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Dear Sarah,

I was thinking this morning about our meeting with women in

Kukra Hill, Nicaragua in 2004. One woman pointed out that the

money sent to the aid/development agency there for child

sponsorships went instead to community projects. Many students

were outraged by this, but one teacher said,“In the classroom, it

doesn’t really help if one child has books and pencils and comes to

school with new shoes; it makes more sense to build a latrine that

everyone can use.”

Another moment from Nicaragua that stands out for me was

when Elizabeth Henriquez, of the Aboriginal Women’s

Association in Puerto Cabezas, was asked how many jobs the

community ecotourism projects created. Elizabeth looked

confused; different translations were tried. Finally, she said,“We

don’t create , we create for the community.”

These brief glimpses demonstrate, I think, the contradiction,

between the liberal emphasis on the that is taken for

granted in places like Canada and in a sense required by

capitalism, and the struggle on the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua

(and elsewhere) to continue to value They point out

the distinction between the concept of , as accepted

by the West and imposed on others, and , which

form an integral part of the conception held dear in many

aboriginal communities of what it is to be human.

It is no accident, I think, that women, along with other

marginalized groups, are often in the forefront of articulating

these contradictions.

First, these are the people in the best position to see that

capitalism, as an economic system, cannot bring prosperity to all.

By definition, capitalism means that some people will extract a

profit from the labour of others, and that the labouring group will

always be much larger than the group who are able to collect the

profits. Whatever one may think about capitalists’ to collect

that profit – about how the risk of investing money in a capitalist

enterprise should be rewarded – the fact remains that capitalism

as an economic system is only possible if most people are

labourers, not owners or investors.

Further, competition within a capitalist system means that the

owners/investors need to offer their goods at ever-lower prices,

which means ever-lower amounts going into wages (by employing

fewer people, intensifying their work, or lowering wages, for

example.) Recent examples of factories moving to“Third World”

countries or to states in the U.S. in order to avoid unions and

minimum wage legislation demonstrate the truth of this.

I’m not sure that there’s anything inherent to capitalism that

requires women, people of colour or of the“Third World” to be

pushed to the bottom in this way. Other systems, like patriarchy,
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Can CED challenge the structural
inequalities that are integral to capitalist
economies? Or can it merely alleviate for
certain groups of people the marginalization
that is part of the capitalist process? To
explore these questions, Susan Heald and
Sarah Amyot reflect on community economic
development research that they each have
conducted in Gardenton and Winnipeg,
Manitoba and in communities on
Nicaragua’s Caribbean coast. Their
dialogue is based on letters and notes that
they originally exchanged by e-mail.
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The Tools?Master’s
CED & structural inequalities

by Susan Heald & Sarah Amyot
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(above) A young family on Nicaragua’s east coast. All photos in this

article are stills from videos taken in Nicaragua (pp. 14, 15, 18) and

Gardenton, MB (p. 17), by Susan Heald. See endnote 1.
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I have a feeling that practitioners of community
economic development see themselves as
somehow circumventing these problems of
liberalism and capitalism. Do they?

Dear Susan,

It is true that some of the women I spoke with in Winnipeg

expressed resistance to the liberal economic concepts that many

projects exemplify. Rather than challenge the economic and social

realities that marginalize women (and many others) in the first

place, these projects focus solely on providing individual women

with opportunities and training to improve their livelihoods.

For example, I spoke with a woman who is working with an

organization that provides used furniture to women leaving

violent relationships. She observed that“

[the community’s current problems]

.” For her, work is as much about

challenging a history of colonial oppression that has marginalized

aboriginal people as it is about providing resources to individual

women in a particular community.

In some ways this perspective reflects those of some of the

women we spoke with in Nicaragua. Here, however, the path to

community (re)building still seems via the individual.

Another woman said that, if she could,“

[the current economic system]

you could attribute all this

systemically to some pretty clear

times in history, especially in the Aboriginal history … so, it just starts

with one community trying to rebuild

I would get rid of all this

and then we could go back to some type

racism, and imperialism are at play to make this happen. And it

happen: in capitalist economies around the world, people at

the bottom of the economic hierarchies are there as members of

, not as individuals. Exceptions, as the old adage goes, only

prove the rule.

A curious paradox, this. In spite of the emphasis on individual

rights and success within capitalism, lack of success is actually

determined by community, by the socially-defined groups of

which one is a member.

So when community economic development organizations

attempt to intervene here, they are faced with two dilemmas.

First, if they operate within a capitalist system and want to raise a

constituency from the bottom of that system, they have no

option but to send someone – some other group – that

bottom. To the extent that CED is concerned with social justice,

this would surely seem unacceptable. Second, in focussing on the

, such endeavours may overlook the other structural

problems that reserve the bottom of the economic hierarchy for

specific groups: structures like patriarchy, able-ism, imperialism,

racism, and so on.

Does any of this fit with what you learned from women

involved in community economic development in Winnipeg? I

have a feeling that practitioners of economic develop-

ment see themselves as somehow circumventing these problems

of liberalism and capitalism. Do they? And if so, how do they

argue this?
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Résumé : Les outils du maître?

De la recherche sur des initiatives de

« développement économique

communautaire » à Gardenton et Winnipeg

au Manitoba et sur la côte est du Nicaragua

révèle de profondes incompréhensions à

propos de pour quoi et pour qui le DÉC

existe. Plusieurs initiatives de DÉC tentent

paradoxalement d’obtenir une place au sein

d’un système économique capitaliste pour

des personnes que le système à déjà mis de

côté à cause de leur genre, race et/ou

culture. Une inquiétude prédominante pour

le statut économique individuel oblige ces

initiatives à acquiescer à l’injustice sociale

que le capitalisme décerne aux groupes.

Au niveau communautaire, le

« développement » est habituellement

quelque chose de fait pour des personnes qui

sont considérées appauvries. Toutefois, les

personnes vivant en marge peuvent ne pas

mesurer l’accomplissement qu’en termes de

richesse individuelle ou matérielle; leur

vision d’une meilleure qualité de vie est

plutôt ancrée dans des valeurs familiales,

communautaires, environnementales et

culturelles. Elles peuvent ne pas souhaiter le

changement autant que de vouloir maintenir

un sens d’appartenance. La seule idée « de

l’économie » dans ces endroits est

différente. Pourquoi tenter de les réformer

pour qu’elles travaillent au sein du

capitalisme? Nous serions mieux

d’apprendre d’elles comment créer des

alternatives durables et justes au

capitalisme.

« Les outils du maître ne démantèleront

jamais la maison du maître ». Le DÉC a

beaucoup de potentiel comme stratégie de

transformation sociale et d’empowerment.

Toutefois, pour atteindre ceci, sa théorie et

sa pratique doivent demeurer liés au

féminisme et à d’autres formes d’analyse

anti-oppression.
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of thing where we really did work for the community

is

.” However, she

also noted that the current practice of CED does not reflect this

desire. Like many of the women I spoke with, she felt her ability

to challenge these realities constrained by the practical realities of

doing CED work (limited funding parameters, for example) and

by the very definition of CED. Like many others, she was deeply

troubled by this.

One woman, for example, perceived there were contradictions

inherent to running a catering program in order to generate

income for women. On the one hand, the program provided

some income and“marketable skills” to the participants. On the

other hand, the work it offered is of a type traditionally seen as

“women’s work.” It was therefore creating“pink ghetto jobs.”

This highlights for me the need to think about CED in a way

that is rooted in a social context. What is the point in improving

women’s ability to perform the very skills that are already among

the most devalued in society? This woman was particularly aware

of pressure from funders to run this type of program over one

that would challenge the reasons that women were economically

marginalized in the first place. Still, with small amounts of

money left over from this and other projects she was run another,

separate project that challenged“ism’s” through art and photogra-

phy. This project was just as important to this woman as the

other, better-funded ones because it was teaching young women

to think critically about concepts that marginalize certain groups

of people in capitalist economies around the world. Clearly, one

of the challenges to making CED“socially transformative” lies in

our ability to connect the parallel streams of feminist and other

anti-oppression theories and analyses with the theory, practice,

and practical realities of CED.

Not to try and make these connections does huge damage to

CED as a strategy of empowerment and can seriously hamper

individual CED projects. Here I am thinking about the women

of Orinoco, Nicaragua who told us about a community loan fund

that ultimately collapsed. It seems to me that the project failed

largely for reasons that were beyond the women’s control.

In other words, is it wise to encourage women to improve

their lives by participating in the capitalist economy through

microenterprise? After all, it is the capitalist economy that

marginalized these women in the first place. Audre Lorde’s

sentiment that“the master’s tools will never dismantle the

master’s house” rings true for me.

What do you think? Do you know of communities that are

using a different set of “tools” to create change?

Dear Sarah,

My research in Gardenton suggests that people are not so

much trying to create change as to maintain a sense of place.

For them, the“place” (Gardenton) is good because it

marginal. People value the natural environment, including a river

2

and the largest remaining stands of the tall grass prairie ecosystem.

They value their cultural heritage, and work hard to maintain a

Ukrainian museum and historical village, a Ukrainian National

Home, and the oldest Ukrainian Orthodox Church in Canada,

now a historic site.

By“embracing marginality”, the residents of Gardenton create a

better quality of life for themselves, and a life with greater dignity

than they could accomplish in the city, or by“bringing development

to town.” Furthermore, residents can articulate with clarity and

passion a vision of “development” in which money is not seen as a

good in and of itself, and in which the preservation of natural and

cultural environments is valued over many of the development

options on offer. This from people with some of the lowest incomes

and education levels in the province.

As I write this, I am reminded that many of the students who

come to Nicaragua with us (including you, initially, if I remember

correctly) are struck by how“poverty” can disappear in a value

system that priorizes family and community over the consumption

of commercial goods.

I’m not suggesting that it does not if people are hungry or

homeless. I am reminded, however, of our interview with

Maraquita Ordoñez and her claim that people in Pearl Lagoon are

not poor but – rich in natural resources and culture and ethnic

groups. Poverty, in this sense, is it’s about a politically-

organized way of resources of which there is no

shortage.

At one level, I suppose, this seems obvious. But I think what is

less obvious is that not everyone longs for, or even values, the kind

of “development” that capitalism brings. It is seen as endangering

cultural and environmental resources and will not change the

of goods, even if it does change the quantity.

This is what was so frustrating to me about the Orinoco

situation you mention. During our discussion with the loan fund

participants in 2002, what we heard was women repeatedly blaming

themselves. Those whose businesses were unsuccessful said,“I

failed.” Yet Orinoco’s economy is based on fish, as it has been for a

long time. Many of the women were encouraged to borrow in order

to establish small shops and bed-and-breakfasts. These require that

money be circulating in the community, and requires fish.

But there are none. It appears that overfishing by commercial

(usually foreign) firms has so reduced stocks that little to nothing is

left for Orinoco fishers. It’s also significant that in the past women

have been very involved in the fishery. This changed because the

same overfishing obliged local people to travel much further from

home, often overnight, to catch fish. Women’s responsibility for

children kept them at home.

The loan fund was established, in part, to fill this gap in women’s

employment. But their businesses could never flourish in a global

economy that exported the region’s fish and left no way for local

people to get the cash needed to purchase the goods offered by the

women’s new businesses.
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In Gardenton, too, unfortunately, the provincial legislature and

its representatives appear to see nothing but backwardness in

people’s own visions of development. The carrot of providing sites

for industries like intensive hog production hides the stick of an

unequal distribution of wealth in which profits will not stay in the

region, but the damage to the environment and culture will.

It is true that economic development is supposed to

ensure that economic opportunities are desired by the community

and that profits are more fairly distributed and remain there. But, as

you point out, the rules for CED enterprises are formed within the

same definition of “economy” as capitalism espouses. The“commu-

nity economic development” projects you mention effectively

restrict“economic” to actions that individuals take to improve their

personal standard of living. These projects disregard the economic

implications of racism, classism, and sexism, as well as capitalism’s

that people remain marginalized. How much

“development” can result from such projects, I wonder? I think we

are arguing that we need a different definition of all three terms –

community

requirement some

agency and constraint, wisdom and ignorance, opportunities and

restrictions?

A focus on place-making means that, whatever views of

development people articulate, it is not up to outsiders to evaluate

the community as good or bad.“Development”, in theory and in

practice, in its traditional forms as well as its“community” forms,

does not make room for people to actually marginality, or to

choose something that, from the perspective of the centre,

marginality. The concept of place-making reminds us to look at

what people want, why they are there, and what they value. In

doing so, we may find people valuing precisely those things that

make for a sustainable future, in spite of “development.”

I’m not sure yet, but I think this concept is going to work in

understanding what’s happening on the Caribbean Coast of

Nicaragua, as well. Mirna Cunningham, another person we

interviewed, talks about“ethno-development” in contrast to a

conventional notion of “development” that’s concerned with:

choose

looks like

This authority to reshape people’s identities is
necessary to capitalism’s success. Which is why
programs & projects designed to try to make
capitalism work for oppressed & marginalized
people can have only limited success – limited by
the requirements of the system.

“community”,“economy” and“development” – before CED

can really challenge the marginalizing practices of capitalism.

In terms of Gardenton, I have come to the conclusion that

“place-making” is a better way to think about what is needed. The

anthropologist Arturo Escobar draws on the work of feminist

poststructuralist geographers and anthropologists to argue that

theorists need to return to“place-based models of nature, culture

and politics.” He says that although“‘local’ economies and culture

are not outside the scope of capital and modernity, it also needs

to be newly acknowledged that the former are not produced

exclusively by the latter; … place specificity … enables a different

reading of culture and economy, capitalism and modernity.”

In addition to the big questions about how macro forces

marginalize and constrain people, the concept of “place-making”

makes it possible to ask how people make livable, sustainable

communities for themselves, both in spite of and because of

particular locations in the global economy. What trade-offs are

people willing to make in order to make a place? How can we

understand these“place makers” as complex, involving both

3

“… giving jobs to the people in the region, or maybe setting up a

as a solution for a neighbourhood – everybody will

have jobs and everybody will be happy. That’s the concept of

community development that usually we have had with the

different institutions that come and work in the region …

people react negatively against that kind of imposition and they

don’t participate and then they are accused of not participating

in the community development! So it’s like a .

They don’t participate because it doesn’t have anything to do

with their culture ... So, in the end, the only way to break that

cycle would be if we, internally, could really develop our

concept of ethno-development and at the same time we can

develop capacities among the members of the communities to

be able to do the things that they are saying would be their

concept and practice of community development.”

maquila

círculo vicioso
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So, ethno-development seems to mean that people will be able

to make a place the way they want it – that much it seems to

share with CED. But what seems clear in Mirna’s vision is not

only a valuing of the local, but a recognition that what is devel-

oped may not be a part of what is commonly understood as

either development or economy in a western, capitalist sense.

Does the concept of “place-making” help in any way to

understand the comments and critiques of the women you spoke

to in Winnipeg?

Sarah:

It’s interesting; to me your concept of place-making feels like it

is also about identity, if “identity” means your knowledge of self,

of your values and beliefs, and the ability to articulate who you

are and want to be. Interesting because, so often groups that are

economically marginalized are also the same groups that have had

their personal, ethnic, gender, etc. identity marginalized and

devalued.

Susan:

Yes, and of course devaluing and re-making identities has

always been a central feature of capitalist “development”: People

who saw themselves as small producers had to start to see

themselves as factory workers. Cultures where men didn’t see

women as subordinate had to be taught what Bob Connell calls

“hegemonic masculinity.” People had to learn to see their skin

colour and their spiritual beliefs as inferior so they would accede

to demands that they work for white bosses in no- and low-paid

jobs, and so on.

This authority to reshape people’s identities was necessary to

capitalism’s success in its infancy, and remains so today. Which is

why I continue to believe that programs and projects designed to

try to make capitalism work for oppressed and marginalized

people can have only limited success – limited by the require-

ments of the system.

4

Sarah:

Interesting too, because if we think about the traditional idea

of a“hierarchy of needs” in which people cannot achieve“self

actualization” until they have their material needs met, we realize

how traditionally economic-centric this is. Maybe we need to flip

this on its head and consider that for many communities it is self-

actualization – the ability to define one’s own priorities, goals, and

needs – that is most important.

Susan:

I think there are lots of problems with Maslow’s notion of

hierarchy of needs. But there are also problems with thinking (as

I sometimes tend to do) that capitalist structures act on their

own, without human agency.“Making place” can be seen to be

about community self-actualization, but only to the extent that

alternative understandings of the economy are available.

Sarah:

So this social process of marginalization is in part a judgment

about how these groups have interacted with the“economy.” For

example, women have been marginalized in part because in our

interaction with the“economy” we tend to think more about social

exchanges than market exchanges. But value that passes between

parties in each of these exchanges – it’s a different definition of

economic transaction.

In some ways it is the communities that choose to live

differently with the economy whose values most closely model

CED principles. In other words it is this marginalization itself

that allows communities to be open to and model the principles

of CED. Let’s not look to some of these communities to see how

they can improve their economic position; the very idea of “the

economy” in these places has changed. Instead, let’s see what these

communities, in thinking about the economy in such different

ways, have to teach us about it.

Susan:

Yes, so we’re back to the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua on this

cold day in Winnipeg! Your last remark reflects the purpose of the
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What seems clear in Mirna’s vision is not only a valuing of the
local, but a recognition that what is developed may not be a part
of what is commonly understood as either development or
economy in a western, capitalist sense.
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course there, and the research project we did: to show that we can

learn a lot that’s valuable for our lives here in the North from

people who have been forced to find new ways of economic

survival. These models require a conceptual shift, from searching

for ways to make capitalism work, to looking instead for alterna-

tives. We have to stop thinking of “economy” as that invisible

hand of much economic theory and seeing instead that economy

is something we

We’re also back to Audre Lorde, I think, and to the master’s

tools, or, more accurately perhaps, the master’s We are not

going to win a game designed by the“big boys” with rules that

ensure only they can win. Maybe we just need a new set of rules.

Maybe we need a whole new game.

do.

game:

1

2

3

4

For more information on these projects, see the following reports on research

conducted with the financial support of the Manitoba Research Alliance on

Community Economic Development in the New Economy:

Sarah Amyot,“Community Economic Development: Improving the Lives

and Livelihoods of Women Through Socially Transforming Practice.”

Susan Heald,“The New Economy? Continuity and Change in Gardenton,

MB.”

Susan Heald, (video).

(All three are available from the website of the Research Alliance,

www.manitobaresearchallianceced.ca/reports.html.)

Information on Nicaragua discussed here is derived from two projects.

“Women in Nicaragua/Women in Canada” is a travel/study course offered by

Susan, in which Sarah was a student in 2002 and a Teaching Assistant in 2004

and 2006. A video project,“Women and CED on the Caribbean Coast of

Nicaragua: Challenging Dominant Paradigms” was conducted with the financial

support of the Global Political Economy Research Program of the University of

Manitoba, and is also referenced here.

Audre Lorde,“The master’s tools will never dismantle the master's house,” in

C. Moraga & G. Anzaldùa, (eds.),

(New York: Kitchen Table/ Women of Color Press, 1983), pp.

98-101.

A. Escobar,“Culture sits in places: reflections on globalism and subaltern

strategies of localization,” , 20 (2001): p. 141.

R. W. Connell, (Cambridge, Eng.: Polity Press, 1995).

Small is (Still) Beautiful: The Gardenton Project

This bridge called my back: Writings by radical

women of color

Political Geography

Masculinities
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