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Community:  The Way We Live

The quest for community has taken many forms in the history of the United States, the quintessential nation of the individual.  Today many people worry about the erosion of community as growing incivility, ethnic diversity, and fear of crime seem to weaken the ties that bind our towns and neighborhoods.  Yet throughout the last century the forces of the economy and technology have had a lasting impact on where we find communities and how we try to maintain them – in the neighborhood, at the workplace, and during our diminishing leisure time.  In short, the very definition of community has constantly changed and continues to change rapidly.

Yet some of the most ancient struggles continue.  From the lonely, outcast men of John Steinbeck’s Cannery Row to the rebellious and seemingly powerless New Mexicans in John Nichols’ Milagro Beanfield War, we see how the struggles for connection and individuality clash or dovetail.  Whether the community is one of inner-city blacks, the southwestern mosaic of Latinos and whites, or Japanese Americans and whites living side by side in the northwest after World War II, we find people trying to create for themselves and each other a sense of place, and a sense of shared responsibility for the future as well as for the past.

Furthermore, at a time when national debate focuses on family values and what constitutes a family, community values and what constitutes a community become even more vital.  Since no family exists in a vacuum, our communities, through supporting or shunning individual households, shape the future of families.  And our families have a profound effect on all we know about how to live, work and endure with or without others.

This series explores the ways we’ve lived together in the past as well as the ways we may live together in the future, from rural Alabama to urban Chicago.  In these novels, neighbors who’ve known each other all their lives and lonely folks slipping through the cracks of society all have something to teach us about how to depend on one another – about our need for support, for tolerance, for forgiveness.  In reading these stories we may better reflect upon our own communities’ challenges and strengths, common values and uncommon experiences, and how best to live as individuals in concert with others.

Bailey’s Cafe by Gloria Naylor (1950- )
At Bailey’s Cafe the food may not be great, but the magical ambiance attracts the unique and the eccentric, allowing them to tell their stories over cups of bad coffee.  Naylor’s blend of myth, history, and mysticism unfolds in the tales of Sadie, the lady-like alcoholic with a mania for cleanliness; Sweet Esther, who accepts only white roses for her “services”; Mariam, the Ethiopian child who may be the bearer of a miracle; and many others.  These lost souls find each other and find community in what Cristina Garcia calls “a heart-rending testament to the human spirit.”  Furthermore, Naylor’s novel brings to the forefront a group of “throw-away people” with little opportunity, talent or means for improving their lots, people from the lowest caste of our inner cities.  229 pp.

OR
Mama Day by Gloria Naylor (1950- )
On the Georgia sea island of Willow Springs, people still use only herbal medicine and honor ancestors who came over as slaves.  Matriarch Mama Day, who can call up lightning storms and see secrets in her dreams, tests her powers when her great-niece, a stubbornly emancipated woman, finds her life and soul in danger from the island’s darker forces.  311 pp.

Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe by Fanny Flagg (1944- )

Flagg, an actress as well as a writer, delivers a very funny and dramatic novel in Fried Green Tomatoes.  Traveling back and forth from the 1980s to the 1930s, Flagg contrasts the lives of two women:  Mrs. Threadgoode, an isolated old woman in a nursing home, and bored housewife Evelyn, who becomes her friend.  Evelyn is enchanted by Mrs. Threadgoode’s reminiscences of two women who ran a cafe in rural Alabama during the Great Depression, fortifying themselves and their community with good barbecue, love, and laughter.  Somehow the stories of these women of the past help to shore up the lonely lives of the women of the present.  Flagg presents a community of offbeat women joining together to make something inclusive, enduring, and satisfying.  The novel even includes recipes for, among other things, fried green tomatoes.  395 pp.

The Milagro Beanfield War by John Nichols (1940- )
This modern-day western pits Joe Mondragon, a New Mexican peasant who reclaims his ancestral land, against the big business interests that own and control the town’s water (and he who controls water in the West also controls life).  Although only a handyman, Joe manages to rally support from his community for his crazy act of stealing water, but as his bean field grows, so does his neighbors’ resentment.  Humor, absurdity, and many surprises mark the journey of Milagro from a divided and sleepy town to an active and sustaining community.  Like many small towns, its residents must struggle with the forces of tradition and economic progress, with the need for survival and the desire for justice.  456 pp.

Snow Falling on Cedars by David Guterson (1954- )
On the surface, Guterson’s luminous and tender novel is the story of a Japanese American on trial for the murder of a local fisherman in the early 1950s.  But the novel is also about the intertwined yet separate lives of two communities on the small island of San Piedro in Puget Sound.  A series of flashbacks to the years before and after World War II, spurred by the events of the trial, reveal the complex relationships between San Piedro’s Japanese immigrants and their white neighbors.  The peaceful farming and fishing community is shaken during the war when its Japanese residents are exiled to internment camps.  Land desired, paid for, and lost, as well as love desired, initiated, and lost, all swirl together in this gripping and compelling novel.  Part murder mystery, part love story, Snow Falling on Cedars is about the ultimate mystery of love and connectedness in a world where “accident ruled every corner of the universe except the chambers of the human heart.”  460 pp.
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