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                 Robert Nisbet and the Problem of Community Bryan S. Turner Published online: 7 March 2014 # Springer Science+Business Media New York 2014 AbstractThe article traces the importance and development of the concept of‘com- munity’in Robert Nisbet’s sociological theory. Community and voluntary associations were key components of his view of civil society, because they stood between the individual and the state as bastions of personal liberty against authoritarianism. This idea was taken from Alexis de Tocqueville’s analysis of America democracy and developed by Nisbet as a critique of modern America. The article examines the conservative underpinnings of Nisbet’s sociology and compares his perspective on civil society with the idea of civil religion in J-J Rousseau and Robert Bellah. Nisbet’s perspective is criticised because not all voluntary associations have beneficial effects on civil society. The article considers how far his views on authority and community are still relevant and concludes by making a distinction between‘sticky societies’that are hard to join and difficult to leave and‘elastic societies’that are easy to join and cost- free to leave, and asks whether community is possible when the Internet has trans- formed sticky relationships into elastic, thin and dispersed relationships.
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 Voluntary association Introduction: Community as a Concept The definition and role of‘community’in human societies has been a perennial issue primarily in social theory and to a lesser extent in political theory. Perhaps what stands out in the sociological tradition is that‘community’is used almost always favourably to refer to relationships that are close, warm and comforting as opposed to the cold and anonymous relationships of the modern city and the state. Thus Raymond Williams (1976:76) noted that‘community’is‘never used unfavourably, and never to be given any Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 DOI 10.1007/s12108-014-9203-3 B. S. Turner (*) The Graduate Center, City University of New York, 365 5th Ave, New York, NY 10016, USA e-mail: [email protected] B. S. Turner The Australian Catholic University, 115 Victoria Parade, Fitzroy, Victoria 3065, Australia e-mail: [email protected] positive opposing or distinguishing term’. The idea and value of community have been especially salient in the United States starting with Alexis de Tocqueville’s recognition of community associations as the foundation of a sound polity in hisDemocracy in America (2004). Given the power of individualism and enterprise in colonial America, Tocqueville identified community (in terms of chapels, neighborhood groups and fam- ilies) as foundational to a viable and prosperous society. This view of American civil society and citizenship was fundamental to the political ideas of the founding fathers and has remained a constant theme of both academic and public debate. For Thomas Jefferson, a republic, based on the principle of equality, could only function if its citizens participated actively, but they could not necessarily achieve that involvement at a state level. He proposed to divide the counties into smaller wards of some 100 citizens and within these‘small republics’the citizens can exercise vigilance against the negative impact of power and wealth. Jefferson, while a pragmatist in religion and politics, thus identified normative issues that have run continuously through American political liberalism: the dangers of‘big government’, the corrosive effect of money and utilitarian individualism on virtue, and freedom of religion (Meacham2012:322–3).
 Tocqueville rather than Jefferson has remained the key figure in the academic notion that democracy cannot function without a foundation in local, small and intimate commu- nities as a counter-balance to the larger structures of the state and its administrative and coercive arms. With the growth of a commercial and urban culture in nineteenth century America, he argued that decentralized associations and local administration were the appropriate antidote to the powerlessnessand alienation that would evolve in the city.
 Tocqueville, writing in the context where America was an agrarian society of small communities, believed that a civic culture was being created by individual initiative and personal networks in which the ethical character of American society was nurtured by Protestant Christianity.
 This positive use of the term is consequently often associated with a conservative tradition that opposes the beneficial features of community, especially rural communi- ties, to the alienating conditions of large cities and urban culture. By contrast, other sociologists, typically outside the conservative legacy, have drawn attention to the potential for conflict within close and emotional relationships. John Urry (1996:376) pointed to research on rural communities that‘have shown that there may be consid- erable conflict in such places’. One example demonstrated the depth of conflict in the Welsh valley communities that were sufficiently intense to drive people away (Frankenberg1966). Richard Sennett (1973) also took the view that the very closeness of communal relationships was a basis for social intolerance.
 It is clear from this introductory comment on the sociological tradition with respect to‘community’that opinion is divided and often contested as a result of profound differences in underlying assumptions about politics and values. Within this legacy, the work of Robert Nisbet has been dominant and exemplary. Nisbet’sThe Quest for Communitywhich appeared in 1953 was and remains one of the most influential publications of twentieth-century sociology, but it also expressed some of the ambigu- ity of the idea of community that I have indicated in these opening paragraphs. In the 1950s and beyond there was a deep yearning for community in much of the political discourse of the time, but Nisbet’s analysis suggested that the quest for community could also have a negative aspect. The popular‘quest for community’was itself a symptom of growing alienation in urban America. Paradoxically the more people Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 69 talked about the need for community the more the roots of community were being eroded by urbanization and by the growth of bureaucracies in the state and corpora- tions. Like many critical commentators in the 1950s and 1960s, Nisbet was aware of and involved in the sociological debate about the alienating conditions of modernity and the threats to local communities. But Nisbet brought to this debate a broader concern for national politics in which he saw the totalitarian potential of the growth of the state. To appreciate hisThe Quest for Communitywe can pause momentarily to consider other major contributions to this debate in the post-war period. Similar arguments were appearing in David Reisman’sThe Lonely Crowd(1950) in which he formulated his famous dichotomy between the inner-directed and outer-directed character claiming that with the growth of American consumerism the independent and autonomous personality was being overshadowed by the need to demonstrate wealth and status. In chapter one ofThe Quest for Community, Nisbet referred to the publication of Kingsley Davis’sHuman Societyin which Davis (1949:32) asked ‘Can the anonymity, mobility, impersonality, specialization, and sophistication of the city become the attributes of a stable society or will society fall apart?’Nisbet remained doubtful that such conditions could sustain American society. Unsurprisingly Erving Goffman’sThe Presentation of Self in Everyday Life(1959) was taken by many to be not only a major contribution to the analysis of human interaction, but also an expression of the alienation of urban America. The growth of large corporations with their bureaucratic cultures and alienating life styles were issues explored in William F.
 Whyte’sThe Organization Man(1956).The Quest for Communityappeared in an intellectual context in which academic sociologists were critically assessing the disap- pearance of traditional American society, based on local rural communities, and the emergence of the metropolis, especially Chicago and New York, with their large migrant populations, violent gang cultures and rampant individualism. These themes—authority, community, the sacred, and the individual—remained crucial com- ponents of Nisbet’s sociological career in which he combined a profound understanding of the history of sociology in such works asThe Sociological Tradition(1967) and a unique grasp of the ambiguities of political ideologies inThe Social Philosophers; community and conflict in western thought(1974a) andConservatism(1986). Given Nisbet’s enduring interest in the problems of social order, moral authority and social change, it is not surprising that his analysis of the sociology of Emile Durkheim in for exampleThe Sociology of Emile Durkheim(1974b) continued to be a core element of his sociological vision.
 The Argument In this discussion consequently I focus on a single aspect of Robert Nisbet’ssociology, namely his interest in the social and political significance of community. I take up three issues. The first is to question whether independent voluntary associations (which I use as a short hand for the plethora of groups, clubs, associations and organizations that make up‘civil society’in a democracy) can provide the solution to Nisbet’s quest for the social conditions that will protect the individual from tyranny. The main issue here concerns the meaning of‘voluntary’and the composition of associations that constitute the civil sphere. Secondly I examine Nisbet’s approach to religion, since we might 70 Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 argue that the western quest to combine authority, community and individualism owes a great deal to Protestant Christianity. The place of religion in modern society was an enduring pre-occupation of Nisbet’s sociology. Although Christianity may have changed and declined in the United States, religion in a general sense is important in the public sphere. I examine the idea of‘civil religion’in J-J. Rousseau and its modern development in the work of Robert Bellah. How important is religion to the mainte- nance of a civil sphere? I take up this theme realizing obviously that Rousseau was the bête noireof Nisbet’s world view. The third issue is to see how far Nisbet’s views about society, community and authority can be applied to modern societies. How far can the Internet contribute to sustaining social relationships, or are the effects of the Internet largely negative in relation to community and authority?
 Of course Nisbet had died before the impact of the Internet had become an important issue in the contemporary world, but nevertheless his ideas about community and society, alongside historical tradition and individual identity, remain highly relevant to the questions arising from these new technologies. Public and academic concern about the impact of modern technology on social relationships is highly pertinent to Nisbet’s oeuvrewhich was overwhelmingly concerned with the very nature and quality of ‘society’(Nisbet1993). Many modern sociologists believe that‘society’is a thing of the past, and that modern social relations are fluid, fast-flowing, and flimsy. I conclude this discussion with a brief commentary of the problem of‘the social’in modern society drawing on an extended discussion fromOn Society(Elliott and Turner2012).
 Following Georg Simmel’s ideas about society as creative process, I consider the paradoxical consequences of the Internet and social media for community and society.
 This debate is important to Nisbet as a sociologist, because the‘end of the social’ would have serious implications for sociology as a science of social institutions. It also has serious implications for the future character of community.
 Community in the Civil Society The liberal theory of American democracy—fear of central government, an emphasis on local activism, the autonomy of religious congregations, charitable investment in education, a belief in the importance of personal moral conduct, the self-sustaining autonomy of the individual and the right of freemen to carry arms—survives in contemporary American politics, but this liberal legacy has been obviously subject to considerable critical evaluation. The role of voluntary associations in democracy has produced an extensive debate about‘associative democracy’in contemporary political theory (Cohen and Rogers1995). Within this liberal paradigm, a robust democracy requires an expanding middle class with a commitment to liberal tolerance, a viable press and responsible journalism to support open debate and a diversity of opinion, and voluntary associations that will bind individuals to together, but also act as a buffer against an intrusive and over-weaning state. Although the conventional literature on civil society presents a positive interpretation of voluntary associations and other intermediary groups, the role of voluntary or secondary associations is in fact far more problematic than this introductory statement would suggest. Secondary associations can also have a negative impact on democratic processes precisely because they articulate sectional, specific and particular interests. For example lobby groups can Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 71 often represent divisive sectional interests, because the very particularity of group membership often rubs up against the need for general values and interests if society is to remain stable. As I have suggested in reference to Jefferson, these problems were much debated by the founding fathers of American democracy. This general problem of sectional interest is often referred to, following the contributions of James Madison to The Federalistno 10, as‘The Mischief of Faction’in which a‘minority faction’can determine or at least influence the condition of the majority. Madison feared the negative consequences to the commonwealth of a‘multiplicity of interests’and a ‘multiplicity of sects’(Beloff1987). An associative democracy can only work if there is considerable decentralization and devolution of powers and responsibilities, but, given the threat of the mischief of faction, regulative devices and mechanisms are also needed to guarantee, on the one hand, minimal and egalitarian standards of public services, and to control criminal associations, on the other. In short, there must be a framework of legal regulation if the free play of associations is to have any secure benefit in maintaining individual liberties.
 One persistent issue in the traditional debate about civil society has been how to interpret the role of the family, religion and local community in the civil sphere. Are family ties and kinship obligations necessary to the survival of society, or are they narrow and particularistic thereby undermining broader bonds of society? In his study of the history of the city, Max Weber (1958) also emphasized the negative impact of family and kinship ties on civil society, arguing that Christianity had played an important role in the emergence of bourgeois rights precisely because it emphasized spiritual ties as superior to kinship ties. For Weber, the congregation in early Christianity had to a large extent replaced family and kinship. The theological under- standing of the church in the letters of St. Paul laid the foundations of an ethical universalism in rejecting circumcision as a ritual of membership. Indeed in his study of China, one obvious cause of Chinese backwardness was the enduring power of kinship ties within Confucian culture (Weber1957). These particularistic structures of family and kinship may well prevent the emergence of shared values through dialogue and hence Jurgen Habermas’saccount(1989)of‘discursive will formation’in hisThe Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere(1989) cannot take place.
 In modern sociology, Jeffrey Alexander (2006) has taken up the legacy of the debate about particularism and universalism in the idea of a civil society proposing a new notion of‘the civil sphere’. The civil sphere, in his view, is bounded by various‘non- civil’institutions such as religion, family, and community, which are typically partic- ularistic, exclusive and narrow rather than universalistic and societal. Patriarchal structures of hierarchical power and the particularities of blood relationships in these institutions often conflict with the processes of building solidarity in this wider sphere of civil life. The narrow loyalties of kinship and family hinder and occasionally obstruct the rise of loyalties to the civil sphere and limit its scope to engage individuals in more inclusive social relationships. Greek political theory had contrasted the abstract unity of the city—the world of men—with the particularity of the family and gender, and the protection of the city and the fear of diversity were the origins of the political. The nomoior laws were the normative walls that protected city life from the disruptive force of family and women (Saxonhouse1992). The social cohesion of the civil sphere is compromised by affective ties of these communal groups and especially by the particularistic interests of kinship and family. For Alexander, there is an important role 72 Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 for civil repair, namely social and political acts that are designed to rebuild confidence, solidarity and trust. According to Alexander, the demand for justice, especially in modern social movements from black emancipation, civil rights campaigns, the anti- Vietnam war movement and the women’s movement onwards, is a fundamental component of the history of civil repair.
 Alexander (2006:27) recognized that in the history of philosophy, the notion of civil society was fundamental to Hegel’sPhilosophy of Right. However Hegel’saccountof the family and the state is incompatible with Alexander’s critical view of the family as too particularistic to play the universal role of empowerment and inclusion. For Hegel, there was a major difference between relations in the market place, which are contrac- tual and abstract, and those within the family, which are non-contractual and substan- tive. Hegel rejected Kant’s view that marriage is a contract, arguing that marriage and the family involved the whole person and were essential to personal identity, whereas the market brought people together merely as owners of property. He went on to argue that the‘Corporation’(by which he meant voluntary associations) and the family are fundamental to civil society. Thereby‘as the family is the first, so the Corporation is the second ethical root of the state, the one planted in civil society’(Hegel1942:256).He regarded the family, civil society and the state as three‘moments’in the ethical order or ‘ethical powers that regulate the life of individuals’(Hegel1942: 145). Now for Hegel an ethical life is impossible without self-consciousness and this form of awareness can only arise through the necessity and experience of reciprocity with others that is through community (Bernstein1984).
 While Nisbet would not have accepted Hegel’s view of the state, one might reasonably assume that he would have agreed with Hegel’s interpretation of family, voluntary association and community in relation to the ethical life of the individual. In The Quest for Community, Nisbet (1990:21) briefly noted that Hegel among others had ‘an extraordinarily close relation to the contemporary ideology of community’.Inhis chapter on conservative thought inA History of Sociological Analysis,Nisbet(1979:
 85) suggested that Hegel’s view of society was‘hardly different in its fundamentals from that of Burke’and that Hegel had moved beyond his youthful enthusiasm for the French Revolution to a conservative view of institutions. Adapting Hegel to modern society, Nisbet identified the‘dislocation of the traditional groups’and affirmed that ‘our problem must be seen in terms of the decline in functional and psychological significance of such groups as the family, the small local community, and various other traditional relationships that have immemorially mediated between the individual and his society’(Nisbet1990: 45). Yet at the same time‘Probably never in all history have so many organizations, public and private, made the individual the center of bureau- cratic and institutionalized regard’(Nisbet1990:4). In Hegel’s terms, the modern individual becomes‘abstract ’in the sense that the individual is not engaged as a whole person but simply as a number (such as a security number) in a network of contractual relations that exercise regulation over citizens. At the same time, the community is in decline. To what extent are Hegel’s‘Corporations’still relevant in respect of these developments?
 Obviously not all voluntary associations contribute unambiguously to trust, demo- cratic sentiments and generalized solidarity. What is democratic, inclusive and univer- sal about the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, or the Nation of Islam? How does the National Rifle Association or the National Federation of Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 73 Independent Businesses contribute to general trust and civil repair? Do secret societies such as the Masonic League promote the interests of the people as a whole? After 9/11 and the war on terror, American society has been bitterly divided over gun control, sexuality, education and the role of government in which particularistic interests outweigh communal ties.
 It is obvious that strong communal ties, almost by definition, rule out inclusive values and social networks, but what about the issue of voluntary membership? In the case of many religious organizations, there is an issue about just how voluntary they actually are when the exit of members may be highly regulated if not forbidden.
 Apostasy rules, in certain traditions within conservative Islam that punish members who exit can be repressive and punitive. In fact any fundamentalist group, whether in Christianity or Judaism, will take up a hostile response to members who seek to exit.
 Albert O. Hirschman (1970:80) observes that exit is obviously damaging to any social group and‘Loyalty then helps to redress the balance by raising the cost of exit’.
 There is a further problem with the notion that these primary communal groups play a functional role in democracies. For example, the sociological debate about voluntary associations and the civil sphere has often overlooked the fact that many associations in civil society are criminal or at least sit on the border between legality and illegality.
 Criminal associations and urban gangs often provide a‘Robin Hood service’to their members, and in urban slums, where state welfare institutions have failed, they may be the only associations providing support to marginalized and disprivileged populations.
 Sociologists generally focus on the beneficial contribution of religious associations in providing welfare services to marginal people by building service networks outside state institutions. The role of the Salvation Army in the United States is a case in point (Davis and Robinson2012). However, any theory of the beneficial effects of civil society for democratic values and practice must give a convincing account of how we might avoid what political theorists have called‘uncivil civil society’or‘bad civil society’(Keane1998; Chambers and Kopstein2001). It is not just that we have to worry about criminal associations, but the spread of gated communities in America is evidence, not of integrated and functional society, but one in which there is declining trust and growing insecurity. There is a danger in situations of low trust and fear of criminality that communities become‘enclave societies’(Turner2007).
 Many of Nisbet’s mature ideas date back to his early student experiences at Berkeley University of California which he entered in 1932 and where he encountered Frederick J. Teggart, head of the department of Social Institutions. Teggart had a capacious view of the discipline of history and many of his publications—Prolegomena of History (1916) andProcesses of History(1918)—clearly had a long-term influence of Nisbet’s own views on developmentalism, progress and history. Teggart’scourseoflectures went under the title of‘Progress and Civilization’and it is not surprising that Nisbet (1986:6) was‘smitten by Teggart’. Nisbet was to draw on the experience of being a research assistant to Teggart in much of his academic career. Indeed the theme of community, which was to play such a large role in his general understanding of sociology inThe Sociological Tradition(1966),Twilight of Authority(1975) and Conservatism: Dream and Reality(1986), emerged from his response to Teggart’s seminar on the Roman family and the state. The theme of community grew out his early study of Roman law where he observed the conflict between the push towards absolute sovereignty on the part of the state and the growth of associations and groups that stood 74 Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 between the individual and the state. These early ideas about community were to be deepened by his understanding of the‘Reactionary Enlightenment’(in Haller, Bonald, de Maistre and others) and by the dawning realization that Rousseau, Diderot, d’Alembert and Robespierre were not friends of liberty. Rousseau in particular was critical of‘partial associations’and celebrated the unitary state as the expression of the General Will. The French Revolution simply replaced the religious millenarianism of Christianity with a political–secular ideology of progress. Perhaps Nisbet’spersonal view of these issues was summed up in the ironic statement that‘what liberals most want is freedom to obey the iron law of the state’(Nisbet1986:11).
 Turning now more specifically to Nisbet’s account of community, the associations that make up civil society are diverse. They include‘family, church, association’ (Nisbet1990: 180). Modern state-dominated citizenship has liberated the modern individual from the‘traditional ties of class, religion and kinship’(Nisbet1990:9), and here he detects an important change in identity from the Middle Ages when the ‘citizen was literally the inhabitant of a free town’(Nisbet1990:97). One problem with Nisbet’s list of civil-society elements is that they are sociologically too diverse and heterogeneous. Whereas a voluntary association is by definition one in which an individual joins on a voluntary basis, a family is by definition an involuntary associ- ation into which one is born. We can find another example in the organization of criminal gangs. In a remarkable study of gang life in Guatemala, Robert Brenneman (2012) shows how young men, often from broken homes, poverty and urban squalor, join gangs that demand unswerving loyalty and commitment. Their membership is often sealed by extensive tattoos on their faces and by personal sacrifice in service of the group. Any attempt to leave the gang is normally met with severe punishment including death, which is often referred to as the‘morgue rule’, because it is the only way to exit the gang. These gangs are deeply communal in one sense, but they are dysfunctional for the society as a whole. Similarly sects and churches have very different bases of membership. Whereas one is typically converted into a sect, one is baptized into a church. Turning once more to Hirschman’sExit, Voice and Loyalty (1970), a family, a criminal gang and a sect are forms of association from which the cost of exit is exceptionally high, and the demands of loyalty, correspondingly great. By contrast, membership of the Royal Automobile Association is low cost and low risk.
 Anticipating a later discussion, I shall define associations as‘sticky’when entry is often difficult, protracted and taxing, and correspondingly exit is either impossible or painful.
 In sticky religious groups, exit is often defined as a form of damaging disloyalty for which there may be significant penalties, including death. By contrast in modern, liberal and pluralistic societies, most forms of membership are superficial or shallow or in my terminology‘elastic’. We can move in and out of associational life with little cost to ourselves, because in Hirschman’s terms the demand for loyalty and the expectation of voice are low.
 Against the idea that democratic societies require a strong communal and associa- tional base, it is possible to identify societies that have strong civil-society components but weak or compromised democratic structures. One can think here of southern Italy where the mafia, in combination with familial and religious associations, continued to hinder the emergence of accountable and transparent democratic institutions at the local and national level. In Italy in the 1920s and 1930s, there was often a strong associa- tional connection between the local Catholic Church, the family and fascist Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 75 organizations that sought to protect traditional society from the invasion of modernity, the industrial north and the Communist Party. The local Catholic Church was the focus of rural life, providing both religious and cultural services to the local community.
 Local saints often provided channels for cultural and political conservatism. In the life of Padre Pio, religion came to represent the suffering of the community in the crisis of Italy at war and his village became the site of intense devotional activity and fascist resistance (Luzzatto2010). To take another example from contemporary politics, the limitations of the Arab Spring as a series of democratic secular movements from Tunisia to Syria has been the absence of strong communal ties into the rural hinterland.
 Where the state has failed to provide for its citizens in terms of employment, welfare and security, ordinary people have turned to the Muslim Brotherhood for support. For many commentators on Islam in the West, the growth of radical Islamic groups might also be seen as a threat to communal harmony (Kepel2002;Roy1994). In America, reflecting anxiety about the threat of radical Muslim associations, the state intervenes to create or encourage a moderate form of Islam that is compatible with democratic values (Rascoff2012). Equally political responses to European Islam such as the English Defence League, which has strong communal ties to English football clubs, might be regarded as problematic. Another illustration is offered by Israel, where it appears that the very strength of religious associations and ethnic communities outside the state makes the conduct of effective democratic government deeply problematic, because proportional representation has magnified communal and sectional interests (Ben-Porat and Turner2011). In terms of recent social movements in the United States, it has been claimed that the relative weakness of Occupy Wall Street is a consequence of the absence of strong ties to associational networks such as political parties, trade unions and churches (Gitlin2012). These examples suggest that there is no uniform relation- ship between the presence of a dense network of communal groups in civil society and the evolution of liberal democracy. However, strong exclusive communal groups may not only inhibit the emergence of any social consensus, but foster communal conflict and disharmony. States in the Middle East, such as Lebanon, appear to be plagued by communal and religious loyalties that make the achievement of political agreements and cultivation of civic values almost impossible. These illustrations also may begin to create analytical problems for which the theory of‘civil sphere’may not produce ready-made solutions.
 Nisbet does not appear to recognize the problem that‘community’, if too exclusive and involuntary, might render the operation of civil society impossible. There appears in fact to be three problems here. Firstly some societies are so deeply divided—such as northern and southern Italy in the post-war period—that civil society is too fractured to support a functional government. The communal division between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland is an obvious example. Another is modern day Nigeria which has been especially prone to communal conflicts between Muslims and Christians. Nigeria with 250 ethnic groups and 400 recognized linguistic groups has been engulfed in communal violence as different social groups struggle to gain commanding political power (Clarke2004). Secondly, Nisbet wants to combine family, religion and voluntary associations as typical ingredients of civil society, but as I have noted these are very different social forms. Thirdly without a functioning legal system and police force, there is nothing to regulate civil society to prevent the corrosive infiltration of mafia-like associations. The courts of law can only function with the 76 Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 backing of the state, and therefore the question is whether a pluralistic civil society— the many intermediary associations that Nisbet saw as essential to liberty—can function without the regulative intervention of a sovereign state? With globalization, nation states, mainly through large-scale international migration, become increasingly diverse and differentiated into separate parallel communities. To return to the basic question of Kingsley Davis—can they hang together?
 Civil Religion and the National Society While Nisbet regarded churches as important components of civil society, he was not deeply concerned with religion per se. In the opening pages ofTwilight of Authority,he observed that it would be necessary to go to‘religion to find anything comparable to modern Western man’s willingness to make sacrifices, of property and life when necessary, in the name of political patriotism’(Nisbet1975:3–4), but he also recog- nized that patriotic trust in government had almost completely disappeared. Patriotic fervor had evaporated in the face of a‘clerisy of power’that‘in size and complexity is without precedent since the height of the Roman Empire’(Nisbet1975:4). He did however recognized the importance of religion to the early American colonies and acknowledged the revitalization of society associated with later evangelical revivals, but these religious movements were not threatening to the individual or to liberty, because early America was a dispersed society. Religion operated, as Tocqueville said it would, in the form of the local chapel, and the separation of church and state protected the emerging democracy from the clutches of any priestly hierarchy. Many sociologists (Alexis de Tocqueville, Max Weber and Talcott Parsons) have regarded the Protestant denominations as fundamental to the development of American liberal democracy, but Nisbet’s interpretation of Protestantism was ambivalent. For Nisbet (1975:89), the basic principle of the Protestant revolution was‘the lone individual, an omnipotent, distant God and divine grace’, and consequently the Reformation had contributed to the destruction of the communal life and culture of the Middle Ages. In contrast, Catholicism was‘the last real stronghold of the kind of authority that lies in religious institutions, in ritual and sacrament’(Nisbet1975:89). The Protestant societies of northern Europe had succumbed to the‘acid’impact of modernity and the result was an erosion of the sense of community, only traditional Catholicism retained a vivid sense of liturgy, ritual and belief. Unsurprisingly he came to the conclusion that the ‘greatest religious event of our age’was the transformation of Catholicism as a result of the changes brought about by Vatican Council in 1960 under Pope John XX11. The inevitable outcome was the secularization of Catholicism in which the Catholic Church would come to resemble a Protestant denomination. We might assume that Nisbet would have seen the multiple crises of modern Catholicism—declining lay membership and recruitment to the priesthood, sexual and financial scandals and the resignation of Pope Benedict—as confirmation of his conservative fears.
 The contemporary growth of‘fundamentalist or Pentecostalist religions’at the expense of traditional forms of Christianity (Nisbet1986:44) was further evidence of the decline of religion, but the real collapse had been brought about by the rise of the youth culture of the 1960s. With post-war alienation, believers had become seekers after community in‘easy religion’with an inevitable‘vulgarization of Christianity’ Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 77 (Nisbet1990: 27). The quest for therapeutic community, self development and sexual expression was perhaps nowhere more pronounced than in California itself which was for example the home of Esalen combing yoga, eastern spirituality, sexual experimen- tation and beach culture (Goldman2012). These manifestations of spirituality in the student movements of the 1960s were a significant departure from the religious legacy of the foundations of American civilization, and Nisbet was scornful of what he called ‘the astonishing recrudescence of religion—at least the trappings of religion—among those elements of society (chiefly college youth at the present time, but the ranks are spreading)’(Nisbet1975: 82). Nisbet rarely referred to the work of Talcott Parsons except as an example of modern social evolutionary thought inHistory of the Idea of Progress, but on matters of religion there is some convergence in their views of modern America. Both men recognized how the post-war student population was spear-heading a revolution in culture, including the transformation of religious culture. Parsons (1974) called this cultural shift an‘expressive revolution’in which the predominance of cognitive rationalism was being displaced by an expressive and emotional culture celebrating the right of individuals to have‘experience’. In a similar fashion Daniel Bell (1976) recognized the cultural contradictions of capitalism in terms of a tussle between traditional forms of asceticism and discipline and emerging forms of leisure and hedonism arising with the post-industrial society. Contemporary sociology of religion has taken up these themes noting the emergence of‘spirituality’as post- orthodox and post-institutional, because the new religious forms typically take place outside any organized religious group. While many seekers after religion are now on line, the American religious scene has also witnessed the rise of the mega-church which imitate corporate culture in terms of size, income generation and conversion strategies.
 Modern American congregations get bigger and their prosperity gospel is a reflection of modern corporate values (Chaves2011). This phrase perhaps perfectly captures Nisbet’s notion of the erosion of community in modern society, because neither spirituality nor the mega-church are conducive to the maintenance of small intimate communities. I shall return to this issue in the conclusion to argue that the emergence of these new religious movements is a profound indication of radical changes in the social world, raising important questions about conventional notions of community and society.
 AcomparisonofNisbet’s sociology and the work of Robert Bellah on civil society and religion is instructive. Bellah was one of the authors celebrating the legacy of Tocqueville inHabits of the Heartwhich also explored community, authority and individualism in American society (Bellah et al.1985). Following Tocqeville’slegacy, they were especially concerned with the changing nature of community. In the their Glossary(1985:333), they define community as‘a group of people who are socially interdependent, who participate together in discussion and decision making, and who share certainpractices….that both define the community and are nurtured by it’.This notion of community is contrasted with‘lifestyle enclave’which they define as formed by people who share‘appearance, consumption, and leisure activities’who neverthe- less‘do not act together politically and do not share a history’(Bellah et al.1985:335).
 Modern expressive individualism finds its expression in these lifestyle enclaves which are weaker forms of association than traditional communities. They foster individual choice and self expression, and they are not based on close ethnic, cultural or religious commitments. The defining principle of communal life‘in the strong sense’is the 78 Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 existence of a‘community of memory’(Bellah et al.1985:153). Lifestyle enclaves do not have any historical depth of memory. The conclusion toHabits of the Heartoffers a discussion of the problems of‘the national society’that is consistent with Nisbet’s anxieties about the character of America’s national society. They conclude‘If society is shattered into as many special interests as there are individuals, then, as Tocqueville foresaw, there is only the school-master state left to take care of us and keep us from one another’sthroats’(Bellah et al.1985:271).
 While the publication ofHabits of the Heartwas a major event in American sociology, Bellah is possibly better known for his famousDaedalusarticle (1967)on ‘civil religion in America’and the debate that attended its publication. In opposition to the notion of a general secularization of modern societies, Bellah proposed that America has a religious tradition that is separate from but connected to the Christian churches. Embracing the historical sense of America as the First New Nation, the city on a Hill and the Israel of the New World, the national myth paints a picture of sacrifice and suffering that was followed eventually by national redemption. Essentially a history of national tragedy from the Civil War to the Vietnam War, civil religion contains symbols of national catastrophe and deliverance. As with other religions, it was reinforced and revivified by periodic festivals such as Thanksgiving and Memorial Day, and by sacred sites such as the Arlington Memorial.
 Insisting that civil religion was not a corrupted or inferior version of Christianity, Bellah also speculated that it was the obvious companion of the republican form of government. In this respect, there is an important convergence between Rousseau and Bellah on the idea of a civil religion. In a multicultural society with diverse competing groups and different religions, there is little reference specifically to Jesus in public discourse. Rather in presidential addresses from George Washington to recent American presidents, there is an acknowledgement that God as the Supreme Being who stands over the nation. In a multi-faith society any acknowledgement of Jesus in political discourse would be divisive. The political language of leadership has to approach religion in a general manner, because a specific content would alienate different sections of the community. In a society that is already divided, specific religious themes can further divide society rather than generating a consensus (Chapp 2012:58). The idea that the nation is guided by a Supreme Being follows Rousseau’s idea that in a republic religion needs such a Being, but it does not need the theological baggage of a religion of a personal saviour. Both men recognized that Christianity was not necessarily suited to a republic and Bellah (1978: 18) noted that‘a republic will have republican customs—public participation in the exercise of power, political equality of citizens, a wide distribution of small and medium property with few very rich or very poor—customs that will lead to a public spiritedness, a willingness of the citizen to sacrifice his own interests for the common good, in a word a citizen motivated by republican virtue’. In his analysis of republican America and its civil religion, Bellah did not pay much attention to the role of intermediate associations. Rather the citizen is connected to the state via the beliefs, values and rituals of the civil religion. In this work and elsewhere, Bellah was critical of the idea that the market, in the tradition of Adam Smith’s political economy, could offer forms of exchange and sociability that are conducive to social stability. Indeed he concluded the original article with a discussion of the legitimacy of the republic in which he recognized that consumerism and‘naked self interest’had undermined the institutions that are the vehicles of the civil religion:
 Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 79 ‘Have not the churches along with the schools and the family—what I have called the soft structures that deal primarily with human motivation—suffered more in the great upheavals through which our society has recently gone than any other of our institu- tions, suffered so much that their capacity to transmit patterns of conscience and ethical values has been seriously impaired’(Bellah1978:23).
 In‘Is There a Common American Culture?’,Bellah(1998)wasfarmoreuncertain about the existence of a civil religion and claimed that a common culture was carried by the market and the state through their agencies of socialization namely education, television and the mass media. The dominant element of the common culture was now utilitarian individualism. Yet within this form of individualism, there were still the traces of an older tradition going back to the Puritans of Massachusetts Bay, but this tradition of religious individualism and respect for the person is challenged by the impersonal neutrality of the market.
 The End of the Social?
 The problem of‘society’was central to Nisbet’s sociology, but he believed that the very word had been corrupted by the development of the social sciences. InPrejudices (1982) he observed that the word, which had been invented in the early nineteenth century, had acquired a new (and damaged) meaning. Originally the word had meant an autonomous field made up of the family, the parish, the village and above all voluntary associations that were separate and independent from the state. Most modern social scientists have by contrast regarded this field as the source of inequality, parochial and prejudicial attitudes, and backward looking beliefs. Social scientists do not seek solutions to modern problems in the community but in the state, and hence Nisbet argued these academics should be called‘political scientists’. We have seen that Alexander’s account ofCivil Societywould be a perfect example of Nisbet’s claims insofar as Alexander treated the family, religion, and village as‘noncivil’institutions. It is appropriate therefore to conclude this discussion of Nisbet with an examination of the problem of society in modern sociology. InOn Society(Elliott and Turner2012)we observed that, while sociology is in some very basic sense the study of the social, sociologists have disagreed about how to define‘society’. More problematically, contem- porary sociologists have been persuaded that‘society’has to be abandoned in favor of the idea of networks, or global flows, or assemblages. This move is extreme. It also unnecessary provided one notes the bifurcation of modern societies into“sticky”and“elastic”types.
 Sticky societies are difficult to join, and even more difficult to leave. They are typically local, intensive and bounded by rituals. Entry and exit are controlled by rites of passage that generate considerable emotion or collective effervescence in Durkheim’s terminology.
 Elastic societies are very different. They arestretched over time and space, and held together by a web of Internet connections. The modern metaphor of the‘web’to describe such relationships is a perfect description of modern elasticity. In sticky societies, authority is hierarchical, clear and decisive. Deviations from group norms in Australian aboriginal societies were punished by spearing. By contrast in an on-line society, authority is difficult to impose—short of closing down the Internet. The lack of authority is illustrated by the difficulties in Muslim societies of controlling the issuance offatwasthat clearly contradict the traditional authority of the mullahs (Turner and Volpi2007 ). 80 Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 Nisbet, writing in the second half of the twentieth century, recognized that the West was in trouble, and that this sense of unease—that the idea of progress was slipping away from the grasp of western societies—was expressed in the fascination on the part of intellectuals with the theme of alienation (Nisbet1986: 159). The manifestations of these changes were numerous: public dissatisfaction with politics which was expressed in indifference to politics and lack of interest in elections; a sense of alienation from big government and big business; the quest for material wealth regardless of the cost; and the decline of community. Nisbet’s response was to argue for a revitalized Tocquevillian democracy to strengthen local assemblies and associations, to contain the influence of the state at the local level, to reduce the mass of federal bureaucracies, and in general to encourage social innovation and experiment. In my view the Internet has opened up many democratic possibilities—such as voting online, discussion blogs, online referenda, mobilization of protests, and endless possibilities with social net- working. On the other hand, there are many negative aspects of these new develop- ments. The deeper question is: does the Internet result in a dangerous erosion of the social, or does it open up possibilities of what he called‘social invention’,namely‘the assembling of existing patterns in novel patterns’(Nisbet1986: 147). In short, are there beneficial opportunities here for social creativity?
 How does this relate to the legacy of Nisbet? On the one hand there is considerable social creativity on the web and these networks play a major role in modern politics: in the Arab Spring, in opposition movements in Syria, in social networking and political criticism in China, and in conflicts in the major cities of Turkey in the summer of 2013.
 It is difficult therefore to argue that the social is dead. Nevertheless there are few sticky societies—or communities in Nisbet’slanguage—still functioning. Elasticity is all.
 These new social forms are not ones however within which authority can be easily exercised. While liberals welcomed the Arab Spring, they are less enthusiastic about Anonymous, cyber-crime, hacking or online pornography. By late 2013, there was also ample evidence of the destructive potential of online political movements and debate in the implosion of Egypt and the ongoing crisis in Syria. The only remaining questions are about discipline, ownership and authority. Will there be a second‘Reactionary Enlightenment’to provide us with the relevant conceptual apparatus to make sense of this emerging world?
 Conclusion: There is No Such Thing as Society Margaret Thatcher was British Prime Minister from 1979 to 1990. Her version of conservatism in rejecting big government corresponds roughly with Nisbet’s concerns about the power of the modern state and the rise of a political clerisy, but their understanding of tradition and community were radically different, and the difference brings out strains in the conservative tradition. These political and value differences also reflect the gap between American and British conservatives. Mrs Thatcher was famous among other things for her rejection of the idea of‘society’. She complained about the tendency to blame society for our individual problems and she rejected the idea that governments could solve personal difficulties. In an interview forWo m e n’s Own31 October 1987 she famously said‘There is no such thing a society. There are individual men and women and there are families. And no government can do anything Am Soc (2014) 45:68–83 81 except through people and people must look to themselves first’. Mrs Thatcher later distanced herself from the interview, claiming that she had been misunderstood. She had not meant to endorse selfish individualism at the expense of collective values and the idea that the national society did not exist was blatantly incompatible with the conservative tradition in Britain. In fact‘MrsThatchermorethanmostprofesseda semi-mystical view of Britain as a family united by common values’(Campbell 2009:389). This debate about the conservative view of national society and community offers a useful point at which to conclude this discussion of Robert Nisbet’sattemptsto define and defend the idea of community. Nisbet stands most clearly in the tradition of Edmund Burke rather than in a neo-conservative defence of economic individualism and markets. Breaking the bonds of community leads not to freedom but to loneliness and alienation. As Nisbet (1990:22) declared inThe Quest for Community‘Society, Burke wrote in a celebrated line, is a partnership of the dead, the living and the unborn.
 Mutilate the roots of society and tradition, and the result must inevitably be the isolation of a generation from its heritage, the isolation of individuals from their fellow men, and the creation of the sprawling, faceless masses’.
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