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‘Why do we sindy communal groups?

Like ail social groups, they are interesting in their own right, but most
communal scholars seek other reasons or justifications for their research
endeavors. They occasionally ask whether communal groups are good or
bad for their members, and whether communal groups serve the rest of
society in some positive manner, or as a terrible example to avoid, albeit
perhaps still worthy of study.

Indeed, as communal scholars, do we not have a professional duty to
ask if utopian communal groups are good for their members and/or for their
host society? Who benefits and who suffers; what is the ultimate point of
communal experimentation; and who pays the price? Or do we retreat to a
social and ethical relativist position, unwilling to express our professional
judgment about the social groups we study? This paper looks at the
relationship between communal groups and the rest of society, with
particular emphasis on communal groups. as the outcome of society’s
attempts to marginalise its change agents.

Costs and Benefits of Communal Living

Don Pitzer's theoretical model of Developmental Communalism looks at
the movement in and out of mainstream society of groups of people
experimenting with a communal lifestyle, and focuses on how
communalism serves its members. Developmental Communalism offers a
perspective on the benefits of the communal lifestyle to its members and
places rather less emphasis on whether communal groups are of benefit to
the rest of society.! A somewhat similar analysis was provided earlier by
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Michael Barkun’ Other scholars have looked at the psychological,®
cultural,* material (economic and environmental)’ and even town and
regional planning6 advantages to people who live communally, and at their
collective contribution to mainstream society, These scholars usually argue
that communal living is a healthy way for individuals to be protected from
the worst excesses of modern living, and to be supported in their individual
endeavors. These rather joyful word pictures, while often inspiring,
however, may only be a partial story.

Looking beyond the presumed benefits of a communal group to its
members, many of these same scholars have also argued that communal
experimentation is important to the rest of society -- that the benefits of
communal living extend far beyond the immediate members and their
pamcular time, and are to the advantage of those who remain in mainstream
society.”

In 1890, Oscar Wilde, penned his colourfuily romantic and oft-quoted
justification for utopian thinking and communal living:

A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth glancing at,
for it leaves out the one couniry at which Humanity is always landing. And
when Humanity lands there, it looks out, and, seeing a better country, sets sail.
Progress is the realisation of Utopias.?

A number of contemporary communal scholars have specifically
focused on the crucial role played by utopian communal groups as
laboratories for testing and demonstrating new ideologies and social
structures. In other words lookmg at what communal groups can contribute
to the rest of socnety

Metcaif’'s major study of 27 long-lasting communal groups from
around the world found that these “mature” groups, which have existed for
an average of over 30 years, offer a viable alternative model for our
common human fature. This study clearly showed that while many
communal experiments may be ephemeral, many others endure across
several generations. These 27 communal groups, however, are not
representativc but were selected to demonstrate communal “success
stories”.'

Other authors go even further, arguing that experimentation with
utopian communal living is crucial to our global survival, that without it we
are all doomed. For example,

Visionary activity is not an extra in society any longer, if ever it was. It is
the only thing that has any chance of carrying us from the world in which we
presently live. ... This transformation ... will be brought about by a revolution in
our imagination‘s exercise; by the dreaming up of new utopias.'!
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Clearly not all communal experiments offer other members of society
hope for a better future, except in so far as they perhaps indicate cultural
norms and social behaviour that is best avoided. The contribution of some
communal groups to the rest of society is arguably only in serving as a
negative example of what happens when group-think and mind-control take
over. Neither is it easy to identify any benefits coming from some

" communal groups even to its individual members.

In recent years, the mass murder and suicide of the Jonestown
community in Guyana in 1978, the mass suicide of the Heaven’s Gate
community in the United States in 1997, and the deaths in a fire fight
between govermment officials and members of the Branch Davidian
community in Texas in 1993, are among the more extreme examples of
communal utopian experiments that have gone horribly wrong. Other
examples of communal death through mass murder or suicide included the
Order of the Solar Temple in Switzerland and Canada, the Jombola Cult in
Sierra Leone, The Adolfo de Jesus & Sara Aldrete commune in Mexico,
The Church of the Lamb of God, the Manson Family and Yahweh Ben
Yahweh (The Temple of Love) in the United States, and Aum Supreme
Truth in Japan.

Every communal historian knows that such extreme and anti-social
behaviour is not a recent phenomenon. There is a depressingly long history
of communal groups that have moved from high ideals to the oppression,
and even destruction of their members. '

Most western countries have, over the past decade or so, developed
what are loosely called “cult-busting” networks. These frenetically active
socio-political groups have a philosophy that appears to be premised on the
assumption that almost all communal groups are dangerous cults that,
through subtle mind-control, doom their members to psychological,
financial and even physical enslavement."?

But neither the perhaps overly optimistic, utopian view of communal
groups as healthy social laboratories, filled with happy and stable people,
experimenting with radical social alternatives, then forging ahead, showing
the way of the future (as many communal scholars suggest) nor the
dystopian view of brain-washed zombies being led to self destruction (as
posited by the cult-busters) is the whole truth. Both, however, represent

- aspects of this diverse social movement. ‘

Communal Settlements as Places of Banishment

Another aspect of the relationship between communalism and wider society
is the role which communal groups often fulfill in removing or isolating
“disrptive” people from the rest of that mainstream society.

It is understandably common in mainstream, civil society to seek to
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improve security and the quality of life for the majority by removing or
controlling minorities who are perceived to be disruptive or damaging to the
“greater good”. These near-universal tactics include incarceration in
prisons, mental hospitals or young offenders institutes; restrictions such as
curfews and probation; and less obvious forms of marginalisation and
banishment such as military conscription and perhaps even voluntary
overseas service.

Both historically and contemporaneously, another mechanism of
marginalisation and banishment is the occasional use of communes or
intentional communities as repositories for “social misfits”. Potentially
disruptive individuals are thereby isolated and insulated, where they can
have the least social impact.

Itis a legitimate question for us to ask whether intentional communities
are simply the inevitable result of individuals actively seeking alternatives
to their mainstream society, or whether western, liberal societies are still
actively pushing some people out of the mainstream and in the direction of
communal living. Many accounts of why members joined their
communities give the impression that pressure to join came only from
within the individual rather than from without. However, there is some
evidence for pressure toward communal living coming from without.

Pitzer describes an example of this, whereby communes have been used
by governments as a tool of imperialist expansion.

Governments, especially new regimes and their agents, use communal
methods to pacify conquered peoples, settle new territories, solidify domestic
control and solve economic problems.  The Spanish and Portuguese
governments authorised the village mission system as a means of Indian

. Other examples, according to Pitzer, include the Zionist development
of communal Kibbutzim in Palestine, and the more recent use of communal
groups in Israel’s disputed, occupied territories. Similarly, the early stages
of the Soviet Union and Communist China made use of communal groups
as instruments of expansion and social control."®

Zablocki, in his major study of contemporary communal groups in the
USA, observed,

Communes have been around for a long time. However, they have always
been peripheral rather than central to any known civilization. ... Communitarian
social movements share with revolutionary social movements the psychological
symptoms of alienation. ... The communitarian strategy is to escape from
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alienation by achieving consensus within a circumscribed social microcosm.
This strategy has continued to win adherents for over two thousand years. ... In
both their behavior and their attitudes, communitarians seem to be significantly

alienatgd from the capitalist work ethic and from participation in the labor
force.!

In Australia there is considerable historical evidence of governmental
pressure toward communal living. For example, official support and direct
financial subsidisation of communes in Australia in the 1890s was partially
undertaken becanse nervous colonial governments saw this as a way to get
disgruntled radicals out of the cities -- where they conld make revolution —
and onto the land, albeit as communards, where they were safely out of the
way.”  Some of these 19th century communal groups, such as the
Leongatha Labour Colony in Victoria, resembled concentration camps more
than happy communes.'®

More recently, a similar strategy was explored in New Zealand, with
their Ohu scheme and by the Australian (Labor) Government with its
“Kibbutz Scheme” in the 1980s.

In New Zealand, a number of rural communes, known by the Maori
word, “Ohu”"® were established in the middle 1970s with government
encouragement and financial support. The motivation behind this scheme
was obviously three-fold: First to provide a cheap and easy means of
decentralisation by encouraging this highly urbanised society to move to
rural areas; secondly, to satisfy the political demands of some young people
to be allowed access to land for their communal social experiments; and
thirdly as a way of removing troublemakers from cities and getting them off
the social security roles, by setting them to work, trying to be self-sufficient,
in remote rural areas.

The Minister for Lands, Matia Rata commenting on his concerns said,

The over-emphasis on ... greed, speculation, profiteering, unethical
practices and the cult of individualism can only result in the further alienation
of those who seek a return to community and group feelings. I ... hope that the
Ohu will, in some way, lead to a more concerned society and recapture anew
the deep links of people and land. ... Since many individuals and groups have
expressed the desire to adopt different lifestyles, and as some are already living
this way, we cannot neglect the opportunity of letting New Zealanders and their
friends recapture the satisfaction based on cooperation, mutual assistance and
communalism.

The New Zealand Prime Minister, Norman Kirk, offered a significantly
different explanation for the Ohu scheme.

A lot of young people had been saying that the Establishment had gone
soft, that it had lost its ideas and its drive. The people who said this, those who
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were disillusioned with the way things were poing, were to be given an
opportunity to see if they could do what they said should be done.*!

to what occurred with Queensland’s government-supported communal
ventures of the 1890s, one researcher of the Ohu has concluded, “The Ohu
Scheme appears to be a classic case of an idea coming from the top levels of
government and being almost immediately undermined by the
bureaucracy”.? ‘

The Ohu Scheme did temporarily remove many social activists from
mainstream New Zealand society, although few groups endured long
enough to have a lasting impact. Nevertheless, the more Machiavellian
goal of blunting the radical youth social protest movement may have been
achieved.”

Soon after the demise of this high profile New Zealand plan to place
young people in isolated rural communes, the Australian government
considered a “Kibbutz Scheme”? whereby long-term, unemployed young
people would be removed from cities and put into supposedly self-sufficient

degradation or nuclear power, or for greater equity of wealth or opportunity.
In other words, while this Kibbutz Scheme might well improve the
economic lot of unruly, young, unemployed people, it would also contribute
to social stability by their banishment to remote rural areas. This Kibbutz
Scheme, however, did not go ahead, following considerable political
opposition, most noticeably from- within the left wing of the ruling Labor
Party, and negative advice from those professional consultants employed to
advise on it.2

Communes have undoubted attractions for governments secking to
Temove sources of political opposition or revolution. As well as making
commune members somewhat peripheral to mainstream society, they also
tend to be pre-occupied with their own survival and with handling their
inevitable internal conflicts, thus providing a “safe” focus for their
otherwise disruptive impulses for social change. There is evidence that
governments and their agents have long used them as such 2’
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provide at least a partial explanation for why periods of social upheaval,

such as the 1840s in the United States, the 1890s in Australia, and the 1960s

and 70s in the North America, Western Europe, Australia and New Zealand,

have been closely followed by dramatic increases in communal living.
Pitzer has observed,

In reality, general, unified communal movements are a fiction. The

- expansive use of communal living in recent years, like past communal

movement mirages, resolves itself on closer inspection into numerous smaller

ideological causes having adopted communalism for their own reasons as
suggested by developmental communalism.®®

But if there are overt or covert pressures for social trouble-makers to be
marginalised by being encouraged (banished?) into communes, there are
also self-preservation reactions from within those very same communal
groups which may try to block their entry. For example, Australian
research into how communards viewed the Government’s proposed Kibbutz
Scheme, showed overwhelming opposition to having unemployed young
people foisted onto them.” After all, social “misfits” and “trouble-makers”
may well not be the ideal building block of sustainable social groups, be
they communal or mainstream. .

One of us (Forster), who has lived for several years in an intentional
community (the Findhorn Bay Community), has observed similar processes
of marginalisation and banishment of disruptive community members,
taking place within the communal group itself, where the effects of radical,
disruptive, or revolutionary individuals is very clear. Their marginalisation
to the edges of the community, or banishment from it entirely, appears to
have a stabilising effect on the community as a whole. It may also be that
this process leads to a community that loses its capacity for needed changes,
which thus stagnates or declines.

Zablocki observed that American communes adopt various self-

protective mechanisms to improve their stability and chances of long term
~ survival. He found a direct relationship between the stringency of a
community’s selection procedures and its social stability.*® The same result
was found in Metcalf’s international communes research a few years later.>!
Most communal groups, not unexpectedly, try to bar the entry of people
who would be socially disruptive, yet these may be the very same people
who are being pushed in that direction by larger social and political forces.

Is it not worth asking, both for intentional communities and for society
as a whole, if a point comes when the benefits of communal stability,
achieved through stringent selection and exclusion, becomes offset by lost
innovation, creativity and capacity for change?

DI WARTR
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Conclusion

We have raised the question: “Are there pressures within society to
marginalise certain “deviant” people by pushing them into communal
living, for the sake of social stability?” We have found evidence that
governments have applied such pressure to potentially disruptive members,
both historically and in more recent times.

We have also raised, but not answered, the possibility that there is a
wider awareness through society, of the communal option as a means to
overall social stability. This is consistent with a model of society in which
there is a level of change that is experienced as “ideal,” a society that uses
homeostatic mechanisms, including marginalisation and banishment of
radical, change-oriented individuals and groups into intentional
comumunities, as the means to restore to that society an optimum level of
change. .

Finally, we have raised the possibility that societies that overuse the
communal option risk losing an important source of creativity, and that
communal groups who are over-protective in accepting new members may
also suffer from cultural inertia. Hopefully, future research will help to
explore these issues.
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