Community
Raymond Williams’s entry for “Community” in Keywords (–) is straightforward enough, though it is characteristically succinct, comprehensive, and
subtle. He gives a brief history of the etymology of the word and of the
different meanings the word has had since it entered the English language
in the fourteenth century. He also sets “community” against French and
German words, commune and Gemeinde. He refers to Tönnies’ influential
contrast () between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft: community, on the
one hand, and more impersonal organization or corporation, on the other.
ough Williams distinguishes five senses of “community,” the essence of his
definition is expressed in the following phrases: “a sense of common identity
and characteristics,” “the body of direct relationships” as opposed to “the
organized establishment of realm or state.” A community is “relatively small,”
with a “sense of immediacy or locality.” Williams stresses the affective aspect
of the word and its performative power: “Community can be the warmly
persuasive word to describe an existing set of relationships, or the warmly
persuasive word to describe an alternative set of relationships ().”
What Williams meant by “community” is developed more circumstantially in e Country and the City, especially in chapters , , and  of that
book: “Enclosures, Commons and Communities,” “Knowable Communities,” and “Wessex and the Border.” e last two are on George Eliot and
omas Hardy, respectively. Williams does not wholly admire George Eliot,
nor Jane Austen, whereas Hardy gets his more or less complete approval.
What is the difference? “Jane Austen,” says Williams, “had been prying and
analytic, but into a limited group of people in their relations with each
other” (). Eliot, according to Williams, was, like Jane Austen before her,
more or less limited in her comprehension to members of the gentry. e
latter formed her “knowable community.” She did not really understand the
common people, rural farmers, laborers, servants, and tradesmen. ey
and their community were “unknowable” to her. In Williams’s view, Eliot
projected her own inner life into lower class people in her novels and was
consistently condescending to them. “George Eliot,” says Williams, “gives
her own consciousness, often disguised as a personal dialect, to the characters with whom she does really feel; but the strain of the impersonation
is usually evident—in Adam, Daniel, Maggie, or Felix Holt” (). e latter judgment, by the way, seems questionable. Hetty Sorrel, for example,
in Adam Bede, seems to me a plausible characterization of someone to a
considerable degree unlike George Eliot herself. Like Williams, I come from
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a rural background, though at the distance of an extra generation, so, like
Williams, I too can speak from direct experience about this. Can it be that
there is a trace of misogyny in Williams’s putdown of Austen and Eliot, in
favor of male novelists like Hardy and Lawrence? “Prying and analytic” is a
really nasty epithet, and what worse can one say of a supposedly objective
realist novelist than that all her protagonists are versions of herself?
Williams’s judgment of Hardy is quite different. Hardy, he says, truly
understood the rural personages and communities he represents in his
novels. He understood them because he had experienced rural life first hand
as a child. He also had a sharp eye for what rural life is really like. Hardy’s
“essential position and attribute” are his “intensity and precision of observation” (). Hardy’s great subject is the displacement of such rural people
by education or migration, or both. More precisely, Hardy focuses on the
resulting alienation, even if such displaced persons try to go home again,
as Clym Yeobright does in e Return of the Native. Hardy’s goal was “to
describe and value a way of life with which he was closely yet uncertainly
connected” (). e perspective expressed in his novels is that of someone
who was inside and outside at once. is is because such a position was
Hardy’s own life situation: “In becoming an architect and a friend of the
family of a vicar (the kind of family, also, from which his wife came) Hardy
moved to a different point in the social structure, with connections to the
educated but not the owning class, and yet also with connections through
his family to that shifting body of small employers, dealers, craftsmen, and
cottagers who were themselves never wholly distinct, in family, from the
laborers” ().
Williams nowhere says in so many words why it is better to describe
accurately a rural community than to describe accurately the disasters of
courtship and marriage among the gentry, as Eliot did, or as Henry James,
whom Williams also does not much like, also did. It is just taken for granted,
perhaps because Williams thought “real history” was taking place among
rural people, not among the gentry. His panoramic chapter, in e Country and the City, on “Enclosures, Commons and Communities” supports
that view. For Williams, the essential action of English history from the
eighteenth century to the present is the gradual rise of capitalism and its
destruction of rural community life. He calls this the “increasing penetration by capitalist social relations and the dominance of the market” (). His
view of this is quite different from that of Francis Fukyama or of George
W. Bush. He views the rise of capitalism as pretty much an unmitigated
disaster, a “crisis.” Industrialization, he argues, is only part of the story. “By
the late eighteenth century,” he asserts, “we can properly speak of an orga | Miller

nized capitalist society, in which what happened to the market, anywhere,
whether in industrial or agricultural production, worked its way through
to town and country alike, as parts of a single crisis” (). e increasing
dominance of the capitalist system led to mass displacement and alienation,
as rural labourers and tenant farmers were forcibly dispossessed and large
landed estates established. Enclosure was only one aspect of this process. An
equally important factor was the importation of a rigid class system whose
material sign was the immense number of large country houses built during
the period. A true community, Williams assumes, is classless. He celebrates
the precarious remnants of such communities in remote villages that have
no local country house, for example on the Welsh border where Williams
himself grew up. He recognizes, however, that even there some invidious
class structure exists. It will not do, he recognizes, to idealize these communities, but they are the nearest thing we have in these bad days to true
communities. An attractive warmth and enthusiasm pervades Williams’s
description of such communities: “In some places still, an effective community, of a local kind, can survive in older terms, where small freeholders,
tenants, craftsmen and laborers can succeed in being neighbors first and
social classes only second. is must never be idealized, for at the points of
decision, now as then, the class realities usually show through. But in many
intervals, many periods of settlement, there is a kindness, a mutuality, that
still manages to flow” ().
e only alternative to these rapidly vanishing communities, Williams
hold, is those groups of the oppressed bonding together to fight capitalism
and the evils of an “ownership society,” as George W. Bush calls it. e last
sentence of the chapter is: “Community, to survive, had then to change
its terms” (). is is another way of saying, “Comes the Revolution!” I
share Williams’s utopian hope, his belief in what Jacques Derrida calls “the
democracy to come,” for which we all should work, however distant its
horizon, or however much it may even be permanently over the horizon,
always still “à venir,” to come.
Several basic features of Williams’s assumptions about community
emerge in e Country and the City. One is the assumption that a true
community is not just a relatively small group of people living together in
the same place and sharing the same immemorial assumptions in kindness
and mutuality. A true community must also be classless. Class structures,
particularly those generated by capitalism, destroy community. A second,
crucial, assumption, never stated in so many words, but fundamental to
Williams’s thinking about community, is that the individual is and should
be his social placement, with no residue or leftover that is not determined
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by the surrounding culture. A small freeholder is a small freeholder through
and through. I am my subject position. I raise wheat or brussel sprouts, or
make shoes , or work as a carpenter, or milk cows, therefore I am. Williams’s
third essential assumption is that the warmth and mutuality of a true community depends on the way I know my neighbor. My social placement
exposes me entirely to other people, with no corner of private subjectivity
hidden away from them. I understand my neighbor or am understand by
him or her, in kindness and mutuality, because he or she is, through and
through, his or her social role in a small group. is happy intersubjectivity
works because all members of the group have in common a set of traditional
habits and beliefs that thoroughly determines what they are. is makes the
ideal classless rural community a true Gemeinschaft.
A wide variety of other theories of community roughly contemporary
with Williams’s ideas have been developed and may be compared to his.
Some come before Williams’s e Country and the City (), and some
are more recent. It is unlikely that Williams had read any of these writers, or
they him. Such theorists of community include Martin Heidegger, Georges
Bataille, Maurice Blanchot, Jean-Luc Nancy, Giorgio Agamben, Alphonso
Lingis, and Jacques Derrida (see “Works Cited”). ese writers are by no
means all singing the same tune. A full account of what they say about
community would take a big book. Nevertheless, a preliminary sketch can
be made.
Heidegger, in Sein und Zeit (Being and Time) and in Die Grundbegriffe
der Metaphysik (e Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics) asserts that
Mitsein, “being together,” is a primordial feature of Dasein, his name for
human “being there.” Nevertheless he, notoriously, condemns the discourse
of everyday shared experience as Gerede, “idle talk.” He most prizes those
moments when a Dasein becomes aware of itself in its uniqueness and
finitude, its Sein zum Tode, “being toward death.” Such a Dasein may then
decide to take responsibility for itself by “wanting to have a conscience.”
What is for Williams the bad alienation of a character like Jude Fawley in
Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, or Clym Yeobright, in e Return of the Native,
is for Heidegger the essential condition of authenticity. Authenticity means
taking possession, in solitude, of one’s own Dasein, rather than living in submission to das Man, “the they.” Heidegger’s valuation is exactly the reverse
of Williams’s. Heidegger, it may be, is closer to the Protestant tradition of
valuing private spiritual life than Williams. Williams gives short shrift to the
Protestantism of his rural Welsh border villagers. He sees the local vicar as
part of the oppressive class structure. He values the dissenting chapels that
were a resistance to the hegemony of the Church of England (e Country
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and the City ), but says nothing about the forms of private spirituality
those chapels promoted, for example private prayer. In the Marxist millennium one will not have a private subjective life. One will not need to have
such a thing.
Nancy’s thinking about community, in the two books listed in the Works
Cited, is complex. It is not at all easy to summarize in a phrase or two. For
Nancy, each individual is at once unique, singular, and at the same time
plural, “exposed,” in the etymological sense of “set outside,” to others. ose
others remain, however, fundamentally other, alien, strangers each enclosed
in his or her singularity. What we most share is that we shall all die, though
each singularity will die its own death. is means that each community, at
all times and places, is désoeuvrée, “unworked.”
For Agamben, the “coming community” will be agglomerations, not
necessarily malign, of “whatever (quodlibet)
quodlibet) singularities,” just as Lingis’s
quodlibet
title names “the community of those who have nothing in common.” Lingis’s
book emphasizes the encounter with the stranger as essential to human life
today. Blanchot’s La communauté inavouable is a small book commenting
on Nancy’s La communauté désoeuvrée, in its relation to Bataille’s “acephalic” community. Blanchot describes communities that are inavouable
in the sense of being secret, hidden, shameful, but also in the sense of being
incompatible with the “felicitous” public speech acts. Such public “avowals”
found, support, and constantly renew the communities we all would like to
live in or even may think we live in.
Jacques Derrida, finally, is deeply suspicious of Heidegger’s Mitsein, as
of the validity of anything like Williams’s celebration of a community of
people who share the same assumptions and live in kindness and mutuality.
Derrida’s last, so far unpublished, seminar of – is on Robinson Crusoe
and Heidegger’s e Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, an odd couple!
In the first session he intransigently asserts that each man or woman is
marooned on his or her own island, enclosed in a singular world, with no
isthmus, bridge, or other means of communication to the sealed worlds of
others, or from their worlds to mine. e consequence is that since “the
difference between one world and another remains always uncrossable
(infranchissable),” any community is “always constructed, simulated by an
ensemble of stabilizing enunciations (dispositifs), more or less stable, therefore never natural, language in the broad sense, the code of traces destined,
for all the living, to construct the unity of a world always deconstructible
and nowhere and never given in nature” (my trans., from personal digital
files). In some remarkable pages in “Faith and Knowledge” ((Acts of Religion
–), Derrida posits a suicidal tendency in each community that he calls
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a form of “autoimmunity”: “Community as com-mon auto-immunity: no
community <is possible> that would not cultivate its own auto-immunity, a
principle of sacrificial self-destruction ruining the principle of self-protection (that of maintaining its self-integrity intact), and this in view of some
sort of invisible and spectral sur-vival” ().
I conclude that assumptions about the nature of individuality and intersubjectivity largely determine one’s ideas about community. Williams’s community is only one possibility within a wide spectrum of recent concepts of
community. ese concepts are incompatible. ey cannot be synthesized
or reconciled. Il faut choisir. How do I choose? I wish with all my heart I
could believe in Williams’s classless communities, but I fear that real communities are more like the communities of self-destructive autoimmunity
Derrida describes. Certainly the United States these days, if you think of it
as one immense community, is a better example of Derrida’s self-destructive autoimmune community than of Williams’s community of kindness
and mutuality.
J. Hillis Miller
University of California, Irvine

Dialectic

Most accounts of the English word dialectic duly report that it enters the
English language in the th century as a general word for “logic” and more
specifically for “the art of dispute by question and answer,” and that it comes
via the Old French dialectique and the Latin dialectica from the Greek
expression dialektike (techne), meaning “(art) of conversation or discourse.”
What is not reported, and yet would be worth recalling, is the etymological
path by which a matter of “conversation” first becomes a matter of “logic.”
e Greek word dialektike is the feminine nominal form of the adjective dialektikos, meaning “conversational” or “characteristic of discourse.”
Dialektikos derives in turn from the feminine noun, dialektos, meaning
principally “discourse,” “conversation,” “ordinary talk” but also “articulate
speech as opposed to mere sound,” “the language of a country,” “a particular
dialect,” (dialektos being the root of the English word dialect
dialect), “a specific
local word or expression,” and even “a particular style of speaking or enunciating.” e noun dialektos derives from the deponent verb, dialegomai,
meaning “to converse” or “to discuss,” (from whence comes the English
dialogue), as well as “to associate or hold converse or have dealings with,”
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