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1.	 Introduction

Nowadays, there are many discussions regarding virtual or 
online communities among scholars as well as wide public. They 
are mostly discussing the issue of privacy protection, individual 
freedom, openness, responsibility, equality, truthfulness and 
morals of such a  way of communication and socializing 
compared with the real off-line social relationships. Based on 
the communitarian concept and understanding of community, 
I will try to find the answer to the question of How much the 
virtual communities match the real ones in the sense of their main 
features and requirements. On the one hand, many scholars, 
e. g. Postill [1], Yuan [2], Wittel [3] etc. are now concerned 
that voluntary, fluid and ephemeral social relationships online 
do not bear out the deeply embedded human interdependence 
embodied in the concept of traditional community, despite 
its normative appeal, and that human relations in computer-
mediated communities cannot be as intimate, strong, and 
affect-laden as in real communities. On the other hand, initial 
research on online community showed many cases of intense 
feelings of solidarity, empathy and support that people generate 
when interacting in virtual environments, which relates well to 
the emotional and normative dimensions of the community 
concept, and therefore helped legitimize the conception of 
(digitally) networked communication as a  “community” [4, 

p. 4]. Following various network analyses, it seems that online 
communities have similar structural characteristics. In fact, 
the very term ‘network’ has come to signify an amorphous, 
transient and fluid social construction [5]. Elements such as 
values, beliefs, meaning, and motivation, which are crucial for 
community formation and integration, are either treated as 
confounding variables or as dependent on structure [4, p. 7]. 
Therefore, we suppose that virtual or online communities must 
somehow live up to the accomplishments of the real ones at 
least partially. 

2.	 Communitarian concept of a (real) community 

Nowadays communities (as Communitarians define them) 
are typical for a  number of elements of heterogeneity. They 
are more diverse, adaptable and promote individual freedom 
and responsibility in the context of obligations to the group. 
Current communities are in continual active contacts with the 
outside world and their values ​​are accessible to all. They try to 
constantly present and emphasize the common culture, and 
consciously promote the values ​​and standards that maintain 
their integrity. In this sense they can be defined as certain 
“webs of social relations that encompass shared meanings 
and above all shared values” [6, p. 24] and at the same time 
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and the future of the community and they are protected by 
community and its members together with the respect and 
active promotion of the ideals of freedom, justice, equality and 
human dignity. 

Moreover, a  good community supports climate of 
cooperation, requiring respect for individual differences and for 
the value of personal integrity. Its members must be also aware 
of interdependence, responsibility and the need for mutual 
trust. In order to establish the identity associated with certain 
community, active participation of community members in 
common tasks and the life of community is required. However, 
to be realistic, it would be naive to require the same level of 
participation from every member of community.

Healthy community constantly creates its own morals and 
validates its values and ideals; it has a  working institutional 
system enabling effective communication not only within 
the community but also outward to other communities and 
to society in general. In a  democratic society communities 
cannot be repressive, intolerant or immoral, but they must 
be responsive to the needs of their members and open to 
justified changes. In this sense “responsiveness”, sensitivity 
or accessibility can be perceived as the cardinal feature of 
communities [9, p. 2-3]. 

3.	 Virtual (online) community and its comparison 
with a real community 

It is evident that the discussions on the comparison 
of real (offline) and virtual (online) communities usually 
start with some scepticism about the question whether 
virtual communities match the real ones. Real and virtual 
communities each have their own advantages as well as 
their own weaknesses. From the communitarian perspective 
described above we will investigate what real communities can 
do that virtual communities cannot, and vice versa.

We suppose that virtual communities are “communities” 
first and “virtual” second. The technological development 
and the Internet have influenced the ways of communication 
in many spheres [17, p.  34]. Moreover, IT initiates the 
development of professional and scientific communities which 
enable new possibilities of research, alternative outcomes 
and wider public discussion [18]. As Evans claims the space 
the Internet provides is both private and communal [19], so 
people can sustain intimate, personal encounters as well as 
open, accessible forums. Individuals can learn about each 
other and community can flourish, and, it definitely plays an 
important role in the way we construct our most meaningful 
interpersonal relationships today. We also suggest that the 
main purpose of real as well as virtual communities nowadays 
is basically the same – it is communication and interaction 

as “complex wholes that guide individual activity and sustain 
identity” [7, p.  175]. Hence, a  group can be understood as 
community provided that it embraces a wide range of interests 
and activities that take the person as a  whole into account, 
and that there exist certain common responsibilities and 
common culture within it. People share set of values and 
obligations which are based on the interdependence and the 
consciousness of common identity.

According to Etzioni community has specific features: 
“First, communities provide bonds of affection that turn 
groups of people into social entities resembling extended 
families. Second, they transmit a shared moral culture (a set of 
shared social meanings and values that characterize what the 
community considers virtuous versus unacceptable behaviour) 
from generation to generation, as well as reformulating this 
moral framework day by day” [8, p.  15]. Communities are 
therefore not only aggregates of persons acting as free players, 
but also units that have their own identity and purpose and can 
act as separate units and wholes. Another notable feature of 
the community from Etzioni´s point of view is the “relatively 
high level of sensitivity” [9, p.  5]. It means that the real 
community is not considered a social unit that oppresses their 
members and responds to their false needs. As Selznick states, 
normal communities take account of how people actually 
live, and want to live, not only how we want them to live [10, 
11 - 12]. In this context, communitarians appeal to the need 
to create interconnected networks of communities because 
people are the members of several communities that provide 
them with support on various levels and in different contexts 
(family, school, workplace, settlement, town, church, youth 
organizations, various interest groups etc.). Some of them are 
called “constitutive” [13, p. 103] in the life of an individual as 
these are the communities that constitute people as individuals 
in large extent. They answer the basic question Who am I? 
and in Western culture they are often related to the place in 
a geographical sense – communities of place [14] as well as 
communities of memory or psychological communities (e. g. 
religious communities) [15].

Community must show some degree of integrity and 
consistency, otherwise it is not able to act in terms of shared 
values ​​and goals. Integrity of the community must not stifle 
its internal diversity, the possibility of internal opposition, and 
the possibility of creating subcommunities; but it should rather 
promote a philosophy of pluralism. At the same time, diversity 
must not undermine the integrity of the community, so there 
must work certain institutional arrangements, agreements that 
reduce.

Another defining character of the community, and perhaps 
the most important, is a  “reasonable base of shared values” 
[16, p. 170], which should be anchored in the form of laws and 
rules, but also in customs and traditions: These values should 
present shared vision and understanding of the common good 
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communities - they are necessarily (by definition) socially 
embodied, not individually based” [12, p. 104]. 

There is another essential difference between real and 
virtual communities which we could call volitional choice. 
This means that the membership in virtual communities is 
much more voluntary than in the real communities as an 
individual member can terminate his or her membership in the 
virtual community conveniently and effortlessly - often simply 
by ending the navigation session and never returning to the 
virtual community’s domain. This is not always possible in the 
case of real communities.	

Some more advantages of virtual communities can be 
also identified. One of them is that online discussion groups 
or forums can accommodate many more individuals than off-
line meeting rooms can accommodate [20, p. 295]. Another 
advantage is that people can explore new relationships or 
even new identities online as they are not constrained by 
their physical appearance or off-line identity [20, p.  295]. 
The Internet as a  new social space liberates people from 
social norms and enables them to cycle through identities for 
self-exploration and expression [22]. Online groups are often 
constructed in a  way that allows high visibility of relational 
clues and mutual relationship monitoring. 

New Communitarians suggest that virtual communities 
are really able to form their own norms and enable strong 
relationships among their members, which often supplement 
interaction of people in real communities [23]. And, what 
is more, they usually have developed moral norms, such as 
principles of generalized reciprocity and assistance: “Even in 
contexts of anonymity, which hinders social controls, virtual 
communities have developed tools that help enforce social 
norms. Informal social control by social exclusion is practiced 
to limit “flaming”, the practice of posting or sending insults 
or inflammatory messages on the Internet” [24, p.  391]. 
Another aspect of virtual communities is often mentioned 
when compared to real communities – anonymity. In certain 
sense it can be understood as a  form of privacy because 
it reduces visibility. Virtual forms of interaction allow the 
usage of alias and anonymity leads to “much more polarized, 
coarse, uncivil social platforms, often riddled with racist, 
sexist, homophobic and xenophobic expressions” [25, p. 430]. 
Although the communities on social webs allow the usage of 
“false names”, whatever is written there, immediately appears 
on the hundreds or thousands of screens of other users [26]. 
On the other hand, virtual communities actually provide some 
of the elements of “real” communities such as the informal 
social controls limiting e. g. the role of the state, enabling peer 
governance to prevent disruptive behavior on the Internet, 
regarding when and who to connect with etc. However, in this 
virtual realm these controls also require visibility and hence 
limit users’ privacy. Etzioni [25, p.  427] also suggests that 

creating lasting relationship between people and allowing them 
to follow a shared set of values. 

But in what way does the communication in virtual 
communities differ from the communication in real 
communities? Members of virtual communities do  not 
necessarily live in the same region, so they do not meet or use 
face-to-face communication. However, they still can develop 
close relationships thanks to the communication via modern 
technologies. Moreover, as virtual community does not 
necessarily require such a  personal communication because 
people do not have to see each other, they may even feel more 
self-confident while meeting new people, which is obviously 
helpful for future communication in real communities. Via 
virtual communities, people can bond without being in close 
proximity either spatially or temporarily, so communities 
can evolve even across national borders and time zones [20, 
p. 295]. They can encompass individuals who are homebound 
because of illness, age, or handicap, so as a  result, for some 
people it is even easier to be a member of a virtual community 
than of a real community.

While from the communitarian point of view the concept 
of real community embodies the idea that human beings 
are fundamentally related to each other as ‘whole persons’ 
through social bonds [9] and value consensus that enable 
stable relationships among the members [10], individuals 
interacting online are often loosely linked by specialized 
instrumental ties and the boundaries of virtual communities 
are fluid and association among members ephemeral [21]. 
Virtual communities seem to be simply fluid aggregates of such 
networked individuals. Individualist attributes of the virtual 
community, such as voluntary association based on needs, 
clearly distinguish it from real communities with inherent 
normative structures nurturing organic orders [11]. According 
to Fernback [2, p.  49] “members of virtual communities 
speak of mutual respect and caring but demur at the notion 
of true closeness of the members”. As Yuan [4] suggests, the 
metaphor of “community” in cyberspace is one of convenient 
togetherness without real responsibility. Hence, the concept 
of virtual community has become increasingly diluted as it 
evolves into a  pastiche of elements that ostensibly “signify” 
community.

However, there are obviously certain differences between 
people constituting real communities and people constituting 
virtual communities. Real communities consist of people who 
live in the same territory, who may be of the same race, culture 
and religion, while virtual communities can consist of people 
of different nationality, colour of skin, culture or religion. 
People are united in virtual communities not by the common 
place of living, but they are united by common interests, ideas 
and beliefs above all. This is what communitarians call “shared 
values”. And, “morality and values are integral parts of human 
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communication between individuals without any mediating 
tools, which makes the virtual community democratic. 

This is connected with the requirement of liberation 
within community. Virtual communities, as Wellman [19] 
argues, allow their members great freedom in the sense of 
making connection (as they are only limited by the access 
to the Internet or other technology) as well as great freedom 
of action (because they disengage people from the often 
rigid roles which are associated with ideas of household, 
neighbourhood, region or nation). However, we suggest that 
social relationships which have forged through this medium 
will prove to be fundamentally different from those which 
have not. 

5.	 Conclusion

To conclude, it is evident that the “virtual world” is 
a different place from the real world. On the other hand, virtual 
communities as alternative spaces are definitely becoming as 
important to Internet users as their real-world communities. 
As the virtual world is taking power over the offline world, 
more and more people are connecting online, joining 
community that better understand them, sharing the same 
interest (MySpace, LinkedIn, online games etc.). Undoubtedly, 
there are many differences between virtual world and real life 
and between communication in virtual communities and real 
communities, but “the feeling and emotion are the same” [20]. 
We will probably have to get used to the idea that the word 
community is going to have to stretch to include groups of 
people who communicate socially and work cooperatively and 
never meet in the real world. It seems that real communities 
are better than virtual communities in communicating affect, 
identifying participants and holding them accountable, and in 
providing group feedback. However, virtual communities have 
many advantages as well. The good combination of virtual and 
real communities is probably able to overcome the weaknesses 
of each and combine many of the strengths of both. 

such controls work best when people’s identities online are 
connected to their offline identities (e.g. Facebook). 

4.	 Common features of real and virtual communities 

Karen Evans´ study aims at various aspects of real and 
virtual communities that we consider relevant in the search for 
their common features and possible matches [19]. 

As mentioned above, responsiveness is one of the most 
important characteristics of communitarian understanding 
of community. Responsiveness to the needs of community 
members includes requirements such as openness, accessibility, 
effectivity, democratic principles etc. 

Considering the question of openness and accessibility 
of virtual communities, Internet services are free or at least 
affordable in public places nowadays, however, this does 
not necessarily mean that everybody can or wants to use 
the access to cyberspace. There can be various barriers of 
potential members of virtual community due to language, 
technical skills or technology available. So the users must be 
motivated and able to find and enter the community that can 
be beneficial and useful for them. 

Wellman [19] claims that people who find each other 
and converse on the Internet will engage in encounters 
which are more focused than those which take place in the 
physical world. They engage only in the communities of their 
real interest, so the conversation is meaningful and may be 
more effective and rewarding. In real communities (of place, 
psychological etc.) the contact is often unplanned and chaotic, 
which can be not desirable. On the other hand, in real life one 
contact can bring more benefits and may be more effective.

Taking democratic principles into consideration, it must 
be noticed that virtual communities are not controlled by 
one power and they are open to “new forms of social 
participation” [19] as well as to diverse ways of thinking, so 
they break any system of autocratic system management or any 
hierarchical order. What is more, they allow direct contact and 
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