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Can communities think? 
 
 

The advanced nature of society is evidence that communities can undoubtedly think.  However it 

may not be that every community thinks as effectively as the other.  This essay examines factors 

involved in community thinking by drawing on Social Representation Theory (SRT) as a 

methodology and the UK’s social climate as an example.  I shall highlight some of the constraints 

impinging on community thinking within UK and apply SRT methodology to suggest how we might 

address them. 

Definitions 

The term traditional community here means a geographically collocated group of individuals living 

in a hamlet, village, borough, neighbourhood, town, city or other traditional form of agglomeration 

of individuals.  Community by itself, due to relatively recent sociological changes which we shall 

discuss later, no longer has a clear meaning (Bauman 2001: 10-15). 

 

Thinking is the conscious application of cognitive processing in order to either determine desired 

ends, the means to attain certain ends or both.  Additionally thinking considered subjectively 

successful by an individual has the secondary outcome of leaving the individual feeling positive 

about himself.  In a group this shared feeling of achievement builds group cohesion. 

 

Community thinking involves multiple community members and has outcomes which are 

considered to represent the majority opinion.   Whilst the number of people involved in thinking 

increases the probability of a range of perspectives it does not guarantee it.  The relations between 

the individuals, social, cultural, traditional and power, will influence how the communal thinking 

process is undertaken; the degree of imagination, participation & creativity.  Community thinking is 

accomplished through communicative action.  Optimising this action in order to maximise thinking 

potential is the subject of this essay.  To do this, we will draw out and discuss some of the main 

themes of SRT; a theory which places communication and representation at its centre. 

Source of Creativity 

Thinking is employed to conquer the unknown and thus relies on creativity.  SRT claims the source 

of creativity is its founding concept; that of representation.  Representation is a process which 

“makes concepts and perceptions in some sense interchangeable because they generate one 

another” (Moscovici 2008: 15).  Once perception passes a cognitive concept remains forged by the 

unconscious which uses symbols to draw comparisons between the known and the new.  This 

enables the mind to make sense of the new but can also results in inaccurate analogies, biases 

and other distortions.  These representation heuristics draw on representations already held by the 

individual.  Sources of knowledge available from a wide variety of different fields or even different 
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types of knowledge system where the sense-making logics are different e.g. myth and science, will 

allow the unconscious to make more heterogeneous representations and pull widely different ideas 

together to make new ideas.  This leads to a higher degree of novelty and originality (Jovchelovitch 

2007: 110).  By extrapolation, if working within a group of people, each person will bring with them 

their own knowledge.  An open dialogue where these different knowledges are communicated will 

allow each individual to draw on the pool of knowledges available and thus boost the heterogeneity 

of the representing process and novelty of the thinking outcomes. 

Types of Knowledge, Themata & Cognitive Polyphasia 

Pre-existing knowledge then is key to the production of new knowledge.  Moscovici studied science 

and common sense and their interactions (2008 orig. 1961).  Scientific knowledge is a system of 

knowledge which strives for objectivity by attempting to suppress affective elements.  It consists of 

propositions shown empirically or theoretically to attain a certain conclusion.  The proof of 

connection between the propositions and conclusions should be repeatable.  Common sense 

however is the knowledge system which is used day to day by the public.  It is developed over the 

history of a community and draws on a number of different knowledge systems and sources such 

as myth, religion, science, technology and ideology.  Common sense is cobbled together from all of 

these and others in varying amounts.  Each system has its own logic.  Myth for example does not 

have the constraints imposed upon it that science does.  Myth is much more influenced by 

emotions, tradition and stories.  Each knowledge system is underpinned by its specific themata 

(Moscovici 2000: 156).  These deep rooted concepts determine what qualifies as knowledge in the 

first place.  The science system has themata based on Newtonian, Copernican and Cartesian 

concepts amongst others.  So what qualifies as logical to one system of knowledge will not 

necessarily to another.  Common sense however actually comprises of a mixture of these logics 

which can conflict with each other.  This is known as cognitive polyphasia (Moscovici 2008: 190).  A 

common sense that maximises creativity draws on a number of different knowledge systems.  

Domination by one source is likely to cause constraints on what constitutes acceptable new 

knowledge and thus reduce creative potential. 

Prevalence of different knowledge systems 

Moscovici accepted the Durkheimian concept of collective representations as representations of 

knowledge dominated almost entirely by one knowledge system and one dominant authority.  By 

developing psychological or physical barriers (or both) to external sources collective 

representations avoid becoming social.   Psychological barriers are maintained through 

asymmetries in power between interlocutors which are exploited by the dominant party during 

communicative action.   Hence collective representations tend to be homogeneous, are considered 

closed knowledge systems and constrain the creativity of a group (Jovchelovitch 2007: 121).  A 

collective representation does not co-exist with other knowledge systems; it displaces them 
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wholesale.  

 

Conversely social representations are open to new sources.  Power asymmetries are either not or 

unable to be exploited.  The resulting common sense is a rich co-existence of different knowledge 

systems in tension with each other.  Social representations however can become saturated with 

different systems of knowledge, each competing with the other (Bauman 2001: 14).  Communities 

and individuals can become confused about where to place their trust which ultimately leads to a 

breakdown in self-other relations.  Instead trust is placed in objects, abstract or real, that constitute 

their world.  Trustful relations have a privileged status amongst other relations; interlocutors afford 

each other authority and exchange knowledge more readily.  Lack of trust and thus exchange 

between individuals undermines social representations as they rely on communication to spread, 

mix and be enacted. This also undermines collective creativity and the very core of social fabric. 

Perspective taking and tolerance 

When cognitive polyphasia is evident, mediation of the conflicting knowledge systems is necessary 

in order to avoid damaging intra-community rifts. It is the openness of social representations in the 

first place that allows for the existence of cognitive polyphasia within them.  In contrast to collective 

representation there are no barriers to the side by side coexistence of different knowledges; this 

entails tolerance.  Tolerance stems from understanding the other’s perspective; although not 

necessarily believing it.  An infant learns to perspective take when it is forced to recognise the will 

or perspective of its carer, usually the mother (Jovchelovitch 2007: 133).  Eventually this develops 

into a heightened sense of awareness of the self and of others.  A thinking community should seek 

to enhance this ability within its members. 

Recap 

So a creative thinking community requires a collection of community members to engage in open 

communication.  Multiple knowledge systems lead to instances of cognitive polyphasia within the 

group which if effectively mediated give rise to creative thinking with a relatively high degree of 

novelty.  The logic giving element of knowledge systems is the underpinning themata.  Therefore 

themata that sanction creative community thinking as we have described it will also be necessary.  

Too much knowledge and too many sources can however lead to the breakdown of self-other 

relationships.  This is harmful for any kind of community action and should be avoided. 

Mode of communication 

We have described where imagination stems from and how to psychologically promote this 

phenomenon i.e. maximise the cognitive potential for imagination.  Physically however people must 

also be able to engage in group communication to think as a community.  Face to face dialogue is 

richer than written, electronic or media communication as vocal information is enriched with body 
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language, exchanges of utterances are dialogical and dynamic, representations remain active in 

the minds of participants and ideas can be introduced and dismissed easily (Thompson 1995: 125).  

Pressure on individuals to make contributions quickly can however invoke anxieties leading to 

confused personal representation of the matters under discussion.   

Social space and changes to it 

Further contextualising of the physical and social space is necessary.  The spreading of a common 

core of representations allows people to make sense to each other when they interact by 

constituting a common context which the self-other relationship assumes exists.  New information 

can then be exchanged to add to the already existing (Jovchelovitch 2007: 78).  The degree of 

shared context gives a group its sense of identity; the sense of “we have this in common”.  The 

less shared context there is the weaker the sense of shared identity.  So if communication is not 

undertaken within a community its sense of unity degenerates.  For this reason a number of 

inventions only really proliferating into the mass market in the mid 20th century have profoundly 

impacted on traditional communities.  The motorcar, the telephone and the television with their vast 

national networks bring the far to near and have redefined how and with whom we communicate 

(Bauman 2001: 13)1.  The degree of mobility individuals have today means there is much less 

need to rely on people who live in the immediate vicinity for support; interactions take place over 

almost limitless distances.  This trend has been exacerbated by the British Government’s 

conception of the centralised Welfare State.  In 1948 the National Health Service and a national 

benefits system was brought into force to enhance National Insurance and provide a national 

safety net for all British citizens, rich or poor.  Today amounting to over half of the UK’s government 

expenditure (HM Treasury 2012: 7) the safety net is interfaced with by individuals through an 

extensive, national network of multilayered administration, law and bureaucracy.  The network is 

entirely institutionalised, has a high degree of inertia and so is prescriptive and inflexible to change. 

Rich community relations are replaced by interaction with the anonymous safety net.  The latter 

relies on cumbersome and principally unidirectional communication (from government to individual), 

has a simplistic perspective taking ability and only permits a meagre common context to develop 

between interlocutors.  The net effect is a loss of sense of community particularly traditional 

community. 

                                                 
1
 This quote from a fictional piece set in the 19th century speculating on the negative effects of the 

introduction of the motorcar: 
  

Every man on horseback is an arrogant man, however gentle he may be on foot.  The man 
in the automobile is one thousand times as dangerous.  I tell you, it will engender absolute 
selfishness in mankind if the driving of automobiles becomes common.  It will breed 
violence on a scale never seen before.  It will mark the end of the family as we know it, the 
three or four generations living happily in one home.  It will destroy the sense of 
neighborhood and the true sense of Nation... It will make every man a tyrant. (Lafferty 1971)  
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Themata: Citizenship in UK 

Understanding a social group’s themata sheds light on its functional structure.  In the British 

themata of citizenship the concept of social contract plays a large role.  The current governments 

manifesto speaks about “work...to deliver...better value for money for taxpayers.” (Conservative 

Party 2010: 27).  The exchange of tax for services has entrenched the feeling of social contract 

between the government and individuals; the feeling that “I pay my taxes and so I have the right for 

roads, healthcare, education, a pension and benefits.”  With the government undertaking the 

provision of so much what is left to the public?  Some would summarise their duties as, “get a job, 

pay my tax, abide by the law and vote every time there is a national election.”  Exchange lays no 

longer between members of the traditional community, but between the Government and 

individuals though the weak relationship described earlier.  Citizens live atomised in their properties 

as individuals or small family units, living by the terms of their concept of the social contract and 

leaving a small role for the traditional community.   

Institutionalisation and inertia  

Themata are deep seated, forged over long periods of time and have survived the test of time.  

They have enduring strength and resist change.  Their original sources are often long forgotten 

and original meanings diluted and distorted through the prolonged metamorphic existence as part 

of an open common sense.  Installation theory (Lahlou 2008) elaborates how objects, individuals 

and institutions harmonise, cohere, complement each other and cause representations to 

crystallise into themata and the fabric of society. The more encapsulated a social representation is 

within objects and institutions the greater is its inertia and resistance to change.  If enabling 

communities to think more encompasses changing themata then the inertia associated with 

affecting such changes will determine the size of the task at hand. 

Recap 

I have discussed what a thinking community requires and looked at the social space available to 

affect this.  We have acknowledged that due to new innovations the social space has undergone 

revolutionary change which has over the past few decades changed the British public’s 

foundational themata.  These have crystallised in social objects and institutions and thus are in 

possession of significant inertia.   

 

Types of communities 

So what sort of thinking community can we hope to have or do we need to have today?  There are 

many possible viable options. Even Moscovici’s in his study of psychoanalysis identified 3 non-

geographically collocated community types; political, religious and lay (2008 orig. 1961).  There are 

many more and the proliferation of the internet has created yet another dimension for their 

existence.  The traditional community although significantly weakened still remains an unavoidable 
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fallback in the event of instability and risk (Bauman 2001: 5). This was seen after the 2011 riots in 

London when residences came together to help clean up the damage (Barford: 2011).  

Furthermore the natural sociability of humans would seem to rule out a complete disappearance of 

traditional community relations and so we shall now examine how traditional British communities 

might be encouraged to think more. 

Reviving traditional community thinking in Britain 

Cross-section of community 

To optimise the range of knowledge systems and optimise creativity it is important to harness an 

as wide group of cultures, traditions and experiences by ensuring a true cross section of the 

community participate within the thinking process. The atmosphere should encourage all 

participants actively to contribute.  The different knowledge systems will be in tension with each 

other and it is tempting for dominant groups to dismiss minority groups and thus remove the 

tension.  However this is only a perceived gain as it reduces the creative ability of the 

community and moves towards a closed system.  Perspective taking and mediating the 

polyphasic tension is most beneficial for all (Bauman 2001: 141). 

Changing themata, norms and working practices 

British held themata, considered earlier, undermine group interaction and lead to atomisation of 

traditional communities.  Now entrenched in the social representations, objects and institutions 

that form our social world these themata play a large part of British culture but starve community 

thinking.  A dialogical challenge to these themata would start with a critical self-awareness of 

them, guided by an understanding of a positive direction for change, a direction which 

maximises cognitive potential and social and physical space for creative thinking.  Change 

means institutions having to re-examine fundamental practices.  For example if the richest 

mode of communication, face to face dialogue, is going to be employed, then more time will be 

needed to allow for this community process to take place; a reversal of the decommunalisation 

set off by industrial revolution (Bauman 2001: 30).  One possibility could be reducing the length 

of the working week to 21 hours (Coote et al. 2010).  As recently called for by the current 

Minister for Employment institutions could seek employees from the surrounding community 

rather than commuters thereby allowing professional communicative action to strengthen 

community relations as well as the institution’s (BBC 2012). 

Decentralisation 

The British Government needs to redress the existing desiccated and alienating representation 

of democracy and citizenship which undermines the traditional community by providing a safety 

net that encourages its atomisation and redundancy.  Its Big Society policy is aimed at achieving 

just this (Conservative Party 2010: 37).  Decentralising power to communities it claims is a way 
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of accomplishing this.  Local policy making, administrating, regulating and provision of support 

services would return to traditional communities their original function2. This would eventually 

challenge existing themata and the unidirectional nature of government interaction with the 

public.  Placing power at the heart of the community would redefine power relations between 

community members.  With meaningful perspective taking possible at community level and an 

unavoidable common context based around the enhanced local government power a strong 

sense of identity and self-other trust would be likely to re-emerge; although the smoothness of 

such a process would be strongly dependant on the mediating ability and inclusiveness of the 

community thinking process.  With changes taking place at community level, installation inertia 

associated with change would also be vastly less than nationwide change. 

Maintenance of trust 

Community thinking creates solutions to problems which if implemented ultimately changes the 

local representation of common sense.  A healthy dialogical approach to change means new 

ideas will coexist with existing ideas within common sense representations.  Such processes 

are long and confusing as common sense takes original ideas and distorts and re-presents 

them.  Additionally the risk of saturation of knowledge sources by a cacophony of voices 

threatens self-other trust and thus community thinking too.  Focusing on a stable and shared 

context to maintain unity and trust is important.  An enduring set of shared moral values, 

considered desirable for the community can provide stability, consistency and a common identity.  

Such values can help mediate differences over practical concerns caused by cognitive 

polyphasia.  They can also serve as benchmark for determining the need for and outcomes of 

change; filtering out the confusing, distorting elements of practical detail. 

Conclusion 

Community thinking is the inevitable creative practice that has allowed the development of human 

existence.  Communities however have changed with the advent of new technologies and social 

practices; in UK to the detriment of traditional communities.  By using SRT I have unravelled the 

communicative elements involved in individuals working creatively as a community and highlighted 

a number of ideas to reverse this trend in Britain.  Amounting to a change in British culture, 

adjustments are of fundamental social and institutional practices.  This requires greater awareness 

of social values and the effects of new technologies and institutional practices on society.  The 

resistance of themata to change means progress will be slow; however decentralisation of 

government power, inclusion of minority groups in community thinking and promotion of dialogical 

interaction should help catalyse the renewal of community thinking, unity and wellbeing. 

 

Words: 3008 (not including title and footnotes) 
                                                 
2Also more in keeping with evolutionary ancestral habits (Morris 1967).   
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