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From the Editor

THE CONTENTS OF THIS ISSUE raise by implication an issue too
infrequently addressed in communal studies—the question of the
methods and theoretical perspectives appropriate to the subject.

The magjority of communitarian scholarship remains historical,
seeking to reconstruct the life histories of communities and their
members. This remains a task of primary importance even as the
body of communal histories grows. Thisis so for two reasons. First,
the ephemeral nature of some communities, together with their oc-
casional distaste for record-keeping, means that important cases re-
main obscure. In addition, scholars tend to be drawn to those
communities for which records are most accessible. Yet as Bret Car-
roll's article on Mountain Cove demonstrates, it is possible to fill out
more complete and thus more useful pictures of even the obscure
and less documented instances. The same is true for Dennis Hardy's
portrait of New Town, where records are fuller. Second, even those
cases that have benefited from long study and where archives are
abundant continue to reveal new and unsuspected aspects, as Carol
Kolmerten demonstrates in her presentation of New Harmony let-
ters.

Thus, the bulk of communal scholarship continues to be histori-
cal and is likely to remain so, given the expanding universe of cases
that require excavation. There remain, however, methodologies and
theoretical perspectives from other disciplines. While influential
work continues to be done in, for example, socia science disciplines,
it remains puzzling why communal societies have not attracted more
attention beyond the circle of those committed to reconstructing their
life stories. For these societies have been unique social laboratories—
"patent office models of society,” in Arthur Bestor's telling phrase—
that raise in innumerable variations some of the oldest and most
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fundamental questions about human behavior: the relationship be-
tween the individual and the group, the balance between demaocratic
and authoritarian decision-making, the limits and possibility of both
individual and social transformation. Three articles in this issue ex-
amine communal societies from relatively unfamiliar perspectives—
Carol Weisbrod's legal analysis, David Stewart's use of art criticism,
and Lucy Jayne Kamau's application of anthropology.

These novel perspectives maintain a symbiotic relationship with
the more numerous examples of historical research. On the one
hand, were it not for the historical reconstructions, the data base
would be insufficient to conduct research from the points of view of
other disciplines. On the other hand, as other disciplines, particu-
larly in the social sciences, turn their attention to communal societies,
their emphases and conclusions are bound to affect the way in which
subsequent historical narratives are constructed, by suggesting new
criteriafor determining what kinds of evidence are worth collecting.

Communal studies thus takes the form of a conversation among
disciplines, in which each enriches the others. Hopefully, Communal
Societies will remain a significant forum in which such conversations
can be conducted.

Michagl Barkun



