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his recent book by Herbert J. Rubin is very satisfying for three

reasons. First, it is a thoroughly researched and solid piece of

work. Second, it cites U.S. experience that confirms what

CED activists in Canada have been saying all along about the need for a

holistic approach. And third, it reveals that activists can have an impact

well outside the confines of their immediate neighbourhoods.

This book is based upon an examination of more than 70

community development corporations and their funders, as well as the

CDCs’ own trade association, the National Congress for Community

Economic Development. The author visited each of the CDCs many

times, interviewed their leaders, attended many of their association

meetings, and considered hundreds of documents. In short, this is as

thorough a review of CED groups as we are likely to get for a long

time. And the results of the author’s sympathetic study are truly

significant.

In a preliminary section, Rubin reviews and documents the

successes of CED in the U.S.: hundreds of thousands of affordable

housing units; millions of square feet of commercial or industrial space;

thousands of jobs, etc. All within the unpromising environment of

depressed inner cities and rural districts.

But what Rubin finds most powerful is the evolution of a central and

governing perspective on the part of the CED activists. He calls this “an

organic theory” - a “coherent set of political, economic, and social ideas

that provides both a vision of what ought to be and how that vision can

be obtained.”

The theory is a holistic one. The reinvigoration of depressed areas

requires not just buildings and businesses, but attention to the human

needs of the residents. That includes social services and employment

training, and the mobilization of residents for political and economic

empowerment.

The theory also manages to reconcile conflicts inherent to

comprehensive development activities. For example, it balances the

emergency and routine needs of tenants with the need to collect rents

to maintain the affordable housing.
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solidarity, and about new ways of doing

economic and social development. Look

at what emerged from the recent confer-

ence in Porte Alegre in Brazil, where move-

ments from across the planet demanded a

greater role for civil society in develop-

ment. If you take stock of all these factors,

it seems to me that the CED movement

hasa lot tooffer and a lot to say.

The challenge is making sure we say it,

and that we repeat it - again and again. The

challenge is to get all our allies on board so

that they understand the links between all

the different concerns and struggles. The

challenge is to get as much as we can from

government policy locally and nationally,

so that we can build more successes and

bring more people into the work being

done. By so doing, we will convince all our

allies and the population in general that

they have the capacity to be active partici-

pants in their owndevelopment.

I think that it is possible in the next

years to make big steps forward. In

Québec we have made some important

gains but there is lots more to do. In

Europe the same phenomenon is very evi-

dent in many countries. It started in

France, Belgium, Germany, Sweden,

Spain, Portugal, and Italy, and is now

being integrated into the discussions of

the European Community. Even at the

Organization for Economic Co-operation

and Development there is increasing dis-

cussion of community-based economic

development from a policy perspective -

it can no longer be avoided. In some

former Soviet-bloc countries, such as

Poland, this approach to development is

being used to rebuild civil society.

So let’s not give up hope - on the con-

trary. The seeds have been sown; we have

harvested some successes. We will har-

vest many more. As each tree grows and

takes root, so will the forest. We must con-

tinue this work. But we must also make

sure that we have a view of the forest, and

that we learn to understand its overall de-

velopment and how it fits into the land-

scape. If we learn to do that, and to articu-

late it well, I am confident that CED and

the social economy will have an important

role to play in a sustainable and demo-

cratic development of our local communi-

ties and the entire global community.�
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That CED activists have articulated a theory that explains what they

are about is not big news. But the effects of that articulation are.

Activists are successfully using the theory (and the attendant data of

progress) as a persuasive argument with funders who so often try to

get them to take a different approach. In short, the theory has come to

make sense with many crucial people in foundations, governments,

banks, and various intermediary and other partner organizations.

Funders are deflected from their own mistaken or limited ideas about

what community groups ought to be doing. More and more, funders

are allowing community leaders to do what local people need and

want. This, the author documents, is a major accomplishment of the

CED movement over the years.

Rubin demonstrates that the activists, in short, are not just activists.

They are thinking carefully and reflectively about the process in which

they are involved. They can formulate their approach in terms that are

persuasive to those outside the movement. In Rubin’s book, CED has

thus come of age. It is no longer a marginal perspective on

development, nor is it the precinct of do-gooders. It is a technically

sophisticated way to effect fundamental social and economic change in

neighborhoods that were in decline.

Rubin describes the process by which small concessions on the part

of powerful funders in one setting incrementally influence projects in

other locations. He shows how organizational relationships with

sectoral networks (women’s groups, ethnic representatives, anti-

poverty organizations, etc.) lead to a cross-fertilization of ideas and

techniques with stronger practices. The “niche organization” where

values count can hold steadfast and risk failure in the face of the

unacceptable agendas of more powerful organizations. Coalitions

within and without the field offer bargaining power for the small group.

The arguments of powerful funders are weakened by their lack of

experience in the field, a dilemma they can only resolve with the stories

and perspectives of those with experience. Ultimately, the reflective

activist can frame the conceptual debate. That goes a long way towards

getting the resources that are needed.

Nevertheless, it is not just technique that is at the base of CED.

Within the organic theory is a moral mission that animates the technical

procedures. As one activist said, “We are a community-controlled

developer, not simply a non-profit developer building in a low-income

community. Our projects are a means for people to take control of their

lives, to be empowered in a number of ways.” CED practitioners begin

with the moral premise that they must work in settings that the private

sector and the market system have abandoned.

Rubin is a sociology professor at Northern Illinois University, but his

book is not a professorial exercise. It dips into the real life of the U.S.

practitioners in our field, and as such it can help us to formulate more

clearly what is happening. The work provides a framework that

illuminates the spread of the CED approach and offers insight for the

potential of all social change in the North American environment.

is indeed a hopeful book.Renewing Hope �
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