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Abstract: Work in the community studies tradition has been accused of perpetuating a static, 
over-integrated conception of community. Recent critics of communitarian thought similarly 
attack the idea of community for its exclusiveness, and for privileging unity over difference. A 
review of the classic Welsh rural community studies shows that although much in them supports 
these claims, they also allow an alternative conception of communities as loosely structured 
networks lending themselves to subtle distinctions and flexible boundaries. This less repressive 
version of community is endorsed by recent accounts of the social construction of community in 
the context of changing rural social relations. 

I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

T he work produced by sociologists and anthropologists w i t h i n the genre 
of community studies has never been par t icu lar ly easy to absorb in to 

the mainstream of social theory and analysis. One reason often suggested for 
th i s is t ha t the work i t se l f has failed to be sufficiently cumulat ive (Kent , 
1981, p. 37; Crow and A l l a n , 1994, p . 195); whatever thei r ind iv idua l meri ts , 
the various studies do not display enough cont inui ty and comparabi l i ty to 
allow useful generalisation, of the k i n d tha t has been regarded widely as the 
end goal of the social sciences. Al though attempts have been made from t ime 
to t ime to place them w i t h i n some in tegra t ing theoretical framework — for 
example, Warren (1963) and Stein (1964) i n the USA, Frankenberg (1966) i n 
the U K — this has owed more usual ly to the imposi t ion of some predeter
mined perspective such as "bureaucratisation" or "modernisation" derived 
from the outside t han to any coherent in terpreta t ion generated from w i t h i n 



the studies themselves. The i r value has been ra ther as case studies, to 
provide relevant i l lustrat ions, to suggest possible lines of exploration, and to 
add some richness of observation to the sociological diet. Consequently there 
has tended to be a w i l l i n g endorsement of R u t h Glass's somewhat g l ib 
dismissal of the community study as the sociologist's inadequate substitute 
for the novel (Glass, 1966, p . 148). 

When t ime has been found to pay serious at tention to the actual content of 
community studies, then a pret ty consistent and very damaging set of cr i t ical 
points have been made about i t , ha rmful enough to b r ing about a lengthy 
period d u r i n g wh ich they were largely ignored. The recent resurgence of 
interest i n ideas of community (Crow and A l l a n , 1994), l inked i n part to the 
rise of ideas of communi t a r i an i sm, has brought w i t h i t some emphatic 
restatements of essentially this orthodox critique, which is encapsulated wel l 
i n Wright ' s verdict (Wr igh t , 1992, p. 202) tha t "the representation of com
m u n i t y i n the studies was ahistorical ; i t rel ied on a model of funct ional 
equ i l i b r ium; and i t could not cope w i t h change". This comment is fami l ia r 
enough not to requ i re m u c h elaborat ion. Ru ra l communi ty studies i n 
par t icular have been accused again and again of depicting the community as 
a well-defined, relat ively self-contained ent i ty , small i n size, and marked by 
an inner coherence and s t ructural consistency, tha t behaves i n a system-like 
way to ma in t a in the status quo and resist external pressures for change (for 
example, Be l l and Newby, 1971; Harper, 1989; Rapport, 1993, pp. 32-33). 
Similar statements have been made about sociological accounts of small-town 
communities, such as the classic "Yankee City" studies (Warner et al., 1963) 
and Stacey's or ig ina l work on Banbury (Stacey, 1960) and they would also 
apply, to some degree, to wel l -known studies of work ing class communities, 
m i n i n g villages etc. (Young and Wi lmot t , 1962; Dennis et al., 1969). 

I t is th i s image, or ideal , of communi ty which is reproduced, and chal
lenged, i n some more recent responses to the g rowth of communi ta r i an 
sentiments and practices i n B r i t a i n and the USA. A recent review notes the 
fears which have been expressed tha t any movement founded on a concern for 
communi ty life is l iable to "degenerate into some form of Fascist au thor i 
t a r i an i sm" (Tam, 1998, p. 32), whi le , i n an in f luen t ia l paper, I r i s M a r i o n 
Young has attacked the ideal of community as i t is presented i n democratic 
socialist po l i t i ca l thought , on the grounds t h a t i t "privileges u n i t y over 
difference, immediacy over mediation, sympathy over recognition of the l imi t s 
of one's unders tanding of others from the i r point of view" (1990, p. 300). 
Young has the unusua l , i f not unique, d is t inc t ion of f ind ing a pol i t ica l 
pos i t ion f rom w h i c h i t is permissible to be "against" communi ty (pace 
Wil l iams , 1977, p. 112). 

I n a more complete expression of her objections, i n which we can see clear 



echoes of the charges t h a t have been levelled at the communi ty studies 
l i terature, she makes the following claims: 

Insofar as the ideal of community entails promoting a model of face-to-
face relations as best, i t devalues and denies difference i n the form of 
temporal and spatial distancing. The ideal of a society consisting of 
decentralised face-to-face communities is undesirably Utopian i n several 
ways. I t fails to see tha t alienation and violence are not only a function 
of mediat ion of social relations but also can and do exist i n face-to-face 
relations. ... The ideal of community ... totalises and detemporalises its 
conception of social life ... I t provides no understanding of the move from 
here to there tha t would be rooted i n an understanding of the contra
dictions and possibilities of existing society. (Young, 1990, p. 302.) 

Whi le Young's analysis is projected forwards, to the future realisation of an 
ideal, and is therefore addressed to the rhetoric of community rather than to 
the nature of actually existing communities, nevertheless much of wha t she 
says fi ts closely w i t h arguments tha t have been attached to sociological 
representations of the realities of community. They also have been accused of 
fa i l ing to recognise the existence of conflict and division w i t h i n communities, 
presenting instead a false impression of consensus and harmony, and there
fore have been seen as incapable of providing any explanation for change 
other than as a result of exogenous contingencies (Gibbon, 1973; Day, 1979). 

Wha t Young objects to principally is the exclusiveness impl ied by notions of 
community. As she puts i t , the "desire for u n i t y or wholeness i n discourse 
generates borders, dichotomies, and exclusions" (Young, 1990, p. 301) which 
can lead to a forced homogeneity. Thus the at tempt to embody the discourse 
of communi ty i n feminis t and radical pol i t ica l organisations is seen as 
b r ing ing about unwanted exclusions, since any defini t ion of what members 
have i n common necessarily implies some form of closure against "outsiders". 
Young advocates instead a politics of difference, a vision of "inexhaustible 
heterogeneity" and "irreducible part icular i ty" of the k i n d which she considers 
can be experienced between strangers i n the life of the city. This contrast is 
replicated elsewhere, more blunt ly , i n the assertion tha t "community is about 
closed systems and reified relations, and ci ty, about openness and change. 
Th i s difference is predicated upon different l i fe-worlds and modes of 
appropriat ing space". (McBeath and Webb, 1997, p. 249.) 

There is no question bu t t ha t Young identifies correctly some of the 
possible dangers associated w i t h ideas of community. I n part icular she notes 
the affinity between this type of understanding of community, and "the desire 
for identif ication tha t underlies racial and ethnic chauvinism" (Young, 1990, 
p. 312), and hence the probabi l i ty t h a t i n the context of a racis t and 



chauvinis t ic society, appeals to community may be used to validate such 
impulses. However, Young's argument is flawed by her readiness to a t t r ibute 
a single meaning to the t e r m community, as i f there was only one way i n 
w h i c h i t could be in terpreted. Even w i t h i n the l i m i t e d sphere of social 
democratic thought, this is an unl ike ly proposition. Furthermore, there runs 
th rough her discussion the sort of confusion between normative and factual 
claims about community tha t has constantly bedevilled the use of the te rm i n 
sociology, despite the efforts of wr i t e r s l i ke Be l l and Newby (1976) to 
dis t inguish our knowledge of what community is from our beliefs about what 
we would l ike i t to be. Other critiques of communitar ian ideas from a s imilar 
stance to Young's challenge precisely this tendency to elide description w i t h 
prescription i n many of the accounts offered (Frazer and Lacey, 1993, p. 141). 
This begs the question of how wel l grounded the normative claims are i n the 
"facts" of community. 

The remainder of th is paper draws upon community studies conducted 
w i t h i n r u r a l Wales to see to wha t extent they conform to Young's charac
terisat ion, and to determine whether i t is possible to construct from them an 
alternative, less repressive, understanding of community than tha t which has 
been discussed so far. I t w i l l be suggested tha t the Welsh studies represent a 
coherent body of work from which useful lessons can be learned. I t is not 
presumed t h a t they are unique i n th is respect; indeed, there are many 
parallels and points of comparison w i t h work done i n Ireland, Scotland and 
r u r a l England over the same t ime period, some of which have been h i g h 
l ighted elsewhere (Frankenberg, 1966; Day, 1979). A systematic comparison 
and contrast of a l l these studies is beyond the scope of this discussion. Nor is 
the i n t en t ion here to reverse our understanding of the classic community 
studies: the crit icisms which have been made of them are wel l founded, and 
i n cer ta in instances (Arensberg and K i m b a l l , 1940; Rees, 1950) can be 
endorsed wholeheartedly (see for example Brody, 1973; Day, 1979). B u t i n 
other cases, the orthodox cr i t ique i t se l f can be seen as a pa r t i a l reading, 
wh ich does not do justice to the subtlety and sophistication of some of the 
t rad i t iona l analyses, while more recent studies can be shown to have moved 
beyond the l imi ta t ions of the earlier approaches into a very different k i n d of 
in terpreta t ion (Cohen, 1985; Crow and Al lan , 1994; Murdoch and Day, 1995). 

I I R U R A L W A L E S — C O M M U N I T Y W I T H O U T DIFFERENCE? 

Raymond Wi l l i ams described how whi le growing up i n his Welsh border 
village he acquired a set of assumptions about the meaning of community, as 
en ta i l ing a recognition of certain forms of m u t u a l responsibility and social 
obligation towards those who occupied the same place, which he later came to 



appreciate as common property throughout a very wide area of Welsh social 
thought (Wil l iams, 1977, p. 113). These assumptions have been t ransmit ted to 
a wider audience, at least i n part, through the medium of Welsh community 
studies. 

B r i t i s h r u r a l sociology might be said v i r t ua l ly to originate i n r u r a l Wales. 
For a br ie f period, Welsh scholars were at the forefront of the examinat ion of 
r u r a l social issues, and their ideas and approach had a formative influence on 
many of the i r successors. From the i r base i n the Geography department of 
the Unive r s i ty College of Wales, Aberys twyth , they made significant con
t r ibut ions to the development of community studies, and th rough th i s they 
helped embed cer ta in understandings of r u r a l l ife w i t h i n the emerging 
disc ipl ine o f sociology. Subsequently, as these assumptions came in to 
question, so the i r work was cr i t ical ly appraised, and largely excluded from 
the centre of sociological a t tent ion. Nevertheless, t he i r descriptions and 
analyses of r u r a l Wales have a cont inuing importance, both as a k i n d of 
yardst ick against which change has often been measured, and as the explici t 
ar t icula t ion of a set of values and beliefs which have been widely shared, and 
remarkably inf luent ia l , i n determining the policy agenda w i t h i n Wales. The 
presumed nature of community plays a key role among these ideas. 

A preoccupation w i t h documenting the social distinctiveness and value 
of r u r a l l ife formed a central theme of the early Welsh r u r a l communi ty 
studies. Those who undertook them were influenced strongly by a preceding 
generation of h u m a n geographers who already had begun to propagate an 
image of r u r a l Wales as a dist inct moral order whose t radi t ions and way of 
life preserved cu l tu ra l and sp i r i tua l assets which were lack ing elsewhere 
(Gruffudd, 1994). As has been noted elsewhere (Day, 1979), the studies were 
reticent about the i r theoretical standpoint. Expl ic i t references to sociological 
perspectives and concepts are few, and this gives the studies the appearance 
of simple, descriptive, accounts. Referring to the foundational Welsh r u r a l 
communi ty study, Life in a Welsh Countryside by A l w y n Rees (Rees, 1950), 
one of Rees's students and collaborators, Trefor Owen, comments t h a t i n 
m a k i n g his s tudy of the Montgomeryshire vi l lage of L lanf ihange l -yng-
Ngwynfa, Rees had "no par t icular methodological approach i n mind"; wha t 
we get is an "integrated description" (Owen, 1986, p. 94). Even so, there are 
clear selective principles at work , and beneath the surface theoret ical 
presuppositions can be discerned. 

Llanf ihangel was chosen by Rees par t ly for practical reasons, but also 
because i n his view i t occupied a part icular position along the developmental 
trajectory being followed by r u r a l Wales. As is common i n community studies, 
life i n th is place is held to be at once dist inct and unique, but also represen
tat ive. As a "relatively secluded and entirely Welsh speaking" community, the 



most Welsh of the Montgomeryshire parishes, Llanfihangel represented a 
pocket of Welsh life t ha t was "out of touch w i t h trends i n Welsh society" 
(Rees, 1950, p . 14). Yet at the same t ime, i t was an exemplification of the 
"essentially r u r a l cul ture of Wales" (p. 108). I n his la ter review, Owen 
reaff irms th i s posit ion. He regards Llanf ihangel as both representative of 
Welsh r u r a l l ife at a cer ta in t ime and also as an embodiment of Welsh 
history. Hence he says " i t is difficult to f ind a better introduction to the r u r a l 
life of Wales as a whole i n the f i rs t ha l f of the Twent ie th Century" (Owen, 
1986, p. 104, my stress), while "the history of Wales, we are made to feel, bore 
out Rees's findings i n his analysis of this l i t t l e community". I n this sense 
Llanf ihange l seems less a real place which comes to life th rough Rees's 
account t h a n an emblem of Welsh distinctiveness — as Owen appears to 
recognise when he wri tes about the book's "useful generalities" and "lack of 
par t icular i ty" . Rees's w r i t i n g is replete w i t h remarks designed to underl ine 
the generalisabili ty of what he has to say, to other parts of r u r a l Wales, and 
to other bygone times. I ts strength lies less i n the ethnographic detail than i n 
i ts i l lustrat ions of more general assertions. 

The communi ty wh ich Rees describes is a loosely bounded network of 
social re lat ionships spread across an i l l -defined geographical space. The 
absence of a centralised village settlement is said to be characteristic of r u r a l 
Wales, the major i ty of the population l i v i n g i n scattered farms and cottages. 
A l though there are smal l clusters of public buildings, such as shops, pubs, 
post offices, and places of worship , the ins t i tu t ions wh ich frame social 
relationships are family, neighbourhood, and religious affiliation. Family ties 
are a l l pervasive, and are expressed i n a l l local social s i tuations; Rees 
famously cites the colloquial description tha t they are "like a pig's entrails". 
Members of the communi ty meet one another i n a variety of contexts, as 
wholes, against a background of shared knowledge of family history, and local 
involvement . Most are locally born, and many can trace t he i r f ami ly 
attachment to the place back over several generations. 

Life in a Welsh Countryside does not allow the people of Llanfihangel to 
speak for themselves; there are few, i f any, direct quotations. Instead Rees 
gives voice for them. I n his eyes, Llanfihangel constitutes "one of the most 
sociable and friendly places imaginable" (Rees, 1950, p. 98). Among i ts people, 
he claims, there is l i t t l e overt sign of discontent or conflict, and certainly no 
s t ructured social division. Members of the community know and understand 
wha t is expected of them, and the l imi t s of what is permissible i n behaviour 
and m o r a l i t y are policed, apparent ly w i t h o u t dissent, by agents of the 
community, such as the "lads" who are licensed to defend i t from threats from 
w i t h i n as wel l as from outside (Rees, 1950, p. 83). Conduct is governed by the 
power of t r ad i t ion , which has deep roots i n the Celtic past. Llanfihangel is 



presented as a place where "the countryman (sic) has continued to l ive i n a 
w o r l d of his own, the standards of wh ich differ from our i ndus t r i a l c i v i l 
isat ion" (1950, p. 30). I t is, i n short, I r i s Mar ion Young's vision of pure hel l! 
As a sympathetic commentator concedes, i t appeared tha t the i nd iv idua l , 
"surrounded by the smothering constraints of a closed and i n w a r d looking 
social system, was total ly unable to exploit his or her potential". By contrast, 
"the u rban wor ld m i g h t generate anomie, but i t also gave the freedom to 
experiment" (Carter, 1996, p. 7). 

I n the absence of def ini te socio-spatial boundaries , the communa l 
sol idari ty of Llanfihangel rested on "a continuous network of reciprocities", 
revealed i n patterns of co-operation between neighbouring farms, and i n the 
unwill ingness of individuals to enter in to precise calculations of the terms of 
thei r social exchanges. This is made easier by the fact tha t the community, as 
depicted, is socially undifferentiated. Since the b u l k of the inhabi tants are 
employed i n small-scale farming, Rees contends tha t no significant in te rna l 
class dist inctions arise. The m a i n class relat ionship lies outside the com
m u n i t y , connecting i t s members w i t h the local representat ives of an 
anglicised landowning gentry whose way of life is set apart, economically, 
poli t ical ly and cul tural ly , from the lives of ordinary people. Among the lat ter , 
we are informed, there was l i t t l e concern w i t h "materialistic" judgements of 
w e a l t h and power, a l though great importance was attached to l ife style 
characteristics such as an unassuming manner, good reputa t ion , mora l 
rectitude, and readiness to ful f i l social obligations (Rees, 1950, p. 144). 

As someone who regards himself as belonging to the culture he describes, 
Rees states tha t he has struggled to gain some objective distance from i t ; 
even so, the description is suffused w i t h value commitments , w h i c h cor
respond fa i r ly obviously to the anti-urban, pro-rural biases tha t are impl i c i t 
i n the construct of a " rura l idy l l " . Carter notes tha t Rees's position is "entirely 
engaged" (Carter, 1996, p. 3). The small Welsh r u r a l community serves as the 
repository of certain in t r ins ic values, against which i t must be judged. Any 
other judgement which relies upon external standards — such as regarding 
i ts members as unambitious or conservative — is deemed to be unscientific 
and i l l i c i t . (Rees, 1950, p. 144.) 

Life in a Welsh Countryside lends i tse l f to being regarded as an archetype 
for t h a t phase of r u r a l sociology — "the halcyon days of an uncomplicated 
ru ra l i sm" — dur ing which "researchers unfai l ingly sought to reconstitute an 
o r ig ina l state before t r ac ing i t s t ransformat ion and adul te ra t ion to the 
present" (Sautter, 1990, p. 98). I ts central themes of integrat ion, harmony, 
and cont inui ty , even i f not expl ic i t ly couched i n such terms, are strongly 
marked by sociological functionalism, as is the readiness w i t h which a l l the 
actions described, even those which to outsiders migh t appear to be acts of 



petty maliciousness and vandalism, i f not worse (Wright , 1992, p. 206), are 
interpreted as contr ibut ing positively to the well-being of the social organism, 
forming par t of tha t "completeness" of ru ra l life which enables individuals to 
have such a strong and certain sense of belonging. 

L i k e the ear l ier researchers i n I r e l and (Gibbon, 1973), Rees presents 
h imsel f as having the good fortune to witness this form of life j u s t as i t was 
c rumbl ing under the onslaught of development and "modernisation". Even i n 
th i s remote outpost of the t r ad i t iona l way of l ife, "the l i t t l e community ... 
t h rough accepting current values and becoming par t of the contemporary 
economic system, is already i n the i n i t i a l stages of the social atomisation 
which is general i n Western civil izat ion" (1950, p. 168). Ul t imate ly Rees was 
despondent about i ts prospects of survival , bu t the loss, he felt, would be 
profound, since: 

The fa i lu re of the u rban w o r l d to give i ts inhabi tan ts status and 
significance i n a functioning society, and their consequent disintegration 
into a formless mass of rootless nonentities, should make us humble i f 
p l a n n i n g a new life for the countryside. The completeness of the 
t rad i t iona l r u r a l society — involving the cohesion of family, k indred and 
neighbours — and i t s capacity to give the i n d i v i d u a l a sense of 
belonging, are phenomena tha t migh t wel l be pondered by a l l who seek 
a better social order. (Rees, 1950, p. 170.) 

This conclusion is rei terated by Carter i n his int roduct ion to the recent 
reissue of the book, where he wri tes t h a t "everyone w i t h views as to the 
source of contemporary malaise wou ld do we l l to read Life in a Welsh 
Countryside" (Carter, 1996, p. 10). 

There could hard ly be a greater g u l f t han tha t between Rees, and an 
exponent of the post-modern celebration of "difference" and the ci ty such as 
Young, and the way i n which Rees develops his argument lends considerable 
weight to her l i n k i n g of community w i t h forms of chauvinism. I n the Welsh 
case, as Rees explains i t , the process of change was complicated by the fact 
t ha t the forces involved were also synonymous w i t h anglicisation. I t was not 
j u s t the r u r a l i t y of Llanfihangel , and places l ike i t , tha t was under attack, 
but also the i r very Welshness. Indeed the two go together, i n Rees's view, 
because the contrast between country and town (communi ty and social 
atomisation) corresponded to tha t between the historic legacy of Welshness 
on the one hand , and the i n t r u s i o n of Eng l i sh values and modes of 
organisat ion, such as central isat ion and formal i ty , on the other. I n th i s 
Manichean struggle, even the spread of such modern conveniences as 
bathrooms brought w i t h i t the t a in t of alien ways of l iv ing . 

Rees's work resonated powerfully w i t h sentiments prevalent i n Wales at 



the t ime , and i ts success s t imulated a fur ther wave of Welsh communi ty 
studies, done as postgraduate theses, as a result of which "a series of social 
monographs was published depicting the static and family centred pat tern of 
r u r a l life i n Wales" (Gasson et al., 1988). Returning to the point made at the 
start of th is paper, Bel l and Newby have questioned whether i t is possible to 
draw any useful general conclusions from this material : 

A n y at tempt to give some un i ty to the Welsh studies ... is prevented by 
t h a t bane of community studies, non-comparabili ty of data. I t is clear 
t ha t wh i l s t these studies may be in t r ins ica l ly satisfying i n the i r own 
terms, i t is by no means possible to synthesise them in to something 
more. Though par t of the same genre, they share no common framework 
or theoretical position. Indeed most of them lack any explicit theoretical 
position and even basic descriptive information. (Bell and Newby, 1971, 
p. 140.) 

M u c h the same crit ique has been expressed more recently by Harper, who 
refers to "a complete absence of common framework or theoretical position, 
indeed most of these studies lack an ind iv idua l theoretical position and this 
severely questions the i r cont r ibu t ion to the general theme of r u r a l l i fe ." 
(Harper, 1989, p. 165.) However, this verdict is too harsh. There is a common 
framework which unifies the Aberys twyth studies: a shared defini t ion of the 
essential nature of r u r a l Welsh society, which, as Harper herself notes, leans 
heavily upon the conventional Gemeinschaft model of r u r a l community. 

I n later publications, part icular aspects and themes identified by Rees are 
singled out for special at tention because they are felt to focus on those things 
wh ich hold the greatest value for members of the society (Davies and Rees, 
1960, p. x i ) , inc lud ing by impl ica t ion the various authors, who were t hem
selves natives of r u r a l Wales. They present therefore an account of r u r a l 
Welsh cul ture and social organisation as viewed from w i t h i n , and wh i l e 
each deals w i t h s l igh t ly different issues, there is a consistency of v is ion 
at tr ibutable to the fact tha t the various aspects, "although i n detail part icular 
to the i r localities, are not peculiar to them. They are characteristic of r u r a l 
communit ies throughout Wales ... The deta i l of one is explanatory of the 
generalisation of the other" ( ib id , p. x) . This statement challenges, i n the 
Welsh context, the dist inct ion which Harper draws between mak ing a cont r i 
bu t ion to the general understanding of r u r a l l ife, and producing part icular , 
unrelated, insights into "Welsh micro-culture" (Harper, 1989, p. 165). I n these 
accounts, a community is a Welsh r u r a l community because i t displays these 
specific characteristics, and when i t ceases to do so, then i t is either no longer 
Welsh, or r u r a l , or more l ikely, both. 

Thus the four reports included i n the volume on Welsh Rural Communities 



(Davies and Rees, 1960) can be regarded as a set of exploratory probes into 
the nature of Welsh r u r a l society, which together add up to a general por t ra i t 
of i ts chief features. Noth ing i n these case-studies demands any fundamental 
revision of Rees's description; instead, albeit w i t h some minor qualifications, 
i t is reinforced, and elaborated. The centrali ty of the same basic relationships 
is emphasised. I n Glan-l lyn, Merioneth, for example, Owen informs us: 

The intensi ty of social interaction w i t h i n the community, w i t h i ts basis 
i n the in terweaving of ties of k inship w i t h those of neighbourliness, co
operation and j o i n t par t ic ipat ion i n chapel activities, has b u i l t up an 
effective obstacle to the permeation of city ways. (Owen, 1960, p. 189.) 

The same "web of reciprocity", b inding together an extensive network of small 
family farms, is found i n the area surrounding the market town of Tregaron, 
i n Cardiganshire, and i n Aberdaron, on the L l y n peninsula, where s tabi l i ty 
and i m m o b i l i t y of populat ion are held to be necessary conditions for the 
maintenance of " t radi t ional alliances from generation to generation" (Jones 
Hughes, 1960, p. 162). I n these places, people were held to be s t i l l close to a 
peasant way of life whose "survivals, mainly of a pre-industr ial character ... 
are today regarded as the ha l lmarks of Welsh na t iona l i ty and cu l t u r a l 
separateness" (Jones, 1960, p. 123). The pr incipal "hallmark", of course, was 
the Welsh language. 

A t the t ime of w r i t i n g , a l l the places examined were intensely Welsh, i n 
language and cu l tu re , and overwhelmingly nonconformist i n re l ig ion . 
Religion figures prominently i n each analysis, the authors providing detailed 
accounts of the social organisation and importance of chapel congregations 
w i t h i n the i r par t icular localities. Rees's discussion of the way Welsh r u r a l 
people evaluate one another is expanded upon i n Emrys Jones's account of 
Tregaron, and more especially i n the essay by Jenkins, who highl ights the 
existence i n Aber-por th of status distinctions centred on contrast ing ways 
of l ife (Bucheddau) wh ich d is t inguish respectable from less respectable 
members of the society largely i n terms of the extent to which they conform to 
norms of religious conduct (Jenkins, 1960). Once again the preface to the 
volume assures us tha t th is is not a merely local phenomenon, but "repre
sents a fundamental social division which is more or less evident i n a l l Welsh 
r u r a l communities". I t can be seen as expressive of the local cul ture , as 
relayed t h r o u g h the nonconformist chapel, whereas "cruder" class dis
t inc t ions , based on occupation and income, derive, l ike other in t rus ive 
modern elements, f rom England, and represent "a pat tern woven largely 
outside (which) ... bears no relat ionship to earlier Welsh society." (Jones, 
1960, p. 113.) This is a c laim which has been disputed subsequently, g iv ing 
rise to a debate on the relat ionship between local "subjective" models of 



strat i f icat ion and objective patterns of power and inequal i ty i n r u r a l Wales 
(Day and Fi t ton , 1975; Wil l iams, 1978; Jenkins, 1980). 

I n t h e i r t r ea tment of Welshness, these authors cont r ibu ted towards 
mak ing the r u r a l "a predominant and powerful metaphor i n the construction 
of Welsh nat ional iden t i ty" (Gruffudd, 1994, p. 33), since they harnessed 
conceptions of na t ional iden t i ty to the features of r u r a l l i fe w h i c h they 
described. As happened elsewhere, a part icular defini t ion of the countryside 
comes to serve as "the container of national ident i ty and the measure of social 
change" (Short, 1991, p. 34). I t is a position reiterated, for example, i n the 
recent strategy document of Wales Rural Forum, an organisation dedicated to 
acting at a grassroots, "community" level, where the section on Cul ture and 
Ident i ty draws attention to: 

a popular perception t h a t r u r a l communi t ies r e m a i n the "Welsh 
Heartland", providing the main areas where Welsh is the major medium 
of social and economic intercourse. There is great psychological 
significance i n h a v i n g t h i s c u l t u r a l w e l l , w h i c h nourishes and 
replenishes the feeling of "Welshness" throughout Wales. A n y threat to 
th is resource is often seen as a threat to the very ident i ty of the Welsh 
people. (Wales Rural Forum 1994, p. 72.) 

S i m i l a r l y , i n t h e i r po r t r aya l of a "deeply rooted c o m m u n i t y ethos 
underpinned by tangible and in tangible aspects of Welsh cu l ture" ( W y n 
Jones, 1991), communi ty i t s e l f comes near to being appropr ia ted as a 
dist inctively Welsh characteristic, one which can undoubtedly be exclusive, i n 
the sense t h a t those who do not share the essential a t t r ibu tes — more 
specifically, who do not speak the language and worship i n the chapels — 
cannot t r u l y form part of the society. W r i t i n g of Tregaron, Jones says tha t 
such people are destined to remain outsiders, for: 

the p r imary divis ion i n the society is between those who belong and 
those who do not belong. ... A man who has l ived i n the t o w n for some 
years can be a stranger, al though he may have been accepted i n most 
senses, and respected as a valued member of the society. (Jones, 1960, 
p. 98) 

I I I R U R A L WALES — C O M M U N I T Y W I T H D I F F E R E N C E 

These studies certainly leave us w i t h an impression of r u r a l Wales tha t 
comes close to the Durkhe imian condition of mechanical solidarity, i n tha t i t 
exhibits a "social structure of determined nature", composed of "a system of 
segments homogeneous and s imilar to each other" (Durkheim, 1964, p. 181). 
Apparent ly each community replicates, to a greater or lesser extent, the same 



basic elements, assembled i n such a way as to main ta in tha t "order based on 
settled and reciprocal social and economic relations of an avowedly tota l k ind" 
to wh ich Raymond Wi l l i ams has referred as characteristic of much w r i t i n g 
about r u r a l society (Wil l iams, 1973, p. 48). 

However, contrary to some later interpretat ions, the boundaries of the 
uni t s described i n these studies are not hard and fast, or self contained, or 
even static. Instead, the entirety of r u r a l Wales is said to be held together by 
the complicated in te rweaving of social networks and family relationships 
w h i c h enable ind iv idua l s to feel a s trong sense of belonging both to a 
par t icu lar place bu t also to a wider culture and society. This stretching of 
social bonds, from place to place, and from one social group to another, is the 
basis on w h i c h r u r a l Wales can be said to form a "community of com
munit ies", a c la im which i n other contexts is broadened wi thou t diff iculty to 
include the indus t r i a l and urban communities of the South Wales valleys as 
wel l . I t also provides the basis on which i t is possible to see at least a gl immer 
of a chance tha t community, after a l l , can be reconciled w i t h difference. 

As Crow and A l l a n (1994) have shown, the conception of community as 
rooted i n the organisation of social networks enables i t to be approached i n a 
much more f l u i d and dynamic way. I t is characteristic of a network, as 
opposed to an organised group, t h a t i t s boundaries are not precisely 
del imited. Each ind iv idua l or family/household u n i t stands at the centre of a 
distinct, and unique, network of i ts own, and consequently each occupies and 
perceives a dis t inct social wor ld , many elements of which may be shared w i t h 
others, bu t not a l l . Hence "community is never experienced i n an identical 
way by everybody involved" (Crow and A l l a n , 1994, p. 183.) Because a network 
is not closed, but always has the potential for further extension, i ts existence 
may marginal ise cer tain individuals or categories, but w i thou t necessarily 
excluding them for ever, whi le the vagueness w i t h which l imi t s are defined 
creates a space for ambiguity, and for the formation of new and imaginative 
iden t i t i e s . V iewed i n these terms, i t is inappropr ia te to conceptualise 
communit ies as d isplaying " f i r m boundaries, fixed membership, and r i g i d 
pat tern of inclusion and exclusion" (Crow and Al l an , 1994, p. 189). 

There is much support for th i s a l ternat ive conception i n the Welsh 
examples. Thus, i n an extraordinary reconstruction of the historical nature of 
communi ty i n South-West Cardiganshire at the t u r n of the century, Dav id 
Jenkins confirms t h a t no boundaries could be d rawn to isolate par t icular 
communi t i e s , nor was i t possible to define a single centre for each 
neighbourhood: rather , "there are different centres for different activities, 
u sua l ly there are several centres for each ac t iv i ty , and they are not 
necessarily the centres for those who l ive i n tha t par t icular geographical 
neighbourhood" (Jenkins, 1971, p. 7). This is graphically i l lus t ra ted by an 



account of the way i n which neighbours' paths migh t cross as they made the i r 
way to j o i n different, and incompatible, chapel congregations. Fur thermore 
Jenkins remarks how, al though they held an especially prominent par t i n 
people's images of the communi ty , only a m i n o r i t y of famil ies i n r u r a l 
Cardiganshire actually remained on the same farm over generations; a great 
deal of movement, involv ing change and adaptation of social ties, occurred 
over t ime (Jenkins, 1971, p. 116; cf Wil l iams, 1963). 

A s imi la r sense of an unfolding, i l l-defined, yet in tegrat ive set of social 
relationships underpinning Welsh r u r a l society emerged from a more recent 
study i n central Wales where i t is stated that: 

Fa rming constitutes very definitely a core economic act ivi ty , generating 
a range of shared experiences and interests w i t h i n much of the local 
population ... However, the boundaries of the local agr icu l tu ra l system 
are i l l -defined, because ind iv idua l farmers are t i ed in to qui te var ied 
relationships w i t h different markets, and direct economic l inks between 
farms ... are l i m i t e d . Depending on the qua l i ty of the i r stock, the i r 
volume of production, and the customary practices they have developed, 
farmers make complicated and diverse arrangements for the i r inputs 
and outputs. The effect... is tha t the farmers of the valley form par t of a 
ne twork of relationships tha t spread across the whole of mid-Wales; 
each farmer is differently located w i t h i n the ne twork according to the 
detailed way i n which s/he organises production and d is t r ibut ion . (Day 
and Murdoch, 1993.) 

For th i s reason, one of the f i rs t pr ior i t ies of a Welsh farmer on meet ing 
someone unfamil iar is to t r y to place tha t person by s i tuat ing h i m or her i n 
terms of ne twork connections. The way i n wh ich social relat ionships are 
organised allows farmers to exercise considerable choice as to when, and how, 
the network is activated. The presence of such overlapping or loosely bounded 
social relations means tha t Welsh r u r a l communities present us not w i t h the 
awesome iden t i ca l i t y of Durkhe im ' s mechanical so l idar i ty b u t w i t h a 
potent ia l for subtle distinctions and variety, to which the observer may be 
oblivious. 

Crow and A l l a n (1994, p. 186) suggest tha t i t is the outsiders who are most 
l ike ly to miss the fine gradations w i t h i n communities. This has not always 
been the case i n r u r a l Wales. Frankenberg (1957) paid part icular at tention to 
th is i n his account of the village of T e n t r e d i w a i t h " (Glynceiriog), where he 
shows tha t whi le the cr i ter ia used to establish belonging were recognisably 
the same as those used elsewhere i n Welsh r u r a l communities — k insh ip , 
chapel membership and Welshness, w i t h a bedrock attachment to home and 
place of b i r t h — nevertheless they were used i n a h igh ly invent ive and 



flexible manner. There was agreement tha t the village belonged to T e n t r e 
people", bu t i t is not always obvious who should count as such; while the idea 
of the "stranger" is a shi f t ing concept, such tha t to be a stranger i n one 
context does not necessarily make one a stranger i n another (Frankenberg, 
1957, p. 19). 

I n the same fashion, Jenkins's detailed consideration of the central i ty of 
k insh ip terminology to people's understanding of community i n South West 
Cardiganshire demonstrates tha t i ts use i n practice is far from inflexible 
(Jenkins, 1971). His comments b r i ng out very clearly the delicate balance 
between an emphasis on consensus and organic un i ty , and an al ternat ive 
sense of the degree of choice and abi l i ty to differentiate tha t exists w i t h i n i t : 

The smal l scale of the society was a general condition of social life and 
w i t h i n a local i ty people were inescapably concerned i n one another's 
affairs ... T a l k of relatives and of relationships is pervasive, and not only 
about the speakers' own k insmen but about other people's as we l l . 
Conversations are shot th rough and th rough w i t h references to the 
re la t ionships of people who are the subject of discussion ... B u t 
remarkab ly widespread as is the interest i n k i n i t is also t rue t h a t 
knowledge about k i n , including one's own, varies from person to person 
i n considerable measure ... whi le interest is widespread i t is nei ther 
universal nor dispensable and i t does not appear tha t this is something 
new. ... One has the impression tha t there is a community of people who 
can be discussed because the i r re lat ionships are k n o w n and t h a t 
because the i r relationships are known they are recurrently brought to 
m i n d (and yet) i t is the case tha t the main inst i tut ions of the society are 
such tha t a man can choose not to "avow relationship" i f he so decides. 
Kinsh ip considerations do not so dominate that a man i n practice has no 
option but to "avow relationship" and this is certainly not a development 
of recent years. (Jenkins, 1971, pp. 159-165.) 

The depth of local knowledge which can be brought to relationships has 
been a common theme of r u r a l community research. I t is one of the features 
wh ich gave rise to the concept of "total status" as a dis t inguishing charac
ter is t ic of communi ty (Plowman et al., 1962), bu t again th is can suggest a 
perhaps impossible level of completeness. Jenkins's emphasis on the capacity 
"not to know" or to "disavow" shows tha t we must not assume communities 
are marked by to ta l homogeneity. The same point is made by Isabel Emmett , 
w r i t i n g about the N o r t h Wales town of Blaenau Ffestiniog: 

Those who have grown up i n the town have such a weal th of knowledge 
of each other as to make each encounter densely elaborate. M e n and 



women are known as parents, as dr inkers or non-drinkers, as singers 
and speakers, i n some version of thei r work records and i n some version 
of t he i r records as lovers ... Every aspect of the i r life is used i n the 
picture others have of them, but the knowledge varies from member to 
member of the i r community, each of whom has a different composite 
version of thei r different facets ... I n encounter after encounter, i n a very 
large propor t ion of the t a lk , the t e r m "double meaning" is t o t a l l y 
inadequate to convey the density of meanings, cross-references, aware
ness of ignorance here, a layer of knowledge there, and double, t r ip le , 
quadruple layers of knowledge and unders t and ing ... the shared 
knowledge of a par t icular place and i ts people enables a l l members to 
part icipate i n a continuous fashioning and t e l l i ng of the story of the 
place. ... i t is more a question of everyone having a par t i n recognisably 
the same play which they are j o in t l y performing and mak ing a record of. 
(Emmet t , 1982, p. 208.) [For a comparable I r i s h example, see C u r t i n , 
1988, p. 83.] 

Far from being ant i thet ical to difference, here community makes difference 
i t s very essence. By the i r ab i l i t y to comprehend differences, and t he i r 
involvement w i t h and par t ic ipat ion i n the ongoing "story", people convey 
the i r membership of and belonging to the community. 

I V U S I N G " C O M M U N I T Y " I N R U R A L W A L E S 

We have established tha t community need not rule out difference; indeed, 
i n some ways differences can flourish w i t h i n communities as members deploy 
accumulated knowledge and mul t ip le cr i ter ia to locate one another. However, 
there are l i m i t s to the differences communities can encompass, and i n th is 
sense I r i s Young is r ight : any categorisation (inclusion) must imp ly exclusion. 
Examinat ion of the ways i n which such boundaries operate has been a major 
theme of r u r a l sociology and geography for some t ime (Pahl, 1966; Newby, 
1980), and i t has been a recurrent topic of research i n r u r a l Wales. This is 
because, l ike other r u r a l areas i n the B r i t i s h Isles, r u r a l Wales has under
gone extensive, and accelerating, social and economic transformations du r ing 
the post-war period. (Day et al., 1989.) I n par t icular , i t has experienced 
prolonged depopulation, and cont inuing loss of locally born people, accom
panied more recently by a counteracting i n w a r d movement of predominantly 
u rban emigres, most ly from across the Engl i sh border (Day, 1989; Cloke 
et al., 1997). This has left r u r a l Wales far more socially mixed. Given these 
social changes, i t is not surpris ing tha t analyses have become increasingly 
preoccupied w i t h relat ionships among various categories of insiders and 
outsiders, locals and newcomers, and w i t h the ways i n which the boundaries 



of community and "belonging" are defined and redefined (Frankenberg, 1957; 
Emmett , 1964; Day and Murdoch, 1993; Cloke et al, 1997). 

For example, when the conception of r u r a l Wales as a "collection of 
communit ies" surfaces again i n a study of pol i t ical life i n Cardiganshire, 
carried out i n 1971 (Madgwick et al., 1973, p. 30), the idea tha t the county as 
a whole, let alone a l l of r u r a l Wales, could form a single community is said to 
exist only w i t h i n the imaginat ion , as a powerful image, al though not one 
which related to the dai ly realities of l i v i n g (Madgwick et al., 1973, p. 226). 
Whi le the authors note some impor tant continuities w i t h past patterns of life 
and atti tudes, they are also conscious of fundamental changes opening up the 
Welsh countryside i n ways which leave i t more outward looking, specialised, 
and p lura l i s t ic t h a n i t was before (1973, p. 44). The actual communali ty of 
l i v i n g , we are to ld , is being eroded by diversi ty. Indeed there are major 
cleavages w h i c h give rise to possibilities of polarisation, conflict, and the 
d i s rup t ion of communi ty: "latent conflict abounds" i n r u r a l Cardiganshire, 
and i n this context, the t e rm "community" i tself becomes ambiguous and open 
to polemical use (Madgwick et al., 1973, p. 227). 

Interest ingly, i n the l igh t of the earlier discussion of the Welsh countryside 
as a mora l order, a depth of attachment to established ways of l ife, values, 
and culture of the area, along w i t h a fear of imminent anglicisation, are seen 
as being more typical of a lccal "elite" of teachers and Minis ters of rel igion, 
t h a n i t was of the farmers and trade unionists interviewed, described as 
"workaday seculars" who took a more sceptical and relaxed view of the i r 
Welshness. This provides a more precise location for those anthropological 
accounts produced "from w i t h i n " , for they also represent very definitely the 
views and standpoint of a local, academic, Welsh intel l igentsia, who them
selves are much preoccupied w i t h the relat ionship between "insider" and 
"outsider" perceptions (Rees, 1950, pp. 112, 144; Davies and Rees, 1960, p. x i ; 
Jenkins, 1980). They insist tha t descriptions of community must be authentic 
i n terms of insider views. For this reason Jenkins questions the relevance of 
any study of communi ty wh ich does not concern i t se l f w i t h "how people 
conceptualise the i r own society" (Jenkins, 1980, p . 117). Yet i t is apparent 
t ha t the standpoint from which they wr i t e represents only one among several 
"inside" versions. I n th is regard, i t hardly needs stressing now tha t they are 
a l l men, and t h a t women's views on community life i n r u r a l Wales barely 
figure i n the accounts which they produce. 

I n subsequent analysis, there has been an unavoidable tendency to equate 
"outside" perceptions w i t h the viewpoint of the English i n Wales, and to draw 
the m a i n d is t inc t ion between the English and the Welsh. W r i t i n g i n 1957, 
Frankenberg observes tha t whi le the social life of Pentrediwaith can extend 
to embrace those who l ive and farm i n the surrounding parish, and for major 



events, other parts of nor th Wales, providing they share one or more "complex 
informal ties" w i t h the villagers, those who are definit ively disqualified from 
membership are distinguished from Pentre people by class and occupation, by 
re l ig ion , by language, and by place of b i r t h ; they are not of r u r a l Welsh 
society, and even when l i v i n g nearby, they r e m a i n "nameless Eng l i sh 
vis i tors" (1957, p. 41). Thus the outer bounds of communi ty are set by 
"Englishness", j u s t as for Rees the outer l imi t s of Llanfihangel were defined 
by i ts relationships w i t h a distanced, anglicised, class of gentry. 

S imi la r ly the dist inct ion between the Welsh and the Engl ish provides the 
organis ing pr inc ip le of Emmet t ' s s tudy of L l a n f r o t h r e n i n M e r i o n e t h 
(Emmett , 1964). She deploys her "outsider as insider" perspective to convey 
an understanding of some of the exclusionary practices used to sustain local 
i den t i t y i n the face of encroaching threats . E m m e t t contends t h a t local 
so l idar i ty is achieved by u n i t i n g against the outside w o r l d of "Engl ish" 
officialdom, a concept t ha t extends to cover the locally resident Engl i sh 
intel l igentsia who had made Llanfrothren into a l i t t l e bohemian outpost, deep 
i n Welsh speaking r u r a l Wales. "Deviant" forms of local behaviour (such as 
salmon poaching) are explained as an expression of anti-Englishness. B u t 
Emmet t also examines the pressures on local people, especially the young, to 
choose between commitment to local ways and standards, and along w i t h i t a 
Welsh ident i ty , or absorption into a wider value system and ladder for social 
mob i l i t y , w h i c h opens the way to economic and social oppor tuni t ies far 
beyond wha t is available locally, bu t at the expense of abandoning i d e n t i 
fication w i t h place and community. I t seems tha t identities can be chosen, but 
t ha t the choices are fateful both for the indiv idual and for the direction taken 
by r u r a l Welsh society. I n later work, Emmet t develops an examination of the 
different ways of being Welsh which were available, even w i t h i n the narrow 
confines of a smal l town i n a r u r a l location (Emmett , 1978). By showing how 
young people found effective ways of in tegrat ing novel aspects of wider you th 
cul ture in to the i r own strong and persist ing ident i f icat ion as Welsh, and 
local, she demonstrates somewhat against her previous assertions tha t i t was 
not necessary to leave the area to be "modern". 

These contributions, a l l i n some sense made from "outside" or beyond the 
local cul ture , suggest t h a t as r u r a l Wales becomes more modern, so the 
l ikelihood decreases tha t any single, shared, representation of community can 
serve to uni te an increasingly diverse social base. As a consequence of social 
change, communi ty w i t h i n r u r a l Wales becomes very clearly a contested 
phenomenon, and competing definit ions of communi ty are a r t icu la ted i n 
opposition to one another. Hence understandings of the sort of place t h a t 
r u r a l Wales is, or should be, are employed more and more to safeguard i t as 
the possession of some, but not of others (Borland et al., 1992), whi le at the 



local level discussion of communi ty is r i fe w i t h references to "attack", 
"defence", "resistance" or "counter attack" (Cloke and Milbourne, 1992, p. 366; 
Cloke al., 1997). 

A l though there has been no further thorough exploration of these issues 
th rough the med ium of a "holistic" invest igat ion of a specific Welsh r u r a l 
community, they have been touched on to a greater or lesser degree i n more 
recent contributions. I n keeping w i t h broader theoretical tendencies, current 
work is aimed more closely and consciously at invest igat ion of the way i n 
which views about such matters are expressed — attending to the "voices" of 
r u r a l individuals . The t u r n towards cu l tura l and l inguis t ic analysis among 
human geographers and r u r a l sociologists has inspired closer consideration of 
the ways i n w h i c h people i n r u r a l contexts deploy social representations 
(Halfacree, 1995), engage i n lay discourses (Jones, 1995) or mobilise the i r 
cu l tura l competences (Cloke et al., 1998) to make sense of their social worlds. 
Whi le these questions have been explored p r imar i ly i n the context of popular 
unders tandings of the meaning and significance of the " ru r a l " i n con
temporary society, i t is evident tha t the idea of "community" works i n a very 
s imi la r way. As we have seen already i n the Welsh example, conceptions of 
communi ty are closely entwined w i t h notions of the r u r a l , and Halfacree's 
work on social representations shows how aspects of community and "com
mun i t a r i an" behaviour weave i n and out of people's idea of ru ra l i ty . Among 
them is a perception tha t community signifies " insular i ty , judgemental ism 
and intolerance of diversity" (Halfacree, 1995, p. 15). 

The most developed instance of such cul tura l ly oriented work i n Wales is 
the investigation of " rura l lifestyles" by Cloke et al. (1995; 1997; 1998), which 
employs qual i ta t ive interview data to show how respondents i n selected r u r a l 
places t a l k about questions of community, r u r a l i t y and identi ty. The research 
demonstrates convincingly tha t as an organising framework, the contrast 
between "Welsh" and "English" perspectives is significant, bu t grossly over
simplifies a complex situation. Throughout the research reports, we are given 
ample proof tha t notions of Welshness and Englishness are used extensively 
by respondents to create images and stereotypes of social groups and 
categories w i t h i n the i r various localities. This yields competing constructs of 
i den t i t y at local level (Cloke et al., 1997, p. 29). The authors themselves 
suggest tha t because Engl ish in-migrants and Welsh locals possess differing 
cu l tu ra l competences and operate according to different assumptions about 
r u r a l l i fe, th is leads them into a mul t i tude of misunderstandings, confusions, 
and conflicts, reflecting the under ly ing clash between their lifestyles. I n fact, 
whereas comparable research i n England th rew up the notion of community 
as "a shi f t ing negotiation of ideas, k i t h and k i n structures and other social 
relations" (Cloke et al., 1997, p. 156), community i n Wales seemed to be lent 



some stabil i ty by this underpinning Welsh/English dichotomy. To tha t extent, 
one migh t say r u r a l Wales at the close of the twent ie th century continues to 
be brought together i n opposition to conceptions of " ru l ing England" (Emmett , 
1964). A n d yet, even here, community is "tacit ly understood as a negotiated 
concept" (Cloke et al, 1997, p. 157). 

This is because, beneath some of the cruder claims about the incom
pa t ib i l i t y between the two identit ies, l ie in f in i te ly more subtle dist inctions 
and differentiat ions. The s impl i fy ing conception of "Engl ish newcomers" 
subsumes a h igh ly diverse range of cont ras t ing i n d i v i d u a l and social 
identit ies (Cloke et al., 1997, p. 18; Day, 1989) and there is no reason to t h i n k 
the Welsh are any less diverse. Indeed, Cloke et al. draw at tention to Bowie's 
statement, based on her reflections upon the experience of l i v i n g i n the r u r a l 
county of Gwynedd, tha t whereas Wales may present "a coherent picture of 
cu l tura l self-sufficiency and a f i rm sense of ident i ty" to the rest of the wor ld , 
once one penetrates beneath this surface reflection then: 

the unproblematic and monoli thic nature of Welsh iden t i ty begins to 
fragment. One is left not so much w i t h a coherent notion of Welshness 
... as w i t h a sense of many conflicting and in ter locking definit ions of 
iden t i ty which actively compete for symbolic space and public recog
ni t ion. (Bowie, 1993, pp. 168-169.) 

Overal l then, i n contemporary r u r a l Wales there is evidence of a p lu ra l i ty 
of ident i t ies subject to negotiation and in teract ion w i t h i n par t icu lar local 
settings (Cloke et al., 1997, p. 148). This has major implications for the way i n 
w h i c h we unders tand not only local senses of belonging, bu t also the 
processes through which national identities are defined (Thompson and Day, 
forthcoming 1999). There is broad endorsement by now of the view tha t at 
both local and nat ional levels, community is something which is essentially 
"imagined" (Anderson, 1983) or "constructed" (Cohen, 1985). I n other words, 
i t is a concept wh ich people deploy i n par t icu lar contexts, for par t i cu la r 
purposes. To comprehend i ts meanings, we have to consider therefore to 
whom i t is addressed, i n what situations, and for wha t reasons. I n many 
circumstances, fuzziness and ambiguity about i ts l imi t s are v i t a l to the way 
i n which i t works; the element of "not knowing", or of being able to disregard 
certain facts, examined by Jenkins and Emmet t , and the different layers or 
degrees of belonging to which they and Frankenberg refer, are crucial i n 
enabling the f lexibi l i ty and manipulabi l i ty of i ts borders. 

There is accumulating evidence tha t the scope this provides for creat ivi ty 
and inventiveness is at the heart of contemporary uses of "community". Work 
i n a var ie ty of r u r a l contexts (Boyle and Halfacree, 1998) confirms tha t the 
meanings of such categories as local, newcomer, insider, outsider, w i t h a l l 



the i r colourful local variants , are not ha rd and fast, w i t h fixed memberships 
closed for a l l t ime, but are capable of f lu id and dynamic interpretat ion. Thus 
i n work done on the language of "locals" and "incomers" i n Scotland, A l l a n 
and Mooney (1998) comment on the b lur red and problematic nature of the 
categories. They observe how, depending upon the context, the emphasis and 
impl icat ions of the terms were "constantly a l ter ing and open to (re)inter-
pre ta t ion" , so t h a t boundaries are "neither based solely upon leng th of 
residence nor are they necessarily clear cut. ( I ) t is also evident tha t divisions 
... are not insurmountable" (Al lan and Mooney, 1998, p. 290). 

Despite thei r emphasis on the contested nature of representations and the 
propensity this has for creating disagreement and conflict, some of the recent 
"cul tura l" accounts are weakened by the absence of any close exploration of 
how t h a t contested nature is negotiated and resolved. Trea t ing community 
solely i n terms of sets of social understandings or menta l constructs r isks 
detaching them from the actual social relationships among people i n which 
the i r use is grounded, and thus losing sight of the way i n which they are 
negotiated i n and th rough local networks of interaction. Day and Murdoch 
(1993) provide some Welsh examples of such negotiations i n action w i t h i n the 
communit ies of the upper I t h o n Val ley, and show how the lines between 
social categories are d r a w n differently i n different contexts, according to 
var ious d i s t inc t spheres of co-operation and in terac t ion . For instance, 
di f ferent a t t i tudes are displayed towards "outsiders" i n the sphere of 
formalised local pol i t ical representation t han w i t h regard to involvement i n 
social activities around the village ha l l . However, i n none of the spheres are 
the boundaries between "locals" and others sharply defined, and people can 
be enrolled into networks or pushed away from them, for example, according 
to whether they show behaviours and attitudes thought to be appropriate or 
inappropriate to local styles of interaction. "Pushy" attempts at premature 
in tegra t ion may lead to rejection, whi le a readiness to play a "helpful" role 
may br ing acceptance. Cloke et al. (1997, p. 25) also note how barriers can be 
"di luted" th rough local processes of assimilat ion and personal interact ion. 
Hence, "community" is l ike the " rura l" i n not having a fixed or even stable 
referent (Boyle and Halfacree, 1998, p. 4) but is worked at, and worked out, 
locally, for part icular purposes, and i n particular settings. 

At tempts to legislate what is "really" a Welsh r u r a l community represent 
efforts to police the boundaries of belonging; bu t j u s t as Frankenberg 
explained i n his account of life i n a small nor th Wales village forty years ago, 
so today, the boundaries of community i n r u r a l Wales are moveable and open 
to manipula t ion . The f lu id i ty of social relations, and the lack of any single 
over-riding boundary defining cri terion, ensures tha t the lines between social 
groups stay i l l-defined. People who are enemies i n one respect may yet be 



friends i n another, and different versions of membership and belonging can 
continue to coexist as dist inct layers w i t h i n the subjective awareness of the 
individuals. So, whi le for most purposes, "new age travellers" may be f i r m l y 
outside the prevai l ing conception of community, and "locals" may put rocks 
across lay-bys to ensure tha t this is so, i n situations of local action against 
unwanted developments, the same people may provide a focus for, and even 
leadership of, collective mobil isat ion. Conversely, mothers who meet the i r 
chi ldren from the local school may be part of the community for much of the 
t ime and for most practical purposes, but when key issues arise touching on 
the school's fu ture , they may f i n d themselves d i squa l i f i ed f rom f u l l 
pa r t i c ipa t ion i n discussion according to some other, t empora r i l y more 
weighty, standard of membership — such as the i r Welshness. As Boyle and 
Halfacree (1998) suggest, there is considerable potential here to examine how 
concepts of community, l ike those of the ru ra l , are invoked and enlisted into 
the networks of relationships through which people i n r u r a l areas are able to 
act, and there is a powerful case for rev is i t ing the t r ad i t ion of Welsh r u r a l 
community studies i n order to b r ing these newer insights to bear. 

V CONCLUSION 

This review of the ma in body of Welsh r u r a l community studies took as i ts 
point of departure I r i s Mar ion Young's negative commentary on "community". 
Hopefully, the discussion has gone some way towards qualifying the received 
image of r u r a l communities as whol ly "organic", closed, and total iz ing. Even 
i n the most unpromis ing situations, of t r u l y remote and apparently stable 
social environments, th is rested on a selective version of a rea l i ty wh ich 
remained u l t imate ly open-ended and capable of recognising, and responding 
to, ind iv idual i ty . The appearance of a completely closed social wor ld may owe 
more to the way such communities present themselves, or were presented, to 
the outside world , t han to thei r actual organisation. Young is r igh t to suggest 
t h a t the ideas of community tha t are contained i n th is body of work have 
w i t h i n them the potential to become narrow, exclusive, and st i f l ing, and can 
lend themselves to incorporation w i t h i n racist, sexist, and e l i t i s t discourse 
(for a recent discussion touching on this point, see Wi l l i ams , 1995). Bu t they 
also suggest ways i n w h i c h actual communit ies provide a f ramework of 
understandings and practices wh ich is al ive to the differences between 
people, adaptable to change, and capable of accommodating divergent, as we l l 
as shared, identit ies. I t also has to be said tha t Young's own enthusiasm for 
celebrating dis t inct ive cultures and characteristics quite p la in ly does not 
extend to, among others, racists, sexists, xenophobes or homophobes (Young, 
1990, p. 319). These exclusions are taken as self-evident, and indeed i t is 



diff icul t to envisage any form of social l i fe, real or imaginary, wh ich could 
w o r k w i t h o u t m a k i n g such dis t inct ions and separations. M u c h of the 
fascination of recent studies of community lies i n showing how people manage 
to sustain such boundaries conceptually whi le at the same t ime subvert ing 
them i n practice. 
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