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The concept of community exists as a challenging paradox for educators in contemporary society. While community, by definition, generally refers to “a unified body of individuals” (Community, 2011), educators must conceptualize community as a body of individuals who exist often with more differences than similarities. Schmidt (2011) refers to this as “the multiplicity of representation in contemporary society,” (p. 1) and presents it as an integral part of the concept of dialogue. Dialogue exists as a basic and central element of communication; dialogue is a primary means of interaction between two or more individuals through discussion or conversation (Dialogue, 2011). It is important to note that dialogue as a means of communication must include two or more parties and there must be reciprocal communication between each involved party. The reciprocal nature of dialogue forms a codependent relationship between each individual involved in the dialogue, thus making it a form of communication that lends itself to understanding through codependence. Dialogue serves as communication, which Tuan (2002) asserts is an integral part of community: “Community is considered good because its members cooperate; they help one another. Cooperation presupposes effective communication, which is said to be another characteristic of community…” (p. 307-308).


In addition to communication, unity is another central element of community. This is to say that to be a member of any given community, an individual must have one or more characteristics in common with the other members of the community. Often, a struggle exists in reconciling the variety of differences within a community and the need for unity. The traditional view of community connects individuals through a unifying trait, however the multiplicity of differences between individuals creates a paradox between creating unity and honoring individuality. Through a postmodern lens, one that embraces contradictions and rejects commonly accepted beliefs and practices (Gould, 2005), the struggle between individual differences and the goal of cooperation in a community can exist as a paradox, not to be resolved, but to be embodied and honored. Schmidt’s (2011) idea of positive conflict can play a powerful role in dialoguing about individual differences. By exploring divergence and conflicting perspectives as sources of dialogue, educators can utilize the idea of positive conflict to foster growth, understanding, and transformation in the educational experience.
The Other

In addressing difference within community and its members, the idea of the Other comes into effect, which serves as a way to conceptualize vantage points that differ from one’s own. Joan Wink (2005) describes the Other:

What is the other? It is all I haven’t experienced. It is what I don’t know and understand. It is the upside-down to my right-side-up. For each of us, the other is unique. My other need not be yours. However, many of us are often uncomfortable with the other. The antithesis does not affirm. The other asks us questions, and our answers don’t fit. (p. 10)

From a modernist perspective that relies upon binary opposition, the Other is involved in the oppositions that exist between “Subject/Other (for example, male/female, reason/emotion) and consist of asymmetrical power relations in which the former is privileged over the latter, and the latter is defined in terms of not-the-former” (Gould, 2005, p. 148). As such, the concept of the Other pervades discourse on postmodern approaches to teaching due to the asymmetrical power relations in any number of issues in postmodern philosophy. Discourse on postmodern philosophy, which examines binary opposition as a starting point for examining historical power relations, incorporates the Other into many central areas of postmodern focus including social justice, political structure, hegemony, and oppression. Schmidt (2011) addresses the Other as another part of his concept of dialogue, specifically “the need to address rather than resolve the other as a central premise for learning” (p. 1). As a unified group of individuals, members of a community contain at least one similar attribute that unites them. Examples include a family united by biological relation, a congregation united by religious beliefs, a classroom of students united by their geographic location, or a team united by their love of a sport. While members of a community are united by one or more common traits, individuals within a community will invariably possess traits that differ from the rest of the group. These traits distinguish individuals within the group, and as these differences become apparent, conflict may arise. If this conflict overpowers the unifying traits of the community, those with different traits can easily become the Other.


In connection to educational approaches to community, Joseph (2011) describes the nature of a classroom community as often consisting of more differences than similarities among students:

Thus, when we think about a school or classroom culture we must simultaneously imagine not a static entity but a assemblage of individuals who have different family cultures, different understandings and values influenced by race or ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, social class, and religion as well as their own creativity and imagination… (Joseph, 2011, p. 27)

Joseph’s use of the word culture connotes the previous definitions of community as an “assemblage of individuals…” (Joseph, 2011, p. 27). This connection between the use of the words culture and community can also apply to Wink’s (2005) statement that “…culture is not singular; actually it is extremely multiple. Therefore, culture is multicultural” (p. 39). The multiplicity found within any given culture is parallel to the multiplicity found in any given community, thus adding another layer of complexity to the communal group dynamic.

Types of Community: Volition and Requirement


Before moving into further examination of dialogue between the majority and the Other within community, it is important to consider and examine distinctions between two proposed types of community. In considering a variety of existing communities such as cities, neighborhoods, schools, teams, musical ensembles, and clubs, it seems that there are two distinct types of community: “communities of volition” and “communities of requirement.” Communities of volition are communities in which members choose to reside and participate by their own will. Examples of communities of volition would include a recreational adult sports team, an extracurricular music ensemble, a church congregation, or a volunteer service organization. The role of dialogue in communities of volition is one of importance, as effective communication is a necessary aspect of any community. However, since members of communities of volition choose to participate by their own will, it would seem that the devotion to the unifying trait of the community would reduce conflict between members. While this is certainly not always the case, it seems that conflict within a self-selected community of volition would be less frequent and significant than it would be within a community of requirement.


Communities of requirement exist as communities in which circumstances or innate traits form a community that encompasses members, regardless of their wishes. Examples of communities of requirement would be members of a biological family, people of one race or ethnicity, schools within a public school district, a group of jurors selected for a court trial, or coworkers at a business. With a focus on community in education, it is necessary to consider that schools often exist as communities of requirement based on geographic location. The role of dialogue in communities of requirement is often more significant than in communities of volition, as conflict is more likely to arise between individuals who must exist with one another, regardless of their wishes. Later discussion will further examine the idea of conflict as a positive element of community through dialogue, but noting the heightened propensity for conflict within schools as communities of requirement is important.


While distinctions exist between communities of volition and communities of requirement, it is important to note that these two types of community are very rarely exclusive from one another. Within any given community of requirement, there exists the potential for a community of volition. For example, children may be required to attend a certain school based on where they live, but upon building relationships with one another, students may develop social groups based on common interests or choose to participate in an after school club, both of which are communities of volition. Conversely, within any given community of volition, there may be communities of requirement. An example could be the community of all people with brown eyes on a recreational sports team, exemplifying that the unifying traits within these types of communities may have varying levels of significance. Considering these two types of communities and the elements that connect or separate members of each type provides another layer of complexity in understanding the nature of community.
Difference as a Source of Dialogue

Moving back to an examination of conflict within community, the multiple backgrounds and elements of individuality inherent in any community often lead to conflict, which can arise out of friction between individuals or subgroups within a community. In developing ways of understanding the role conflict can play in community, one can consider a dialectic approach or a dialogic approach. Wink (2005) defines a dialectic as “the tension between opposing thoughts, ideas, values, and beliefs,” (p. 49) a concept which adequately describes many manifestations of conflict within community. Dialectical structures seek to resolve conflict, whereas a dialogue that is not limited by dialectical structures would allow conflict to exist as a positive element within the community. Schmidt (2011) argues for dialogue, an element of effective communication, which is not limited “by dialectical structures of reconciliation and reciprocity, but rather dialogue that sees the creative potential of difference” (p. 2). Schmidt’s (2011) approach to a dialogic pedagogy focuses on positive conflict and a lack of consensus as important facets of a constructive learning environment. Allowing conflict, or individual differences, to exist in a classroom community can lead to effective critical engagement with class material by making conflict a positive phenomenon through dialogue. While most school communities are united by the geographic location of students’ homes, another unifying element of school communities is the overarching goal of learning and education. If positive conflict can lead to more significant critical engagement with class material, each student can obtain a more transformative education, thereby strengthening the unifying goal of learning in the classroom community. In this situation, positive conflict can lead to the strengthening of the community by bolstering the unifying goal of education.


Conflict stemming from the backgrounds of community members indicates conflict with any number of other factors including the historical context of each individual’s background or the perceived role of each individual in the community. The self-identity of each community member relies heavily on their relationships with others and the contexts of their backgrounds. As Evans (2002) writes, “we are not only in relationship to other people, we are also in relation to historically developed social roles, such as Teacher, Student, Heterosexual, Gay and so on” (p. 3). Finding individual identity and defining the self is a tremendous task, especially for adolescents in a school community, given the multiplicity of influences within their surroundings.


Through development and progression to adulthood, children move from heavy reliance on modeling the behavior of their caregivers to developing a sense of self-identity and autonomy in emotions, opinions, and behavior. There often exists an intersubjectivity between children and their caregivers. Children imitate and model the behaviors and opinions of their mentors, thereby allowing children and their caregivers to experience phenomena with the same subjectivity. As children progress towards adult autonomy, their opinions and behaviors shift invariably due to the multiplicity of representation in relationships with others, often reducing the intersubjectivity between themselves and their caregivers. While the intersubjectivity between children and caregivers may recede, the relationships that foster this early intersubjectivity is an integral part of developing autonomy and self-identity within a social context.


This movement from childhood dependence to adult autonomy exemplifies the ways in which relationships and human interactions are integral to the development of an independent self-identity within a societal or communal context. Freire (1973) examines the nature of human relationships when he writes, “To be human is to engage in relationships with others and with the world. It is to experience that world as an objective reality, independent of oneself, capable of being known” (p. 1). These relationships with others are not only the foundations of individual self-identity, but also of communities, as the formation of community requires the development of relationships between individual community members. In order to develop self-identity, and thus individuality, one must interact with other human beings. This point again highlights the paradoxical nature of community, as relationships serve to provide context for self-identity and to define community dynamics, yet individuality and different backgrounds of community members can lead to conflict.

Conflicting Perspectives as a Source of Dialogue

Conflict resulting from difference can lead to dialogue, understanding, and eventually change if one considers a conflict a positive element of community rather than a negative phenomenon needing elimination. Feminist writings often examine the roles that sexual difference and gender identity play in societal power relationships. This specific perspective can serve as an example of how difference can contribute positively to the development of community. Referencing the work of bell hooks and Rosi Braidotti, Gould (2005) explains that difference can lead to the exploration of alternative perspectives and understandings. She writes,

Instead of viewing [sexual difference] as Other in terms of oppositional dualisms (male/female), again similar to hooks, Braidotti suggests that difference articulated by the variables of race, class, and age in addition to gender, may be seen as a positivity in terms of using women’s difference as a positionality from which alternatives may be explored. (Gould, 2005, p. 153)


Gould’s (2005) article deals specifically with women as university band professors, a historically male-dominated profession. Alternately, Björck’s (2009) study examined “the gendered conditions for learning popular music, in and out of classrooms” (p. 8), another example of exploring how women exist in male-dominated communities. Through the presence of women in any particular male-dominant community, members of the community will be able to consider alternative perspectives, dialogue about differences, and gain a broader understanding of and empathy for historically Other points of view.


Similarly, writings from a queer perspective exemplify conflicts that can arise between combinations of an individual’s self-identity, biology, sexuality, and worldviews in relationship to other members within a community. Evans (2002) examines

…how feelings, or emotions, are implicated in this process of being in relation to other people and to idealized roles. By idealized roles I mean the multiple and often conflicting cultural messages we receive and enact about what particular roles are supposed to be: what a Teacher is, what a Homosexual is, indeed, what a Person is. (Evans, 2002, p. 3)
These idealized roles tie into the historical context of societal groups and stereotypes, which adds to the complexity of developing self-identity within a community context. Individuals belonging to communities of minority “queer” sexual identities such as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender have worked to establish their voice within societies, making the most significant advancements during the 20th and 21st centuries. As members of a minority, these individuals often constitute the Other in both communities of volition and communities of requirement. As an example from a queer perspective, Evans elaborates upon the conflict that arises between the historical context of a lesbian sexual identity and the perceived role of a teacher:

What may at one glance look like an individual choice may be affected by global sociohistorical issues. For instance, my anxiety about being a lesbian teacher could be examined only on the local level and be summed up as “Kate is nervous in front of her students.” But my feelings are infused with global issues that preceded me—such as “Lesbian is sexual and therefore inappropriate in the classroom.” How my experience in the classroom interacts with that broader message is at stake when considering the local and the global (Evans, 2002, p. 4).

While Evans’ writing deals specifically with the issue of homosexuality within the profession of teaching, her work stands as an example of a common source of conflict within contemporary communities. The existence of sexual minority individuals within communities with a heterosexual majority often leads to conflict, however dialogue, existing as a reciprocal and equalizing means of communication, can allow this conflict to exist positively, hopefully resulting in expanded understanding and cooperation between individuals. Evans work examines the difficulties of addressing the conflicts between sexual identity and perceived vocational standards. Viewing this conflict as a positive source of discussion and learning within the field of education leaves potential for dialogue, growth, and understanding within the community.

Conclusions

The role of positive conflict in shaping the postmodern educator’s approach to community is essential to creating productive communities through dialogue. There are innumerate backgrounds, beliefs, traditions, and vantage points that shape the self-identity of every individual in contemporary society; conflict between any number of these traits is inevitable. Transformation of that conflict into positive conflict through dialogue can result in positive and respectful relationships within a community. Freire (1973) writes, “Human relationships with the world are plural in nature. Whether facing widely different challenges of the environment or the same challenge, men are not limited to a single reaction pattern” (p. 1). Positive conflict can result in dialogue with the Others in a community, allowing for changes in reaction patterns to difference and for individuality to flourish in a world of multiplicity while developing strong, united communities. Postmodern educational approaches to community can utilize positive conflict as a valuable source of dialogue between conflicting perspectives, thereby fostering growth, understanding, and transformation in the educational experience.
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