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ABSTRACT

Community is a term used to convey a range of ideas, from a sense of belonging to
contributing to a collective to sharing ideas and values. An analysis of the literature
suggests that community is used interchangeably with notions of identity, social
relations, social capital and civil society.

This ethnographic study of the lived experience of community online and offline of
members of Generation X and Generation Y engaged in civil society shows community
is important to them. It is important to feel that they belong, that they are part of
something larger than themselves and that they are making a difference in their world.
In being part of something larger, they are making individual choices, but for a purpose
recognised and shared by others. This community is conspicuous when it relates to
embodied, associational or collective actions, but it can be inconspicuous when people
interact online or when it is based on the intangibles of trust and credibility.

They are creating their identities as they become adults, reflecting on their growth and
development, and finding a sense of self through writing and other forms of expression
and through interaction with others, in circumstances where public and private worlds
collide. They place emphasis on the techniques for establishing and maintaining social
relations online and offline. They acknowledge that friendship, based on having some
emotional connection with others, is important but also recognise that satisfying
relationships can be formed through the sharing of information. Most are aware that the
relationships they develop can be commodified and traded as contacts, but they
acknowledge the need for acting from a moral position. They value authenticity in
relationships but may not be deterred by not knowing who they are interacting with
online. They create their own agenda for action, based on their own interests and
concerns; online they may be passionate about issues but offline they may prefer not to
take part on collective action.

A theorisation of this lived experience of community indicates that participants in the
study have a vocabulary they can use to discuss notions of community that comprises
words not necessarily associated with community and containing potentially
contradictory orientations.

Finally, this study indicates that further research is needed on whether the concerns with
community expressed by these participants arise from the privileged position of the
university-educated and on the paradoxical relationship between public and private, a
tension which underpins much of the findings.
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