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Abstract

This thesis is concerned with the notion of ‘community’ in late modernity. It approaches
the topic via a grounded qualitative empirical study into processes of group membership
as practiced by contemporary Pagans in Britain. Part One consists of an exploration of
texts to explicate theories of community, group processes and Paganism in sociological
research. The first chapter explores key theories of community as expressed in
sociological literature and focuses specifically on the work of three authors: Ferdinand
Tonnies, Anthony Cohen and Michel Maffesoli. Chapter Two 1s an explication of
research into group processes as expressed by the vocabulary of Social Psychology. After
presenting a characterisation of contemporary Paganism and its relationship to academic
literature in Chapter Three, the second section of the thesis uses the methods of participant
observation and the long interview to explore community “in use’ in different contexts.
Each chapter examines the interaction of Pagans in a different setting, noting the shaping
of community in each. Part Three of the thesis is an extension of this into an analysis of
Pagan life-histories, as told in semi-structured interviews. Finally conclusions are drawn
that, 1n revisiting the three principal authors, community 1n late modernity can be
understood as a collection of integrated micro-social processes that incorporate claims of

expertise, knowledge and belonging.
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Introduction

This thesis is about a seemingly ephemeral but nonetheless highly socially significant
notion of “community”. The conception — that of a social bond between members — 1s
consequential in that it 1s utilised, or at the very least its underlying ideas are implied, in
an almost 1nfinite number of contemporary discourses. In one sense it is conceivable to
argue that as ideas of “community” are expressed in so many different ways, focussing
upon 1t ‘one more time’ will be an empty exercise. Surely Sociology does not need yet
one more grand theory about the sweeping changes incurred by increasing individualism,
globalisation or technological transformations? We already have very well constructed
treatises on these topics stretching back to the inception of the social sciences. Yet,
despite this fact, community ceases to disappear as a defining principle in the lives of
many people, and many theorists. In fact, the production of texts assessing concepts of
community continues unabated. In 2001 Zigmunt Bauman produced one book on
community, noting that it increases in significance when viewed as a nostalgic and ‘safe’
space. 2003 saw another text by Gerard Delanty, exploring the various facets of
community and pointing out confidently that “the revival of community today is
undoubtedly connected with the crisis of belonging in its relation to place” (Delanty, 2003:
195). It 1s perhaps accurate to propose that although the term ‘community’ contains
multiple meanings, the very multifaceted nature 1s what makes it interesting for study.
The current political climate and rapid increase in the use of the internet only adds to the
importance of understanding the character of contemporary community when a very real

fear exists for many about what lies beyond their own network.

Despite this continued need to approach community it 1s easy to be overwhelmed by the
weight of the concept. Community can in many senses be seen as an all-encompassing
concept that, in its insistence on togetherness, bonding and consensus leaves little room
for the everyday interaction of individuals. And yet, as argued by Michel Maffesoli
(1996), it is from individuals in small groups that community can now be found. There is
a gulf, then, between what many have written about community and an understanding of
how, in a time when 1t appears to be more a polemic rather than actuality, people are able
to use the concept to form relationships and structure their lives. It is this space that forms
the starting point for my work. This thesis, unlike the principal writings on community in
late modernity, takes the focus to where community 1s done by people beyond macro-

social theory. It examines community as an observable set of phenomena that, in their use,
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generate social ordering on a micro-scale. It is a study of community in process rather

than community as normative prescription. The central question to be examined 1s: what
can be said of community in its micro-socially observable form, as experienced and

enacted by members.

The thesis consists of three parts that combined answer the main research question. There
are feasibly many approaches that could be taken to explore the area, and much of the
direction would inevitably be dependent on the theoretical position adopted. With this 1n
mind, the first chapter, entitled ‘Community in Sociological Theory,” gives a briet
explication of the most prominent sociological theories of community. It locates the

question of community in late modernity by examining three key texts, Ferdinand

Tonnies’ ([1887] 2001) Community and Society, Antony Cohen’s (1985) The Symbolic
Construction of Commﬁnibz, émd Michel Maffesoli’s ([1988] 1996) The Time of the Tribes.
The subsequent chapter takes the theories of group processes as its centre, thereby
providing a vocabulary to be used in the later ethnographic analysis. To conclude Part

One of the thesis, Chapter Three gives a brief exploration of contemporary Paganism as a
form of late modern dialogue with academic writing. It therefore presents an overview of

some of the aspects of the religion and those who define themselves as ‘Pagan’.

Helen Berger (1999) in her study of ‘Neo-Paganism’ in the United States argues that
contemporary Paganism should be considered a religion of late modernity. As evidence
for this she gives comparisons with gay and lesbian communities, and suggests that
community in late modernity is largely about choice. Although this simplifies the debates
about gay or lesbian identity, contemporary Paganism in Britain can be seen to fit this
analysis. While members may indeed argue that they were ‘born’ into the community, it
does largely follow a pattern of lifestyie selection, and most members will be quite open
about how they ‘discovered’ the religion. Additionally, the fact that to a large extent it
does not rely on specific location — Pagans like many late modern individuals are
geographically mobile — denotes that it can be considered to be a community of late
modernity. Nevertheless, active involvement ot some kind remains necessary in order to
generate this community of choice. Members do meet regularly, and these smaller groups
become the axial point at which the larger Pagan community is constructed. This thesis
uses these smaller groups as the basis for research, and it is this ethnography that forms
the basis for Part Two. The emphasis on the context within which these groups meet 1is

not accidental or for mere convenience; it will be seen that contexts in many ways shapes



the processes within the communities. The third Part of this text is a continuation of this,
and takes another context — that of the telling of a life history — to explore the i1dentities ot
Pagans as given in a narrative setting. Part Four concludes the thesis and explores these

context-fashioned processes together, suggesting ways in which contemporary community

can be understood in the light of the preceding analysis.



Part |I: Theoretical Contexts



Chapter One: Community in Sociological Theory

Introduction

Take even a cursory glance at the world in which we live and 1t becomes clear that
‘community’, in some shape or form, is one of the key aspects of contemporary lite. It
might not be immediately apparent, but let us study a typical day: our letterboxes provide
political rhetoric about ‘building community’ in the inner cities; switch on the television
and 1t won’t be long before news bulletins raise issues of boundaries between ethnic
communities, or demonstrate the same political rhetoric that has arrived in your postbag.
This 1s one effect of the increasing rise in the use of community rhetoric and social policy
that occurred in the last decade, most noticeably in the health sector where ‘community
care’ programs dominated attempts at addressing mental health management. In the
United States, the 1dea of community has become an active consideration 1n restructuring
social life, a prominent example being the communitarian movement pushed by Amitai
Etzioni. We have the ‘European Community’ and the ‘international community’ of the
United Nations, and a multitude of other political ‘communities’. The topic has become
even more significant in the current international environment of anti-terrorism. It 1s

precisely because concepts of community are so powerful that the present communitarian

and current political 1deals sit so well side by side.

There 1s, however, another theme within the multiple notions of community that appears
to have little in common with the prescriptive political 1deals espoused by the
communitarian movement. This i1s more ephemeral, unstable and creative, belonging less
to governmental power, instead being part of the process of everyday group structure and
interaction on a micro-scale. This is the arena of the locale as a binding force, ‘proxemics’
to use Mattesoli’s (1996) term. Community, when understood from this inter-personal
perspective, becomes something more than an ideological concept: it transforms into the
dominant aspect of the contemporary social world. Yet with the advent and subsequent
boom in personal internet usage, there is a possibility that even this awareness of the
concept may not be accurate enough. What is the value of locale, when individuals form
collectives and groups via email or instant text messaging, without residing in the same

geographical area, even to the extent that they may never meet in person? Indeed, does
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the notion of ‘community’ hold any worth at all in this context? These are important

questions to examine and resolve, not least because, as mentioned above, the term appears

so frequently in our everyday lives.

One of the criticisms that has been directed at this topic is that it has been, and continues
to be, emotive in nature (Bell and Newby, 1971). This has been seen as something to be
overcome — to escape the inherent nostalgia in the concept, and to therefore arrive at a
more scientifically valid understanding (Brint, 2001). However, rather than answer this
claim with an outright rejection of community as an object of study, or to retreat into
theory over empiricism, it 1s more effective to make the claim a topic into itself. How do
people use this emotive framework? How do they work within it to give it meaning, to
express their belonging? How in fact, are they able to find agreement in their doing of
community? While it 1s not possible to see ‘inside their minds’, sociological research can
analyse observable behaviour, and this should be the starting point of study. Nevertheless,
it 1s the case that the way 1in which community 1s initially defined by the sociologist affects
the process and outcome of their analysis, leading to a need to present at least a working

interpretation from the outset.

This chapter consequently has a threefold purpose. Principally, the prominent sociological
understandings of community are explored, with an aim to providing terms of reference
for the analytical study to follow. Where sociology has examined 1deas of community —
itself an analytical concept — i1t tended 1n the most part to be on a broadly macro-social
level, focussing on large-scale social groupings or abstractions, at least until ethnographic
approaches were adopted more fully. In order to examine this, the early sociological
conceptions are briefly explored with an emphasis on the theory of Ferdinand Tonnies, the
most prominent theorist in this area. These are contrasted with more recent writings on
the subject, forming the second aim, which 1s to examine the idea that community may be
understood as a set of complex micro-social phenomena. The principal author, examined
in some detail, 1s Anthony Cohen, who claims that community 1s symbolically constructed.
Finally, and as an extension of this, a view of what may be described as ‘postmodern’
community is explored, by utilising the work of Michel Maffesoli. This includes a
consideration of the effects that the use of new communication technologies have on
community as a useful or necessary concept. One chapter cannot do justice to the many
texts that have been published on the topic of ‘community’ or that analyse the field in all

but name. There are recent books that approach that task in detail (Bauman, 2001;
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Delanty, 2003). Therefore this chapter serves only to introduce some of the key works
that inform the rest of this thesis, and that illustrate well the ‘turning points’ in analyses of

community.

Community and Society: Ferdinand Tonnies

Since early 1n the history of the social sciences, community in some form has been a
dominant concern. Taking note of the large groups examined by Durkheim, Weber, Marx
and others, 1t 1s perhaps even possible to suggest that community has been the principal
object of study since the inception of Sociology as a discipline itself. Sociology was, and
arguably still 1s, the study of social cohesion and maintenance in its varied forms. If one 1s
to understand how community has been traditionally understood within the discipline, a

brief examination of these early dominant explanations 1s necessary.

The primary terms of reference in this area come from Ferdinand Tonnies, and his 1887
work Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, usually translated as ‘Community and Society’, but
also as ‘Community and Association’ (trans. Loomis, 1955). This text was published
during the first year of Durkheim’s membership of the faculty at Bordeaux (Tiryakian in
Bottomore and Nisbet, 1978), and the two theorists’ approaches to the topic have much in
common, in that they both wish to understand the industrialisation of the time. Initially,
Tonnies wants to distinguish ‘community’ (Gemeinschaft) from more ‘common’ usages.

He begins by stating the essential argument:

[E]veryone who praises rural life has pointed to the fact that people there have a
stronger and livelier sense of Community. Community means genuine, enduring
life together, whereas Society is a transient and superficial thing. Thus
Gemeinschaft must be understood as a living organism in its own right, while

Gesellschaft 1s a mechanical aggregate and artefact (Tonnies, [1887] 2001: 19)

It is clear that Tonnies i1s presenting what he understands to be a social fact distinct from
the organisational structures ot an objective association. A relationship based purely on
association would, from the perspective of Tonnies, be an example of society
(gesellschaft), not community. This explanation fits quite aptly with a common sense
understanding of how large organisations and small groups operate; however the issues are

considered by Tonnies to be much greater, and yet, they become more elusive as one
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examines them more closely. Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, the crowning concepts
within Ténnies’ work, are divided by their characterisation as being either “motherly love,
sexual love, brotherly and sisterly love” (Cahnman and Heberle, 1971:76), 1t the tormer,
or being principally an act of exchange, if the latter. Gesellschaft is conceived of as being
best described “if it is thought of as performed by individuals who are alien to each other”
(Cahnman and Heberle, 1971:76). This is not to say that there are not relationships
between people acting in a Gesellschaft group, it 1s that, “in Gemeinschaft they stay
together in spite of everything that separates them; in Gesellschaft they remain separate in
spite of everything that unites them” (T6nnies, [1887] 2001: 52). Evidently, these two
concepts are i1deal types, and work best when followed through to their logical conclusion,
as 1s done by Tonnies to arrive at an understanding of Gesellschaft as action that leads to
territories, towns and cities, while Gemeinschaft 1s “all kinds of social co-existence that
are familiar, comfortable and exclusive” (Tonnies, 2001: 18), seemingly disappearing
under the influence of industrialisation. By following this argument, he is able to arrive at

a model distinction between Community and Society, with their concrete supporting

structures:

A. Community [ Gemeinschaft]

1. Family life = concord. Man 1s involved 1n this with all his being. Its core 1s the

tribe, nation or common people.

2. Village life = custom (traditional morality). Man 1s involved here with all his heart

and soul. Its core 1s the commonwealth.

3. Town life = religion. Man 1s involved 1n this with his entire conscience. Its core is

the Church.

B. Society |Gesellschaft]

1. Big city life = convention. This 1s based on the individual human being with all
his ambitions. Its core 1s competitive market Society in its most basic form.
2. National life = politics and policy. This 1s based on man’s collective calculations.

[ts core 1s the state.

3. Cosmopolitan life = public opinion. This is determined by man’s consciousness.

Its core is the republic of letters.

(Tonnies, [1887] 2001: 257)
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Tonnies’ concept of Gemeinschaft has become a standard interpretation of community,
and continues to be referred to in recent studies conducted on a wide range of topics
(Driskell and Lyon, 2002; De Cindo et al, 2003; Kornbeck, 2001; Lowe, 2000). The
defence of the concept used in sociology and political science shows no sign of abating,
despite the difficulties with which ‘community’ presents. For example, in 2001, Steven
Brint published an article, “Gemeinschaft Revisited: A Critique and Reconstruction of the
Community Concept”, in which he assesses understandings of community in the context
of communitarian and liberal conflict, seeking to understand its application in the
contemporary political world. Brint argues that two lines of development could be seen in
the analyses of community in sociology, essentially following either Ferdinand To6nnies or
Durkheim, and that the former “has failed to yield valuable scientific generalizations due
to 1t becoming “bogged down in a conflict of romanticizing” (Brint, 2001:2). This, he
suggests, 1s because Tonnies has failed to separate himself from sentimental perceptions of
village life over urban life. He places the community studies field within this tradition,
citing as one of the problems that lead to its demise, the debates over the meaning of the
term ‘community’. Additionally he rejects studies of subcultures, which similarly have
failed to generalise to his satistaction. Nevertheless, he refuses to reject the 1dea of
Gemeinschaft entirely, and attempts to reconstruct an understanding of community by

presenting various ‘sub-types’ of the community concept.

Brint’s lengthy theoretical argument highlights the difficulties of working on this topic.
His critique 1s clearly based upon a methodological conflict, rather than ‘simply’ a
conceptual one as he claims, with his positivist leanings rejecting the nuanced accounts of
micro-social interaction. Nevertheless, the assessment that Tonnies’ Gemeinschafft 1s
sentimental 1s perhaps not unwarranted. We can understand this 1f we place Tonnies in
context. Germany at the time of publication was in a period of intense change. In 1873
the stock exchange crashed, and this combined with rapid industrialisation had led many
people to question the benetits of capitalism and urbanisation. At the time of the writing
of Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, Germany already had a well-established tradition of
Heimat Kunst — the cultural movement connected with nostalgic notions of ‘home’. In
fact, Tonnies was born 1n the same year (1955) as Ganghofer, arguably the leader of that
tradition of storytelling, poetry and art, and it would have been inescapable as a cultural
backdrop into which he worked. This is not to say that he was part of that movement

himself, but clearly many ot the concepts in Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft and the
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Heimat Kunst tradition are similar: they were both responses to the industrialisation of
Germany, that, for example, favoured ideas of rurality over the urban. The novels
produced in this tradition have common themes, such as village life as ‘home’, images of
being in harmony with nature, and the positive identification with a locality (Umbach,
2002). Confino (1997) has argued that it was Heimat that enabled the German peoples to
accept growth of nationalism. Other publications in the same period of time were
Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl’s (1954-1969) four-volume work “Natural History of Peoples as a
Foundation for a German Social Policy” (Naturgeschichte des Volkes als Grundlage einer
deutschen Social-Politik) and the earlier works of Karl May. Hartmann (1994) has argued
that the conventional contrast between Ganghofer and May is in error, suggesting that the
image of ‘home’ presents a link between both sets of writings. She remarks that despite
the wanderings of May’s characters in the frontier, there exist moments of ‘home’ that

present ideals of safety and community.

[t 1s immediately apparent, therefore, that the idea of Gemeinschaft was not merely
invented by ToOnnies out of the blue, but emerged from a huge cultural revulsion of
encroaching urbanism and capitalism. We can understand the concept Gemeinschaft as an
attempt to provide an antidote to the industrial upset of the time. This has important
ramifications in the present political climate of the early 21* century, where a re-
emphasising of community in national and international politics 1s occurring.
Additionally, we can also infer that Durkheim, who Brint (2001) argues developed a better
model of understanding community, 1s not immune to these cultural influences himself.
Brint places Durkheim in opposition to Tonnies, stating that the “structural’ analysis of
Durkheim and subsequent sociologists (in which rather confusingly includes both Robert
Merton and Erving Goffmann) has been more productive in understanding community.
While it 1s true that both authors took different approaches to the topic, Durkheim agrees
with the essential importance of Gemeinschaft and has a similar bipolar conception. In
The Division of Labour in Society ([1883] 1964) he further sees Society as being
characterised by either ‘mechanical’ or ‘organic’ solidarity, based upon its development
and depending upon the extent to which social differentiation exists (Tiryakian in
Bottomore and Nisbet, 1978). If we are to utilise the initial relationship between
Community and Society given by Tonnies, the division becomes even more complicated,
especially as it appears that the sentiment derived from the relational character of
mechanical solidarity appears to describe aptly what Tonnies defined as Community.

Delanty (2003) has stated that Durkheim reversed Tonnies’ thesis in his theory. Yet, this
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1s to deny the underlying meaning of ‘community’ as displayed in the culture at the time.
Despite the fact that Durkheim and Ténnies’ approaches to industrialisation difter, they
both emerged at a time when the sense of community was important. Tonnies provides us
with a clue in his assertion that Community, more so than Society, 1s a set of relationships

that “attains fulfilment in friendship” (Cahnman and Heberle, 1971: 68).

It is now possible to see that, despite the fact that it was written in the 19™ century,
Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft remains relevant 1n studies of contemporary communities.
It will be seen that a consideration of Tonnies’ argument 1s significant for the analysis
presented 1n this thesis for several reasons. The first of one 1s as suggested above, that
community can be understood as a set of relations that present themselves as being
‘natural’ and organic. It must be noted that Tonnies rejects the suggestion that this cannot

co-exist with unnatural, associative groupings or that the lines between are permanent:

From another angle, all these Gemeinschaft relationships are capable in certain

circumstances of being transformed into mere mutual interchanges, self-interested

and easily broken (Tonnies, 2001: 254)

Secondly, 1t 1s useful at this stage to recognise the significance of ‘location’ in Tonnies’
thesis. He repeatedly uses physical locations to define his theory, and these are often
representative of an image of ‘home’. The issue will be raised as to the validity of this in a
world where physical space is argued to become less important due to the development of

heightened information and communication technologies (for example, Gergen, 1991;

Turkle, 1995; Wellman, 2001).

Community as Symbolic: Anthony Cohen

[s the Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft dichotomy an appropriate way to understand
community? If one wants to examine community in action and behaviour in
contemporary times, 1s this a suitable perspective to take? It appears that, from the
perspective of grand social theory, this definition is well used; attempting to apply macro-
social concepts empirically to micro-social research settings prompts questions of
transferability. The ditficulty lies in its abstract quality: Ténnies himself states that
Gemeinschaft 1s characterised by ‘essential will’ and Gesellschaft by ‘arbitrary’ will

(Cahnman and Heberle, 1971), appearing to require a form of psychological explication of
16



conscious or unconscious motivation. Yet, it is also clear that Community 1s more than a
differentiation between the state and human ‘essential’ action. Tonnies’ solution, as noted
above, is to emphasise the notion of similarity in conditions of life, kinship, and of the
interdependence between individuals. This leads to the need and desire to act together
(Zusammenwesen), which “is the basis and form of the most spiritual relationship, which
may be understood as friendship” (Cahnman and Heberle, 1971). Community therefore
becomes more than a rational necessity or an antithesis of the state. Indeed it is evidently
part of this organisational structure, but it has more ethereal qualities, expressed by

Tonnies 1n his conception of ‘friendship’.

The 1dea that community requires similarity in one form or another continues to dominate

community theory, even in recent works by ‘postmodern’ theorists:

However we try to justify or explain the ‘togetherness’ of the community, its unity,
its genuine or merely desired persistence, it 1s the spiritual unity, subject to a
shared spiritual authority, that we have in mind first and foremost, without it, there

1s no community. (Bauman, 1990:72)

Zigmunt Bauman here gives a clear explication of the common-sense definition of
community, and it 1s notable that he suggests that community denotes ‘togetherness’. The
1ssue of what he perceives as a shared ‘spiritual authority’ is significant if, as in this thesis,
the ‘community’ does not seemingly hold to any one ‘church’. Must members of a
community have observable similarities, or 1s togetherness, friendship, and even similarity
more of a construction than a ‘reality’? Bauman (1990) argues that a significant feature of
community is that it is thought by the individuals involved to be a natural unity.

Nevertheless, the question remains: what characterises this togetherness, and how is the

sense of a ‘natural’ community created and maintained?

In The Symbolic Construction of Community, Anthony Cohen (1985) argues that rather
than attempting to structurally define community, the approach should be to “follow
Wittgenstein’s advice and seek not lexical meaning, but use” (Cohen, 1985: 12). This is
an important departure from the dominant ‘community studies’ perspectives, such as those
developed 1n the Chicago school, in which structure of groups, based predominantly on
location, became the focus of analysis. Cohen is keen to recognise that structures alone do

not create meaning. With this in mind, and although it is difficult, if not unhelpful, to
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describe exactly what characterises a community, he does give a tentative definition of the
word. The members of a community, if it is to be defined as such, should firstly feel that
they have something in common with each other; and secondly, this should make them
significantly different to other groups. On an initial viewing, this does appear to be a
rather obvious assumption to make, but the salient point in Cohen’s analysis is that the
fundamental ground upon which community i1s created is in its ‘boundaries’. The
perception of the boundary is consequently important in maintaining the community.

Cohen perceives community 1n itself as being part of a complex set of relations of symbols.

Cohen begins his argument by presenting a critique of previous work in community,
listing several points of contention. He suggests that any idea of simplifying ‘community’
1S 1n error, as clearly communities are more complex in their actuality. This criticism
would fall on deaf ears of course, as Tonnies and subsequent writers in this tradition —
including Durkheim and Weber — were dealing with ideals in their typologies. The second
point that Cohen makes 1s that the community studies tradition that emerged out of the
work of the “Chicago school’ repeatedly suggests that communities are egalitarian. This
clearly is not the case, and Cohen wishes to see a distinction between the understanding of
a community that desires equity, one 1n which the members feel they are all equal and one
where 1ts members behave as if equal. Finally, he argues that any suggestion that
members will inevitably conform to group norms is false, stating that “conformity is thus

often an 1llusion; at the very least, 1t 1s only part of the story” (Cohen, 1985:37).

Prior to the publication of Cohen’s text, other authors were already attempting to
understand community as substantially more complex than previously suggested, arguing
that the best way to see actual ‘communities’ as objects of study, is to break them down
into several further typologies. Gusfield (1975) endeavours to do this by briefly
examining usages of the term and suggesting that they fall into three broad types. The
first of these, community as denoting ‘public interest’ 1ssues, defines well the sort of
political literature that I referred to at the very beginning of this chapter, such as
community welfare or neighbourhood watch schemes. The second, an example of which
1s a ‘community of scholars’, suggests a group of people with common interests, but
importantly, with a “special closeness or bond which unites some persons and
differentiates them from others” (Gusfield, 1975:xiii). Evidently, this is in agreement with
the ideas of ‘friendship’ and interdependence given by Tonnies, and also suffers from the

same problems of demonstrating these ties objectively. The third type of use of
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community given by Gusfield relates to a kind of human relationship and not to a
particular group of people. This third usage is important as contrary to Cohen’s (1985)
suggestion about the symbolisation of boundaries — community in this sense could
arguably exist without boundaries. It is seemingly merely a ‘feeling’ between people.
Gusfield clarifies his argument by stating that community is either territorial, or relational.
The first one defines community according to location, a conception obviously attractive
to the community studies tradition, as it allows for the study of a tangible object. In this
respect the latter definition creates more difficulties, as the focus of attention must shift to
the ways in which members of a group interact with each other, rather than the interaction
of clearly bounded groups. It is possible therefore to see how Cohen’s definition presents
a radical departure from earlier traditions, and how it 1s connected with earlier theories.
Even Cohen does not fully depart from the position that location or geography is
significant. Many of the examples he gives, for instance, resemble anthropological
analyses of groups that are in some way or another attached to location. This 1s not to
suggest that geography should not be considered. Tangible boundaries such as location,
language, and economic position are undoubtedly significant. In fact the debate over the
significance of location has a long-standing tradition in community theory. Parsons (1960)

for example expresses this is in his tentative definition of community as being

[t]hat aspect of the structure of social systems which is referable to the territorial
locations of persons (1.e., human individuals as organisms) and their activities.
When I say ‘referable to’ I do not mean determined exclusively or predominantly

by, but rather observable and analysable with reference to location as a focus of

attention. (Parsons, 1960:250)

Even in the 1960s it was apparent that, although the core understanding of a community

might be via a region or locale, it need not necessarily be restricted to 1t, and its members
in practice might be using different resources in which to define their positions. To limit
oneself strictly to an interpretation of community as location-based at the outset would be

all CITOT.

Cohen’s project is to avoid the structural determinism of the classical tradition by
examining the symbolic nature of in-group relationships. In the course of the
development of social relationships in a group, 1f we are to take his proposals for a new

understanding of community as accurate, a boundary is created between the group and
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other groups accomplished by the use of symbols. He is quick to point out that the sharing
of a symbol does not mean that the members also share the same meaning. The key point
1s that symbols are flexible in their meaning: members may ‘believe’ that they share the
same meaning, or rather they do not question this assumption in their use. The rest of The
Symbolic Construction of Community is an elaboration of these arguments, via the use of
multiple case studies, until finally ‘community’ can be understood as a malleable and

symbolised home in which personal identities are housed:

Whilst ‘community’ might not have the structure or direction which we associate
with social movements, it may nevertheless serve a similar need. It is a largely
mental construct, whose ‘objective’ manifestations in locality or ethnicity give it

credibility. It is highly symbolized, with the consequence that its members can

invest 1t with their selves. (Cohen, 1985: 108-109)

Thus, Cohen presents us with a model 1n which community can incorporate individualism,
thereby adding to the debate over whether Community and contemporary ‘individualised’
Society can co-exist. He exposes ‘ritual’ as one method by which boundaries are
constructed. This can be as varied as a complicated religious ceremony, or simply the
terminology used by members and their mode of address. Members of a community may
thereby develop a tacit understanding of their group by using the symbols, such as
appearance or ritual, to develop a shared boundary of their group and others. Cohen’s
theory can consequently be seen to have apparent links to Goftman’s (1967) studies of

interaction rituals and similar approaches, although he does not state this explicitly.

[f communities are defined via a collection of symbols, would it therefore be possible to
catalogue a list of common ‘traits’ and thereby define the limits of a group? Can
community be understood as a collection of similarities of symbol? Community 1s surely
more than a display of appearances; the term carries more weight than this. It conjures up
notions of shared history, of a shared memory. Halbwachs (1992) provides some useful
insight in his 1952 book , On Collective Memory ( La topographie légendaire des
évangiles en terre sainte: Etude de mémoire collective). Suggesting that memory is

socially constructed rather than a purely individual concern, Halbwachs states as follows:

[Memories] are part of a totality of thoughts common to a group, the group of

people with whom we have a relation at this moment, or with whom we have had a
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relation on the preceding day or days. To recall them it is hence sufficient that we
place ourselves in the perspective of this group, that we adopt its interests and

follow the slant of its reflections (Halbwachs, 1992:52)

The association of memory with group and adoption of group interests provides access to
the notion of community as a collective ‘group mind’ (McDougall, 1920). Clearly
members of a group will have some things in common, whether it be similar ‘beliefs’ or
appearance, but 1t is the manner in which these are negotiated that is significant to the

sociologist. The site of this, if we adopt Cohen’s position, would be the group boundary.

Late modern Community: Michel Maffesoli

Three years after Cohen (1985) had acknowledged the diminishing importance of
geography in studies of contemporary community, Michel Matfesoli, a French Sociologist,

published The Time of the Tribes: The Decline of Individualism in Mass Society ([1988]
1996). In this work Maftfesol1 addresses the claim 1nitially posited by the debates of
Tonnies and Durkheim, i.e., as modemity progresses, ‘community’ disappears, and argues
that there can be seen a revival of communality in contemporary times, only 1n a different
form. Maftfesoli’s text can only be understood in the context of his assumption that

society is taking on a new post- or late-modern form, a similar stance to other writers of

the time such as Lyotard ([1979] 1984).

Although opinions differ widely as to the extent to which contemporary society can be
understood as being ‘postmodern’, it is undeniable that a great many changes have taken
place in the last 100 years. Primary among these are the huge technological changes that
have occurred, bringing new technologies and new communication systems to vast
numbers of people. Anthony Giddens (1991, 2001, 2003) has been the strongest
proponent of a theory of ‘late modernity’. He expresses the need to understand how
changes in society provide people with opportunities for reflexivity, which are then put
into action in what he terms as ‘life politics’ (Giddens, 2001). It is interesting to note in
the context of this thesis that he suggests an aspect of this new politics can be seen 1n the
ecological movements, whereas he chooses to side-step the issue of new religious

movements, stating that they are extremely varied. Late modernity can be defined as
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[c]haracterised by widespread scepticism about providential reason, coupled with
the recognition that science and technology are double-edged, creating new

parameters of risk and danger as well as offering beneficent possibilities for

humankind. (Giddens, 2001: 27-28).

We will see that this conception of contemporary times has references to the reflexive
scepticism required of modern magicians (Luhrmann, 1989). It also suggests that the
integration of technology with the narratives of science offers opportunities, which, as
Giddens (1991) explains in Modernity and Self Identity, extend to individual action. It is
not unreasonable, therefore, to suggest that this will affect conceptions of community,
perhaps leading to the development of new ones, as given by Maftesoli. Bernard, in 1973,
argued that the traditional understanding of community is, in present times, being eroded
to the point where the classical knowledge about the idea is no longer as valid. She
suggests that the person at home watching television, “feels closer to the female talk-show
star than to her neighbours across the hall” (Bernard, 1973:182). Technology thereby
provides a method for an individual to associate with people that he or she would, under

other circumstances, be unable to make contact with.

Could 1t be that, rather than discount the ‘classical’ understanding of community, it 1s

possible to see in the influence of technology a shift from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft’?
Kenneth Gergen (1991) in The Saturated Self, would agree with this, in arguing that the
new communication and media technologies substantially transform communities. It is
easy to predict that interactions that previously would take place in a physical ‘“face-to-
face’ setting, will take on a different form when mediated by technologies, such as the
internet or other telecommunication devices. However, Gergen’s claim 1s based upon
more than this. His enterprise is to illustrate the division of the Self into “a multiplicity of
self-investments” (Gergen, 1991:74), a condition that he terms ‘multiphrenia’. This late
modern self can therefore be conceived as ‘distributed’ — constructed by the social world
rather than existing independently of it (Stevens, 1996). Hence, for Gergen, community in
the postmodern world is dispersed, which subsequently moves “toward the creation of
polymorphous perversity in social pattern” (Gergen, 1991:212). This comment 1n itselt
reflects the nostalgic manner by which community is presented in the majority of social

science texts, as being something positive, beneficial, and desirable — much like that of

Tonnies 1n fact.
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[t is understandable that all of the theoretical conceptions discussed so far have placed
‘community’ within a nostalgic framework. One might expect the social theorists of
Tonnies and Durkheim’s era to have a rather negative view of the transtormation from
pre-modern to modern society. They lived in a period of tremendous social and economic
upheaval and could focus their attention on the direction of history, illustrating that the
forms of relation and association of the pre-modern were being replaced by other varieties
of structure (Gusfield, 1975). It is easy to see how this period of unrest might evoke a
desire for the status quo, or for the safety of ‘home’. It is also possible to see that within
the present technological transformations, further changes and instabilities produce
Gergen’s ‘polymorphous perversities’. Yet within all these claims a continuing nostalgia
for traditional community remains, mirroring that of the classical sociologists of
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Zigmunt Bauman takes this form of nostalgia as
the foundation of his analysis of contemporary community, summarised by his statement
that, “Community 1s nowadays another name for paradise lost — but one to which we

dearly hope to return, and so we feverishly seek the roads that may bring us there”

(Bauman, 2001: 3).

In the ever-expanding technological world where a dispersal of individual investments 1s
taking place, it is difficult to see how geographical area can lose importance as readily as
some have said (e.g. Gergen, 1991; Turkle, 1995). Bernard argues that even within these
changes, locale continues to persist. Individuals are still tied to a place of living and
working, and so, like Parsons’ (1960) definition, ‘community’ is still referable to the
locations of persons. That this locale remains a powerful influence on community
suggests a downplaying of the roles that technology takes. It argues that although
telecommunications, transportation, and other technologies may be transtorming the way
in which we live our daily lives, we continue to base our symbolic construction of
community on the places where we work or live. If this is the case, it implies that a
collection of people who do not live in the same area, or who do not work together, cannot
be understood as forming a community. This will undoubtedly create difficulties when
examining those groups who do not, on initial description, seem to be based in a locale,
such as internet-based groups. Can a collection of people communicating from different
areas, perhaps even in different time-zones, be understood to be a community? Perhaps

‘locale’ can take on a different role, or a different meaning?
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Maftesoli (1996) suggests that the multiplicity of the self can serve as an arena in which
‘community’ is built. His premise is that the previous era, characterised by rationality and
individuation, has been replaced by the present, late modern one that he terms the
“empathetic period” (Maffesoli, 1996:11). In this period, in contrast to increased
differentiation, there is a lack of distinction between individuals, generatiﬁg a “lossin a
collective subject: in other words, what I shall call neo-tribalism” (Maffesoli, 1996:11). It
1s suggested in his book that the transformation now occurring is for a ‘sociality’ to
replace the ‘social’. He argues that individuals in contemporary society make their life
decisions less by the use of reason, and that it is the exchange of feelings and ‘chit-chat’
that is now the salient aspect to social group formation. This emphasises the importance
of everyday interactions, whether they be in the office at a place of work, in the home, or
In other environments. Obviously, it opens up the area of study focussing on much more
Intimate interactions, a move away from the large-scale classical notions of community as
being founded on geographical location or apparent similarities between persons.
Mafttesoli’s use of the term ‘sociality’ is quite obscure, and demands further investigation.
He suggests that a new way of understanding social groups is necessary, and adopts
Weber’s term Gemeinde — “emotional community”. This, like the classical
understandings given earlier in this chapter, is an ideal type and 1s not presumed to have
ever existed 1n totality, but nevertheless, it 1s used to explain the emotional desire to find
fulfilment via relationships. The fundamental essence of his argument is that individuals
in postmodern society are members of emotional communities, which are changeable and
have a lack of routinisation. The influence of Weber on this thinking cannot be
underestimated, and we can even suggest that Maffesoli, rather than being in opposition to
conceptions of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, 1s actually a useful extension of this focus
of thought, in that it expresses Tonnies’ firm belief that the two categories are inseparable.
Gemeinschaft resides within Gesellschaft — Maftesol1 points out that Weber himself
suggested that emotional communities and rigid organisations exist alongside each other.
In Time of the Tribes, he perceives the ‘social’ as being rational strategies, leading to
structures and organisations with a finality, but posits that ‘sociality’ refers to the unstable,

chaotic creativity of the small groupings. Sociality can perceivably been understood as the

late modern expression of Gemeinschaft.

We therefore arrive back at the early sociological explanation, but now using the broad
perspectives given about social groups to arrive at a more detailed analysis of what it is

that may characterise community in contemporary times. Both Tonnies and Maffesoli
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strive for the aspect of community that expresses its imperceptibility. For Tonnies, the
underlying aspect that defined a community as opposed to a rationalised organisational
structure was ‘friendship’. Maffesoli, from a similar abstract perspective, has taken a
more complex notion of ‘sociality’, founded upon what he terms puissance. At the heart
of Maffesoli’s analysis is the idea that puissance drives individuals. It is a “will to live”
(Mattesoli, 1996:20) within the social body, which is prevalent in the current fascination
with ‘new age’ medicine. Community (and the sociality that forms it) is an aspect of the
greater influence of puissance, and the groups that form in contemporary times will be

located within this force. Maffesoli states that

My hypothesis, as distinct from those who lament the end of great collective
values and the withdrawal into the self — which they falsely parallel with the
growing importance of everyday life — is that a new (and evolving) trend can be
found 1n the growth of small groups and existential networks. This represents a
sort of tribalism which is based at the same time on the spirit of religion (re-ligare)

and on localism (proxemics, nature). (Maffesoli, 1996:40)

This hypothesis 1s useful when assessing the possibility of a new form of late-modern
community because of several key points. Principally, the use of the term ‘existential
network’ presents us with an object of study that would presumably have observable
characteristics that make it ‘existential’. Groups in contemporary times are, as suggested
above, less bound by reasoning, and form more around the existential efficacy provided
via puissance. If this 1s the case, one would expect to see emotional networks emerging as
discernible communities. This 1s arguably the case in many areas of society; in therapy
groups for example, and particularly within the religious fields, in which their heart 1s a re-
enchantment with divinity. The quotation above notes the importance of religion in this
equation, although the religion of Maffesoli has more in common with Bauman’s (1990)
‘spiritual unity’ than with the strictly structured religious institutions studied by Weber or
Durkheim. Religion is not understood as an organisational arrangement that binds
because of an external force, but instead is perceived to be an ‘internal’ (meaning
focussing upon that which 1s in close proximity) consequence of what Simmel (cited in
Maffesoli, 1996) suggests 1s a ‘sentimental attachment to nature’ and a © fascination with
power’. The secularisation debate, with its continuing presence in the sociology of

religion, must attempt to understand this current upsurge in neo-paganism and the new age

(Cunningham, 1999).
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The second section of the quotation provides us with further understanding of the new
types of community that may emerge in late-modern times. A growth in environmental-
based pressure groups or groups with an environmentalist ideology provides evidence for
Maffesoli’s claims. Yet he gives as the basis for this localism and religious spirit,
something that may pose ditficulties when examining certain forms of contemporary
groupings. It is evident that locale continues to pervade social theory even in
‘postmodern’ theory. Frazer (in King and Stoker 1996) suggests that although locality
does not necessarily have to characterise a community, it nevertheless holds substantial
rhetorical power. She claims that, with the recent move towards political regionalism, the
communitarian literature 1s holding locality as a strong feature of community, even to the
extent that “there are more or less clear hints, then, that communitarianism flows into
localism™ (Frazer, 1996:96). Obviously the notion of community cannot be understood
solely from a basically political standpoint as given by the communitarians, but this
perspective 1s not unique. As we have seen, community is consistently being understood
in a framework of locality. Cohen (1985) defines boundary as being either geographical
or purely symbolic, but recognises the importance of locale in the rituals that go towards
maintaining those boundaries. Maffesoli (1996) emphasises the significance of
‘proxemics’ in strengthening and defining a community, noting that “sociality of
proxemics 1s thus constituted of a constant sedimentation which lays down a path; which
builds ‘territory’”. The territory is of course to be understood as relational, or bound by
location, but proxemics denotes a certain locale, whether 1t is work or home, as already
discussed. Essentially, Matfesoli uses the term ‘proxemics’ to refer to the ‘nearness’ of
contemporary communities (or ‘tribes’). His theory is that puissance leads to a ‘natural’
sociality that generates the formation of groups ‘from below’. We can suggest therefore

that proxemics 1s the form that contemporary Gemeinschaft takes.

Despite his suggestion of the ‘naturalness’ of this process, proxemics and the building of
territory undoubtedly demands a certain level of involvement in the group. Etzioni, in his

earlier incarnation as a Sociologist, explored this area, stating that
[o]rganisations must continually recruit means if the are to realise their goals. One

of the most important of these 1s the positive orientation of the participants to the

organisational power [...] The intensity of involvement ranges from high to low.
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The direction is either positive or negative. We refer to positive involvement as

commitment and to negative involvement as alienation. (Etzioni, 1975:9)

Etzioni’s observations are applicable to much of what has been explored in this chapter.
In the case of a perceived late-modern community or tribus outlined here, alienation is not
a condition of removal from the material processes of production. It may still prove to be
useful if it perceived as alienation from the sources of cultural production within a group.
[n order to be part of a community, however it is defined by the sociologist, it is necessary
to have some sort of involvement and a level of commitment. This commitment must be
understood as being emotional 1n nature and therefore will demand a “significant
expenditure of human resources™ (Scherer, 1972:84). Perhaps this explains why the
postmodern tribes of Matfesoli and the groups examined in this thesis are so nebulous,

forming and disbanding in what can sometimes be a matter of months.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined some of the substantive ways in which ‘community’ has been
theorised 1n sociological literature. In doing so, it has presented the three themes that will
be played out 1n detail in the thesis to follow. The first of these 1s the perceived
‘naturalness’ of community, as expressed by concepts of Gemeinschaft and ‘sociality’.
Secondly, the theory that community must be understood as a set of symbolic relations,
defined significantly on a boundary, has been suggested. Finally, a proposition has been
given that characterises community in late modernity as being significantly different to the
perceptions of early classical theorists. This is the case particularly 1n its emphasis on
small groupings over large ideal types — described in the terms of Mattfesoli’s ‘tribes’ —

but also in the suggestion that in order to ‘belong’ to late modern community, members

must actively seek it.
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Chapter Two: Group Structure and Process in Empirical

Research

Introduction

The last chapter explored how understandings of community have changed since
Ferdinand Tonnies’ Community and Society. It also introduced some themes that are
relevant in studying community in contemporary times, noting that, in late modernity, the
propensity 1s for small groups to form as micro-communities, or ‘tribes’ in the language of
Maftesoli (1996). It is useful, therefore, to present a brief exploration of work that has
approached specifically the notion of ‘groups’ and that informs some of the analysis in
this thesis. The study of groups has been a key element in the development and expansion
of the social sciences, particularly in Social Psychology, forming, for example, part of
William James’ psychological theory published in 1890 (Wozniak, 1999) and Festinger’s
(1957) theory of Cognitive Dissonance. As varied as these studies are, all of them referred
to indeed require a perception and understanding of what constitutes a ‘group’. The
structure of this chapter, like the last, takes the form of an essentially historical
examination of the approach taken by social psychology towards group processes. It
begins with a brief exploration of the development of this field, citing studies that have
had significant impact on the theory. Then an exploration of the main areas of study 1s
presented, again giving brief examples from the literature. Finally, some 1ssues of the
social psychology of group dynamics in the context of late modern community are

Investigated.

Group Analysis in Context

The study of groups was a significant component of early writings on society, prior to the

establishment of the ‘human sciences’ as understood today. It was in the 1930s, however,

that research proper into group processes and ‘group dynamics’ formed into a relatively
coherent and identifiable area of study (Cartwright and Zander, 1960). As seen 1n the

previous chapter in the discussion on Tonnies, the context within which theory arises 1s
significant. In the case of research into group dynamics, its development is inseparable

from the historical context of post-First World War America. Arguably, the direction of
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the field’s progression would have been different had the main organisations utilising
group dynamics theory not been located within the Northern United States and north-
western Europe. Seemingly, there are two strands to the development of group dynamics
research. In the first case, the inter-war years were a time of growing study into the
incorporation of immigrants into America. Social work and research into street gangs
such as those conducted by the Chicago school formed an aspect of what was to develop
into group dynamics theory. Fundamentally, social research such as this was conducted in
conjunction with support given by the Federal Government, laying the foundations for
further exploration. An effect of World War One intelligence strategies in the US had
been the prompting of an examination into human aptitude and ability (Cartwright and
Zander, 1960). The years following the war saw massive industrialisation, and
significantly, the expansion of mass production (Cohen and Kennedy, 2000). Therefore, it
1s clear that in these conditions of developing Western Capitalism an understanding of
how to better one’s own production capacity via an effective strategy of management
could lead to a desire for the study of group processes. This 1s in effect what happened,
pursuing further the “scientific management” of Frederick Taylor (1911) into studies of
effective leadership and attainment of group goals. This 1s an argument given by
Cartwright and Zander (1960), who suggest that the study of groups and group processes
were partly motivated by business interests and furthered by links between professionals
and research institutes. They propose that the development of the group dynamics

approach needed a ‘supportive society’, by which they mean the growth of management

theory and a foundation in the social sciences.

It must be noted that the development of Social Psychology as a discipline, attempting to
find a location for itself at the time, was ingrained in the debate between overarching
‘scientism’ and non-empirical theorising. The move was subsequently towards
experimental testing and statistical modelling which gave rise to the principal early studies
of group dynamics in the 1940s and 1950s. Quantitative data held more standing than the
qualitative approaches given by anthropologists and some sociologists of the time. Since
then, however, the methodology and techniques of research have incorporated broader
non-experimental approaches, in line with the rest of the social sciences. This has

encompassed, for example, Goffman’s (1959) writings on teams and the

ethnomethodology of Gartinkel (1967).
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In the following sections, several substantive areas of research and theory within the

literature of group process research shall be examined.

Defining Groups

A brief examination of a selection of Social Psychology texts presents one of the
difficulties of group analysis, namely, developing a coherent definition of what in fact

constitutes a ‘group’. Apparently, a group can vary from a small family, to a large ethnic

category, including everything in-between. Brown (2000) offers the following definition:

|A] great many groups can be characterised as a collection of people bound
together by some common experience or purpose, or who are interrelated in a

micro-social structure, or who interact with one another. (Brown, 2000: 4)

This does not 1n itself seem very helpful; it certainly seems that we could apply the
definition to a great many contexts. What, for example, constitutes an interrelation in
micro-social structure? Certainly, many people will have similar experiences, but many
‘groups’ categorised in this way will be, in the main, difficult to use 1n effective
qualitative analysis. People interact with other individuals everyday, but this by no means
automatically makes them a group. Brown remedies this by adding that, “those same
people share some conception of themselves as belonging to the same social unit” (Brown,
2000:4). Here, we have a more complex understanding. The group is transformed from
what we may state is an etic conception to one that is provided by the members of such
groups themselves. Nevertheless, this definition does not suggest that individual members

of such groups actually need face-to-face contact or communication, as seen by Brown’s

initial emphasis on common experience.

The importance of groups that are not based on collective interaction will be discussed
later in relation to categorisation theory. Here it is useful to see other ways in which the
‘eroup’ has been defined in Social research. In 1909 Charles Henry Cooley made a
distinction between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ groups. They have very different
characteristics, not only because of their differences in structure, but because the former
particularly is thought to have greater influence upon the ‘social nature’ of individuals.
Cooley suggests that the primary group “is a certain fusion of individualities in a common

whole” (Cooley, 1909 [online]). This type of group is far removed in its idea from the
30



larger groups that much of Sociology discusses. It can of course be argued that class,
gender and ethnicity are far greater contributors to the social ‘nature’ of a person, but the
etfects of small group memberships are undeniably powerful. These include the family as
well as cliques, clubs, gangs, work groups — all areas where individuals are likely to have
communication with the other members directly. The relationships within these types of
primary groups form the basis of our daily social life. As Homans (1950) suggests, this
type of group, being primary, “is the commonest, as it is the most familiar, of social units”
(Homans, 1950: 2). The following discussion about groups will focus principally upon the

primary group, with reference made to larger groups when necessary to clarify a theory or

perspective.

Cohesion

What is 1t that makes a group? For a collection of individuals to become a group there
must be some set or sets of processes in place that generate the ‘groupness’, bonding the
people together and enabling its continuation. This 1s one of the central questions that a
study of groups strives to address, as i1t forms the hub upon which the other fields of
analysis rest. Initially Social Psychology has had the problem of defining a method by
which group cohesiveness could be tested. Once a definition of cohesiveness 1s presented
then 1t should be possible to explore the processes that help to hold a group together. One
example of this is the study of leadership conducted by Whyte and Lippitt (1960) in
which they measured the use of the pronoun ‘I’ over the pronoun ‘we’ 1n difterent group

structures. In effect this study was attempting to address the extent to which a sense of

belonging to the group was internalised, and expressed by the participants.

It was not until 1950, however, that cohesiveness was formally defined, by Festinger

(1950) in his study of ‘informal social communication’. He states that cohesiveness 1s

the resultant of all the forces acting on the members to remain in the group. These
forces may depend on the attractiveness or unattractiveness of either the prestige of

the group, members in the group, or the activities in which the group engages.

(Festinger, 1950: 273)

This definition is subsequently used in the text to demonstrate — via experimental study —

the effects of group cohesion. This includes, for example, the tested hypothesis that if an
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individual wishes to remain a member of the group, that group has influence over them.
Group ‘cohesiveness’ is based upon a concept of ‘attractiveness’. This in itself is ridden
with difficulties of definition, but a great deal of research has been done on this area of
interpersonal relations', and this can be applied to group situations. Yet, as Hogg (1995)
argues, 1n later studies, the working definition of cohesiveness is simplified in order to
make them more practically operational. He goes on to suggest that social psychologists
have never fully resolved the practical problem of how to use a concept of cohesiveness in
broad experimental studies, and consequently have developed more specialised scales in

smaller fields of research such as sports psychology.

Despite the ditficulties of utilising a concept of group cohesiveness, it is nonetheless an
essential component of research into group processes. Hogg (1992) has suggested that a
more useful perspective is to delineate between ‘personal’ attraction and “social’ attraction.
The latter, it is argued, encompasses a larger collection of forces that are unique to groups.
[t we take this as the basis for group cohesiveness, the literature provides us with expected
emanations of cohesive group behaviour. The key concept to be explored here is the
‘social norm’ (Sherif, [1936]1966). The notion of normative behaviour has been utilised
since the early studies of Durkheim into the nature of society, and later Parsons (1951) and
his discussion of the social system. In the study of groups the norm can be understood to
be either the explicit ‘rules’ of being a member, such as dress code, or more subtle implicit
expectations of behaviour. These norms can influence individuals even when others are
not present (Atkinson et al, 1990), but within the group setting it is expected that there will
be convergence towards consensus — the ‘middle ground’ of the group. Sheriff
([1936]1966) illustrates this experimentally with his autokinetic experiment. This
experiment was based on individuals measuring the perceived movement of a point of
light 1n a darkened room, yet the movement was 1n actuality created by the eye-movement
of the participants. The participants who did the experiment in groups were found to use
the other’s estimates in making their own. They were subsequently found to use this
estimate even when doing the later experiments alone, demonstrating the influence that a
group can have on an individual. Social norms are theretore one indicator of group

cohesiveness, as they hold influence over the members. This will be explored further

below.

' The social psychology of attractiveness 1s well established. Festinger (1950) mentioned the importance of
proximity. Other factors included in analysis may be availability, reciprocity and similarity (Hogg, 1995).
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The conformity towards norms is a general observation, but there are more specific
displays of group cohesiveness and solidarity that can be explored within a group. For
example, in a strongly cohesive group, it would be expected that a high degree of

ethnocentrism would exist. Ethnocentrism, defined by Sumner in 1906, is understood as

a differentiation |...] between ourselves, the we-group, or in-group, and everybody
else, or the others-groups, out-groups. [...] Ethnocentrism is the technical name for
this view of things in which one’s own group is the center of everything, and all

others are scaled and rated with reference to it. (Sumner, cited in Brewer and

Miller, 1996:23)

[t 1s possible to see ethnocentrism as being not only a useful indicator of cohesiveness, but
one of the most fundamental processes involved in defining a group to its members. The
in-group preference and loyalty present in ethnocentric behaviour may define the
boundaries of the group. It 1s argued that a polarisation of attitudes and beliefs will occur
within members of groups, so that positions on political or social issues become more
strongly deﬁned in accordance with that of the group (Isenberg, 1986). Evidently, in-
group membership is an important factor affecting social norms and the perception of out-
group members. An example of this can be seen in the studies on stereotyping (Turner

“and Giles, 1981), and in particular that of self-categorisation theory which will be

discussed later.

Influence

As Festinger (1950) demonstrates, when group cohesiveness is in place, the group holds
influence over its members. In fact, as has been suggested, this may be one of the most

evident expressions of the ‘groupness’ of the group. Conformity of members can be

explained in a number of ways, and again, it is social norms that become a key element in
the literature. Perhaps the most famous experimental study of this is Solomon Asch’s
(1960) ‘line-length’ investigation, in which subjects were required to judge which of three
vertical lines was the same length as a standard one. In this experiment, participants were
seated in a group, yet in actuality only one of them was being studied, as the rest of the
group had been briefed to choose the wrong line exactly one third of the time. The

experiment shows that an individual can be swayed towards the majority view. In Asch’s

own words, the purpose of the research 1s:
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to study the social and personal conditions that induce individuals to resist or to

yield to group pressures when the latter are perceived to be contrary to fact (Asch,

1960: 1989, italics 1n original).

Brown (2000), tollowing Festinger, has suggested that a distinction can be made between
this experiment and the autokinetic experiment conducted by Sherrif (1966). He points
out that the subjects in the line-length experiment changed only their behaviour, whereas
those in Sherrif’s study changed their cognitive perception, as they were ‘influenced’ even
when taking the experiment alone. The distinction is made therefore between public

behaviour and private, internal change.

In the context of the social influence of group-membership, social norms, including
attitudinal norms, can therefore be seen to influence individual members. This aspect was
studied by Newcomb (1943) in his study of the students at Bennington College in the late
1930s. This piece of research uses attitude measurement and sociometric testing to plot
the political attitudes of the students on joining the college and in their higher years.
Newcomb finds that the newcomers have conservative political ‘culture’ — due to their
previous backgrounds — but that this changes to the predominant liberal attitude of the
campus culture and senior students. Two things are significant here. Firstly, that the
approach taken 1s non-experimental. Although not qualitative, the data gathered 1s
nonetheless taken from a ‘natural’ field. This therefore allows for greater validity of the
findings 1n applying to the world outside of the laboratory. Secondly, Newcomb
demonstrates how a group rewards its members for conforming to approved attitudes. If
members adopt the same dominant attitude of the group, they are seen to be better
associated with it, and therefore more ‘worthy’ of representing the group, in this case the
college. The group therefore encompasses processes of reward and approval.

Convergence of social norms can subsequently be seen to be less egalitarian and more a

process of social influence of dominant attitudes.

A final example of group influence can be seen in the study by Whyte (1955 [1937})
entitled Street Corner Society. This study is significant in many respects, not least
because it is an early ethnographic piece of research that was produced 1n the years when
the group dynamics field was developing. Essentially, it is a document of the structure

and functioning of a group, the Norton Street Gang. Within the book, Whyte explores
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several processes, including how the social norms of the gang serve to create cohesiveness
and how these influence the members. An example can be found in the types of behaviour
that the gang values, in common with Newcomb’s research mentioned above, although in
the gang’s case these attributes are defined as such things as ‘toughness’ or athletic ability
(Whyte, 1955). One of the most valuable aspects of this study, related entirely to the
qualitative methodology followed, is that Whyte is able to illustrate the complexity of
group behaviour in a ‘natural’ setting. The gang literally is ‘dynamic’, with reward and
influence a far more complicated process than is suggested by a brief examination of the

results of Newcomb’s sociometric tests. In particular, Whyte demonstrates how influence

works 1n a network of individuals, focussed around status and consequently, leadership.

Leadership and Status

Conformity, as explored above, is one aspect of group dynamics that can be conceived of
as an indicator of group cohesiveness. It is possible to see this cohesiveness as being a
product of an abstract set of social norms that are in a sense ‘out there’ — simply residing
somewhere within the fabric of the group, influencing members, but nowhere to be seen.
Whyte’s study of the Norton Street Gang illustrates that the opposite is true. According to
this, social norms — the behaviour and attitudes of a group — find their influence through
the communication of individual members, and their adoption can only be seen to be an
Inevitable consequence of membership to a certain extent. Subsequently, in the years
since Street Corner Society, Social Psychology has given a great deal of emphasis into this

process of status and leadership.

The basic finding of these studies 1s that individual members of groups do not have the
same status as one another. Groups are not egalitarian, even if they are established with
that aim in mind. Within a group, different expectations surround different members with
different roles. It 1s suggested by Hogg (1995) that ‘norms’ apply to the group as a whole,
but different roles apply to subgroups. These are prescriptions of behaviour that are

attached to different members. Hogg continues to give three distinct reasons for the

emergence of roles, given below:

1. They represent a division of labour in the group — only in the most simple
groups 1s there no division of labour.

2. They furnish clear-cut social expectations within the group, and information
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about how members relate to one another.
3. They furnish members with a self-definition and place within the group.

Clearly roles emerge to facilitate group functioning. (Hogg. 1995: 243).

The striking functionalist approach aside, these three points are a clear summary of the
conclusions of the numerous studies. For example, Slater (1955), using the Interaction
Process Analysis (IPA) developed by Bales, discovered that the member of a group likely
to be regarded by other members as most influential was not necessarily the member most
liked by them. Slater suggests that his conclusions point to two basic roles in problem-
solving groups. These are the task specialist, and the socio-emotional specialist. The
former would devote more time towards solving the problem, while the latter would often
be the one more liked by the members (Brown, 2000). This approach has been applied to
several different forms of group, although whether extending it in this way produces valid
conclusions is called into question by an analysis of its application to the tamily by
Parsons and Bales (1956), as argued by Brown (2000). The difficulty lies in the fact that
Parsons and Bales’ theory suggest that the different specialists are incompatible, although
Slater’s original research does not argue this. Clearly, although differentiation ot roles

occurs within groups, these may not necessarily be exclusive.

Despite the fact that Slater’s (1955) research is focused on problem-solving groups, it is
possible to see the second and third reasons for the emergence of roles given by Hogg
above, in the well-known experiment conducted by Phillip Zimbardo (2002). In this
experiment that studied the behaviour of students given roles in a simulated prison (and
that had to be dramatically stopped short of its full term), a clearly defined division of
labour was constructed. With this, a clear set of self-definitions emerged, used by the
students in their respective roles to act them out to the full. It appears that when groups
exist, or are constructed with a specific organisational task, Hogg’s (1995) three points
about the development of roles ring true. The question must be asked therefore: what is

the case in groups which do not have an explicitly defined organisation at the outset?

The conclusions given by Whyte (1955), in Street Corner Society, suggest several things

about roles in groups. His research illustrates the complexities of status within roles, and
in particular, allows something to be said of leadership. In discussing the leader of one of
the gangs in cornerville, Whyte suggests that he is the one that best displays the behaviour

that the group values most. For example, if the group values boxing, then the leader must
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be competent at it (Homans, 1950). The difference between this and that of Slater (1955)
Is that in the latter, a reasonably clear task is in place and outlined explicitly, but in the
case of a street gang, this is not necessarily the case. Further to this, it is suggested that
the leader not only lives up to the expectations, but promotes those qualities in which they

excel. This, of course, creates an added pressure of demand upon them. Homans (1950)

in summarising this, suggests that within the politics of the street corner society

It follows that the leader always gives more in money and favours to his followers than

he ever receives from them, and that he 1s enabled to do so just because he is a leader.

He has a patronage to dispense. He pays them in money; they repay him in the coin of

accepted leadership. (Homans, 1950: 170)

The leader can therefore be expected to hold a position central to the communication of
the group, and indeed, if not present, the cohesiveness of the group may be seriously
disrupted to the extent of breaking down. Lippitt and White (1960) examine the behaviour
of adult leaders in children’s clubs that are trained in three different types of leadership
practice, in an attempt to explore the reactions of the members of the groups. These
leadership treatments are described as ‘authoritarian’, ‘democratic’ and ‘laissez-faire’, and
are alternated after six weeks of meetings. In constructing these leadership types, Lippitt
and Whyte suggest that in the first approach all policy is determined by the leader, in the
second group discussion should decide, and in the third, the group have complete freedom.
In the course of their research, although not originally a primary concern, they discovered
much about the behaviour of leaders in group situations. Principally, they found that each
of the leaders became “more like the others in the same role than he was like himself from
one role to another” (Lippitt and Whyte, 1960: 538). Not inconsequentially, therefore,
they demonstrate how roles, when adopted by individuals, significantly change behaviour

towards other members.

Another notable conclusion to emerge from this experiment 1s that in ‘democracy’ there 1s
“more group-mindedness and more friendliness” (Lippitt and Whyte, 1960:546). They
observed that the use of the pronoun ‘I’ was used less frequently than ‘we’ and that more
‘oroup-minded’ remarks were used, suggesting behaviour for the group as a whole rather
than as an individual. In fact the conclusions as a whole suggest that democracy is more
efficient, produces less aggression, involves less play (and consequently more work) and

is preferred by the boys in the experiment. This research is an example of the growing
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trend for exploratory study into “efficiency’ in group work that was occurring in the late
1950s in the United States. Consequently, the conclusions, and the experimental
methodology used to generate the categories of leadership styles, should be seen in this —
particularly political — context. This was an influential step in the development of

research into group dynamics and continues now in the form of management research.

Task-effectiveness

The approach taken by Lippitt and Whyte (1960) briefly explored above, was part of a
trend of leadership research that in the 1950s produced one of the most cited concepts in
managerial literature: Bales’ (1951) IPA system noted above, which produced the
categorisation of ‘task’ and ‘socio-emotional’ leaders. Brown (2000) points out that these
two categories are similar to the autocratic and democratic styles of Lippett and Whyte, as

the concept of whether behaviour is task-directed or not 1s present in both studies.

These two studies focus on the explicit behaviour towards a task, but in some cases of
group behaviour it is as though the leader has a ‘magical’ ability to successtully lead a
group. The theory of charismatic leadership has been developed, studying less of the
personality traits of an individual, and more of the relationship between leaders and other
members (Brown, 2000). Yet the research in this area, as Brown (2000) suggests, has not
to date been clear about what exactly contributes to charismatic leadership. Nevertheless,
it does appear that a charismatic leader is someone who is able to express the ‘essence’ of
the group, at least in the eyes of the other members. Fiedler (1978) explores a similar 1dea
when he concludes that leadership in groups is a contingent process of matching the style
of leadership with that required in the situation. He puts forward three components, one of
which is ‘power’, suggesting that leaders have the power to reward other members, but
that this may be greater or lesser depending on the attitude of those members towards that
leader. In this contingency theory, the amount of control that a leader has is strongly
related to the effectiveness of their leadership. Yet how is it possible to simultaneously
have the power to change the group, yet at the same time embody its norms? Hollander
(1958) suggests that this is done by building up ‘credit’ with the rest of the group by doing
such things as displaying competence within the group objectives. Evidently, social
psychological studies of leadership, whether experimental or ‘naturalistic’, must still hold

the question of group commitment and cohesiveness firmly in mind.
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Hawthorne Studies

Group structure and behaviour could be understood in a rather simplistic ‘leader’ and
‘follower’ manner, but as the work ot Hollander mentioned above demonstrates, in
practice groups rarely conform to this pattern. Not only does the leader have to modify
and control his action in order to gain legitimacy as a person of high status within the
group, but the behaviour of all the members combines to produce certain effects.
Observations of this nature can be seen in the early psychological and management
literature, but nowhere more clearly than in the research known as the ‘Hawthorne
Studies’ conducted in the late 1920s and early ‘30s in Chicago. These were experimental
studies designed to observe the behaviour of workers in different working environments
and times and relate it to their productivity. These studies are important to examine, not
only because they present some of the first research into this area, but also because, while
a primary concern may have been productivity of workers, several other observations

about group behaviour are documented.

The experiments of most relevance here took place in a room set-aside in the Western
Electric Company, termed the Bank Wiring Observation Room. This was in an attempt to
create an observational setting without placing the participants in conditions abnormal to
their ‘normal’” working environment. The well-known ‘hawthorne effect’ (Giddens, 2001)
emerged from the earlier experiments in this series, in which the researchers discovered
that productivity rose regardless of the conditions the participants were placed under. It
would be tempting to discount this research due to this initial finding, but the later
observations are interesting despite this earlier experimental ‘error’. Primary among these
1s the beginning of an understanding of the complexities of group work. Productivity, in
the context of the workers at the Western Electric Company, is related not only to
environment, but also to the intragroup behaviour that occurs amongst the workers. For
example, it is suggested that the potential to produce more output, particularly in the
afternoons, was higher than the actual output due to the influence of conversations and
‘cames’. This observation is in addition to the finding that workers would alter their

records in order to assure earnings. This is more evidence for the difficulties of studying

group behaviour in ‘unnatural’ settings.

The understanding of group cohesiveness described previously can suggest a singular,

homogenous collective — this or a ‘non-group’ — yet these early Hawthorne studies present
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something quite different. The researchers discovered the emergence of two cliques
within the working group in the observation room, nicknamed “the group in front” and
“the group at the back” (Homans, 1960: 70). These two cliques were evident by their
Inter-group behaviour and observable differences in the actions of members of each group.
They noted for example, that the first clique felt their activities were superior to the second,
with one member suggesting that in contrast to the other group, “we talk about things of
some 1mportance” (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939: 510). In addition, controversies
were far less frequent 1n this group - for example about whether the room’s window
should be open or shut. The observations ranged from noting the differing amounts and
price of confectionery bought and the differences in the ‘games’ that were enacted, more
of which 1s discussed below. Clearly, this commentary can be seen as displaying the basic
distinction between in-group and out-group member preference in ethnocentric behaviour.
In this case however, the most interesting aspect is in the clearly observable behaviour that

distinguishes the boundary between one group and another, and that may include actions

that are not based on apparent ‘conflict’.

The Hawthorne studies produced valuable data on the nature of intra-group social
behaviour in the context of a work environment, but can this be extended this to other
settings? It 1s possible to assess this by examining one set of observations to emerge from
the research: the ‘games’ played by the members of the two groups. These games include
betting on whether coins would match when thrown, playing card games and pooled bets
on various spectator sports. The significant element here is that although these games
took place occasionally during work, they usually they occurred during lunch breaks. We
could suggest two conclusions from this. Firstly that the context although ostensibly still
In a work environment, is in actuality a leisure setting. Secondly, even if this claim were

rejected, there are undoubtedly many other non-work settings where informal ‘games’

‘. perhaps

may occur. These games might not be structured in the same way as above
revolving more around ‘word-play’, particularly as found in computer mediated
communication (Ruedenerg et al, 1997), but can be classified in a similar way nonetheless.
In the studies, some out-group members were often accused by in-group members of
‘horsing around’ (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939: 468). In essence, these informal

social exchanges of play serve to create or break bonds, in this case leading to the two

cliques.

*They may be actual games with set rules explicitly understood by the participants. Laurter, et al (2001)
examining behaviour in a cafe suggested that one use of the tables is the playing ot games.
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Conflict

Groups, in developing their own boundaries, will often develop hostility. The individuals
of the Bank Wiring Observation Room described above were observed to have formed
friendships with selective members and antagonisms with others. These were, on the most
part, found to occur between pairs, and notably friendships were usually found within the
two groups rather than between them (Homans, 1960). Clearly this is part of the process
of defining, or at least working within defined boundaries. Ethnocentric behaviour in this
analysis demands of necessity a rejection of other out-group behaviour. This conflict
between groups has been explained in the bulk of the literature of social psychology in
two ways, based firstly on individual aggression and secondly on the concept of ‘social
1dentity’. Research referred to in this first area is primarily based on large categories, such
as race and ethnicity, hence it 1s at times difficult to see how this relates to more micro-

scale interaction between smaller groups. Nevertheless, it should be briefly noted.

The first theory argues that inter-group conflict and prejudice occurs due to frustration,
and consequently 1s known as ‘frustration-aggression’ theory (Brown, 2000). This theory
includes the 1dea of a “scapegoat’ which is chosen as the target of prejudice. However, as
Brown (2000) notes, individual anger 1s seen as the main cause of collective action and
therefore it appears to be difficult to understand this in the context of goal-directed groups.
The notion of relative deprivation 1s an adjunct to this theory and can be used to explain
social disorder. Grant and Brown (1995) conducted a study where two groups were told
they would be rewarded for their work depending on their assessment by the other group.
One group was told that they would receive less than the other, and consequently, strong
in-group bias was observed in addition to many derogatory comments about the other
group. On a larger scale, some similarity between relative deprivation theory and

Merton’s theory of social disorder could be argued.

Social Identity

All of the areas of research into group processes explored so far have, since the latter part
of the twentieth century, been influenced and in some cases altered by one concept. This

approach to group behaviour and ‘belongingness’ is known as Social Identity Theory, and
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it is important to present a briet overview, as it effects the understanding of all of the

concepts discussed above.

The theory began in the 1970s and its name was employed by Turner and Brown (1978),

encompassing the various descriptions utilised by Tajfel (Turner, 1999). Tajfel had

developed the Minimal Group Paradigm, from an experiment where children were

assigned to one of two groups and displayed in-group favouritism despite all other
variables being constant (Hogg, 1995). This experimental study demonstrates how in-
group attitudes emerge, even with no similarity other than being assigned to one group.
Further studies have found the same result, and it is suggested that it is via a process of
‘social categorisation’ that this occurs. Essentially, it is argued that when an individual is
categorised as being members of a group, they identify with that group category in their
psychological behaviour and their commitment to that group (Hogg, 1995). This work on
minimal groups therefore lays a strong psychological foundation for the ethnocentrism

encountered 1n the earlier studies, especially as 1t 1s argued that when self-categorised, a

strong homogenisation of the out-group by the in-group members occurs".

Social Identity Theory is a continuation of this to wider societies, examining conflict and
inter-group behaviour between both large-scale groups and smaller groups, such as clubs
and small organisations. The theory argues that social categories such as these provide
members with a social identity. Fundamentally, this identity is not only a description of
self, but also a prescription of behaviour. The group becomes more than an arena in which
individual selves enact action: it actually becomes part of individual’s selt-concept.
Nevertheless this is seen as being separate from personal identity (Turner, 1982). Itis
possible to see that individuals can belong to multiple social groups, and it is argued that
these multiple social identities become salient in different contexts (Hogg, 1995). When
salient, such as in a context of conflict, the need for positive self esteem”drives members
to strive for positive social identity. This social identity is of course that of the in-group,
and the social identity perspective thereby becomes a useful tool in assessing group

behaviour and the dynamics of membership.

Conclusion: Group Processes and the New Communities

3 Some more recent work has questioned this somewhat (Spears et al, 1999).
“This is a concept developed in Festinger’s (1954) theory of social comparison.
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How would the previous research presented on group processes be relevant to
communities in late modernity? An initial effort must be made to construct a satisfactory
definition of a group in the context ot a discussion on communities. Is the concept of the
‘group’ indeed different from the concept of ‘community’, or are they in use, one and the
same? This 1s no easy question to approach, as it has already been shown how
multifaceted the various understandings of a ‘group’ are. Yet perhaps this is one of the
strengths of the concept in contemporary times, when an individual’s potential
membership of groups multiplies (see Giddens, 1991; Gergen, 1991). Questions also arise
when examining possible membership of internet groups and web-based ‘communities’.
For example, should they be understood as primary groups, even though it is difficult to
argue that actual ‘face-to-face’ interaction occurs? It is debatable whether a physical
bodily presence is required for a group to be considered as a community. Rheingold has
defined ‘virtual communities’ as “social aggregations that emerge from the net when
enough people interact for long enough with sufficient feeling to form webs of personal
relations 1n cyberspace” (Rheingold, quoted in Smith, accessed 2000). In light of the
above discussion, we might want to suggest a definition that includes the concepts of
social 1dentity, cohesion and influence in addition to Rheingold’s “sufficient feeling”; but
nevertheless, 1t does not appear that a physical presence 1s necessary. The essential
question 1s perhaps whether the processes work in the same way in these ‘virtual’ worlds

as in the physical ones.

Clearly, one expectation of a fragmented and transitory group characteristic of late
modernity would be that its cohesiveness is reduced. With less time to build up
relationships of attraction, less time to play games and involve oneself 1n other non-

explicitly goal-directed behaviour, it could be suggested that ‘commitment’ to these

groups, which we can understand in this context as being a combination of cohesiveness
and in-group preference, is reduced. Fundamentally, therefore, we could subsequently
argue that the influence towards conformity would also be reduced. Yet Tajtel’s work on

the minimal group is strong evidence that in-group preference and out-group stereotyping
can occur quickly, and with minimal effort to form complex social bonds. Perhaps when

groups are so transitory, the salience of particular social identities is no more reduced than
in long term memberships. Is it possible that social identities are in fact strengthened in
that transitory moment of salient membership? These questions all point to the fact that

more empirical study of late-modern groupings is required. The rest of this thesis takes on

this task by exploring groups of contemporary Pagans.
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Chapter Three: British Paganism as a Literature of

History and Religion

Introduction

This thesis 1s about a collection of people who, at the beginning of a new millennium,
claim to live ‘between the worlds’. They have one foot in the world of ‘mundane’ affairs -
employment, education, family and relationships — yet their other foot is in another world
far removed from this one: a world of fairies, spirits, goddesses and gods and fantastical
magical powers. Developing over many years, but predominantly in the second half of the
twentieth century, contemporary Paganism’ has in recent times become a prominent
feature 1n British and American culture. Films such as The Craft and The Blair Witch
Project and television series including Buffy and Charmed have brought themes of magic
and witchcraft to the fore. Yet, despite the media attention from Hollywood and the
availability of published material, the actual contemporary Pagan religion remains
something of a subculture, hidden in many respects from the great majority of people. It
1s this border-crossing aspect of the religion — the practice of the practitioners in their
everyday lives — that 1s of particular sociological interest, not least because in order to
maintain a ‘Pagan 1dentity’ whilst also remaining ‘hidden’ (if that 1s indeed the case) must
require a particular set of social skills. These skills are directed to boundaries within the
Pagan community, in addition to those more explicit boundaries without, and form some

of the observable processes of doing community that are examined in the chapters to

follow.

Before exploring these processes in different settings, it is helpful to present an
introduction to the field of study: contemporary British Paganism. This chapter wili
consequently introduce some of the facets of the religion, with an aim to making some
Pagan-specific aspects understandable. In order to do this, the chapter begins with an
examination of the historical development of the contemporary Pagan movement. This is

followed by a brief exploration of the different forms of Paganism, known as “traditions’

> Academic study of this phenomenon has tended to use ‘Neopaganism’ as a defining term. However, the
majority of the work has been conducted in the United States. I choose to use the term ‘Paganism"_as this 1S
the one predominantly used by members of the religion in the UK. In fact, | have not met one British Paga.n
during my research who has defined their religion as ‘Neopaganism’. Similarly, | capitalise ‘Pagan’, as this
is the practice found in Pagan journals and the majority of texts by Pagan authors.
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by Pagans themselves. The final section of this chapter approaches the issues of Paganism
in late modernity. As a developing religion, contemporary Paganism has had both the
opportunity and challenge of maintaining a debate with academic studies of world
religions while simultaneously finding its own boundaries and unique character. While it
would be tempting to present only a ‘Pagan perspective’, perhaps staying true to the
ethnographic 1deal of accurately describing realities “without unduly disrupting — thus
distorting — these worlds 1n the process” (Gubrium and Holstein, 1997:19), in ‘reality’
contemporary Pagans engage with academic texts that describe their religion, and this
subsequently becomes part of their ‘world’. Thus, it is necessary to comprehend the

academic, ‘expert’ explications in addition to ‘lay’ Pagan understanding. Both of these

two knowledges are explored in this chapter.

Drawing from the Past: The Development of Contemporary

Paganism

One of the most striking features of contemporary Paganism is that it is extremely difficult
to define, making sociological study challenging from the outset. Unlike many other
religions or spiritual movements, there 1s no easily recognisable core text within which
one can find the central tenets or moral discourse of Paganism. As yet, no ‘Pagan bible’
connecting all branches of the religion has been accepted, making it instantly in another
category to the majority of the most popular monotheistic religions. Rather, several texts
are referred to in Pagan discourse, written by both scholars and non-academic Pagans. As
will be seen, the very idea of a central text would be anathema to many members of the
Pagan community, as it would pose the danger of what is now a relatively fluid movement
becoming stagnant and ‘fundamentalist’. This is not of course to say that Paganism 1s
incapable of fundamentalism — in fact in certain circumstances the fundamentalism 1s rife

— but if there is one predominant feature of the current movement, it is that it 1s pluralistic

and inclusive, at least this forms one of the claims of many members.

Ronald Hutton: The Pagan Scholar

With any contemporary community, it should be possible to locate it within a historical
context. if not to discover its definitive ‘origins’, at the very least provide clues as to its

broad cultural field. This task has been most clearly undertaken by one academic, Ronald
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Hutton, who has published several books on the history and practices of Pagans past,
recently focussing on the history of pagan witchcraft in Britain in Triumph of the Moon: A
History of Modern Pagan Witchcraft, published in 1999, Academic study of Paganism is
still relatively limited, and although 1t has increased dramatically since the late 1990s,
much of it continues to emphasise the movement in the United States. Hutton, professor of
History at Bristol University in the United Kingdom and a Pagan himself, remains one of
the few to work almost solely on British Paganism in History and the present.
Undoubtedly his own Pagan faith helps his work to be accepted by other Pagans. He is
quoted in several key Pagan texts, including those by Pagan-respected authors such as
Vivianne Crowley (1994), and 1s regularly referred to in the Pagan Federation’s journal,
Pagan Dawn. Additionally, he makes regular appearances at Pagan conferences in the
UK and abroad. He is therefore extremely well known in the Pagan community, and his
account of the historical background of contemporary Paganism is cohesive and

persuasive to many Pagans — at least in part. It is consequently useful to present some of

his account here.

Before tracing a genealogy of contemporary Paganism, it 1s important to recognise that its
cultural heritage 1s based, 1n part, on the locations where it is presently practiced. With
this in mind, Hutton argues that Paganism 1n its present form is essentially a religion of
Western Europe, Australia and the United States. It 1s certainly true that very little
information is found in English about Pagan forms in other parts of the world and the
references that are made to it are often produced by ex-patriots who continue practicing
their religion while living 1n their new country®. One reason for this may be that those
countries already have their own forms of ‘nature-based’ religion that can be adjusted to
modern needs and therefore an imported one would be less likely to take a strong hold.
Nevertheless, as Hutton suggests, it can be said that the catalyst that began the Western
revival and reinvention of the contemporary Pagan religions was the publications and
activities of one British man, Gerald Gardner. Gardner’s book Witchcraft Today,
published in 1954, fused previous speculative history with folklore and anthropology and

when combined with his activities in a Witchcraft coven, instigated the growth and

development of contemporary Paganism.

Hutton (1999), analysing published works contemporary to his periods of study, argues

that over time there have been four ‘languages’ of paganism. These languages, or

5 See for example “Persephone in Japan”, in Pagan Dawn, Autumn 2001, Pagan Federation.
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ideological discourses, have informed past and present opinion about contemporary
Paganism, and selectively have become the internal ideology of the current movement.
The first of these languages belongs in the realm of early anthropological writings and
missionary work overseas, and is essentially a negative portrayal of tribal religion. Within
these texts, the ‘rational’, godly explorer, would expose rituals and behaviour that was
wholly unacceptable to much of their nineteenth century readership, and due to the
negative slant emphasised by the authors, these religious rituals were made all the more
horrific. When placed within the context of Darwinian evolutionary theory that was
becoming widely held by many, the similarity between contemporary ‘savages’ and the
pre-Christian (thereby pre-civilised) peoples was easy to assume. By this process pagan

and primitive savage became linked in further writings and rhetoric.

Hutton’s second language of paganism is positive. It is the approach taken by scholars of
the same time period, and paradoxically went hand in hand with the above notion. Here
the paganism 1s that of ancient Greece and Rome, seen to be intellectual, civilised and
developed, 1n stark contrast to the ‘savage’. This paradox can be understood however, he
claims, arguing that the Greek and Roman culture was seen as a pre-cursor to Christian
religion and morality, consequently being a less-developed form of the latter. The
primitive savage pagan was not seen as belonging to this same category. The first two
languages therefore describe the attitudes primarily in pre-twentieth century literature.
Hutton continues his exploration by turning his attention to a more ostensibly ‘religious’
discourse — his third ‘language’ — that of the theosophical movement formed by Helena
Petrovna Blavatsky in the late nineteenth century and her influential book Isis Unveiled,
produced in 1878. Blavatsky argues that understanding of the world should come from
combining both science and psychic investigation. Hutton suggests that although she may
be seen as a pagan, “the multi-cultural, supranational Blavatsky remained at heart what
she had been as a girl: a Russian Orthodox Christian” (Hutton, 1999:19). This discourse

brings the notion of a ‘single divine world-soul’ and, due to Blavatsky’s love of eastern
religion, the principle of reincarnation is predominant. These two aspects to Theosophy

will be seen to have become absorbed into contemporary Paganism.

way for a questioning of the dominant religious forms, it is in German Romanticism that

the most powerful influence on the development ot a contemporary Pagan discourse can
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be found’. Hutton claims that it can be seen as the combination of three forces:

“admiration for ancient Greece, nostalgia for a vanished past, and desire for an organic

unity between people, culture, and nature” (Hutton, 1999: 21). Although this began in the
mid-eighteenth centuries, he states that it can be traced through to the poetry and prose of
Keats and Shelly and beyond to the writings of D.H. Lawrence and E.M. Forster. By
using these authors, he demonstrates how ideas of pagan worship (of Greek gods) and love
of ‘nature’ had developed in the nineteenth century in the arts. Within this network there
were even calls for revival of the pagan religions. This is when the term ‘pagan’ took on a
positive, liberated artistic meaning. The fourth language — German Romanticism — was to
influence much of British culture and academic thought. Evidently, when seen from the
enduring perspective of the Enlightenment’s questioning of Christianity, in addition to a
nostalgic sentiment of anti-industrialism found in the Romanticism in England, the stage
was set for interest in new forms of ‘nature’ spirituality. It was in this context that, Hutton

states, Gerald Gardner produced Witchcraft Today, and modern Paganism emerged.

According to Hutton, the history of modern Paganism is long and complex. Although
these differing discourses relate to many forms of paganism, it is difficult to argue that any
of the people who espoused them were ‘Pagan’ in the present form, at least until Gerald
Gardner. Authors prior to him had remained either interested observers of other cultures —
whether holding positive or negative attitudes to state Christianity — or ‘pagan’ in the
nineteenth century sense of anti-establishment practices. It is interesting therefore to see
exactly what influence these ‘languages’ have in Paganism as it 1s today. Certainly the
Paganism of Greece and Rome can be seen in many Pagan rituals as described in books
such as Janet and Stewart Farrar’s (1987) The Witches’ Goddess and their popular (1984)
The Witches Way®, and the use of the four ‘elements’ is observable in the majority of
Pagan Magic. In effect, the history of Paganism cannot be separated from its current
practice, if the practice examined is that of Magic. As will be seen in Chapter Five, the
standard ritual format remains the same as that produced by Gerald Gardner 1n his
conception of modern Witchcraft. The ritual components of a ‘magic circle’, four
‘elements’ of Earth, Air, Fire and Water and the concepts of ‘energy’ can all be seen to
stem from the influences that Hutton cites. Nevertheless, his book is interesting in

another sense: that it affords a certain amount of respectability to Paganism. Hutton writes

" Hutton argues that the Enlightenment discourse might be better seen as Deism or Atheism, rather' than

paganism, and therefore we can assume that this is not a separate ‘language’ but merely one more influence.

* Thi ' ‘ ' ible’ 6) by Phoenix Publishing and was offered as ‘required
This has been reissued as ‘A Witches Bible’ (1996) by Phoen g

reading’ at several Pagan meetings I attended.
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a text that, in spite of his use of ‘languages’ to avoid a simplistic linear history, gives

contemporary Paganism a concrete past.

Categorising Contemporary Paganism: Sociology of Religion

Without a doubt, during the research for this thesis, Ronald Hutton was the academic
author referred to most at Pagan gatherings. His is a name that many will recognise, but
there are others who have been working on Paganism in Britain and that also make
appearances at the same conferences as Pagans. There is a growing field of study in
Religious Studies and Sociology departments that approaches Paganism in contemporary
times. The texts produced by these authors attempt to understand the ‘religious’ aspect of
the movement: 1ts beliefs and magical acts. All of these studies have the same difficulty,

expressed accurately by Graham Harvey (1996b):

It 1s not possible to produce a list of beliefs to which all Pagans would assent. The
number and names of divinities vary considerably - not only between Druids and
Wiccans (for example) but even from one Coven or Grove to the next. In a public
(‘open’) ceremony one Pagan might say 'Goddess' and the next will understand that

to be a reference to all the Goddesses or even to all living things, or to the entire

cosmos. (Harvey, 1996b).

This conundrum has not prevented many religious studies scholars from attempting to
categorise contemporary Paganism as one homogenous group, however. Many have
attempted to fit it neatly into previously existing religious categories. Hanegraaf, for
example, 1n his in-depth study, New Age Religion and Western Culture, has placed
Paganism within the New Age movement, although he is keen to emphasise that the claim
1s with reservations. Ronald Hutton has observed the trend and suggested that “scholars
who have specialized in studying the New Age have generally accepted Paganism,
including witchcraft, to be an aspect of that movement. Those who have studied

Paganism are insistent that it is not” (Hutton, 1999: 411). The literature emerging from

Pagan academics like Hutton is strongly in favour of removing Paganism from firm

associations with the New Age. Hanegraaf suggests that in the case of one author, 1t 1s

“inspired by apologetic considerations” due to the fact that he himself 1s a neopagan
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(Hanegraff, 1998)°. Joanne Pearson (1998), essentially taking a similar approach to Roy
Wallis (1984), argues that while followers of the New Age seek to escape the modemn
world, Wiccans - followers of Wicca, one form of Paganism — attempt to live within it and
improve 1it. It seems clear that the two movements have similarities and differences.
Nevertheless, 1t does appear that the distinction is not as clear as these authors would like

it to be'’.

Traditions: A Pagan Perspective

At the same time as Sociologists of religion have been grappling with contemporary
Paganism 1n a context of secularisation and contrary New Age practices, Pagans
themselves have been organising and categorising their beliefs according to ‘traditions’.
This has been retflected in the writings of Pagan academics and in the growth of books
devoted to the practices of each tradition. Carpenter (1996), in examining these different

traditions, states that

Contemporary Paganism represents a synthesis of historical inspiration and
present-day creativity. While the authenticity of historical claims can certainly be

questioned, such claims nevertheless provide inspiration for the current evolution

of new forms of spirituality. (Carpenter, 1996:47)

It has been argued convincingly that ‘tradition’, particularly on a broad scale, can be seen
to be invented in times more recent than that often claimed (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983).
Magliocco (2000) has noted the difficulty in seeing folk traditions as ‘survivals’ from a
pre-Christian era, as it does not fully take into account cultural changes. We can apply
this to the Pagan religion’s ‘traditions’, suggesting that, while some practices may have
roots in pre-history, it is likely that they have changed beyond recognition throughout
history. The Pagans I spoke to often used the term ‘path’ instead of “tradition’, perhaps as

a method of overcoming the rather dubious claims of authentic heredity claimed by many.

° The author is Aiden Kelly of (1991) Crafting the Art of Magic: Book I, St. Paul, Minnesota: Llewellyn

Publications. | |
'% For example, Hutton (1999) states that “*[o]ne of the most celebrated claims of the New Age is that

humans make their own reality; I have yet to meet a pagan witch who would agree’:’. My own research has
led me to several Pagan Witches who would concur with the New Age statement given.
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