Kennikat Press
National University Publications
Interdisciplinary Urban Series

General Editor
Raymond A. Mohi
Florida Atlamntic Umiversity

Far N
i
\L\ .\.......”N.m.w

URBAN PROFESSIONALS

AND THE

FUTURE OF THE
METROPOLIS

Edited by
PAULA DUBECK and ZANE L, MILLER

| 9 m.\,.nu

National University Publications
KENNIKAT PRESS // 1980
Port Washington, N.Y. // London




' JOHN McKNIGHT

s

NEIGHBORHOOD ORGANIZATION,
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

AND THE ASSUMPTION OF SCARCITY:
The Problem of Eguity and Justice

Just over a decade ago, the older neighborhoods of most cities seemed
alive with signs of change. There were new federal programs, organizing
activities, plans for redevelopment, and people with hope for a new future.

Today, it appears to many observers that the urban neighborhood is
aearly %ma..dwmw report a sense of powerlessness, expressed in abandoned
buildings and charred vacant lots. They note a frustrated anger in the
soaring crime rates. And they see a resigned hopelessness in the long lines
at the unemployment-compensation of fice.

If the urban neighborhood was the New Frontier of the 1960s, in
1975 the neighborhood is usually described as a devastated landscape
characterized by impotence, anger, and hopelessness. While this popular
view is accurate in some respects, it is also misleading because it suggests
that the city neighborhood is dying while the rest of the nation is vital
and growing. A closer analysis, however, suggests that (he sickening
syntptoms of the urban ncighborhood afflict the entire body pelitic of
the country,

Who would say, after all, that most American people are without a
sense of powerlessness? Most opinion surveys record a fast-growing sense
of general impotence, One recent study, for example, finds that only one
in four Americans feels she or he has the power to affect their own future.

Who would say that most American people ate not angry? In the
aftermath of Victnam and Watergate, they have been plunged into some-
thing calied “stagflation.” To many people, the couniry seems to conspire
against its own ideals and prospects. They feel betrayed and angry.
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Who would say that most American people don’t have a scnse of
hopelessness? The levels of participation in civic, governmental, and
clectoral aclivities appear to have diminished recently. We hear many
people who were previously active citizens now saying, in resignation,
“1t won't make any difference.”

It is important to recognize, then, that the very same malady that we
note in urban neighborhoods is & national disease. It is unlikely, there-
fore, that we will be able to cure the neighborhood without Jooking at
the problem of the enlite body politic.

Perhaps the central fact {hat best explains the national discase is our
belated recognition that there may be limits to growth, We are slowly
anmﬂmzam:m that we have limited natural resources, limits 1o (he grow(h
of our gross national product, limits to the benefits of technology, and
even limits to the scrvice economy. This recognition strikes at the heart
of our traditional national assumptions. If the ultimate good is growth,
then a sociely with limits is bad. No wonder many of us, rich, poor, and
middle class, feel powerless, angry, and hopeless.

It is very difficuit for political leaders to deal with our [rustralion in
the face of limits. They, and we, are uscd to the politics of distributing
more. We are now faced with the untried politics of dividing up less.

There are two critical issues that affect urban neighborhoods as we
begin the politics of dividing less,

First, older urban neighborhoods are the homeland of people who
have always had less. They are people experienced in dealing with limits.
They have developed personal life styles and community networks that
enable people to “make do.” As a society, it may be that we should fearn
from the urban ethnic neighborhood how to conserve, rehabilitate, relale,
and share. To do this, we may have to forego some of onr commitments
to growth-orienled planners and managers and reexamine the charac-
teristics of older neighborhoods so that the prgper policies for their
support can be developed.

Second, as we engage in the politics of limits, the people in vrban
neighborhoods will be challenged once again to demand basic justice
and equity. 1t was one thing for America to seek justice by distributing its
surplus 1o the less advantaged. Programmatically, that form of justice
was called the Anti-Poverty Program.

1t is a very diffcrent thing to seek justice when we have limited
resources, And yet, that is what justice is ail about. It was never justice
in the first place to deal with the disadvantaged by taking more for our-
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selves and giving them a picce of the surplus. Justice is the equitable distri-
bution of a limited rosource. While our resources have always been limited,
the ideology of growth denied that fact. We substituted surplus for justice.
Now that we perceive Lhe reality of limits, the people in urban neighbor-
loods are faced with a struggle Tor a real share of the society rather than
the pieces of its growing edges.

It is clear that the people in urban neighborhoods have had enough
struggle. They don’t need more. But it is also clear that they must con-
tinue to struggle in order to survive—much less to achieve justice and
equity. This reality is not news o them. 1t is an old story. Indeed, amid
{he prophecies of doomed urban neighborhoods, they have developed
an increasing number of community-based efforts 1o survive and renew.
Outsiders generally call these efforts self-help groups—a label that may
mean that outsiders don’t control, profit by, or understand them.

These groups, their activities and relationships, are not new. They are
indigenous forms of asserting communily identity and problem solving,
What is new is the fact that sore outsiders—governmental, business, and
acadentic people—now see them becausc there s no longer a vell of ex-
ternally imposed programs that masked the basic capacities of neighbor-
hoods to persevere. As these neighborhood self-help efforts continue, it is
important that they be understood in terms of their potential and their
limits.

Their potential is related to two facts. First, they express the neighbor-
hood’s own problem definitions. Second, they represent the problem-
solving creativity of neighborhood people. In both respects, they differ
from the categorical federal, state, and focal programs that define the
problem and the solation from afar. These sclf-help efforts implicitly
deny the expertise of planness and managers as centzal to probiem defining
and problem solving.

On the other hand, these neighborhood efforts have two critical limits—
the economic resources and the legal authority to achieve (heir goals.
These Jimits are no smalf matter. But they are the limits established and
maintained by the very officials and businesstnen who decry the decay
of urban neighborhoods. ’

The hard fact of the matter is that if we are to enable the capacities of
urban neighborhoods in a society of limits, governmental officials and
business leaders will have radically to revise their assumptions and
practices regarding the economics and authority of urban neighborhoods.
If we do not have the wisdom to undertake the revision, then urban
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neighbothoad groups must struggle to change our minds, And i they
fail, we will all fail.

If we are to alter our course so that we enable the capacities ol urban
neighborhoods, the reviséd agenda for governmental leaders requires
two major changes:

. The process of metropolilan growth must now be recognized as a
negative factor in a zero-sum game. Every new shopping center, industrial
park, and new town on the edge of the cily is a use of limited capital that
guts the cily and hastens urban abandonment. Urban governmental leaders
st now use all their powers to insure that any further periplieral growth
has a posilive tax trade-off for the city—or fight against the development
process. A good model for urban politicians is the elected official from
rural America. Ile or she has been a master at trading limited political
power for the advantage of rural people—7 percent of ocur population.

The urban governmental leader must also get tough about using his or
her political capacity to stop the flight of job-creatling enterprise and
investment capifal from the city, This is a serious business that requires
not only incentives but probably demands restrictive lepgislation.

2. We must seriously experiment with relocating some of the legal
authorily of city governments so that local neighborhoods have some of
the powers now assigned to city hall. We have widespread evidence that
the citizen-participation model of centralized govermiments has intrinsic
limits in producing involvement and responsibility at the neighborheod
level. We need something like neighborhood governments if the self-help
capacities of neighborhood people are to be effectively developed. This is
not to say that all powers should be localized, but the legal power 1o
control basic services and land use may be essential to enabling neighbor-
hood capacity. As the state and city divide their aulhority for the
commonweal, so il is time [or the cily io divide iis authorily with the
neighborhoods if the city is to survive. Once again, this decision requires
us to depend much less upon growth-oriented planners and manapers who
are trained in ideologies that require centralized systems in order to reach
so-called economies of scale,

If the business community is to enable viable urban neighborlicods,
al least three basic revisions are necessary:

1. Finaneial institutions will need to allocate a significant percentage of
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their resources for neighborhood and subregional urban development,
The problem with this proposat is clear—there is not an adequate retum
on investment in these neighborhoods, But as we sce decreasing demand
for capital in the suburban periphery, the new markel potential of a
society of limits can be the renewal and maintenance ol existing neighbor-
hoods and subregions. If this prospect is not developed by the business
communily, then we can expect more government control of capital flow,
Indeed, the current federal and state lepislation requiring disclosure of
the source of deposits and location of morlgages made by savings and
loan institutions may be the precussor of increased regulation over afl
financial institutions that fail to foresee the importance of conserving
neighbothoods.

2. As suburban growth slows, business leaders must recognize that their
manpower and markets are no longer at the edge of the city. In a society
of Lmits, they wi have to deal with limited manpower pools and markets.
So the city and ils neighborhioods and schools must be viable, or their
futuze will be limited. Businessmen need productive systems lor markets.
But if markets are not cxpanding, then their sell-inlerest is in the re-
development of market capacity in previously neglected areas—urban
:ﬂmrwsm:g.n_m. )

3. The business communily has based much of its growih upon ihe
development of consumer technologies. We have used little of our in-
ventiveness to develop technologies for neighborheod maintenance and
development, We have provided pcople television and gas-cating autos,
but we have not developed technologies to maintain urban housing, creafe
cheap solar-energy heating systems or urban systems for food production,

Bolh business and governmental feaders must also intensify one item on
the old agenda if urban neighborhoods are to survive. As a nation, we offi-
cially recognized in the 1960s our tragic history of racial exploitation,
We enacted [aws that could make a difference. Nonetheless, we have bepun
{o ignore them as our limifs become obvious. There is no possibility for
urban neighborheod renewal in most cities if we revert to institutional
racism  “as uvsual,” Indecd, the most critical issue in maintaining or
redeveloping many urban neighborhoods is insuring a just income for
minority people. Once again, the critical issue we often face is justice—
not planning, programs, or services,

Finally, it may be necessary for the people In urban neighborhoods to
consider two questions ihat have not been readily apparent as they have
attempted to help themselves.
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First is the lure of services. In many urban neighborhoods, where
people are poor, individuals find it difficult 1o hetp themselves because
they have inadequate incomes. Therefore, they are often sick, ill educated,
and unemployed. The traditional response is to provide more services
rather than a decent income. Sometimes, neighhorhood people see their
sell-interest as having more services in order to treat their poorness. The
ultimate expression of this response is the multiservice center. Understand.
able as it is, the poor basically need income, not more services. One is not
a substitute for the other, unless the poor are employed by the service
systen: ralher than rreated by it.

Second, the residents of urban neighbarhoods may not recognize the
fact that there is the possibility of a new political altiance. The people who
live in urban neighborlicods are usually tied to the city, TFor them, the
suburh is not an economic possibitity. Because of the developing limits of
our economy, there are increasing numbers of middle-class people who
are also ticd to the city, but tied by their jobs. These people inchide city
employees, such as teachers, policemen, and firemen. They now have
much Tess chance to change jobs because the economy isn’t growing. But
their income is tied to the tax base and general viability of the city. These
groups are poljtically powerful and could soon be important allies in the
political struggles to stop the light of jobs and capital front the city, These
groups also have multimillion-dolfar pension funds that represent inpor-
tant investment capital which could be used for neighborhood revitaliza-
tion that could increase the tax base for their own safaries. Indeed, it was
the New York Cily teachers’ pension fitnd that recently batled out the cily
becausc the teachers recognized that their income was related to the cily’s
future,

In summary, we are a society of limits. Our frustrations are not mited
to urban neighborhoods. But we ate in great danger of kifling the city be-
cause our governmental and business leaders are so hooked on growlh
that they can't adjust to the new America of limits, On the other hand,
the people in the neighborhoods have lived with limits all their lives. They
need leaders who can enable their capacities. Their basic problem may be
government and business leaders who aren’t prepared to fzce the new
frontier of limits—a frontier that has tong been the home of the people
who live in urban neighborhoods.



