-
munities such as Facebook and Myspace.
These are only two of many ways through
which people can maintain social relation-
ships with others who may be miles away
without leaving the comfort of their home.
These people never need to even meet.
These communities, called variously “vir-
tual communities,” “network communi-
ties,” and “online communities,” really are
communities which have “many relation-
ships… with the physical world” (Cindio,
Fiorella De, et al). Couples meet online and
stay together for years. Friends and family
keep in contact via Myspace or Facebook.
Various forums cater to groups of people
sharing specific interests. In other words,
there are potentially thousands of commu-
nities, and millions of very real social rela-
tionships, which would not exist without
technology. “Without referent or necessary
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commitment to the ‘physically real,’ online
communications allow participants to con-
struct new places, new social roles, and per-
sonally meaningful identities” (Waskul
121). These online communities allow the
creation of cyberselves (Waskul 119-128).
To say that technology has destroyed the
Neighborhood might be true, but it has al-
lowed numerous other types of communi-
ties, sometimes quite intimate ones, to
flourish in its place.
VIII. EXPLORING SELF DEFINITION
ACHIEVED THROUGH MODERN
PRIMARY RELATIONSHIP
NETWORKS
Technology also shows us through me-
dia how relationship networks define the
Self. In the film The Breakfast Club, the char-
acters are all teenagers whose selves have
been entirely defined by their respective
Primary Relationship Networks, which in
this case are really “cliques.” The “jock” re-
ceived his sense of Self from his “jock”
friends and teammates, the “princess” re-
ceived her sense of Self from her friends,
the “brain” from his, and so on. The ten-
sions each character experiences in her or
his social group are very similar to those
described by Patricia and Peter Adler in
their essay on preadolescent cliques, the
only difference being the ages of the chil-
dren. The Adlers’ description of the popu-
lar clique would be very familiar to the
“princess” in The Breakfast Club: “Popular
clique members were sensitive to their so-
cial position… Maintaining their member-
ship in the popular crowd and at the
highest rank within it took concerted ef-
fort” (Adler and Adler 257, “Cliques”).
During a day of detention, each comes to
realize how far they have allowed their re-
spective communities to define them, and
how similar they are. By the end of the film,
each one has joined a new social network:
the Breakfast Club.
In film Awakenings, the character
played by Robert Deniro (Leonard) awakes
from a 30-year catatonic state to find his
whole world changed. Unfortunately, the
treatment that awakened him begins to fail.
In a touching scene towards the end of the
movie, one of his care-givers reports De-
niro’s desire to hide his increasingly violent
spasms from other patients who have re-
ceived the same treatment for the same con-
dition. These patients have become
Leonard’s Primary Relationship Network.
Facing a dire medical situation, one of Le-
onard’s central concerns is his primary
community. Interestingly enough, Le-
onard’s experiences in the film correspond
in many ways to Erving Goffman’s descrip-
tion of the “moral career” of inpatients in
psychiatric wards: “The world view of a
group functions to sustain its members and
expectedly provides them with a self-justi-
fying definition of their own situation and
a prejudiced view of non-members, in this
case, doctors, nurses, attendants, and rela-
tives” (Goffman 356). The doctor and
nurses, belonging to different social net-
works which not only give them different
identities, but furthermore limit their abil-
ity to understand who their patients really
are, also have a prejudiced view of non-
members (in this case, patients). In the film,
the treatment team was unable to see Le-
onard as a person capable even of taking a
walk by himself.
Janet Frame, a suicidal patient who
was admitted to a psychiatric ward, was
given hundreds of debilitating electro-
shock treatments and nearly received a lo-
botomy which would have forever altered
her personality (Desalvo 158). The only
thing that spared her was the superinten-
dent of the hospital discovering that she
had been published (Desalvo 158). Had the
superintendent not discovered this, Frame
would have received the operation, though
nothing would have changed making her
less mentally healthy and therefore more in
need of the surgery. Only the discovery of
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Frame’s publication allowed the superin-
tendent to see her as someone who could
potentially belong to his own social net-
work, and therefore as a person, and not a
patient.
The experience of Leonard’s mother in
Awakenings is very much like the experi-
ences described in the article “Caring For
and About the Mentally Ill” by David A.
Karp. One of the mothers quoted in the ar-
ticle could easily have come from Le-
onard’s mother: “I mean, I tried to bargain
with God, “Take my life, fix my kid’s.’ To
this day, if God said to me, ‘will you come
with me now if I make them all happy and
straightened out and productive and they
will be all right?’ I’ll go, ‘Yes! Gladly!’”
(Karp 230).
The media is also an instrument which
reinforces the power of community to de-
termine a sense of self: “Much of what we
know and understand about others outside
our community—who they are, what they
value, indeed, what is happening in the
broader society—is filtered through the dis-
torted lens of the media… [i]ndeed, media
may have become a significant part of the
generalized other…” (Milkie 52; emphasis
added). Interestingly enough, the media ac-
tually creates a media self, or public self,
for those icons whose community becomes
in some sense everyone with a television
(Adler and Adler 131-2, “Glorified Self”).In
the film Billy Eliot, Billy is a child of a work-
ing class English mining family. His imme-
diate family forms the nucleus of his
Primary Relationship Network, but his
working class neighbors are also members
of his primary community. This commu-
nity has certain ideas concerning exactly
what is and what is not appropriate for
young boys to do. Billy is interested in bal-
let, an activity that definitely falls into the
“not appropriate” category. Billy and his
family all must come to terms with their
identities, formed by their community’s
ideas of suitability, and challenged by
Billy’s new interest.
The Neighborhood which oriented
around kinships groups and relationships
of a more or less mandatory nature is for
the most part extinct. It has been replaced
with a different type of community, one
where ties of a voluntaristic nature have
been moved to the forefront. I call this type,
for want of a better term, a Voluntary
Neighborhood. Many of these types of rela-
tionships are now made or maintained via
the internet. The Voluntary Neighborhood
is perhaps less intimate than the older Pri-
mary Relationship Network model of the
Neighborhood, but it remains an essential
component in forming the individual iden-
tities of members. Technology has pro-
vided new types of communities, putting
hundreds of different forms where the sin-
gle Neighborhood used to be.
Even in modern times, individuals con-
tinue to define themselves with reference to
their various communities, especially the
Voluntary Neighborhood (those voluntary
and family ties they find most important).
The difference between the most intimate
community membership (i.e., the Neigh-
borhood or Voluntary Neighborhood) and
membership in other communities may be
seen in terms of role involvement: “When
involvement is low, role and self are clearly
differentiated, the few organismic systems
are activated, and the actor expends little
effort in enacting the role. When involve-
ment is high, self and role are undifferenti-
ated, the entire organism is activated, and
the actor expends a great deal of effort”
(Sarbin and Scheibe 12). Either way, people
today, as they have always, define them-
selves in terms of those around them. In an
essay on social identity, psychologists The-
odore Sarbin and Karl E. Scheibe write:
We begin from the postulate that
people’s survival depends on the
ability to locate themselves accu-
rately in their various ecologies…
Among the various ecologies into
which the world may be differenti-
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ated is the social ecology or role
system. People are constantly
faced with the necessity of locating
themselves in relation to others.
Misplacement of Self in the role
system may have embarrassing,
perilous, or even fatal consequenc-
es. (Sarbin and Scheibe 8)
A great part of the placement of the self
is found not in terms of an individual with
respect to other individuals but with an in-
dividual locating herself or himself in rela-
tion to groups: “One of the prime
contributions of reference group theory
and research has been to demonstrate that
individual self-valuations vary over time as
a function of variation in reference groups”
(Sarbin and Scheibe 6). The fact that mod-
ern communities are far more voluntary
than in the past does not make them unim-
portant: “As we come together to mourn,
we reassert our need for community, for
having others recognize the magnitude of
what we’ve experienced, the emotional
journey we’ve traversed” (Desalvo 209).
The family plays an important part in
the Voluntary Neighborhood, as it did in
the older Neighborhood model. In her es-
say on her personal experience in receiving
a sense of self from family and community,
UMass Boston student Verena-Cathérine
Niederhöfer draws attention to the level of
choice and voluntary ties which make up
the modern family (Niederhöfer 140). The
whole of the essay is dedicated to the im-
pact family and community make upon a
sense of self (Niederhöfer). Even modern
dysfunctional families, as SUNY-Oneonta
student Ira Omid (pseudonym) shows in a
poignant essay depicting personal experi-
ence within a large dysfunctional family,
are extremely important in the develop-
ment of Self (Omid).
According to the sociologist George
Herbet Mead, “the individual possesses a
self only in relation to the selves of the other
members of his social group…” (Mead 35).
Mead’s concept of the “generalized other”
may be compared to the Primary Relation-
ship Network described above. Another so-
ciologist, Charles Horton Cooley, in
agreement with Mead, describes the pro-
cess whereby a social self is formed as a
product of a reflected or looking-glass self:
As we see our face, figure, and
dress in the glass, and are interest-
ed in them because they are ours,
and pleased or otherwise with
them according as they do or do
not answer to what we should like
them to be; so in imagination we
perceive in another’s mind some
thought of our appearance, man-
ners, aims, deeds, character,
friends, and so on, and are various-
ly affected by it. (Cooley 27)
Such reflections can help or hurt, de-
pending on what is seen. Virginia Woolf de-
scribed her “looking glass shame,” when
she looked “in a mirror and seeing her re-
flection made her feel worthless” (Desalvo
41). When one’s self esteem is like Woolf’s,
every other person can become a mirror
wherein self-worthlessness is reflected. On
the other side of this reflected self, where
each person sees themselves in others, is
one’s face, the public self to be displayed to
others.
IX. : MY ROLE AS AN
OUTSIDER
Throughout time, whether by the
Neighborhood of bygone days, or the Vol-
untary Neighborhood of today, or even less
important communities and networks to
which each person belongs, people have
defined themselves everywhere by their
communities. Having shown this, I am now
able to address the issue of my Neighbor-
hood.
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I did not have one. Yes, I lived in a
house near other houses. All the houses
near me had families of various sorts. Yet,
unless I contented myself with a physical
description—such as houses and places
proximal to my own house, describing ar-
chitecture, flora and fauna, the streets, and
so on, stopping at some arbitrary point that
for no particular reason I designate as the
end of my neighborhood—I cannot say I
belong, or have ever belonged, to a Neigh-
borhood.
I moved to Needham in 1985, shortly
before turning two. My family has not
moved since. I could not tell you the names
of any member of any family in the houses
near my own, even those next to my own.
Although for a few years I had a friend or
two who lived nearby, these friendships
did not survive the third grade. My interac-
tion with what might have conceivably
been my neighborhood was virtually non-
existent.
Other members of my family had
closer ties to varying degrees, although my
brother’s experience was for the most part
identical to my own. My mother was inti-
mately involved with the school system,
and began a babysitting co-op when we
first moved to Needham. She had and con-
tinues to have many acquaintances across
town of varying decrees of intimacy. My fa-
ther has none. His social contacts consist
mainly of his nuclear family (although both
of his parents are deceased), and a small
number of fellow employees with whom
his involvement extends ever so slightly
beyond work. My older sister, like my
mother, is a social person, and had a num-
ber of school friends growing up, some of
whom lived within relatively close proxim-
ity. My younger sister found herself in an
almost exactly parallel social dynamic. I
suppose it would be fair to say that sociable
and isolationist personality types in my
family are divided along gender lines.
Even taking into account the more ex-
tensive network of friends and acquaintan-
ces on the female side of my family, I still
cannot define any one of us as belonging to
a true Neighborhood. There is a distinct
lack of unity to the relational network of ev-
ery member of my family. The various net-
works not only overlap somewhat rarely,
there are also internal inconsistencies and a
lack of any coherent pattern or cohesion
within each network. For example, none of
my sister’s friends were friends with each
other. Furthermore, they did not reside in
any particular localities but were scattered
throughout Needham. They were generally
from a middle-class background and were
usually
Caucasian, but this was only because
the vast majority of Needham’s population
falls into those demographics. No member
of any relational network within my family
(or, more specifically, the female side of my
family) would be able to identify them-
selves as members of a social unit that
could be defined as a Neighborhood, un-
less it was separate from my family mem-
bers.
I lacked even those relational networks
of my sisters and mother. I usually had a
close friend or two, but occasionally lacked
even that. So much have I been separate
from the Neighborhood that even its core,
the immediate family, ceased to be for me a
unified social unit. At fourteen I was sent
away from my home. Although I returned
almost two years later, I left again at eigh-
teen. I have lived for various periods of
times (but never over a year) in over a
dozen locations in eastern Massachusetts. I
have or have had a friend in almost every
town east of Worcester, but few of these
friends have ever met each other, and al-
most all belong to social groups of which I
am not a member. They may have their
Neighborhoods. I do not.
This absence of any consistent social
order by which I might define myself has
had a profound impact, both negative and
positive, upon my personality and world-
view. I believe that the primary human so-
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cial system, the family and its extensions
(i.e., the Neighborhood) is not only the ba-
sis of moral systems, it also forms part of
the identity of the individual. Every indi-
vidual, as I hope I have demonstrated, in
part defines herself or himself by the com-
munity she or he identifies as her or his
own. If one is an American, and a Demo-
crat, and a Patriot’s fan, and a member of
the American Psychology Association, all
one is really doing is adding larger commu-
nity circles to the innermost circle of one’s
social group. As I illustrated above, I imag-
ine relational networks as a series of ex-
panding concentric circles, with the
innermost circle being family and Neigh-
borhood. Unfortunately for me, I find my-
self in an entirely different paradigm.
I don’t have those circles, not even the
innermost one. I have a haphazard system
of relationships. Not only do I not belong to
a Neighborhood, but also even within my
nuclear family the bonds are hardly as
strong as those within the nucleus of an
atom. Even within my home I feel a sense of
alienation. My paradigmatic relational sys-
tem might be illustrated as a number of
rapidly appearing and disappearing single
lines, with varying shades going from light
to dark to represent the strength of the
bond. Most of the lines would be quite
light, and few last for more than a year.
Some are around only for a number of
weeks or even days. I find that there are few
people, even people I say are close friends,
that I would really miss if I were never to
see them again. I know this, because more
than once I have simply lost contact with
someone I had known for years as a close
friend, and never really felt a change. This
would be the negative aspect of my lack of
a Neighborhood.
On the other hand, there are two effects
that I believe are positive. The first is that as
a result of my inability to see myself really
as part of any social group, my innermost
circle is capable of extending to humanity,
however weak the links might be. There is
no group (e.g., national, racial, gender, reli-
gious) that is excluded from my expanding
concentric circles, because I have none. I
think the best way of illustrating this is by
using the current, and very controversial,
war in Iraq. I frequently find myself en-
gaged in discussion over the war with a va-
riety of people, and the outlook I most often
find has a
basis in the war’s benefits in relation to
the United States. I love this country, but
only because it represents the political and
economic system that is the closest to what
I believe is ideal in the world (not that
America is anywhere near perfect). I do not
identify with the U.S. enough to care more
about its interests than those of Iraq. Prob-
lems in Iraq are no less important to me
than problems in America, because Iraq is
no farther from home than America. In
other words, I find myself better able than
most of those I meet to look at bigger pic-
tures, and to look outside the interests of a
particular group, because I have a hard
time identifying myself with any one of
them. Everyone else must at times engage
in borderwork when they come to the edge
of their network boundaries; I have none.
No one, however, can be truly human
without attachments. The second aspect I
find positive concerning my lack of Neigh-
borhood is my connection to my fiancé. As
odd as this may sound, the inability to be-
long truly to social groups has strength-
ened my ties to the one person I feel truly
attached to. In a way, my innermost circle is
simply “us.” This is important, because our
relationship is likely to be the beginning of
a new nuclear family. Perhaps, from that
family, I will learn to belong.
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