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 Facilitating the becoming of healthy community
By Nomvula Dlamini of the Community Development Resource Association, June 2008
This article seeks to unpack the somewhat illusive concept of ‘community’, probably the most fundamental form of organisation, and what this might mean for a more developmental practice in working with communities
What is “community “?

The notion of community means different things for different people and in the field of community development practice it has become a word that is often used loosely and sometimes, unthinkingly. For some people community is a locality while others approach it as a value. The locality view of community is one that is commonly embraced and worked with by community development practitioners – community is seen as people in a particular geographical area into whose development they are intervening. This notion of community commonly informs and shapes the thinking, approaches and strategies of community development practitioners and organisations – they see their work as intervening into communities and facilitating their development. 

While the locality view of community implies being bounded, the notion of community as value transcends this - one can be in solidarity with people irrespective of where they are physically located. The notion of community as value brings together the elements of solidarity, mutuality, liberty and equality and also incorporates the notion of organising ideals. Although not commonly embraced and worked with by community development practitioners, community as value has a particular power in it – it helps us to see community is an ideal, a leading image that we can strive for – this notion recognises that community is not always a current reality. For community development practitioners, this notion helps us to see that indeed facilitating becoming a community may be the real transformational task, not just developing it. 

Irrespective of which notion of community people subscribe to, we continue to use it in romantic ways. Many of us long for the fulfilling connections that are offered by healthy community. For those who have, at various times, experienced healthy community, such connections allow us to feel whole, they give us a sense of belonging, they make us feel in harmony with others and nature and, when needed, they help with our processes of healing. All people, in some way or another, crave for the interconnectedness that fully becoming community has to offer and can afford us – those who have experienced the state of becoming community know that it gives the feeling of different energies being in harmony in a way that makes us feel whole, deeply connected and fulfilled at many different levels.

While many long for the fulfilling connections that are possible when we achieve the state of fully becoming community, we are acutely aware that we live in a world where such connections are difficult to sustain and keep intact. For those working in community development, it is proving to be extremely challenging to facilitate processes that will enable such connections. We are painfully aware that the world in which we live is characterised by growing individualism, fragmentation and exclusion - these are elements that militate against healthy community and the fulfilling connections that it can offer. Within this context, as development practitioners we have unfortunately fallen into the habit of using the notion of community glibly – without giving much thought to what we actually mean. When used unthinkingly, “community” becomes a veil that hides power hierarchies that exclude, marginalise and disenfranchise. So, we are challenged to pay attention to the power hierarchies within communities or we may run the risk of secretly entrenching existing relationships, marginalisation, exclusion and abuse.  

Thinking about traditional community, the clan has been, and, in some cultures continues to be, the overarching structure of the community. The clan, in traditional community, is founded on the principles of connectedness, belonging and inclusiveness – the essential identity of a person is through the clan that she or he is a member of. While the clan offers structure, ritual  plays a crucial role in the lives of people in that they offer processes and practices through which the connections with self, others and nature are ensured and often restored. In traditional community the rituals are an integral part of human life, they guide many aspects of the lives of people; greetings, meetings, births, rights of passage, death, resolving problems and dealing with crises and adversity. Through rituals people and things are brought together – they have symbolic value and are practised to restore health, broken relationships and bonds, community disputes, to bring families together through marriage and to accompany the departed from this world to the Spirit World. 

Working in Community

Creating space for observing rituals

In order to genuinely facilitate becoming a community, development interventions have to allow connection to the rituals that bring people together, bring their energies into harmony and restore healing – space has to be created for observance of rituals.  We have to bear in mind that through rituals people in community can be bound to each other as well as to the forces that extend beyond their physical being. Rituals play a role in awakening consciousness of individuals and the collective and helping to renew connection with people and things that matter – they help to reignite the emotional energy which is important for unfolding development of the community. It is ironic that in many communities we often celebrate traditional culture through rituals but, in doing so, we tend to freeze it, make it rigid and force it to become dead. Cultural practices and processes, as an expression of the life within a community, should lead to renewal and change. However, we should be aware that these cultural practices and processes can sometimes serve to entrench power – we should avoid romanticising them.

Having said this about traditional community, we are prompted to ask what is the overarching structure of modern day community? Or whether the notion of an overarching structure even applies to modern day, contemporary community? Perhaps with regard to modern day community it is not about the overarching structure but rather – for community development practitioners - it is more helpful to look for the different relationships through which people connect and communicate. The forms of social organisation include the formal as well as the informal networks that allow for the social distribution of resources, articulation of shared aspirations, resolution of conflicts, collective action and the practice rituals in a way that enables collective consciousness and healing.

Working through existing organisational forms

Often, as community development practitioners, our interventions fail to surface, recognise and work through the existing forms through which people organise themselves – our interventions tend to ignore these by creating artificial, often western-style, “committeefied”  forms that often prove to be unsustainable. The social organisational forms might be broken or weak and need to be rewoven slowly, gradually and respectfully. These provide the context for mobilising people – often the energy and life force resides within the interconnections – the challenge to community development practitioners is to recognise that our transformational task is to look for, surface and help in the re-weaving of these organisational forms in a way that enables healthy interconnection and interdependence. 

However, we also need to bear in mind that the forms and relationships through which communities connect and associate are not static; they are dynamic and continually changing and evolving. So, community development practitioners, in their engagement with communities, should also help communities seek or to innovate new organisational forms and nurture these in ways that connect to the energies of the people – and allow for human connection and enable social distribution through the forms of giving that are an essential quality of the community.  Through this healthy community is created. 

Healthy community serves as a container for people – it results when community development practitioners are genuinely able to facilitate becoming a community. Healthy community flows from individuals having a strong and heightened sense of self - a self with a stronger sense of dignity, integrity and esteem. So, in seeking to nurture healthy community an aspect of the real transformational task involves strengthening of individuality. This demands that space be created for people to enable their self expression and enjoyment of their unique abilities and gifts. Healthy community should support, among people, the development of a healthy sense of identity and belonging which in turn will lead to greater generosity and giving by individuals. It is within a healthy environment that greater awareness of the needs of self and others can be highlighted and addressed – it can lead to better distribution of resources and materials as it can foster individual and collective consciousness. The challenge in nurturing truly healthy communities requires of community development practitioners to avoid regarding people as economic commodities – instead, we are challenged to recognise, respect, acknowledge and appreciate their individuality and humanity.

Using artistic processes to access invisible foundations  

Another facet that is often neglected by community development practice is that of artistic expression. In order to genuinely facilitate becoming a community, development practitioners should ensure that their interventions facilitate connection to the artistic, creative processes and expression of individuals and the collective. Artistic processes and expression leads to producing things that are beautiful and are symbolic of the community and through that offer opportunities for deeper transformation, accessing the invisible foundations, particularly human relationships of crisis and stuckness. Further, artistic processes and expressions are important for the healing of people – they are symbolically taken to heal the soul as they provide people with alternative ways to express even stucknesses and deep hurts that are deeply buried in their hearts and psyches. In most communities, story-tellers for example, act like the repository of the memory and history of the community. Creating opportunity for stories to be shared allows the community to re-connect to those things that have shaped its journey of development and learning.

Strengthening horizontal relationships

We have to bear in mind that community development can become a stagnant process if it does not connect communities to other communities. A challenge for community development practitioners is to strengthen horizontal relations not only within the community but also across communities.  – facilitating becoming a community requires the strengthening of horizontal relationships guided by the principles of inclusiveness, participation, connectedness and mutuality. An inside-out approach is fine up to a point, but, the principle of diversity requires that living systems cross-fertilise with other living systems that are similar but different. So, community exchanges of knowledge, experiences and information are vital for healthy development and co-existence. 

Making use of living local and indigenous knowledge

In order to meaningfully facilitate community exchanges, community development practice has to connect to local and indigenous knowledge and innovation – this has to do with the knowledge systems which include the methods and practices that are particularly suited to the community and have been used and adapted by them for various purposes. Living local knowledge and innovation processes in communities are often creative synergies of local/indigenous knowledge and knowledge from the outside. Local knowledge and innovation processes and systems are more indigenous than the knowledge itself which is often a hybrid from all sorts of places, from various external sources such as neighbours, from other communities, from other societies, from last year, or even from one hundred years ago and from the future via imagination. Making use of living local/indigenous knowledge and innovation systems allows communities the opportunity to make any activity directly valuable to themselves - the adaptability of living local/indigenous knowledge promotes sustainability. 

Finally, building healthy community demands that we strive for increased awareness about the reality that the destiny of human beings is closely linked to nature, the environment – ignoring this reality in our endeavours to build healthy, self-reliant, self-sufficient communities could be detrimental to the co-existence of human beings with the rest of nature.
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