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Abstract 

Community and its ties to locality have been bothering sociologists and researchers 

since society has abandoned its traditional organization. Many of them considered 

positive and negative aspects of industrial and later modern society´s influence on 

community sense and human relationships. This thesis will walk the reader through the 

influential writings on the topic of community, meaning of space and human 

relationships. Starting with the appreciation of traditional community, through worries 

about its disappearance, diminishing importance of local ties and ending with complete 

anonymity and individualization. The empirical part of this thesis brings up results of 

the research conducted in neighborhoods of Žiar nad Hronom, town in central Slovakia. 

Findings from the interviews were confronted with ideas of New Urbanism, basically 

confirming role of architecture design in neighbors´ relationships. Intensity, frequency 

and quality of interaction among neighbors are thus influenced by factors of spatial 

design, length of residence and busyness of residents. Nature of the relationships among 

neighbors is far from ideal (as in traditional community) but people look for 

communities in wider sense, creating networks with people from other social circles 

than those bounded to a place. 

 

Anotace (abstrakt) 

Komunita a jej vzťah k miestu trápia sociológov a výskumníkov od kedy spoločnosť 

opustila svoje tradičné usporiadanie. Mnoho z nich zvažuje kladné i záporné aspekty 

industriálnej a neskôr modernej spoločnosti a ich vplyv na zmysel pre komunitu 

a ľudské vzťahy. Táto práca sprevádza čitateľa vplyvnými prácami na tému komunity, 

významu miesta a ľudských vzťahov. Od váženia si tradičnej komunity, cez obavy o jej 

zmiznutie, miznúci význam lokálnych väzieb po kompletnú anonymitu 

a individualizáciu. Empirická časť práce prináša výsledky výskumu na sídliskách 



   

v Žiari nad Hronom, meste na stredom Slovensku. Zistenia z rozhovorov boli 

pomeriavané s myšlienkami Nového Urbanizmu, a v podstate potvrdili úlohu 

architektonického dizajnu v medzi-susedských vzťahoch. Intenzita, početnosť a kvalita 

interakcie medzi susedmi je teda ovplyvnená priestorovým dizajnom, dĺžkou pobytu 

a vyťaženosťou obyvateľov. Povaha vzťahov medzi susedmi je ďaleko od ideálu (v 

tradičnej komunite) ale ľudia hľadajú komunitu v širšom zmysle, vytvárajú siete 

s ľuďmi z iných sociálnych kruhov ako tých viazaných na miesto. 
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Expected scope of thesis: 

What is a community? One might say it´s a group of people, closely related with 

personal relationship put together for some purpose. Throughout the history of 

Sociology, many authors have been defining and writing about community, mostly in 

comparison between traditional and modern, or rural and urban community as a result of 

modernization, urbanization and industrialization. Starting with Durkheim and Tonnies, 

through Weber, Simmel, authors belonging to School of Chicago to Bauman, they all 

wrote about community, its importance, functions and changes in various contexts. 

Tonnies came with two “ideal types” of social organizations. Gemeinschaft is an ideal 

type of traditional social organization whose members share common interest and close 

relationships. Gesellschaft types of social organization mostly rise in individual 

societies, where relations and ties are impersonal and aim-oriented. Durkheim divided 

societies according to their mechanical and organic solidarity and Wirth claimed that 

with urbanism (higher concentration of people living in the cities) less warm social 

relationships come, since they are held back by contest and competition.  

Some authors claim that communities, especially local communities tied to a particular 

place, keep losing their importance under changing conditions of society. People make 

such ties with other people, which are not only based on spatial closeness but also on 

their professions, interests, political or other beliefs. There is a move towards non-

territorial character of community, towards cultural, communicational and virtual 

communities.  

So how do in the contemporary society´s local communities look like? This thesis will 

search for answers in results from a case study concerning neighbors’ relationships, 

their function and meaning for people in city of Žiar nad Hronom. This research means 



   

to show, on a particular case, whether theories of a decline of community in 

neighborhoods are true or it is the case of a changed community with different function 

and nature. 

 

Principles of elaboration: 

The first part of the thesis, its theoretical basis, is going to concern definitions and 

various theories upon community, residential community and local community 

(neighborhood) from both sides of the opinion range. It will cover ideas and thoughts of 

authors claiming the disappearing, the diminishing and the changing nature and function 

of territorial community.  

Methodological basis will cover findings and theories of mostly foreign authors and 

their research. It will serve as a starting point of the following and the most important 

part of the thesis - the case study of neighborhoods in the town of Žiar nad Hronom. The 

empirical part will provide results and findings from the enquiry of three architecturally 

different neighborhoods and their inhabitants, who will be asked about their perception 

of community and neighbors’ relationships. The main focus of the research will be: 

contacts among people in the neighborhoods (types of contacts, their purpose, possible 

contacts elsewhere), trust and interest in neighbors and their lives, type and rate of 

mutual help, frequency of interaction, types of formal and informal cooperation (its 

causes and objectives) as well as respondents’ own perception of neighbor´s 

relationships and sense of community. 

The data set will consist of at least 15 guided conversations with inhabitants of each 

neighborhood, which will be consequently analyzed and conclusions will be drawn. 

Respondents will be chosen from adults (older than 18 years), equal amount from each 

of the age groups of under 30, 30 – 50 and older than 50. The analysis will be done with 

regards to social status of respondents since it is reasonable to presuppose that there will 

be differences in social ties based on the fact that people with higher status might have 

or look for closer ties and relationships with people they meet elsewhere (work, leisure 

activities). The analysis will also include comparison between different neighborhoods 

to see whether architecture of buildings and overall setting of neighborhoods has an 

impact on relationships among citizens. Considered will be closeness and spatial 

arrangement of the neighboring buildings, number of floors, common places, date of 

construction etc. 
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Introduction 

“Idyllic times of traditional society are gone and modern society started a new type of 

impersonal human relationships: a majority of relationships is based on instrumentality, on 

thinking about the usefulness of others. People never fully engage in their relationship and 

sometimes they literally calculate their relationships. Human relationships mostly do not last 

for very long, they are limited and differentiated based on time (work, outside home, at home) 

and stage of life as well as simulated by virtual friendships on social networks.” [Petrusek, 

Balon 2011: 120] 

 

Industrialization, modernization and urbanism brought along anonymity, 

individualization and impersonality which nowadays influence greatly our society. A modern 

society is a society of separate individuals rather than closely tight communities. That is the 

view of many contemporary sociologists. Importance and role of community is a widely 

discussed topic throughout the whole history of Sociology. Beginning with Durkheim and 

Tonnies, through Weber, Simmel, authors belonging to School of Chicago, to Bauman. They 

all wrote about community, its importance, functions and changes in various contexts. Some 

advocating its existences, some proclaiming its loss, some dealing with its changed character. 

The most strongly pronounced argument states that a community tied to local space is either 

completely non-existent or is losing is previous importance and structure. People make such 

ties with other people, which are not only based on spatial closeness but also on their 

professions, interests, political or other beliefs. There is a move towards non-territorial 

character of community, towards cultural, communicational and virtual communities.  

Nevertheless, there is some evidence that specific groups of people are still dependent 

upon local. “This dependence will vary over time, impacts differently on different stages of 

life cycle and will vary from place to place. There are clearly some general conditioning 

factors which strengthen the significance of place and locality. Age, state-in-life cycle and 

length of residence.” [Davies, Herbert 1993: 74] Therefore the aim of this thesis is to conduct 

a set of interviews in neighborhoods of a town of Žiar nad Hronom, thus on an example of 

case study provide inside look on the nature of neighbors´ relationships and sense of 

community. Based on previous literature overview, a focus will be placed also on architecture 

of the neighborhoods since there are studies proclaiming its influence of community. The 

main question is: Is there a traditional community tied to a neighborhood or are the 

relationships between neighbors completely anonymous? What is the structure of community 

relationships? 
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Starting with general definitions of used notions and concepts, this thesis continues 

with chronological overview of previous older literature (Tönnies, Durkheim, Simmel, 

community studies, Chicago school and others) as well as discuses community question and 

non-territorial approaches to studying of community. Special chapters are dedicated to 

examples of research done in this field and to influence of architecture on neighborhood 

(specifics of socialist neighborhoods included). The second part is dedicated to the research. 

Firstly, the description of research procedure is described, continuing with description of Žiar 

nad Hronom and the respondents and finally findings of the interviews are presented. 
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1. Definitions 

Academic studies of the city as a unique form of settlement space were rare until the 1800´s 

when the German sociologist Max Weber wrote a sophisticated analysis tracing its history as a 

phenomenon of social organization. [Gottdiener, Budd 2005: 1] According to him, a city 

cannot be defined only by its size, number of its inhabitants or other physical features.  In 

times of highest autonomy, a city is characterized by political independency, existence of own 

judicial and administrative offices, power of taxation and the right to run a market. A core and 

a keystone of a city is a bunch of privileged city stratum, which is a carrier of autonomy 

against outer-city power. Two sets of conditions influenced a creation of such a stratum, 

outside ones (absence of central power monopoly) and inside ones (non-existence of caste or 

other barriers among the inhabitants) [Keller 2007: 272]. In terms of economics, it is possible 

to distinguish cities of producers and cities of consumers, commercial and industrial cities, 

main and satellite cities. From the social point of view, a city is full of all types of people who 

meet and intermix often without understanding each other. “The city dweller´s mind is 

crowded with impressions, with little time for reflection, developing a craving for novelty, an 

impatience with repetition, a yearning for bizzare.” [Weber 1966: 53]. Weber´s theory on a 

city is a theory of the urban community. Weber sees the urban community as a total 

systematic unit of inter-human life distinguished not by a single institution but by an order of 

institutions [Weber 1966: 54]. However, neither of these characteristics is sufficient. To 

constitute a full urban community a settlement must show relative predominance of trade-

commercial relations together with these five features [Weber 1966: 81]: 

1. a fortification 

2. a market 

3. a court of its own and at least partially autonomous law 

4. a related form of association 

5. at least partial autonomy and autocephaly1, thus also an administration by authorities 

in the election whom the inhabitants participated. 

The city in this sense is a special system of forces and as such could only appear under certain 

conditions and in a certain time. Majority of Weber´s study of city is dedicated to emergence 

and structuring of the city in various areas considering cities´ different forms. For example in 

Asia, a true city could have developed mainly because a city there was a center of state 

administration, thus not independent. Nowadays however, there is no real-life application of 
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such thinking about cities. As a one, hopefully satisfying, reason I shall state no longer 

present need for fortification. Nevertheless, his work cannot stay unnoticed.  

Taken from a sociological dictionary, a city is one of the forms of territorial society which can 

be distinguished by rather high density of inhabitants as well as buildings, developed division 

of labor, concentration of industry and latter of service, informational and managing activities 

and by high level of social communication, production, accumulation of exchange and 

transmission of physical and cultural goods and symbols. [Linhart et al. 1996: 609] It is a 

complicated social system with anonymous interpersonal relationships, particularity of social 

roles and indirect ways of social control. Demographic characteristics of city inhabitants are 

difficult to generalize however it is possible to state that cities are of more-than-average 

volume of economic active inhabitants, single people and of a lower birthrate and higher 

mobility. [Sociologický slovník 1970: 232] 2 

Community is a social unit, in which people carry out a majority of activities and experiences 

important to them. Members have a sense of belonging, strong and lasting bonds. Community 

implies connection – a combination of shared beliefs, circumstances, priorities, relationships, 

or concerns. Community can be more or less formalized through local institutions such as 

churches, social clubs, member organizations, professional societies, and associations. 

[Chaskin 1997: 522] In most cases, members use a common space (nevertheless there are 

communities for which this is not a necessary circumstance). 

Hillery provides us with a respectable classification of definitions of community. He gives 

emphasis on variety of definitions rather than on the frequency of their appearance. He 

examines 94 definitions and abstracts and a number of differing concepts of what a 

community means.  A majority of the definitions (91 out of 94) mentions the presence of a 

group of people, either in social interaction or not. Consequently, two sets of definitions can 

be identified based on their attitude towards a role of geographic area. The first group 

considers a geographic area as an important common characteristic; the second one looks for 

a presence of some other common characteristics, other than the area. There are marginal 

groups of definitions based on social system, individuality, totality of attitudes and processes, 

which are only of residual characteristics. 

Except for social interaction and geographic area, for essential elements of community one 

can consider: self-sufficiency, common life (presence of unity of belief and work), 

consciousness of kind (of homogeneity), common ends, means or norms (not only position, 

                                                                                                                                                         
1 Autocephaly – a state of being autocephalous, self-governing, literally having its own head (from Greek), comes from 
Easter Christianity - is the status of a hierarchical Christian church whose head bishop does not report to any higher-ranking 
bishop (used especially in Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox churches). 
2
 More on the city, it´s emergence and way of life and urban culture – see Chapter 2.4 – Chicago school 
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but also realization), collection of institutions, locality group (even heavier emphasis on 

feature of localism). The same categories are stressed in definitions that contain no mention of 

locality. Therefore, the variety of definitions is vast and beyond the fact that all definitions 

deal with people, there is no consensus.  Nevertheless, more than 70% of all definitions are in 

accord with social interaction, area and common ties are commonly found in community life. 

With the same frequency, area and social interaction are mentioned as necessary elements of 

community. When the concept of area is omitted, the importance of interaction and common 

ties increases even more [Hillery 1955: 118]. 

Based on Davies and Herbert, seven major types of interactional behavior can be identified 

within community: [Davies, Herbert 1993: 64] 

1. activity and facility use = behavior leading to a satisfaction of various needs 
and requirements such as food, shelter, work and recreation, which are 
available locally 

2. informational interaction = behavior leading to sociability, based on level of 
intimacy, it can vary from companionship to various degrees of emotional 
support 

3. mutual cooperation = behavior providing mutual aid (helping a neighbor to 
start a car, watering flowers, looking after children …), it can be either 
instrumental (exchange of goods and services) or informational (information, 
advice), the problem today is that such support and aid are no longer provided 
by neighbors or friends but by professional workers 

4. organizations (formal ones) = behavior leading to creation of a formal 
organization in order to fulfill some needs of the group, mobilization of 
residents to protect their rights, or supply services 

5. political participation 

6. supportive milieu = tangible relationships that people have with external 
organizations (corporations, municipal or national government) which can help 
to improve the area 

7. economic and capital flows = money being invested in the area not elsewhere 

Gusfield [Gusfield 1975 cited in Mc Mallinas, Chavis 1976: 8] distinguishes two main uses of 

a notion of the community. The first one is territorial and geographical – notion of a 

neighborhood, a town or a city. The second one is relational and concerned with the quality of 

character of human relationship without reference to a space location. The idea or definition 

of community presented by Mc Mallinas and Chavis is taking into account both of these uses. 

Their definition of a community (psychological sense of community) has four elements: 
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membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs and finally shared emotional 

connection. 

Membership is a feeling of belonging or of sharing a sense of personal relatedness. Every 

membership has its boundaries dividing those who belong and those who don´t as well as 

providing security to its members. Thanks to boundaries (or any other way by which it is 

possible to distinguish community, ie. common symbols) members can develop sense of 

belonging and identification than involves feeling, belief and expectation that one fits into the 

group and has a place. [Mc Mallinas, Chavis 1976: 10] To support such identification, 

personal investment into the group is of huge importance. If one is working for the 

community, he gets a feeling that he earned a membership therefore it becomes more valuable 

and meaningful for him. Influence is a sense of mattering, of making a difference in a group. 

Influence can work in two ways, either a person has an influence on the group or the group 

has an ability to influence its member. And of course, both of these ways may exist 

simultaneously. “People who acknowledge that others' needs, values, and opinions matter to 

them are often the most influential group members, while those who always push to influence, 

try to dominate others, and ignore the wishes and opinions of others are often the least 

powerful members.” [Mc Mallinas, Chavis 1976: 11] The whole concept of power, influence 

and participation as they relate to sense of community, can be seen in neighborhood 

movements or other types of participation and organizations regarding life in a neighborhood. 

Integration and fulfillment of needs translates into feeling that members´ needs will be met by 

resources received through membership. Such a state requires shared values, needs, priorities 

and goals and a belief that in cooperation they can be achieve. Shared values than provide an 

integrative force for cohesive communities. Shared emotional connection is a commitment 

and belief that members share history, common places, time together and similar experience. 

They don´t have to necessary experience it, they just have to identify with it. There are several 

features that are important to the principle of shared emotional connection. Contact hypothesis 

says that the more people interact, the closer they become. Success in interaction (positive 

interaction with closure) supports cohesion as well as many others. [McMillan, Chavis 1976: 

14] In summary, strong communities are those which offer members positive ways to interact, 

important events to share and ways to resolve issues positively, opportunities to honor 

members, to invest in community and to experience a spiritual bond among members. 

This thesis is built upon a notion of local community since it considers space as an important 

element. Based on Musil, local community is rather a wide conception whose definitions are 

different based on the aim for which they are made [Musil 1985: 226]. In general, local 

community is a group of interacting people sharing an environment, common location. 
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However, even though local community is place-based, it cannot be seen simply as 

“geographically bounded subdivision of land” [Chaskin 1997: 522]. Local community is a 

unit where a certain set of connections is concentrated. These connections can be of various 

natures – social (kinship, friendship, acquaintance), functional (in production, consumption or 

transfer of goods and services), cultural (religion, traditions, ethnic identity) or circumstantial 

(in economic status or a lifestyle). And it is the case of communal connection among 

individuals that provides the possibility of group identity and collective action. 

Neighborhood is the main type of local community. It is the smallest one, and can be defined 

as a group whose members are in mutual social relationships and have certain common 

interests. This is mainly because they commonly use shared public spaces and residential 

services. It is a spatial construction, a unit in which members share proximity. Neighborly 

contacts are the basis for the simplest and the most elementary form of associations within an 

organization of a city [Park, Burgess 1984: 7]. Neighborhoods can be also considered as 

distinctive areas (into which larger spatial units are subdivided). Their distinctiveness arises 

from geographical boundaries, ethnic or cultural characteristics of the inhabitants, 

psychological unity, feeling of belonging or concentrated use of area´s facilities for shopping, 

leisure and learning.   

One of the earliest approaches to typology of a neighborhood is assigned to Hojnacki. 

[Davies, Herbert 1993: 56] This one is however rather descriptive and based solely on two 

types. More extensive typology is provided by Rachelle Warren and Donald Warren3. They 

identified six different types which are characterized based on three main factors: interaction 

(active behavior), identity (sense of belonging) and external linkages (outside contacts). 

 

Table 1 – Neighborhood types based on Warren and Warren.  
name characteristics interaction identity linkage 
Integral • neighborhood merged with 

other institutions 
• close contacts, shared concerns 
• participates in activities of 

larger community 

yes yes yes 

Parochial • strong ethnic identity, 
homogeneous 

• independent of larger 
community 

yes yes no 

Diffuse • residents have much in common 
however almost no internal life 

• little connection to larger 

no yes no 

                                                 
3
 Originally from Warren, R.B., Warren, D.I., The neighborhood organizer´s book, University of Notre Dame Press, Indiana, 

1977 



9 
 

   

community 
Stepping 
stone 

• participation not because of 
sense of belonging but because 
it is useful for career 

yes no yes 

Transitory • residents broken into clusters of 
old and new – hostility 

• little collective action 

no no yes 

Anomic • non-neighborhood – social 
distance among people 

• lacks capacity to mobilize for 
common actions 

no no no 

Source: Davies, Herbert 1993: 57 

 

Based on review of research on neighboring, social network ad sense of community, Weenig, 

Schmidt and Midden [Weenig, Schmidt, Midden 1990] came to a conclusion that there are 

two basic features of a neighborhood´s character – neighboring and sense of community. 

Factor of neighboring, (quantity of ties) is a result of measurement of interaction 

(conversation, visiting, social support). Factor of sense of community (quality of ties) is 

associated with the identification or attachment, shared emotional connection, degree of 

mutual participation and pressure to conform. With the help of this previous research, as well 

as their own research in the Netherlands, they created a chart – fourfold typology of 

communities.  

 

Table 2 – Fourfold typology of communities – adapted from Weenig, Schmidt, Midden 

                                                       Sense of community 
                                            strong weak 

Neighboring + A type B type 
- C type D type 

type A strong sense of community and many common activities, fast 
distribution of information, rather strong social influence 

type B weak sense of community but many common activities, rapid 
dissemination of information with rather weak behavioral influence 

type C strong sense of community with sparse common activities, despite 
slow diffusion of information, social influence is rather high (thanks 

to shared norms and limited number of strong ties) 
type D weak sense of community as well as few common activities, rather 

individualistic neighborhood, slow diffusion of information without 
any influence of behavior or opinions 

Source: Weenig, Schmidt, Midden 1990: 48 
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2. From traditional communities to modern societies  

A shift occurred also in society itself, resulting from modernization and industrialization in 

economy and technology. A shift from rural to mainly urban society was accompanied with 

noticeable changes in every part of social life. However as Wirth notes, cities are results of 

the process of urbanization and not a onetime creation, therefore the previous modes of 

human existence were not wiped out completely [Wirth 1938:3]. Either way, urban society, or 

community, has different characteristics than a rural one. How they can be characterized? 

Community or local community used to be a basic unit of the whole structure of pre-modern 

societies. Throughout the sociological tradition, this community was idealized and became a 

symbol of perfect cohesion, mutual, deep, often intimate and a long-lasting personal 

relationship. It is understandable, that a community is seen more and more desirable as in 

contrast to modern society and its anonymity, the feeling of loneliness even alienation, role 

conflicts, fragmentation and problems of identity. A community is also seen to grant natural 

safety and lessen insecurity of certain stages of life cycle [Keller 2007: 395]. Such an idea 

applies to Ferdinand Tönnies, who sees traditional community as an ideal. Even though 

Durkheim provides a similar distinction based on polarity, he shows organic solidarity as a 

step forward in comparison with mechanical solidarity. Nevertheless, it contains certain 

threats of anomie with insufficient integration of society as such. 

With completely opposite merits the change of society is reflected by Herbert Spencer. He 

compares industrial society to military society. Military society used to organize all activities 

around gaining new territories and protecting gained ones. Since the main activity was a war, 

everything was under a strict discipline, even everyday life. On the other hand, industrial 

society is based on values of autonomy and personal freedom. Coexistence is based on 

voluntary cooperation not on enforcement [Keller 2006: 12-13]. 

2.1 Ferdinand Tönnies 

Ferdinand Tönnies is one of the classics in criticism of modernity and advance of civilization. 

In his famous book Community and Society [Tönnies 1996] he compares two different types 

of social systems – community (Gemeinschaft) and society (Gesselschaft). It is important to 

keep in mind that all concepts Tönnies introduces are ideal forms and they are only rarely 

seen in pure form in practice.  

Community is defined as a social unit with relationships of long duration, usually because 

members have been born in them. Members´ relationships are close, intimate; they share 

feelings of solidarity reinforced by common language, belief, and habits. They follow natural 
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authority derived from age, force, or wisdom as well as from the capability to work for the 

benefits of all. “….authority, in this sense, does not imply possession and use in the interest of 

the master, it means education and instruction as the fulfillment of procreation..” [Tönnies 

1996: 39]. Members´ relationships grow naturally from traditions and habits; they are encoded 

in reciprocal understanding and mutual consensus. In a pure type of community, goods are in 

possession and enjoyment of all members. The original form of community is family and 

household based on blood bonds (kinship) which is later substituted by local communities, 

rural neighborhoods with common work on municipal fields and common rules. Friendship, 

which is independent of kinship or neighborhood, can be a result of similarity of work and 

intellectual attitude. Nevertheless, such a tie must be maintained through frequent meetings 

[Tönnies 1996: 43]. The bigger the human settlements is, the less locally determined is the 

community. In towns, one can find communities based on mutually shared values (mostly 

streaming from shared religion). This value closeness joins mostly people with same vocation 

and it externalize as guilds in which people not only work but also provide mutual support. 

Such a behavior is led by natural will (Wesenwille). It has an organic, complex character 

through which values are expressed and shared with others. A natural will is inborn and 

inherited as well as it can grow and develop [Tönnies 1996: 105]. A natural will allows self-

realization, self-expression and creativity; therefore the ideal type of behavior connected with 

natural will is an art.  

On the other hand, society separates people rather than it joins them. It is just an artificial 

construction of an aggregate of human beings [Tönnies 1996: 64]. People act striving for their 

own advantages, in opposition to others, in omnipresent competition. People are on their own, 

and isolated. Goods are owned by individuals and they are objects of constant exchange. For 

the purpose of these exchanges, people create temporary coalitions in which everybody 

closely watches his or her profit and “nobody wants to grant and produce anything for another 

individual” [Tönnies 1996:65]. The relationships that are created while exchanging goods are 

in form of contacts, which lasts only till the exchange is completed, with no ties or sentiments. 

All these features of society can be well seen in big cities which are full of free individuals 

who are in many relationships, nevertheless, who are and will stay strangers to each other. 

Since their relationships are only contractual, they are temporary as well. There is no 

overlapping force that people would consider as binding and untouchable. In case of the 

society, people´s behavior is led by rational will (Kürwille). It only serves as a mean to reach 

profit, there is no need to express any higher values or higher purpose. Conventions in society 

are simply rules that people follow to avoid additional costs. Behavior under rational will is 

simple, stereotypical, mechanical and repeating (just like a use of tool) and it doesn´t create 
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anything of value. Mainly in comparison with behavior coming from natural will. “Natural 

will is (objective) freedom itself, its product is not an artifice but something created. Rational 

will is the negative of (subjective) freedom, and action based on it means diminution of 

individual power; ….. The same relationship exists between creation through work as 

contrasted with acquisition by exchange (purchase).” [Tönnies 1996: 140] For a better 

comparison of characteristics as well as periodicity of two main types of social organization, 

see the following table.  

 

Table 3 – Characteristics of Tönnies´ community and society 

Gemeinschaft (community) Gesellschaft (society) 

Family life  
concord, people 
participating with all 
their sentiments – 
people are 
controlling agents 

household economy 
based upon liking – joy 
and delight of creating 
and conserving, 
understanding develops 
the norms 

City life  
convention, determined 
by man´s intentions – 
Gesellschaft per se as 
controlling agent 

trade 
based upon deliberation 
- comparison and 
calculation, contracts 
are customs and creed 
of business 

Rural village life 
folkways and mores, 
people participating 
with all their minds 
and hearts – 
commonwealth is 
controlling agent 

agriculture 
based upon habits – 
regularly repeated 
tasks, cooperation 
guided by custom 

National life 
legislation, determined 
by man´s  calculations – 
state as controlling 
agent 

industry 
based upon decisions – 
intelligent productive 
use of capital and sale 
of labor, regulations 
rule the factory 

Town life 
religion, people 
taking part with all 
their consciousness – 
church as controlling 
agent 

art 
based upon memories – 
instructions and ideas 
of one´s mind, belief in 
the work and task 
unites wills 

Cosmopolitan life 
public opinion, evolved 
by man´s consciousness 
– scholars as controlling 
agents 

science 
based upon concepts, its 
truths and opinions 
passed to literature and 
press slowly become 
public opinion 

Source: Tönnies 1996: 140 

 

Tönnies also suggests a typology of development which starts with community/union4 and 

continues as follows: through less tight associations of community type to simple contractual 

associations of society type and finally ending with simple society of union type. This 

development is characterized by increasing level of individualization, contractual 

relationships, anonymity, egoism and competitiveness. For the future, Tönnies hopes for the 

last phase to bring elements of insurance, safety and security which use to be typical for 

traditional community. These can be secured by a social state which is the closest to the idea 

of an original community.  

                                                 
4
 Tönnies distinguishes two types of basic forms of social existence: unions - Verbindung (closed unity) and associations – 

Bündnis (loose relationships) [Tönnies 1996: 191] 



13 
 

   

2.2 Émile Durkheim 

Even though Durkheim does not provide a dichotomy of types of societies, his theory on 

mechanical and organic solidarity belongs to traditional theories on development of society. 

Durkheim derives types of solidarity based on character of law norms and punishment for 

their violation. Societies with mechanical solidarity are based on similarity of its parts. 

Members are only a little bit differentiated in their feelings, values and attitudes. They follow 

the same rituals and have the same beliefs. Such society is homogenous and coherent. Society 

is held together by collective conscience – collection of more or less verified beliefs and 

feelings which is shared by all members from generation to generation. Individuals follow 

interests of the whole society and mechanically respect “last resort” of collective conscience. 

Mechanical solidarity, however, has lost its primacy and has been substituted by organic 

solidarity which is built on individuals who are different rather than similar. The reason 

behind the change from mechanical to organic solidarity came from a growing division of 

labor and consequently it caused a weakening of collective conscience. At the beginning, 

individuals were fully absorbed by life and mentality of their group. Only with division of 

labor, individuals became more independent and more unique. A developed society is creating 

various individuals. Such development brings weaker ties of individuals to their families, 

homeland, traditions and collective habits. People are more and more autonomous, capable of 

higher mobility, and life according to their own attitudes. Division of labor connects people 

and whole groups which would otherwise stay independent, separate, and isolated. Organic 

solidarity and the people which it includes, function just like organs of a living creature – each 

of them fulfills its own function and is necessary for the well-being of a living creature as a 

whole. Similarly in this way, individuals become part of society by taking part in one of the 

specialized activities. Since each of them (each function/ each person) is crucial, individuals 

become dependent on each other. Division of labor thus takes over the integrative function of 

collective conscience.  And even though people have fewer common characteristics, they are 

more dependent on each other. It is a higher type of solidarity based on commitment, rights 

and duties in comparison to collective conscience of mechanical solidarity. Circumstances of 

organic solidarity are definitely more beneficial for creating independent individuals. On the 

other hand, if the weakening of collective conscience exceeds certain levels, society can be 

threatened by disorganization and breakdown. In case division of labor fails in maintaining 

social integration, one can observe a case of anomic division of labor. It would be the case of 

insufficient concord among social function. It is not sufficient for everybody to have a task, 

they also must be suitable.  
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2.3 George Simmel 

Simmel investigates aspect of life in modern city, mainly mental life of people living within 

big cities. Thanks to many impulses that reach a man´s mind daily, metropolitan mind reacts 

primarily in rational manner rather than emotionally as a protection against domination of 

metropolis. Thinking of people is primarily based on money-logic thus calculating, exact and 

pragmatic. People obtain this “blasé attitude” [Simmel 1964: 14] creating and indifference 

towards the distinction between things. People consider these differences to be meaningless. 

An increasing number of inhabitants in a settlement affects the relationships among people. 

The more people engage in interaction, the greater the potential differentiation between them 

– the personal characteristics, the occupation, the cultural life and ideas of members of urban 

community is expected to vary greatly. Also all bonds of kinship, of neighborliness or a 

sentiment coming from common traditions are likely to be absent or weakened in a 

community with such diverse origins and backgrounds. Personal mutual acquaintanceship, 

which is usually present in neighborhood, may be missing as well. “If the unceasing external 

contact of numbers of persons in the city should be met by the same number of inner reactions 

as in the small town, in which one knows almost every person he meets and to each of whom 

he has a positive relationship, one would be completely atomized internally and would fall 

into an unthinkable mental condition.” [Simmel 1964: 15]. Due to enormous number of daily 

interactions, person living in city can only have intensive relationships with small proportion 

of the people he/she interacts with. The contacts may be face-to-face; nevertheless they are 

impersonal, superficial, transitory and segmental. Mostly because they just try to immunize 

themselves against claims and expectations of others. In general, the distinctive features of the 

urban mode of life are substitution of secondary for primary contacts, weakening of bonds of 

kinship, the decline of importance of family, disappearance of the neighborhood and 

undermining of the traditional basis of social solidarity. Separation of the workplace from 

residential place (neighborhood) and technological progress (mainly in fields of 

communication and transportation) also played an important role in freeing people from 

spatial constrains and expanded choices of social contacts and interaction. 
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2.4 The Chicago school 

The most famous sociological school in field of study of a city is, without a doubt, Chicago 

school. Even though, it is not their only field of scope, followers of Chicago school brought 

definitely highly elaborated studies of a modern city, its nature and structure. According to 

their ecological perspective, a city is a product of natural process of selection and 

competition. Competition between social groups for resources (mainly land) resulted in 

domination of best-adapted groups, increase of a division of labor, functional specialization 

by different sections of the city. These processes brought a change of urban landscape and a 

shift in relationships. Of course, it led to the expansion of a city as well as to development of 

more distinct subareas – neighborhoods. This process is seen as organic since it is driven by 

processes of selection, competition, invasion and succession. A system of “natural areas” is 

formed by physical forces of industrial development and land use as well as by different 

forces of cultural attraction and identity and reproduction of locally based sentiments and 

symbols [Chaskin 1997: 525]. An example of this natural formation would be an ethnic 

community which is seen as a modern equivalent of a traditional community where 

relationships are based on primary ties (kinship or friendship) and are rooted in common 

identity with local life. A city, however, is not merely a physical mechanism and artificial 

construction. Natural processes that create a city have people involved. A city is rooted in the 

habits and customs of the people who inhabit it [Park, Burgess 1984: 4]. A city is a state of 

mind, a body of customs and traditions, of organized attitudes and sentiments that are 

included in customs and transmitted with the traditions.  

It is crucial to pay attention to great variations between cities, because their influence on 

people and their social characteristics widely differ. An industrial city differs significantly in 

social respect from a commercial, mining, university or capital city.  To sum up, features of 

an urban-social scene will vary in accordance with size, density and differences in functional 

type of cities. “For the sociological purposes a city may be defined as a relatively large, dense, 

and permanent settlement of socially heterogeneous individuals.” [Wirth 1938: 8]. “The 

dominance of the city, especially of the great city, may be regarded as a consequence of the 

concentration in the cities of industrial and commercial, financial and administrative facilities 

and activities, transportation and communication lines, and cultural and recreational 

equipment such as the press, radio stations, theatres, libraries, museums, concert halls, operas, 

hospitals, higher education institutions, research and publishing centers, professional 

organizations and religious and welfare institutions.” [Wirth 1938:5]. A city thus exerts 

attraction through these instrumentalities upon rural population.  



16 
 

   

Urbanization is not merely a process of attraction of rural people to cities; it refers also to 

cumulative accentuation of characteristics, particular for the urban mode of life. Wirth thus 

pays attention to changing nature of people´s relationships. He divides social relationships 

into three types. Primary social relationships, dominating in rural communities, are developed 

face to face in personal relationships. On the other hand, cities are dominated by secondary 

relationships which are based on rather rare, indirect personal contacts. They are mostly role 

or function based, thus limited and brief. The same applies for tertiary relationships which are 

even more impersonal. They are typical for large urban environments and indirect contacts 

through telephone, mail or other form of formal interaction. [Gottdiener, Budd 2005:8] He 

also points to decrease in meaning of territorial units. Thanks to complex social networks, 

social lives are no longer tied to local space but are rather spatially diffused. Sense of 

community becomes based more on a factor of homogeneity than locality, since people search 

for affiliations with a homogeneous, like-minded social group of shared values or 

socioeconomic status, age and gender. Also considering higher spatial mobility - “Place of 

residence, place and character of employment, income and interests fluctuate…” [Wirth 

1938:17] - it is difficult to maintain intimate and lasting affiliations. Since inhabitants in the 

city often are not owners of housing and such a transitory habitat does not generate binding 

traditions and sentiments, it is unlikely for them to become true neighbors.  

2.5 Community studies 

A whole number of extensive research has been done on different types of urban communities 

or of whole cities. They are very wide in their scopes since they try to describe and analyze 

the community in every aspect that there is. Despite this wide focus, which is definitely much 

wider than the one of this thesis, these works deserve some attention. 

In 1939, Karel Galla [Galla 1939] wrote a monograph on Czech village Dolní Roveň. The 

book covers a whole variety of topics from characteristics of town and it’s surrounding, 

town´s population, economy, family and households, administration and political 

involvement, education, religion and church, heath conditions to cultural scene of the town. 

All of these topics were deeply researched and interpreted in mutual inter-connections.  To 

sum up, Dolní Roveň, despite being very innovative regarding the economy of the town or its 

architecture, is a town of rural nature considering community relationships and mutual 

acquaintance as well as huge stress on agriculture as a leading element of town economy. 

Galla also considered characteristics of local population, their mental features all in 

connection with previously mentioned topics.  
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Robert and Helen Lynd [Lynd, Lynd 1957] conducted a long-term research in typical 

American city of “Middletown”. Their first book “Middletown: A study in modern American 

culture” was published in 1929. It was a wide study using a wide range of data-collecting 

methods and approach of cultural anthropology. They aimed to present a dynamic, functional 

study of contemporary life of this specific American community in the light of the trends of 

changing behavior observable in it during the last thirty-five years5 [Lynd, Lynd 1957: 6]. 

They followed all activities which people do within six main groups of activities: getting a 

living, making a home, training the young, using leisure in various forms of play, art and so 

on, engaging in religious practices and at finally engaging in community activities. In 1937, 

their second book, called “Middletown in Transition : A Study in Cultural Conflicts” [Lynd, 

Lynd 1937]  was published, when the Lynds returned to Middletown to retry the research 

during era of Great Depression to see whether social structure had changed. 

Street Corner Society [Whyte 1981] is a case study written by William Foote Whyte in 1943. 

It is a study of a slum district known as Cornerville whose inhabitants are almost exclusively 

Italian immigrants and their descendants. Cornerville is a highly organized and integrated 

social system consisting mainly of 4 groups. Younger generation divides into corner boys 

(with street corner as centers of social activities) and college boys (thanks to higher education 

moving socially upwards). Cornerville also has the “big shots”, meaning racketeers and 

politicians. They extend from the bottom to the top of the society and integrate a large part of 

life within the district. [Whyte 1981: xix] In his research, Whyte observes particular people 

and particular things they do. He constructs general pattern of life based on observation of 

individuals whose actions make up the general pattern. He examines activities, social 

interaction and social structure within and among the groups. 

Another famous study on community was written by Herbert Gans [Gans 1982]. In order to 

conduct this research he was one of the first to move to a newly-built suburbia of New Jersey 

– Levittown. Levitt and Sons, Inc. built this new neighborhood from the scratch and it not 

only included residential buildings but also entire range of local institutions and facilities 

associated with community for middle as well as working class people. In his study, Gans 

focused on four main questions though he did not limit himself to these particular ones. He 

aimed to determine process which transforms a group of strangers into a community, study 

how the community was planned (plans shaped by Levitt as the builder and plans shaped by 

expectations of new residents) and what were the motivations and aspirations of newcomers. 

Secondly, he wanted to test the validity of suburban criticism, the negativity and 

undesirability of suburban life. The third field of his interest was the negative and positive 

                                                 
5
 From 1890 to 1924  
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changes of moving from the city to suburbia and the last field consisted of quality of life, 

political life and ways of decision-making. 

3. Community lost, community saved or community 

changed? 

According to Hillery [Hillery 1955], there are many definitions which stress not only social 

interaction but also a role of physical space. Why do we often find concepts of neighborhood 

and community merged together? There are few reasons, one of them neighborhood being a 

research site easy to identify. Urban sociology also has a particular concern with a spatial 

distribution, which is being translated into local area concerns. An area has become inherently 

the most important organizing factor in urban social relations. Also, a neighborhood has been 

studied as an apparent container of normative solidarity and conditions under which it can be 

maintained. [Wellman, Leighton 1979: 364] However, spatial distribution for sociologists 

shouldn`t be inherently that important. There are also factors which have nothing to do with 

an environment or a spatial order of neighborhoods at all and which seem to affect greatly a 

sense of community and ways of social interaction. The major emphasis among some scholars 

is on the notion of community “lost” meaning the loss in sense of community, the loss of local 

neighborhood interaction and the loss of a territorially-based notion of community. Such 

territorial foundation is being replaced with placeless communities of interest [Talen 1999: 

1367]. 

3.1 The Community question 

The issue of neighborhood-as-community in sociology is addressed as “community question: 

the study of how large-scale divisions of labor in social system affect the organization and 

content of interpersonal ties” [Wellman, Leighton 1979: 365] Based on attitudes towards 

changes in primary ties such as at home, in neighborhood, workplace, within friendship or 

interest group and attitude towards spatial determinism6, three different arguments are 

presented in discussion on community question: community lost, community saved and 

community liberated. 7 

The community lost arguments claims that transformation of societies into centralized, 

industrial and bureaucratic structures has seriously weakened primary ties and communities 

                                                 
6
 The identification of a neighborhood as a container from communal ties assumes the a priori organizing power of space    

  [Wellman, Leighton 1979: 366]  
7 It is important to note that Wellman and Leighton prefer network perspective, which is not inherently anti-neighborhood. It   
just leaves the matter of spatial distribution open and enquires it only after initial search for social linkages and flows of 
resources. 
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thus making an individual more dependent on formal organizations and resources. State 

activities, increasing in scale, decrease local autonomy and solidarity and institution for 

production and reproduction take over family or neighborhood activities. Large cities are a 

huge potential for higher diversity and heterogeneity of their inhabitants. Finally spreading of 

cheap, efficient and widespread transportation and communication options facilitates multiple 

social contacts and diminishes the necessity of ties to the neighborhood/locality. Some of the 

lost scholars have seen modern people living in cities as isolated, caring a burden of 

transformed society on their own. 

The community saved argument states that neighborhood communities survived through 

modernization and urbanization and they are still important sources of support and sociability. 

They argue that centralizing tendencies of bureaucratic institutions have paradoxically 

encouraged maintenance of primary ties as more flexible sources of support. Urban people 

still create neighborhoods; still have a sense of local community and use neighborhood ties to 

socialize and for support. There are empirical proofs of persistence of community, but what 

Wellman and Leighton criticize is focusing only on neighborhoods. We have no knowledge 

about the position of neighborhood-based ties within the overall social networks. [Wellman, 

Leighton 1979: 376] Such saved communities are well-prepared for social control over 

members and intruders. Dense ties and solidarity of members is a very good starting point for 

mobilization of resources in case of an aid needed. 

The argument of community liberated agrees with the lost one in weakened neighborhood 

communities. On the other hand, it agrees with the saved argument that primary ties are still 

very viable, useful and important. They also agree that such communities are present in the 

city; nevertheless they are not tight to neighborhood. Communities are liberated from localism 

and they are transformed from all-embracing solidarity communities to ones, which are based 

more narrowly through cheap and effective communication or transportation facilities, 

separate workplace networks and high social and residential mobility as well. In other words, 

advantage of this argument is that it presupposes socially close communities stretching over 

large distance.  Loose boundaries of these communities are beneficial in case of acquiring 

additional resources, because they allow large number of external connections but relatively 

low sense of solidarity may mean that there will be fewer resources available to other 

members of the network.  

To better understand of what nature the relationships (social networks) are, based on different 

arguments, see table no. It is important to state that lost and saved argument share a focus on 

community and area, basically identify community as neighborhood. [Wellman, Leighton 

1979: 373]  
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Table 4: Basic characteristics of network in different types of communities 

 Community lost Community saved     Community liberated 
Members • Limited membership 

in terms of amount, 
intensity and 
commitment of 
interaction 

• Multiple membership 
in several social 
networks 

• Heavily involved 
members  

• Tendency to be a 
member of single 
neighborhood 
community 

• Limited membership 
• Member of several 

social networks 
• Possibly including 

network in their 
neighborhood 

Primary 
ties 

• Narrow – few strands 
• Weak in intensity 
• Two-person 

relationship rather 
than extensive 
networks 

• Multiple strands 
• Various in intensity but 

majority is strong 
• Create extensive 

networks 

• Variation in the width 
of strands 

• Range of intensity – 
strong or weak but 
useful 

• Organized into series 
of networks with very 
few connections in 
between 

Networks • Sparsely knit - low 
proportion of links 
between members 

• Loosely bounded – 
few discrete clusters 

• Densely knit – high 
proportion of links 

• Tightly bounded with 
very little external 
linkages 

• Sparsely knit as well 
as densely knit (in 
case of kinship) 

• Loosely bounded but 
with extensive 
linkages to additional 
people 

Sense of 
communi
ty 

• Very little structural 
basis for solidary 
activities or 
sentiments 

• Provide a structural 
basis for solidary 
activities and sentiments 

• Little structural basis 
for solidary activities 
and sentiments in 
overall network, but 
some solidary clusters 
are often present 

Mutual 
help 

• Difficulties in 
mobilizing assistance 
from network 
members 

• Favorable for 
mobilization of 
assistance (routine as 
well as emergency 
matters) 

• Possibility of 
mobilization for 
general purposes of 
routine as well as 
emergency 

• Depends on two-
person tie rather than 
whole network 

Source: Wellman and Leighton, 1979 

 

“Neighborhood relationships persist but only as specialized components of the overall 

primary networks. Variety of ties in which an urbanite can be involved – with distant parents, 

intimate friends, less intimate friends, coworkers, and so on – and the variety of networks in 

which these are organized can provide flexible structural basis for dealing with routine and 

emergency matters. In summary, we must be concerned with neighborhood and community 
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rather than neighborhood or community. We have suggested that the two are separate 

concepts which may or may not be closely associated“ [Wellman, Leighton 1979: 385]. 

3.2 Loss of a community and emerging individualism 

Before and after Wellman and Leighton opened the community question, there were authors 

proclaiming the loss of community sense and cut back on face-to-face interaction. Robert 

Putnam too believed in decline of community life and social capital. Since he was a political 

scientist, he was mostly concerned with the decline in community participation and 

membership in civic organization. Nevertheless, his “Bowling alone” [Putman 1995, 2001] is 

a great example of reduction of personal social interaction. Such a reduction and smaller civic 

engagement causes disruption of social capital (meaningful human contacts of all kind that 

characterize true communities [Gottdiener, Budd 2005: 13]). Putnam uses the metaphor of 

bowling to indicate a decline in connection with neighborhood and communities as such. 

Even though the number of people playing bowling has increased, the number of people who 

bowl in leagues (associations) has decreased. Since they bowl alone, they do not participate in 

social interaction, nor they are a part of a community. Putnam also indicated possible reasons: 

individualization caused by increased usage of modern technology (TV, computers, cell 

phones and internet) and higher spatial mobility in work and leisure time which left less time 

to get involved in groups.  

Probably the most skeptical view on modern society and human relationships is provided by 

Zigmund Bauman. Nowadays modern society - liquid modernity is an era of no obligations, 

emptiness, easy escape, hopeless chasing, and not seizable. Common places are filled with 

people having mutual interaction; nevertheless there is no sense of collectivity. Meetings in 

such full common places are a burden and therefore they are quick, concise and shallow.  It is 

a consumer society where people do not go to common places to meet but to spend money.  

The best company for them, or the one they are willing to tolerate, are themselves. Long-term 

is substituted by short-term and the main ideal is instancy. It demotes and depreciates what is 

enduring. In the world, whose future is unclear, full of risks and danger, it does not seem to be 

neither appealing nor reasonable to aim for distant goals, give up a part of your personal 

propriety on behalf of a collectivity and sacrifice present on behalf of future welfare [Bauman 

2002: 258]. Insecurity is a very strong force of individualization, instead of connecting, it 

separates. The idea of common interests is more and more unclear and misses all pragmatic 

values. Momentary forms of joining are more beneficial for people than long-term ones. We 

live in an era of weak ties and relationships with contacts which are temporary and elusive in 

nature or by plan. Real communities, with harmonic life and friendly cohesion, are nowadays 
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seen as a” relic” [Bauman 2002: 149]. A city is a place of random interactions with strangers. 

These random contacts end just as quickly as they start. They are more of non-meetings. 

There are no common memories, events without future or past. According to Bauman, liquid 

communities have a tendency to be unstable, transitory, and concentrated on one goal. Their 

lifetime is short but noisy and crazy. [Bauman 2002: 313]. Thus involvement in interpersonal 

relationships is becoming more and more plastic. They are not made with idea that they will 

last forever. More and more often, we think of them as temporary, lasting until they bring us 

satisfaction.  

Since the world has considerably changed, there is a need to look for new cultural patterns of 

postmodern life, new types of behavior [Bauman 1995: 40]. Bauman introduced few patterns; 

however none of them is an invention of postmodern era. What is important, is that they 

stopped being marginal cases and they do not only coexist but they have become 

interconnected and blend in together. First pattern, or maybe better said a set of characteristics 

is a flâneur or a gaper8. In the world of a gaper, a human to human is just a movie screen. He 

only sees what is on the outside and does not care about the rest. Cultural patterns of gaper are 

a creation of anonymity that is created by a densely-inhabited city in which the people daily 

coexist but they are strangers to each other. They have neither hope nor mood to overcome 

mutual strangeness. In the past, wanderer used to be hard to find, avoided control, he did not 

follow any norms and he could come and go freely anywhere, if he did not like the norms. But 

absence of norms creates chaos. At the end of modern époque, a wanderer´s way of life is 

changing from a disadvantage to advantage, into triumph. Holding, acclimatization, steady 

life rhythm, continuity of goals together with restriction of need – which are typical for 

enduring goals – are from the point of view of this social order destructional. The third type, a 

player, considers life to be a game. It is all about winning. And a player knows how to win. 

Whatever he does, it is supposed to lead him to winning. There is no place for sympathy, pity, 

or mutual help. In postmodern world, we all are players, a little. Life is a game and the living 

process consists of series of games. 

3.3 Studies supporting continuing relevancy of loca l community 

Despite above mentioned negativistic conclusions; some authors still consider local 

community and neighborhoods to be relevant in forming an integral part of everyday life 

[Hrast, Dolničar 2012: 317]. Feeling of belonging has its positive influence. It reduces stress 

and fear, increases psychological well-being and satisfaction. Attachment to neighborhood 

                                                 
8
 From French, flâneur could better be translated as stroller or wanderer, however based Czech translation of the book, I 

chose to translate this notion as gaper which according to my opinion suits better the characteristics. 
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creates dedication and can increase quality of life in the neighborhood, decrease criminality or 

other disruptive elements. The sense of neighborhood, connected with positive attitudes 

towards neighbors and cohesive relationships, encompasses trust between neighbors, having 

friends, mutual help and mutual respect, leads to involvement in local issues and general 

appreciation of the neighborhood and thus a better quality of life.  “Indeed, if there is a city 

there is a defined territory that becomes meaningful not only because it constitutes the context 

in which these relationships develop, but also because the residents develop ties and 

attachments to places and they identify themselves with common myths and symbols” 

[Colombo, Mosso, De Piccoli 2001:459] 

It also may be the case that the connection between the sense of community, residents´ 

interaction and neighborhood environment is not direct but is formed through sets of 

intervening variables. “Town design may not build sense of community by deterministically 

bringing people together on the basis of street layout and the provision of public spaces, but it 

may stimulate other factors which work to build sense of community.“ [Talen 1999: 1372]. 

Neighborhoods with high social cohesion can be a result of collective interests of their 

residents as well as an affiliation, created in order to deal with the threat of endangerment or 

unwanted phenomena. A local community thus can be understood as a social system. It can be 

seen as a functional unit in which “good and services are provided and consumed, 

interpersonal relationships are created and maintained, participation in activities is shared and 

the circumstances of local life are held in common” [Chaskin 1997: 529]. A local community 

has five major functions: 

1. production-distribution-consumption of religious, educational and social goods 

and services, commercial and economic activities 

2. socialization, mainly in family and school 

3. social control, formal and informal 

4. social participation through voluntary organization  or informal networks 

5. mutual support again through formal institutions and informal networks  

Other important variable can be residents´ homogeneity – people with similar characteristics. 

Residents´ characteristics, such as gender or presence of young children, also may play a 

significant role in affecting social life.  Individuals most highly integrated in larger society 

(outside the neighborhood), such as women, married people, people of middle age, with 

higher income and education, tend to have larger neighborhood networks but relationships 

inside these networks are more casual, not particularly intense or frequent. On the other hand, 

people such as singles, children and elderly, people with lower income and education, better 



24 
 

   

said people who are less integrated in wider society, have smaller but more intense and more 

frequent relationships within the neighborhood. [Chaskin 1997: 537] Old age often imposes 

constraints accompanied by infirmity, lack of physical mobility and a loss of confidence. As a 

group, elderly are distinctive socially as a component of the dependent populations, most have 

retired from paid work and spend far more time in their homes and neighborhoods. Old 

people have network links, especially with family, which extends outside neighborhood, 

although with onset of old age, they tend to live their lives within local neighborhood. 

Immediate neighborhood may be more important to the well-being of old people than the 

residence itself [Davies, Herbert 1993: 77]. Gender roles cause women often to be placed in 

roles which inhibit their freedom of movement. The routine rhythms of household chores and 

responsibilities, the need of young children and the caring role, all act as limits on mobility. 

Many of the norms of society, forms of work and feelings of risk, further serve to identify 

women´s activities. Length of residence also might play an important role. If a neighborhood 

is composed of many people who have lived there for a long time, progressing through the 

same life stages in a stable community, these are the conditions which would generally 

enhance the significance of locality. 

Also Turowski claims that despite general decline, neighborhood communities still exist. But 

they are a part of many other social relationships. Based on Turowski [Turowski 1976 cited in 

Musil 1985: 229], one can distinguish at least three types: ceremonial interaction based on 

exchange of greetings, occasional small talks and polite questions, can create a base for 

mutual help and feeling of belonging, solidarity which includes neighboring, work or 

contractual relationships of mutual help and finally friendship and kinship which are 

characterized by mutual visits, sharing of confidentiality, of free time etc. None of these types 

in constrained by spatial borders but they can have supportive effect.  

Jiří Musil supports the thesis of community transformed as well. He explains that a 

neighborhood can be understood as a small unit, usually of people living in the same building, 

behind the same entrance door. It is a very small, relatively closed community of usually 40-

60 people, rarely exceeding 100. But neighborhood can also describe larger collectivities, 

where mutual relationships are not based on intensive face-to-face interaction but rather on 

relationships of collaboration of inhabitants of certain space, group of buildings or the whole 

neighborhood unit for the purpose of mutual practical needs [Musil 1985: 231]. There is than 

a transformed model of local community characterized by lower importance of mutual help 

between families and sometimes also meaning of social communication, protections and 

social control on one hand and by higher meaning of necessary cooperation which does not 

have to be expressed by mutual help but by other forms of collaboration of inhabitants, formal 
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or informal. The majority of residential services are nowadays provided by state or regional, 

public of private institutions and organizations. Proper functioning of this huge organizational 

structure requires involvement of inhabitants in directing and administration. These are the 

spheres of collective actions and interests, to provide and secure proper and sufficient services 

for the neighborhood = community. 

3.4 Non-territorial approaches 

The non-territorial approach to community gained force as a result of modern advancement in 

communication which reduced the importance of territorial proximity. Notions such as 

“community liberated” or “community of limited liability” were brought into discussion in 

urban context [Colombo, Mosso, De Piccoli 2001:459].  Liberated community refers to social 

networks independent of local roots and spatially dispersed but still providing support. The 

community of limited liability is a larger area, geographically defined, but consisting of 

several neighborhoods. Attachment to this unit is casual, voluntary and based on instrumental 

values9. Membership in such communities is understood as partial, since this concept 

recognizes multitude of associations and relationships of individuals beyond the local 

community [Chaskin 1997: 528]. 

Community without propinquity argument admits the importance of primary ties but claims 

that most of the ties are not organized into densely knit, bounded solidarities. It looks for 

community in the aggregation of networks of interpersonal relations. Such a model is built 

around an individual rather than place. This notion was introduced by Melvin Webber in his 

paper “Order in Diversity: Community without Propinquity” written in 196310. He saw that 

with development of communication and transportation technologies, many people were 

breaking bounds tied to a place. “Physical boundaries are rapidly collapsing and even where 

they are imposed by legal restrains, social intercourse, which has never respected physical 

boundaries anyways, is increasingly able to ignore them.” [Webber 1963]. City was being 

transformed from a place into a web of interaction, regardless of geographic area or a scale. 

He saw urban communities as interest communities with no clear boundaries, with growing 

geographical scale as a result of expanding communication technologies. Massive support of 

mobility allowed people to have different lifestyle regarding the place and its meaning. They 

started to have complex and multi-layer social relationships connected through networks 

rather than place. 

                                                 
9 Instrumental values are tied to investments, function and use in contrast to affective ties and interpersonal neighbor relations 
[Chaskin 1997: 528]   
10 He also elaborated on this notion in his second article – The urban place and the Nonplace Urban Realm written in 1964 
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The notion of networks has already been mentioned a few times. Networks are created by 

independent clusters, knots which are constantly being connected and disconnected for the 

purpose of power, economic, informational or social relationship. Even though they are a very 

old form of social organization, based on Manuel Castells [Castells 1996] it was mainly 

thanks to modern informational technologies that networks have risen to a level never seen 

before. They have become more flexible, controllable and easier to coordinate. According to 

general definition, social network has no center, all people involved are equal and participate 

consciously in voluntary cooperation. Networks work based on binary logic of two states – 

inclusion and exclusion. The possibility of exclusion serves as an assurance of cooperation. 

This logic controls network regardless of how personal the contacts are, of friendliness or 

carelessness among individuals - always temporary participants of cooperation. Society 

created by these networks is characterized by time and space transformed to timeless time and 

space of flows which create meta-social disorder. “Namely, as an automated, random 

sequence of events, derived from the uncontrollable logic of markets, technology, geopolitical 

order, or biological determination.” [Castells 1996: 477] 

4. Research on community 

Of course there is a vast number of previous research in the area of community and 

neighbors´ relationships. I only would like to focus on those ones which were the most 

inspiring for me. John C. Buckner [Buckner 1988] tried to develop a measurement instrument 

for cohesiveness in neighborhoods in order to understand the relationship between cohesion 

and neighborhood problems. Such an instrument can also be of help in planning, organization 

or social intervention in neighborhoods as Bucker himself suggests [Buckner 1988: 772]. 

Short excursion is in order to understand why he uses the notion of cohesion instead of 

previously many times use “sense of community”. Buckner explains that sense is personal 

experience, however the degree to which this experience is shared in particular context and 

therefore is of collective nature. The construct of cohesion is a measure of a collective-level 

attribute. With help of wide review on social science literature, he identifies three dimensional 

indicants that are used to produce valid instrument to measure cohesion: sense of community 

felt within the context of neighborhood, degree of attraction to live and remain in the 

neighborhood and degree of interaction within the neighborhood. Obviously for neighborhood 

with high cohesion, residents report feeling of strong sense of community, engage in frequent 

interaction and are highly likely to remain the residents in future. Exact opposite is true for the 

neighborhood with low cohesion.  
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Buckner wrote the whole pool of items [Buckner 1988: 776] and divided them into three 

scales measuring attraction-to-neighborhood (10 items), degree of neighboring (15 items) and 

psychological sense of community (15 items). However after several quantitative tests for 

internal consistency and stability, the final version of instrument contains only 18 items – 

statements that are provided in following table.  

 

Table 5 – Items constituting the neighborhood cohesion instrument 

1. Overall, I am very attracted to living in this neighborhood 
2. I feel like I belong to this neighborhood 
3. I visit my neighbors in their homes 
4. The friendships and associations I have with other people in my neighborhood mean a 

lot to me 
5. Given the opportunity, I would like to move out of this neighborhood 
6. If the people in my neighborhood were planning something I would think of it as 

something we were doing rather than they were doing 
7. If I need advice about soothing I could go to someone in my neighborhood 
8. I think I agree with most people in my neighborhood about what is important in life 
9. I believe my neighbors would help me in an emergency 
10. I feel loyal to the people in my neighborhood 
11. I borrow things and exchange favors with my neighbors 
12. I would be willing to work together with others on something to improve my 

neighborhood 
13. I plan to remain a resident of this neighborhood for a number of years 
14. I like to think of myself as similar to the people who live in this neighborhood 
15. I rarely have neighbors over to my house to visit 
16. A feeling of fellowship runs deep between me and other people in this neighborhood 
17. I regularly stop and talk with people in my neighborhood 
18. Living in this neighborhood gives me a sense of community 
Souce: adapted from Buckner 1988: 783 

 

In conclusion, when administered to a random sample of residents the “Neighborhood 

Cohesion Instrument” appears to hold promise as a device that can be used to assess 

cohesiveness of a neighborhood. [Buckner 1988: 789] 

Riger and Lavrakas [Riger, Lavrakas 1981] examine the sense of attachment to community in 

order to find out what causes or inhibits this feeling of belonging among people in urban 

neighborhoods. They try to explain relationships between attachment and local social 

integration and attitudes. In short, their findings indicate a positive relationship between the 

length of the period spent living in the neighborhood (rootedness) and likelihood of stronger 

social bonds (coherence, how bonded groups are). As one of the most considerate 

demographic characteristics that influence this relationship, one can identify age, number of 

children living at home, income, education and race. The result of their research is in four 

integration categories: young mobiles (low-bonded, low-rooted), young participants (high-
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bonded, low-rooted), isolates (low-bonded, high-rooted) and established participants (high-

bonded, high-rooted). In conclusion, it is important to state that people´s life circumstances, 

particularly their stage in life cycle, may play a critical role in determining their degree of 

attachment to local community settings. Age seems to influence levels of psychical 

attachment while family status forms a social linkage to neighborhood [Riger, Lavrakas 1981: 

64].  

Based on research, most common indicators for the sense of community include ties with 

neighbors, trust and generalized feeling among neighbors, participation in organizations, 

feelings of attachment, mutual concerns and social control. Hrast and Dolničar [Hrast, 

Dolničar 2012] add individual characteristics, though not only demographical but also 

individual values and lifestyle. Values motivate actions and behavior and they should be 

observed in connection with neighboring relations. Authors take Inglehart’s definition of 

values and they divide them into three groups [Inglehart, Baker 2000 cited in Hrast, Dolničar 

2012: 320]. Traditional values emphasize family values, male dominance, parental authority 

and religion. Postmaterialistic values stress freedom, self-expression, flexibility, leisure, 

enjoyment, free-time, protection of environment and tolerance. Materialistic values emphasize 

the monetary aspects of life and survival values (money and possession). Their case study was 

carried out in two neighborhoods in Ljubljana. Hrast and Dolničar used three sets of variables 

measuring sense of community (social contact, social control and attachment), socio-

demographic characteristics (age, gender, education, income, ownership, length of dwelling, 

ethnicity, household type) and previously mentioned values. Both neighborhoods showed, on 

average, a stronger sense of community, higher satisfaction with neighbor relations, frequent 

contacts and a strong people´s attachment. Though the relationships were described as polite 

and good, in general they were not very intense and close. When observing social contacts, 

the most important variables were length or living in a dwelling, income and values such as 

the importance of friends free-time and family. They all were strongly associated with the 

feelings of attachment and social control dimensions. To compare it to Inglehart´s division, 

post-materialistic values were positively linked to sense of community, however traditional 

values were partially conflicting because they also contain importance of work which was in 

opposition to strong sense of community, since such type of people usually socialize less.  

Jiří Musil conducted several studies of the cities. Therefore it is necessary to include one of 

his studies as well. He conducted substantial research in socialist cities, which have their 

specifics as will be shown later. This research was published in a book called “Lidé a Sídliště” 

[Musil 1985]. In general, there might be a difference in social relations and social 

communication of people living in older and in newer neighborhood units. Important parts of 
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social communication in residence space are kin and friends, living within or close to 

neighborhood unit. Older neighborhood units are characterized by higher concentration of kin 

in comparison to newer ones. This can be explained by original households getting old thus 

people moving closer for mutual help and cases of emergency. This tendency mostly applies 

for older people, as well as housewives taking care of children, people of lower social class 

and lower education. [Musil 1985: 239] Regarding a concentration of good friends in locality, 

there are no substantial differences between the old and new neighborhood units. Only very 

few people don´t know their neighbors at all, actually almost a half of respondents described 

their relationships as rather intensive and continuous. In general, concentration of friends in 

locality is influenced by length of residence of inhabitants as well as by level of economic 

activity, since people with higher economic activity have fewer relations with people in 

neighborhood and are also pickier. Nevertheless majority of social contacts with kin, relatives 

and friends goes out of the neighborhood units [Musil 1985: 243]. Based on data collected in 

Prague, people of new neighborhood units possess average neighboring relations and strong 

contacts with co-workers and relatives outside their own location. On the other hand, for 

people living in old neighborhood units, it is typical to have bigger orientation to local 

relationships with neighbors. Considering the content of these relationships, Musil divides 

functions of neighborhoods into six groups: ceremonial, small help, social communication, 

information, bigger help, and economic help. From the graph, one can observe the difference 

in functions typical for the two types of neighborhoods. 

greeting

knowledge of

small lending

pick up mail

help with shopping

look after kids

help in illness

lending money

mutual visits

Chart 1 - Differences between functions of old and new neighborhoods

Source: Musil 1985: 245 

 

In the old neighborhood units, people know each other, they greet each other and there is 

probably a strong social control. Nevertheless, there is considerable social distance. On the 

old neighborhood units new neighborhood units 



30 
 

   

other hand, in new neighborhood units, despite ceremonial and informational functions being 

weak (people don´t know each other that well), people share strong mutual help on both, daily 

and serious basis. The explanation can be that new neighborhood units are filled with people 

relatively in the same stage of life cycle thus facing similar problems and looking for their 

solutions. 

5. Local community and architecture 

As was mentioned before, many of sociological research emphasize that for a community to 

exist; there is a necessary condition – spatial closeness. Concentration of people in one place 

is supposed to be a precondition of mutual communication, mutual help and exchange of 

favors etc. which are important elements of community. Since a city is characterized as 

individualistic, based on exchange and consensus rather than on habits and solidarity, it was 

presupposed that community in cities no longer exists.  However, architecture has an 

influence on a mental state of people since it creates more or less favorable environment for 

human activities. A level of suitability, character and mood of environment for particular 

activities or a level of comfort have an important, long-term effect on people, their feeling of 

security and comfort thus consequently on their behavior and relationships [Musil 1985: 107]. 

Therefore there are ways how a sense of community can be supported through the spatial 

disposition of buildings and public space. 

The way neighborhood units were built after the WWII, has its origins in a period between the 

two World Wars in architecture of avant-garde. Intuition and artist´s arbitrariness is overrun 

by claims of artist´s discipline and pragmatism. In architecture, avant-garde is connected with 

new construction methods, new materials and functional systems. Forms of architecture 

should be pictures of their functions and nothing else. It emphasized functionality, life realism 

and the art that was general and collectivistic. Functionalism criticized insufficient social 

awareness. “Architecture has a huge social task, it creates a complex environment for 

everybody and it gets rid of exclusivity.” [Musil 1985: 29].  

The most influential, in this regard, was Athens Charter, a document about urban planning, a 

result of the CIAM in 1933, published in 1943 by Swiss architect, Le Corbusier. Le Corbusier 

himself is an author of a module of neighborhood that should support creation and 

maintenance of community within itself. His main idea, a model that he proposed is called 

unite d´habitation – a machine for living, not just a sole concentration of housing space but a 

place where individual freedom will be balanced by collective organization. In his residential 

complexes, a central floor would be devoted to easily accessible shopping and a variety of 

types of units would cater for the traveler, the singles and the family while creating a mixed 



31 
 

   

community. On the roof, there would be gardens for recreation as well as communal facilities 

(nursery, gymnasium, theater or running track). Individual apartments will have extended 

balconies so that residents are able to commune with nature. [Davies, Herbert 1993: 168] Not 

many of his projects were really built. Probably the most famous project, Radiant city, was 

built in south Marseilles in 1952. It is an enormous concrete construction with 337 two-floor 

apartments and public space supporting 26 services including restaurant, hotel, laundry, 

cinema, bookshop or medical center. Up on the roof, residents can find athletic track, a gym, 

club, nursery, kindergarten and a shallow swimming pool. Similar, Le Corbusier-inspired 

houses were later built in Nantes, Berlin, Briey or even in the United States. Similar projects 

were run in the same period in the Czech Republic too. The most famous collective houses 

were built in Zlín and Litvínov. Collective houses are types of large housing units including 

not only residential units but common service and social facilities as well (basically the same 

facilities as in Radiant city). They were inspired by collectivism and social engineering and 

they were supposed to provide all functions and services needed for everyday life. 

Now, let us return to Anthens Charter itself. It was based on Fourth CIAM (Congrès 

internationaux d'architecture moderne or International Congresses of Modern Architecture) 

conference in 1933, thus a collective declaration, and these are the main fundamentals [Musil 

1985: 32, Le Corbusier 1973]:  

• analysis of human activities showed that they can be divided into four main groups: 

work, residence, transport and recreation. In this way, and with regards to 

circumstance arising from climate, topography and local customs, space should be 

divided too. 

•  contemporary humans need: 

o  health - sport areas 

o hygiene - building not aligned along transportation routes 

o sun - position of building has to ensure a certain hours of sunlight per day 

o fresh air - greenery, wide parks, if present than availability of natural elements 

such as lakes, sea, forests, hills and so on 

o space - high residential buildings will make place for a wide verdant areas 

• a city should support establishment of communal facilities, kindergartens and schools, 

community centers 

• necessity of rational, systematic planning, modern organization to ensure reasonable 

population density, division of industrial and residential areas by an area of 

vegetation, good accessibility and route communication (to minimize time spent 

commuting as well as pollution) 
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• huge reconsideration of public transport and road system in general is needed – 

classification of traffic channels based on type of vehicles, speed and purpose and in 

this way they should be constructed, also pedestrian walks and paths should be 

separated from automobile networks 

Former principles were widely accepted and applied for a long time all over the world. Athens 

Charter also contains, even though not explicitly [Musil 1985: 34], a suggestion that 

residential space should be divided into smaller parts. Some authors connected an idea of 

planned restoration of smaller units in city with a conception of benefits of living in smaller, 

relatively closed communities that used to exist in rural settlements or in older part of cities. 

In practice, the aim was to create territorial/ spatial units with basic services, not interrupted 

by major transport so that they are safe and help to make ties among its inhabitants – create a 

community. Criticism of anonymity, non-segmentation and flatness of many of city blocks 

started already in 19th century and brought one of the main ideas for building construction in 

20th century: if cities were to keep growing, anonymity and inhumanity of its size should be 

eliminated by thoughtful division into integrated and well-facilitated units which at the same 

time would be a basis for restoration of human communities in urban environment [Musil 

1985: 216]. 

5.1 More recent urban concepts to support community  

Besides Le Corbursier, there are other and newer attempts to support communities within 

cities. New Urbanism is an intellectual movement of architects and urban planners who 

advocated belief that environmental variables affect frequency and quality of social contacts 

and group formation, which is enhanced by passive social contact, proximity and appropriate 

space. In other words, new urbanists claim that sense of community can be built via 

integrating private residential space with surrounding public space and careful design and 

placement of public space. The two main principles are a return to citizen participation in the 

planning process and the conception of plans that involve the three forms of neighborhood, 

district and corridor [Gottdiener, Budd 2005: 96]. 

Talen [Talen 1999] discusses five design elements that mainly influence promotion of sense 

of community.  

1. architecture and site design – residential design should be in such way that 

residents are encouraged to get out of their houses into the public space and 

interact with each other (ie. house porches) 

2. design and scale – neighborliness is stimulated by having small-scale, which 

means well-defined neighborhoods with clear boundaries (field, forest, highway, 
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rail line) and dominating center, higher population density results in more face-to-

face interaction thus in closer relationships 

3. streets – are considered as public space and therefore must be made so that they 

accommodate the pedestrian (he can drive, walk or cycle), they should encourage 

street life and strengthen community bonds 

4. public space – in general provide a chance for encounters just like streets do, 

public spaces in form of parks or civic centers also may serve as a symbols of civic 

pride and sense of place which further promote notion of community, with a 

proper design they will be a pleasure to use and community will flourish 

5. mixed land use – residence place combined with a place to work, shop or spend 

free time can encourage repetitive social integration, even of different income 

levels, races or ages, since there is no need to drive far away but everything is in 

reach of walking 

Social doctrine of new urbanism is derived from relationship between these design elements 

and social engagement. However, as Talen puts it: “…all design prescription is based on a 

theoretical framework which is based on a set of assumptions…” [Talen 1999: 1364]. She 

continues that the main assumption about spatial determinism states that a sense of 

community and interaction is truly cultivated through power of space and that people put 

rather high costs on relations that are not proximate11. There are several studies that support 

such an assumption, studies that identified that specific environmental factor are positively 

correlated with some aspects of sense of community. For instance, Gans [Gans 1962 cited in 

Talen 1999: 1365] found out that features such as windows and doors and their position are a 

factor in residential interaction. Many other research findings [Festinger et al. 1950, 

Michelson 1970, Fleming et al. 1985, all cited in Talen 1999: 1365] show that there are 

factors that can be linked to design ideology of new urbanism thus supporting influence of 

environment on social interaction. Other empirical research shows that a neighborhood is an 

important factor in determining with whom residents interact and that it may be based on 

spatial boundaries of the neighborhood which also supports new urbanism´s doctrine 

[Greenbaum 1985, McMillan and Chavis 1986, Ahlbrant and Cunnigham 1979, all cited in 

Talen 1999: 1366].  

Jan Gehl, an architect with sociological perspective, has also devoted a book to relationship 

of urban space and human interaction. [Gehl 2000] He claims that for neighborhood contacts 

and various forms of social activities to spread out of borders of shallowness, there must be 

                                                 
11

 In its focus on environment and spatial order, new urbanism has a lot in common with Chicago school.  
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some meaningful mutual denominator –environment, interest or problems. By creating public 

and common places, people can get to know each other easier because they share common 

experience. In general, Gehl´s ideas are similar to already presented ideas of Athens Charter 

or New urbanism. What is interesting is the way he is concerned with human senses, mainly 

sight and hearing. Bearing these in mind, he pays particular attention to walking, standing 

around, sitting, talking, watching and listening as basic activities that make up a starting point 

for all other types of social activities. “Great events evolve from many small ones.” [Gehl 

2000: 133] He provides us with particular hints and pieces of advice on how to build and 

construct public spaces so they are pleasant to spend time in: 

 

Table 6 – Hints how to build public space according to Gehl 

walking walking freely, attention to walking with “ wheels”, favorable 

walking surface, distance “full of experience” (curved, streets 

interrupted by squares, different width, greenery), limited traffic, as 

short as possible, reasonable vertical intervals,  

standing around provide reasons to stay longer, standing usually on border lines (offer 

better views), build pillars, colonnades, half span roofs, terraces, 

benches, trees, stairs, fountains – all small details where people can get 

a shade or take cover from rain, where they can just hang around 

sitting sitting creates favorable conditions for other activities (eating, resting, 

playing chess, sunbathing, talking…), similar requirements to standing 

around, bigger focus on a place offering a good view 

talking, watching 

and listening 

enough of warm and friendly light, less than 50 decibels of noise 

however pleasant music or talking make outside activities enriched, 

remember to design benches etc. so that they support face-to-face 

contact 

 

Another attempt to promote deeper human relationships while keeping personal independency 

is called co-housing. It combines the autonomy of private dwelling with the advantages of 

community living. [Williams 2005:200] Co-housing can be urban, suburban or rural. The 

typical physical form of co-housing residence varies greatly from apartments in low 

apartment buildings, townhouses to detached houses usually set in green environment. 

Residents own their living place (flat, house) plus they share common rooms and space, 

mainly huge common kitchen (where they have meals together few times a week), 

playground, small gardens, laundry room or other services. Residents also share mutual 
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responsibilities, ie. child-care or governance. These regular activities encourage social 

interaction and help create stronger social ties. Their flats are rather average in area so that 

they prefer to spend time outside or in common rooms. Their cars are parked outside the 

community so that roads and street inside are safe to walk on. Co-housing is typical for people 

of different economic situation regardless of their religion or life-style.  People usually know 

each other very well since, in most cases, they are present at early construction of buildings. 

Co-housing as an idea originates in Denmark in 1960´s where people were not satisfied with 

existing housing and communities and were thus looking for solution.  The first one was built 

in 1964. Second wave appeared in the USA in 1980´s also motivated by desire for 

community, support, interaction and security within neighborhoods. The third wave occurred 

in Australia and South-east Asia. “Issues including accessibility and affordability, green 

architecture and ecological habitation, adaptability and responsiveness to suit regional and 

cultural differences are being addressed in the third wave of cohousing communities.” 

[Williams 2005:202] A text-book example also comes from a northern country. It is Danish 

housing project Tinggården built in 1978. It consists of six housing units which include 15 

households. Each household has its own living place and is organized around common place 

(outside square and communal house) creating housing units. Each unit is consequently built 

around the main street, which has one large communal house as well. It is also a place where 

the entire neighborhood can be united. 

 

Picture 1a – Housing unit in Tinggården   

Source: Gehl 2000:58 
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Picture 1b – Whole neighborhood in Tinggården   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Gehl 2000:58 

 

5.2 Specifics of socialist neighborhoods and their architecture 

One of the phenomena, which is connected with period of socialism is a massive building of 

neighborhood units as big housing objects. Of course, such type of housing was not unique in 

socialist countries. They were built in France, Germany, and Sweden as well. Nevertheless 

they brought certain urban revolution comparable with the one in 19th century. Musil 

identifies three main causes of establishment and spread of neighborhood units. [Musil 2002: 

274]  The first one was a serious shortage of flats after WWII in connection with a strong 

belief that only public sectors (taking over financial, organizational and partially technical 

responsibility for building) can solve this issue by providing financially affordable housing 

and by providing it quickly.  The second factor is simple application and realization of 

suggestions made by modern architects and urbanism in the period between the two world 

wars. Such a conception of integrated and complex housing units also supported the third 

factor – idea of good-class housing for all social classes, mainly for those, who could hardly 

afford to gain a reasonable place to live on the housing market. The goal was to create 

socially-mixed residential place where middle class´s way of life cultivates life of a working 

class and on the other hand, by mixed living, middle class gains more interest in life of others 

as well as sense of responsibility and solidarity. 
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A majority of architects and urbanists were influenced by “Socialist realism” or “Stalinist 

architecture” as a result of forced ideology. It had a substantial influence on first generation of 

neighborhood units. Regardless of its negative sides12, these neighborhood units created an 

appealing living space with relatively clear distinction of the area into public, semi-public and 

semi-private sections. Thanks to this, first neighborhood units kept their human face [Musil 

2002: 277]. With Khrushchev gaining power, the whole ideological and political situation in 

socialist countries changed. He criticized Stalinist architecture as well as his opinions on 

housing as such. Housing had become an important element of living standards, household 

spendings had risen and construction of housing became an important part of an economy. 

Small but well-equipped flat in newly-built neighborhood units had become a sign of a new 

and higher living standard in 1960´s. However economic situation in Czechoslovakia at that 

time was not very favorable so the goal to spread out this construction was not reached. A 

turn came at the end of 1960´ s and the beginning of 1970´s when number of new 

neighborhood units reached its maximum capacity. Second and third generations of 

neighborhood units were mostly build from concrete panels and were an attempt to apply 

modern architecture´s principles which were modified by principles of socialist housing 

policy, monopoly of socialist developer companies and, most importantly, limitations of 

resources of socialist economy.  

The rapidity with which neighborhood units were built as well as their size made it impossible 

to carefully think through all plausible needs of those who were about to use them and live in 

them. The most common age group living in new flats were people between 5 – 15 years and 

20-35 years old, parents and their children. In comparison with state or regional data on age-

groups´ distribution, this one was highly unusual. Since availability of residential services was 

designed based on state data, there was a shortage of places in crèches, kinder-gardens, and 

eventually in elementary schools. Consequently, when all these children reached adulthood, 

there was not enough flats for them to move into as well as there were little working 

possibilities. All of these can be classified as temporary problems [Musil 2002: 285]. More 

lasting problems arose from insufficient infrastructure (restaurants, shops, sport facilities etc.) 

mono-functionality of neighborhood units, monotony of buildings, in general very weak 

realization of common spaces, and at last lowered safety. Mono-functionality of neighborhood 

units reflected not only in uniform housing but also in job possibilities. Except for work in 

shops, hospitals and other provided services, there was no other possibility to get a job. There 
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 Controversly, buildings with historical motives were built next to busy streets and somehow denied good traditions of 
Czech architecture.  [Musil 2002: 277] 
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were no administrative buildings, no small and clean factories or any other spheres of 

economy available.  

Construction of socialist neighborhood units can be divided into three generations, which 

differ in architecture, sizes of buildings, spatial disposition of housing and free space, 

conception of residential services, transport infrastructure and technical network. [Musil 

1985: 51]. 

1. 1946 – 1956: few floors, looking amiably, applies features of older cultural movements 

and of decorativism (historicism), tries to create closed neighborhood units with free space 

inside to support hospitability, squares with shops and other public spaces which are 

supportive of social interaction 

2. 1957 – 1962: first concrete panel constructions, much freer build-up with few public 

spaces, no longer one can find a square surrounded by residential buildings, houses are 

built next to each other, at the beginning few floors but later number increases, concrete 

panels as material, windows and loggias in line  

3. 1963 – 1977: huge constructions, many floors, less and less greenery, nevertheless well 

connected with objects of residential services (last built at the beginning of 1990´s) 

To sum up, since the end of WWII up to 1970´s, the design of neighborhood units followed 

three main schools of thought – socialist housing policy, concept of modern architecture and 

principles of socialist culture which used to be called as socialist avant-garde. Modern 

architecture, socialist avant-garde has already been mentioned, so let´s take a short look on 

housing policy. Satisfaction of needs for housing was a matter of society and therefore it 

should not be understood only in economic sense. Housing should not be acquired with profit 

within a public sector of housing. Housing is a social need provided by state or other public 

institutions and as such is regulated by state. The state distributes and provides flats so that 

social inequality is avoided. Housing policy must lead to elimination of housing shortage for 

social classes of lower income, lower qualification and lower social position in general. Since 

the state wants to provide financially affordable housing, there is an extensive amount of 

subsidies and budget grants. But since state is the one that is building these houses, financial 

support goes to state not to households. Socialist housing policy emphasizes complex 

comprehension of what is housing. It is not binding only for a construction of housing. 

Simultaneously, it provides basic facilities for running of households, for recreation, for 

education as well as for keeping environment healthy. It secures equal access to basic social 

needs of families such as education, health, culture and well as access to personal needs such 

as shopping, services and social and cultural facilities [Musil 1985: 37]. The most visible 

principles were: effort to maximize efficiency, mass production, standardization and space-
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concentration of construction. Standardization also applied to residential services such as 

schools, hospitals, shops etc. With all these principles, a specific ideological program was 

created which was, with a few amendments, used from 1945 until 1990´s.  

6. Formulation of the objective of the research 

My research takes inspiration from all of the above mentioned research ideas, results and 

literature overview, however it will take slightly different approach since a majority of the 

research that I have stumbled upon was a quantitative one. What these thesis is more 

concerned with, is a qualitative research – case study, better said interviews on the nature of 

nowadays relationships among neighbors providing a particular, personal examples. Do 

people in neighborhood still make up a group with real sense of community? What sort of 

relationships and ties (in terms of communication and help) people have with their neighbors? 

Do people consider locality important? Is there a real support for New Urbanism´s idea about 

influence of spatial design of the city on neighbors´ relationships? Those are the questions 

that this thesis will try to answer, based on a case study of neighborhoods in Žiar nad 

Hronom.  

Regarding the methodology, guided interview were conducted and questions were posed in 

these areas of interest13: 

1. sense of community 

2. neighboring relations (their nature, frequency) 

3. close friendship  

4. participation in common matters  

5. daily activities within locality 

Interviews took place in respondents’ flats or in café restaurants. Interviews were recorded, 

however, two of the respondents expressed discomfort being recorded. In these two particular 

cases, handwritten notes were taken. The length of interviews varied greatly, on average they 

took around 30 minutes. Originally, a longer time was expected for the interview. However, 

since interviews were mostly aimed on community activities and relationships, thanks to their 

absence, interviews became much shorter. Respondents were also asked to fill in a short 

questionnaire on basic socio-economic characteristics, which came out to be important in 

previous research. Finally, nineteen interviews were conducted. This amount is considered to 

be sufficient, since after the first ten interviews, revealed responses by respondents exhibited 

repetitive character. In order to ensure anonymity, questionnaires as well as recordings were 
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 For the interview guide as well as questionnaire, see Appendix 
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coded by special codes consisting of: letter marking gender + number indicating type of 

neighborhood14 + consecutive number according to schedule of the day + first letter of 

respondent´s first name. 

Consequently, transcriptions of interviews were done and obtained information and answers 

were analyzed with regards to characteristics of spatial order of neighborhood (comparison of 

three different blocks of neighborhoods based on different date of construction) as well as 

basic demographic characteristics of inhabitants. These include gender, age, economic-social 

position, length of time living in the neighborhood, time spent at work and family status. For 

the purpose of writing this thesis, respondents were given fictive names in alphabetical order 

based on time schedule of interviews (the first one was given name starting with A etc.15).  

7. Characteristics of the town of Žiar nad Hronom a nd its 

inhabitants 

Before the results of research will be presented, it is necessary to introduce both, 

characteristics of respondents as well as the city of Žiar nad Hronom, mainly with regards to 

its architecture. 

7.1 Town of Žiar nad Hronom 

Only after the end of WWII, Žiar nad Hronom started to gain its contemporary form and 

appearance. Until then, it used to be a small town, similar to a majority of small towns all over 

Slovakia. In 1951, it was decided that in former small town of Svätý Kríž nad Hronom, a huge 

aluminum factory – The Plant of Slovak National Uprising - was going to be built. And 

exactly this moment changed a nature of the town forever. The whole town was transformed 

into one building site. New neighborhood units were being built for builders of the factory as 

well as for future employees. Unfortunately, many buildings, namely one whole street, were 

torn down in order to make place for new housing units. It was also at that time when the 

name of the town was changed. Of course, apartment buildings weren´t the only objects built. 

With an increasing number of inhabitants, new cinema, cultural center as well as hospital and 

clinics, elementary and secondary schools and other services (bank, post office, swimming 

pool, football pitch, nursing home, hotel Luna and many others) were required and therefore 

were provided.  

Neighborhood units were built in several stages. “Neighborhood units in Žiar nad Hronom is a 

documentary of the era – architecture of social realism with time chronology.” [Lacko et al. 
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 type 01 – stage 1, type 02 – stage 2, type 03 – stages 3 and 4, for characteristics see chapter 7.1 
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2009: 55] In 1970´s family houses were also being built in one part of the town. However, 

these were not a part of the research. The architecture of the neighborhood units, based on 

time of construction, follow rather closely the chronology Jiří Musil [Musil 1985] describes. 

Of course there is some time shift probably caused by the fact that the city started to be built 

rather later that shortly after WWII as noted by Musil. Older blocks are lower, built in the way 

so that they support community in accordance with the social realism ideology. The newer the 

neighborhood units, the more concrete is used, and the more unattended the building process. 

There is not sufficient infrastructure of services and physical shape of neighborhood units is 

losing its communal character16. 

 

Table 6 – Characteristics of neighborhoods´ architecture based on period of construction 

stage 1  1951 - 1958 • brick houses 
• few floors 
• after 1958, big stress on public space and 

infrastructure 
• closed neighborhood units 

 1958 - 1962 

stage 2 1962 - 1964 • until 1964 a few brick houses 
• following panel construction 
• buildings with more floors 
• still focus on public space 

 1964 - 1967 

stage 3 1967 - 1970 • mostly panel construction 
• less and less houses in closed neighborhood units 
• less and less greenery 
• further from city infrastructure and residents´ services 

 1973 - 1976 

stage 4 after 1980 (till 

end of 1990´s) 

• huge constructions 
• many floors 
• buildings solely in lines with no spatial support for 

community 
 

Nowadays, Žiar nad Hronom is a capital town of the district, offering all possible public, 

social and civic services. It has 19 08717 inhabitants, with number declining for past ten years 

living in an area with 15.64% of unemployment (35th out of 79 districts in whole Slovakia). 

Declining tendency of number of inhabitants can be explained by negative net migration (-101 

for year 2011). Even though rate of natural increase is always positive, it is not high enough to 

compensate for more people moving out of the city. 

It is also important to note that recently, a huge section of family houses has also been built 

and one can say, that the town in spreading its area. Nevertheless, current population of 
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 For list of respondents and there code names seen Appendix 
16

 For the spatial distribution of neighborhoods based on period of construction, see maps in Appendix 
17

 dated to  December 31st, 2011 



42 
 

   

19 087 inhabitants is living on the area of almost 40 km2. Moreover, residential part of the 

town is situated on quite a flat territory. All these factors contribute to a relatively easy way of 

getting around the city and based on my observation, also to widespread social networks of 

inhabitants.  

 

Chart 2 – Number of inhabitants for the past 10 years 

        Source: Chronicles of Žiar nad Hronom, available at http://www.ziar.sk/sekcie/kategoria/mesto/kronika/ 

 

7.2 Characteristics of respondents 

Respondents were chosen with regards to spatial and architectural differences in 

neighborhood units.  Nineteen respondents were chosen from these three different 

neighborhoods18. The first type was built right at the beginning of city construction. It is a 

closed neighborhood situated between two streets: Dukelských hrdinov and Štefana Moysesa. 

It is characterized by brick buildings of maximum three floors, usually two or three separate 

entrances.  The second type includes building from concrete panels. They have more floors, 

usually up to five/six, and also more separate entrances however it still occupies partially 

closed space. This neighborhood is located within streets of Novomeského and Milana 

Chrásteka. The third type, the newest construction, includes high blocks of flats made from 

concrete panels, with many apartments and many separate entrances. Sometimes, these 

buildings can be designed as a closed space, but it is rather exceptional. This neighborhood is 

situated around Hviezdoslavova Street. All buildings within these neighborhoods as formally 

instituted as Associations of the Owners of Residential and Non-residential Premises. These 

neighborhoods were chosen based on their architectural features, so that they are the best 

representatives of individual periods of construction.  
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 For the spatial distribution of chosen neighborhoods, see maps in Appendix 
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Table 7 – Number of respondents chosen from each type of neighborhood 

type of neighborhood number of respondents percentage 
type no. 1 6 32% 
type no. 2 5 26% 
type no. 3 8 42% 
total 19 100% 

 

Considering the length of residence, a half of the respondents have been living within their 

neighborhood for a long time, usually longer than 20 years. The rest falls into the lower 

categories, with 30% living shorter than five years. The age of respondents is distributed 

almost equally among six age groups. Only respondents older than 18 were chosen (only adult 

population) mainly because younger ones may have not consider some of the questions asked 

or they are unaware of what some of them mean. Other socio-economic characteristics asked 

include education, employment (type, place and amount of time spent working) and family 

status. In general, approximately half of respondents received secondary education with 

graduation19, are employed within companies spending more than 40 hours per week working 

in place of their residence or within walking distance. The rest of respondents is spread within 

the rest the categories. Regarding their family status, majority is either living in partnership or 

is married.  

8. Results and findings 

In order to present the results and findings of the research and simultaneously point out the 

differences/ similarities based on architecture of neighborhoods, I will proceed according to 

five fields of questions (according to interview guide) comparing results for each type of 

neighborhood. Generally speaking, findings are rather ambiguous. In some regards, they 

follow the theory on community relationships and influence of space but in some they rather 

depend on personality of people living within the neighborhoods. Either way, relationships 

and their intensity and nature depend greatly on stage of life/ age, length of residence and how 

time-consuming their work life is.  
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8.1 Sense of community 

First of all, it is important to mention that when talking about “their neighbors”, respondents 

mostly referred to people living within their entrance thus sharing common corridor.  Even 

though in case of neighborhood type no. 1, residents mentioned a lot that their neighborhood 

consists of all the buildings surrounding their own, their personal experiences with neighbors 

are mostly tied to the “entrance”.  

Common to all respondents from neighborhood type no. 1 is their satisfaction with 

architecture of the neighborhood in general. They state very clearly that there is a subtle 

difference in living in concrete-panel buildings and living in brick houses in many fields, 

mostly indicating better sound-proving, smaller amount of inhabitants as well as better 

relationships. Despite existent feeling of belonging (regardless of the length of residence), not 

all respondents feel that “real” community has been established. It is rather interesting that 

those, who unite rather often - elderly, have more negative view that younger ones, who are 

usually busier to build a community. Elderly quite often feel that they are the only ones 

involved in life of neighborhood, working on nicer environment of fixing broken things, in 

general taking care and having an emotional connection, and they often claim that others just 

close the door of their apartment and don´t care.  

“Those people, they don´t care. If there is a rain leaking…to those upstairs…on 

the last, top floor, the ones living on the ground floor, they are not interested… 

And if, on the other hand, there is water down in the cellar, the man living on the 

top doesn´t care. Simply people don´t have relationships to things. Even though, 

they live here 50 or 60 years!” (Emil) 

 

On the other hand, younger inhabitants are very satisfied with friendly relationships and 

willing people living within the neighborhood. After all that´s what they are. Despite few 

negativistic attitudes, in general, these types of neighborhood experience very open, good 

relationships among neighbors, frequent social interaction and honest mutual help. 

Nevertheless, people are very good neighbors rather than friends. One of the reasons for such 

healthy situation might be the fact of very low residential mobility meaning people have a 

long time to get to know each other and become closer. Moreover, if someone new moves in 

to the building, it is mostly a family member with whom the rest of residents are quite often 

familiar. All respondents also expressed willingness to continue living within their 

neighborhoods. Of course there are some aspects of the flat that they are not satisfied with 
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(missing balcony, spacious rooms), but they never indicated poor relationships to be one of 

the reasons.  

Regarding second type of neighborhood, there are no differences in comparison with the first 

type. The difference in number of inhabitants seems not to have any effect on relationships 

between neighbors. It might be the effect of architecture as a closed neighborhood which 

somehow compensates for a higher number of people. At least based on experience of my 

respondents. What deserves a reference is an experience of one of older residents. She has 

been living in the building for a very long time and she remembers what the relationships 

were at the beginning. And she also sees how they have changed. 

“I think, when we came to live here, it was very unique. We used to tidy up 

together for holidays and so on. It was very good. But step by step, people were 

exchanging. Ones came, the others left. And then, the cooperation wasn´t as it used 

to be. Majority of people locks the door, when they get home and deal with their 

own problems. ” (Natalia) 

 

Third type of neighborhood is filled with a huge amount of people. Each building within a 

block of flats accommodates 110 families living in it. Such an enormous amount of people 

and rather high residential mobility make relationships more anonymous thus making creation 

of community almost impossible. People in general feel rather isolated from their neighbors 

and in comparison with other neighborhoods they feel to be a part of a community less. Of 

course, those who grew up there have stronger feeling of attachment to a place, however, not 

to a community.  

“Yes, I have the feeling because I was born here and grew up here. I feel that I 

belong here…for sure it is my space, which I feel a part of.” (Timea) 

 

Respondents feel that people, themselves including, are in general ignorant to all happenings 

around and inside the house. Few of the oldest residents remember times when they moved in, 

when they tried to motivate others to organize voluntary work or other activities, but even 

back then, people weren´t really interested. Although, in case of severe problems (children 

suffering from arguing parents or neighbors issues, which are dealt with in a court) neighbors 

always support each other and stay close to each other. But as respondents themselves 

proclaim, neighbors´ relationship always depend on personalities of particular people. The 

majority of the respondents expressed willingness to continue living in the neighborhood, 

with one exception. Many of them would like to move out, if they had a family house. But 

they never indicated unsatisfying relationships as a reason. Only one respondent thinks that 
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relationships are almost unbearable due to very mean neighbors who manage to disrupt 

relations as a whole. 

8.2 Neighboring relations 

Neighbors in neighborhoods type no. 1 usually know each other rather well. Of course 

inhabitants older in age and with longer residence know more people than the busy and new 

ones. Elderly usually have deeper knowledge of names, occupations or children within their 

house and more detailed knowledge of people living within the rest of the neighborhood than 

the young ones. However, it doesn´t mean that just because the younger ones are busy or 

living there shorter, they are not interested in lives of their neighbors. Whatever is the case, 

people always recognize their neighbors by face. On ceremonial level of mutual interaction, 

neighbors always greet each other and have short chit-chat also with real and honest interest 

in life of others.  

“See I know about their dog. We talked the other day. Cause she let the dog on the 

ground to walk. So we joked that I though he couldn´t even walk. That´s how I 

learned that he had some injections… so now he can walk. Cause before I only saw 

them carrying the dog everywhere.” (Oliver) 

 

Regarding mutual visits, there are hardly more than two neighbors with whom respondents 

exchange visits, whether they have plenty of free time or not. Usually they are results of alike 

stage of life (retired people) or common interest (interest in herbs or flowers20). Mutual visits, 

mainly for coffee are fundamentally domain of women. Solely one family expressed 

absolutely no type of such contact, which I believe is the result of a very short period of their 

residence (3 years).  

Neighborhoods of type no.2 work a lot like the first type. People greet each other, talk to each 

other as well as know each other. Of course, knowledge is deeper within the entrance and 

their building. But they also recognize people living within the whole neighborhood. 

Experience of the respondents indicates that these neighborhoods, seemingly even more than 

in the first type neighborhoods, have very good intergenerational relationships. Indeed, there 

are differences in interests between elderly and young, however, mutual involvement, respect 

and help seem to be rather more frequent.  

Within the third type of neighborhood, more than elsewhere, perception of neighbors is 

limited to single entrance and corridor, mostly to maximum three floors. Day-to-day 

interaction consists of greetings and small talks on rather formal level. Deeper knowledge of 
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neighbors is limited to those of the same age but in comparison with neighborhood type no.1 

it is very superficial. Usually respondents have closer relationship only with one neighbor / 

neighboring family. This close relationship includes mutual exchange of help, however, 

almost never mutual visits.  

Regarding mutual help, almost in all cases, respondents state that in general they have no 

problem helping neighbors. However, it is safe to conclude that people prefer help from their 

friends or family relatives rather than from neighbors.  

“When I meet an old lady I take her heavy shopping bag and so on, that is normal 

and regular thing. But otherwise…” (John) 

 

Nevertheless, people help each other in case of borrowing unimportant, practical things 

(usually men borrowing tools, women prefer shopping for ingredients), in case that they can´t 

help themselves and they think that neighbor is more qualified (deal with internet connection) 

or in case of crisis (broken toilet, leaking pipes or forgotten keys). Nature and frequency of 

help is common to all types of neighborhood and is mostly based on characteristics of 

respondents. The busier they are, the less frequent the help is (limited mostly to crisis 

situations). On the other hand, the older they are, the more often they search for help among 

neighbors, mostly among neighbors of the same age. But it is not a rule! Definitely, the longer 

they have been living there, the better they know other people and the more they trust them 

with their help. 

8.3 Close friendships 

All respondents were asked a question about their close friends. A following definition of a 

close friend was proposed: a person with whom you share interests, concerns, personal or 

intimate problems, who you ask for advice. With one exception, none of my respondents have 

such a person within the neighborhood regardless of the type of neighborhood. Few 

respondents have one or two friends living in opposite building, nevertheless either they don´t 

qualify for the definition of a close friend or they had been friends long before they started to 

share a neighborhood. Thus all the respondents have or look for such friends outside the 

neighborhood, within their interest communities (singing, church, club of retired, herbs, 

flowers, work) or have them since childhood. The only one exception is a retired lady who has 

been living in her neighborhood for more than 20 years and immediately after she moved in, 

she got to know one of her neighbors and they became very close friends.  
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Most of the respondents also have family members living close or within the neighborhood. It 

is rather interesting that, besides one respondent who moved into a flat inherited from her 

grandmother, respondents claim that it is a combination of good price, location and 

opportunity (simply a coincidence) that they live close to each other. Town of Žiar nad 

Hronom is not large in area thus very accessible. The fact that their friends and relatives are 

reachable within a walking distance might also be a reason why respondents do not look for 

closer relationship among neighbors.  

8.4 Participation in common matters 

Participation in common activities has been divided into two groups – formal and informal. 

According to respondents, regular meeting of the residence within one building are required 

by law. Topics considered and discussed in these meetings are the same everywhere. They 

mostly concern using common funds for repairs such as house insulation, exchange of 

windows, parking, painting and usage of common space and rooms etc. Possible relationship 

issues are hardly ever discussed in these meetings. Problems must be rather serious in order to 

do so. Usually such problems are dealt with within neighbors themselves. Attendance of these 

formal meetings varies based on the type of neighborhood. The more residents the 

neighborhood has, the harder it is to make a decision. Mainly respondents from the third type 

of neighborhood complain that there is insufficient attendance of people who seem not to care 

at all. If an important decision needs to be made (which is often the case since they mostly 

decide on how to invest money into repairs etc.), requiring 2/3 of the residents to vote, they 

often have to knock on the door of other inhabitants asking (in words of respondents 

“begging”) them to come to the meeting so they can pass the motion. Obviously, there are 

some of the respondents who do not attend these meetings, regardless of the neighborhood. 

Nevertheless, the reason is their occupancy by work and they always try to catch up with what 

is new and important.  

“ I rarely have time to go to meetings… I do work a lot. But mostly I try to find what they 

have talked about…if it is something important…” (Kyle) 

 

In the field of informal meeting and interaction, almost findings were obtained at all 

regardless of the type of neighborhood. There seems to be practically no reason for residents 

to organize whatever type of common activities (sport, cultural, friendly). Although 

respondents few times expressed a wish for some get-together activity among neighbors, in 

reality nothing like this has ever happened. At least, not recently. Few longer-living residents 



49 
 

   

remembered times when they moved in. Back then, there were at least some common 

activities regarding surrounding of the buildings.  

“When we moved in, we wanted to develop the surrounding, make it nicer; 

unfortunately we are almost the only one who remained, from the whole 

house…that is 110 families… ” (Martin) 

 

Nowadays people hardly ever get together for some common purpose. Separately, work 

around the building (shovel the snow, fix the flower gardens) is done, however people no 

longer organize common activities. The reason behind this phenomenon might be the fact that 

buildings and surrounding (gardens, playgrounds, and sidewalks) are maintained by the city. 

Therefore there seems to be no reason for inhabitants to mobilize.  

There were only two exceptions, both within the neighborhood type no. 3 which is rather 

unusual and surprising. In general, it can be proclaimed that level of personality and 

friendliness of relationship decreases as a number of people living within neighborhood 

increases (from neighborhood type no.3 to no.1). And so does the chance of creating a closer 

community. Therefore, by all means, it is a surprising finding that community projects have 

been initiated in neighborhoods with the highest degree of anonymity. The first example is a 

local tea shop. Few of the men within one building got together and started a small business 

selling tea. It is a very simple project but based on my findings rather exceptional one. 

Secondly, a couple of young adults tried to organize a cultural event, which would support 

community within their neighborhood. Together with some local friends from childhood, they 

decided to apply for financial support from the city in order to create a “community garden”. 

This garden was meant as a common place where residents could spend time together and a 

place of which they could take care of together.  

“It was an experiment. Up to know it is an experiment…we wanted to inspire 

people to create an environment in which they live.” (Natalia) 

 

Within the garden, a bench and few tools were placed to keep the flowers nice. Voluntary 

work was organized to create this garden, which was unfortunately attended mostly by friend 

of this couple, who are residents of a different neighborhood. For the opening ceremony, they 

organized a cultural event with poems reading and some music. Considerable number of 

people attended this event nevertheless, according to respondents, majority of them were from 

different neighborhoods. Unfortunately, local residents were rather lazy to leave their 

apartments or they watched the whole event from their balconies. This event gained lots of 

appreciation and satisfaction with such an initiative. People usually expressed desire for 
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repetition. However, up till today, no one else took a chance to repeat this event. Regarding 

the community garden, mostly elderly residents keep taking care of it. Exactly those elderly 

residents who regularly spend time together. No one new seems to be joining the project. 

To sum up, it is possible to conclude that the highest forms of community within 

neighborhoods are groups of children playing in the playgrounds (who are not always from 

the same neighborhood) or sport fields, mothers with small children chit-chatting while their 

children are playing, smokers, people walking their dogs and elderly (mainly women) sitting 

and talking on the benches. To what degree their relationships can be considered as those of 

community varies from person to person because sometimes, these interactions are rather 

superficial, sometimes they include a degree of personal involvement. 

When people get involved in sport, culture or other free time activities, it is almost 

exclusively outside the neighborhood. Moreover, coming from previous findings, when 

respondents meet their friends, who are also almost exclusively from other social networks 

than neighbors, they are not tight to locality. There are some, who use local facilities 

(playgrounds, restaurants, bars) but they do not consider the factor of locality important. 

Places are chosen based on other factors, such as atmosphere of the place, quality of service 

and staff etc.  

8.5 Daily activities within locality 

Žiar nad Hronom, as was mentioned before, is a relatively small town, which makes it easy to 

move around for whatever purpose. As a consequence, respondents do not put as much weight 

on locality in general. That also applies to usage of local services. There are four different 

supermarkets, located all in one place at the end of the city. Some respondents have been 

complaining about accessibility, mainly elderly, but it has no effect on the frequency with 

which they use local services.  

Again, there is no difference among usage of local services based on different type of 

neighborhood. Rather, it is based on personal preferences. All of the respondents, whether 

satisfied with what they have close or not, use local services – mainly shops – only for small 

or urgent shopping. Some also prefer to have a hairdresser or cosmetics nearby. The 

difference comes with increasing age. For older inhabitants, it is very important to have shops 

close to their residence. And they are the ones, who appreciate helpfulness, friendliness, 

politeness, niceness and higher level of personality, which is present in behavior of shop-

assistants in smaller shops, more. Of course, it cannot be said that younger residents do not 

use local services at all or that they are completely ignorant. On the contrary, according to 

few, it might even help to build community feelings within neighborhood. But in general, 
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probably thanks to their higher spatial mobility, younger residents do not put weight on using 

local services as much as elderly do. Obviously, respondents travelling to work, do the 

shopping outside the locality more often, as do the busy ones, since supermarkets are opened 

substantially longer. 
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Summary 

Throughout the history of sociology, there have been many attempts to deal with changes 

occurring in relationships among people. With transition from traditional to industrial and 

later modern society, what used to be a tight community has transformed into a bundle of 

individualized persons connected thought wide networks, mostly only temporarily for 

particular purpose. There is a subtle stress of non-territoriality claiming that locality-based 

social relationships no longer play important role, or are even non-existent. Tönnies´ 

traditional community [Tönnies 1996] has no longer the validity to explain structure of human 

relationships. Skepticism of Bauman [Bauman 1995, 2002], however, does not necessarily 

reflect the “reality”. 

This thesis was looking for answers to a community question [Wellman, Leighton 1979] in a 

case study of neighborhoods in the town of Žiar nad Hronom in Slovakia. The neighborhoods 

in the town began to be newly built in 1950´s when a huge factory for alluminium was 

founded. Architecture of the neighborhood therefore, underwent different periods and as such 

can be seen up to date. Based on theories of New Urbanism [Gehl 2000], these differences in 

architecture were also considered while analyzing the results of the research. Interview were 

conducted however, their findings are everything but not straightforward. It is safe to 

conclude that traditional community, specially tied to space, no longer exists. Nevertheless 

there are still features of community present in the relationships of neighbors. Level of 

anonymity among neighbors partially depends on the architecture of neighborhoods. The 

other factor is attributed to people and their character. 

Bearing in mind the role of architecture, the newer the neighborhood, the more residents are 

living on its premises. Resulting, relationships are more personal and more honest in case of 

older neighborhoods, and so are the help, mutual knowledge and level of friendliness. Thus an 

argument of New Urbanism is, in general, confirmed. However, for every confirmation, there 

is an exception. Thus there are ignorant people living in small brick-houses and caring ones 

living in anonymity of big concrete-panel apartment buildings. However majority follows the 

pattern stated by theories and literature. Mutual help is limited to crisis situation, knowledge 

of and interest in neighbors is restrained by busyness and so is participation and interest in 

common matters. Cases of common neighboring activities are practically non-existent. With 

one exception, paradoxically within the biggest neighborhood. A common cultural activity 

organized by couple of young people was met by positive response, nevertheless in year and a 

half, no one initiated a second event. 
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In general, the longer people live within their neighborhoods, the more they feel a part of 

“community” regardless of what the relationship are. Whether they are “activists” or they do 

not care, they mostly feel to be a part of their neighborhood. Nevertheless, the highest forms 

of community on neighborhoods are mothers of small children, youngsters, elderly and 

smokers. However, spending time together and knowing each other do not correspond to 

meaning of Tönnies´ traditional community or psychological sense of community. People 

look for their close communities elsewhere. They have friends from the whole variety of 

networks (work, leisure, common interests) besides their living space. My findings thus 

support ideas of diminishing meaning of locality in creating community; nevertheless they are 

not in accord with ideas of anonymous and individualized society. People keep belonging to 

communities. Just not to local ones. 

 

 

Záver 

V priebehu dejín histórie sociológie môžeme pozorovať mnoho pokusov vysporiadať sa so 

zmenami objavujúcimi sa v súvislosti s ľudskými vzťahmi. S prechodom od tradičnej 

k priemyselnej a neskôr k modernej spoločnosti, to čo bývalo úzkou komunitou sa zmenilo na 

uzol individualizovaných jedincov spojených širokými sieťami, väčšinou krátkodobého 

a účelového charakteru. Značný dôraz je kladený na ne-teritorialitu, tvrdiac že sociálne 

vzťahy založené na spoločnom mieste už nehrajú tak dôležitú rolu, dokonca sú úplne 

neprítomné. Tönniesova tradičná komunita [Tönnies 1996] už nemá schopnosť vysvetliť 

štruktúru ľudských vzťahov. Baumanov skepticizmus [Bauman 1995, 2002] ale nutne nemusí 

korešpondovať s „realitou“.  

Táto práca hľadá odpovede na komunitnú otázku [Wellman, Leighton 1979] pomocou 

prípadovej štúdie sídlisk v meste Žiar nad Hronom na Slovensku. Sídliská v meste začali byť 

nanovo stavané v 50-tych rokoch, keď bola založená veľká továreň na hliník. Architektúra 

sídlisk preto prešla mnohými obdobiami a ako taká je viditeľná dodnes. Na základe teórií 

Nového Urbanizmu [Gehl 2000], tieto rozdiely v architektúre boli brané do úvahy počas 

analýzy výsledkov výskumu. Rozhovory boli uskutočnené ale ich výsledky nie sú vôbec 

priamočiare. Je možné skonštatovať že tradičná komunity, špeciálne tá, viazaná na lokalitu, 

už neexistuje. Avšak prvky komunity sú stále prítomné vo vzťahoch medzi ľuďmi. Stupeň 

anonymity medzi susedmi čiastočne závisí na architektúre sídlisk. Druhým faktorom sú ľudia 

samotní a ich charakter. 
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Mysliac na úlohu architektúry, čím novšie sídlisko, tým viac obyvateľov v ňom žije. 

V dôsledku toho, vzťahy sú viac osobné a úprimné čím menšie je sídlisko. To isté platí pre 

pomoc, vzájomné poznanie a stupeň priateľskosti. Takže argument Nového Urbanizmu je, vo 

všeobecnosti, potvrdený. Avšak pre každé potvrdenie existuje i výnimka. A tak ľudia - 

ignoranti žijú v malých tehlových domoch a ľudia starostliví zase v panelových bytovkách. 

Predsa však väčšina nasleduje vzor, ktorý môžeme nájsť v literatúre a teóriách. Vzájomná 

pomoc je limitovaná na krízové situácie, znalosť a záujem o susedov sú oklieštené 

vyťaženosťou rovnako ako je i účasť na veciach verejných. Prípady spoločných susedských 

aktivít sú prakticky neexistujúce. S jednou výnimkou, ktorá sa paradoxne týka najväčšieho 

sídliska. Spoločná kultúrna udalosť zorganizovaná párom mladých ľudí sa stretla 

s pozitívnym ohlasom. Za rok a pol sa ale nenašiel nikto, kto by niečo podobné zopakoval.  

Vo všeobecnosti, čím dlhšie ľudia žijú na sídlisku, tým viac sa cítia súčasťou komunity bez 

ohľadu na to aké sú na sídlisku vzťahy. Či sú „aktivistami“ alebo je im všetko viac menej 

jedno, väčšina sa cíti súčasťou svojho susedstva. Napriek tomu, najvyššou formou komunity 

sú matky malých detí, mládež, postarší a fajčiari. Trávia spolu čas, poznajú sa, ale ich vzťahy 

sú ďaleko od ideálu Ferdinanda Tönniesa alebo klasifikácie psychologického zmyslu 

komunity. Ľudia hľadajú blízke komunity všade možne. Majú priateľov z celej škály sietí 

(práca, voľný čas, záujmy) mimo priestoru, v ktorom bývajú. Moje zistenia tak podporujú 

myšlienky zmenšujúceho sa významu lokality vo vytváraní komunity avšak nie sú v súlade 

s ideami anonymnej a individualizovanej spoločnosti. Ľudia stále patria do komunít. Akurát 

nie do miestnych. 
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Appendices 

Appendix no. 1: List of respondents (table) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nickname Age 

group 

Gender Type of 

neighborhood 

Length of 

residence  

Anna 26-30 female type no. 2 6-10 years 

Bill 51-60 male type no. 2 6-10 years 

Claire 51-60 female type no. 2 6-10 years 

Diana 61 plus female type no. 1 20 plus years 

Emil 61 plus male type no. 1 20 plus years 

Fiona 41-50 female type no. 1 11-15 years 

Georgia 41-50 female type no. 3 20 plus years 

Hana 26-30 female type no. 3 20 plus years 

Irene 26-30 female type no. 3 0-5 years 

John 31-40 male type no. 3 0-5 years 

Kyle 31-40 male type no. 2 20 plus years 

Lucy 51-60 female type no. 3 20 plus years 

Martin 51-60 male type no. 3 20 plus years 

Natalia 61 plus female type no. 2 20 plus years 

Oliver 41-50 male type no. 1 0-5 years 

Patricia 18-25 female type no. 1 0-5 years 

Rose 41-50 female type no. 1 0-5 years 

Stan 31-40 male type no. 3 0-5 years 

Timea 26-30 female type no. 3 20 plus years 
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Appendix no. 2: Questionnaire 

Questionnaire – basic socioeconomic characteristics 

 
Please answer following questions. 
 

1. Write the name of the street you are living on. (write an answer) 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. For how many years have you been living in your neighborhood? (circle one 
option) 

• 0 – 5 years 
• 6 – 10 years 
• 11 – 15 years 

• 16 – 20 years 
• 21 years and more 

 
3. How many people are currently living in your household? (circle one option) 

• 1 
• 2 
• 3 

• 4 
• 5 and more 

 
4. How many working members does your household have? (circle one option) 

• 1 
• 2 

• 3 
• 4 and more 

 
5. What is an average month income for your whole household? (circle one option) 

• less than 340 € 
• 341 – 800 € 
• 801 – 1600 € 

• 1601 – 3200 € 
• 3201 € - 5000 € 
• 5001 € and more 

 
6. What is the highest finished degree of your education? (circle one option) 

• elementary school 
• secondary school 

• secondary school with 
maturity 

• university – bachelor degree 
• university – master degree 

• university – higher than 
master degree 

 
7. Please choose the best characteristic of your current working status. (circle one 

option) 
• student 
• working student 

• employed 
• employer (less than 10 

employees) 

• employer (more than  10 
employees) 

• self-employed (not 
employing others) 

• unemployed – staying at 
home 

• unemployed 

• retired 

 
→ if you are not working, skip questions 8 - 10 
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8. In what field do you work and what is your position? (write an answer) 

____________________________________________________________________ 
 

9. How many hours per week do you spend in your work? (circle one option) 
• less than 10 

• 11-20 
• 21-30 

• 31-40 

• more than 40 

 
10. Do you work near a place of your residence or travel to work? (circle one option) 

• work in a place of my residence 
• work within a walking distance from my residence 

• travel within 20 km 
• travel more than 20 km 

• other _________________________________________________________ 
 

11. How old are you? (circle one option) 
• 18 – 25 years 

• 26 – 30 years 
• 31 – 40 years 

• 41 – 50 years 

• 51 – 60 years 
• 61 and older 

 
12. What is your family status? (circle one option) 

• single 
• living in partnership 

• married 
• married with children 

• divorced 
• widowed 

 
 

 
 
In case you are interested in receiving results of this study, please state your email or postal 
address (based on your preference). 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR COOPERATION AND HELP! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



63 
 

   

 
 
 
 
Appendix no. 3: Interview guide (table) 

SENSE OF 

COMMUNITY 

sense of belonging  
• feeling at home within neighborhood 
• feeling of attachment 

emotional connection 
• solidarity (stick together) among neighbors 

mutual involvement 
satisfaction with neighborhood (house, locality, wider locality) 
future expectations (moving out or staying) 

RELATIONSHIPS 

WITH NEIGHBORS 

(nature and frequency) 

ceremonial 
• greeting 
• small talk 

informational 
• knowing each other (occupation..) 
• formal advice 

communication 
• mutual visits 
• sharing interest 
• personal experience and details 

help 
• reasons and nature 

What are the main reasons for searching for an interaction with 
neighbors – in general? 

 

CLOSE 

RELATIONSHIPS 

 

close friend = with whom we share interests, concerns, personal or 
intimate problems, advice 

• from neighborhood or other networks? 

 

PARTICIPATION 

IN COMMOM 

MATTERS 

 

• do they? 
• in what? 
• formal or informal organizations and associations 

 

DAILY 

ACTIVITIES 

 

• satisfaction of needs within locality 
• usage of services 
• opinion on importance of this 
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Appendix no. 4: Spatial distribution of neighborhoods based on period of construction (picture) 

 
LEGEND: 
red – neighborhood type no.1 (the oldest, stage 1) 
blue - neighborhood type no.2 (stage 2) 
light green -  neighborhood type no.3 (the newest, stages 3 and 4) 

pink – original town of Svätý Kríž 
violet – newly build quarter of family houses 
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Appendix no. 5: Spatial distribution of chosen neighborhoods (picture) 

 

 
 LEGEND: 
red – neighborhood type no.1 (the oldest, stage 1) 
blue - neighborhood type no.2 (stage 2) 
light green -  neighborhood type no.3 (the newest, stages 3 and 4)
 




