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Challenging the Consensus
To the practice of transformative CED, conflict is inherent
A review of Transforming or Reforming Capitalism By Jesse Hajer

This is also an important endeavour.
A major issue that keeps coming up in the
broader CED world has been to specify
what CED actually is, what it does, and its
broader relationship to other social and
political movements. A complicating
factor is that CED fits into many
ideological perspectives.

At one end, fighting poverty, promot-
ing a democratic economy through worker
ownership, and community empowerment
over capital are all CED principles that fit
very well with collectivist ideas. At the
same time, contracting out government
services fits very well with neo-liberalism,
the ideology that holds that unrestricted
free markets and small government are the
best way to organize a society.

The positive side of CED’s attractive-
ness to people across the political
spectrum is that it has opened the doors
for CED’s expansion during an era of
free-market ideological fervour which has
been generally inhospitable to interven-
tionist solutions to poverty. The downside
of the“everybody-loves-CED” phenome-
non is the danger that the private sector
will exploit it as a new source of invest-
ment income, or that the State will co-opt
it, contracting out services that would
otherwise provide good jobs for working
families, without any net benefit to
communities.

This opens up the potential for CED
practitioners to unconsciously facilitate
cuts to social spending, reductions in
government resources committed to
social welfare, or the commodification of
public services. Identifying this danger in
practice requires understanding the
intricacies of CED, the definitions of its
concepts, how it works, and its relations
to the State, the private sector and other
social movements.

is a solid starting
point for this analysis.

Transforming or
Reforming Capitalism

An analysis of the conflict inherent in
CED is a second important task that a
theory of CED can help with. Many
CED activists like to think of CED as a
strategy where everybody wins. Looking
at CED systematically and over the long
run, you realize that this isn’t necessarily
the case.

For example, the interests of pawn-
shops and payday loans outfits, that
directly profit from the financial
insecurity of community residents, may
not coincide with those of the broader
community. Another example is if CED
moves beyond simply correcting the free-
market economy to actually trying to
transform it into a more democratic and
inclusive alternative. This transition from
what Loxley labels“gap filling CED” to
“transformative CED” will challenge the
interests of traditional businesses that
profit from their control over capital and
reap the most of the fruit of others’
labour.

Even in the short run, resources
acquired by the CED sector may come at
the expense of traditional economic
development businesses. The reality of
limited resources for CED also generates
restraints and conflict for others. For
example, due to their reliance on the
State and other external organizations
for funding, CED practitioners are often
forced to compete with each other and
compromise the principles of participa-
tory democracy and community-led
prioritization to acquire project funding
and meet performance requirements.

It will be necessary to acknowledge the
constraints that exist, the interests that
benefit from the status quo, and the
conflict that this generates, if CED is to
succeed in its goals of eliminating poverty
and building a more democratic economy.
Recognizing and creating a strategic plan
to deal with this conflict will be integral

With the rising interest of
governments and academics in
community economic development
(CED) and the social economy has
come increased funding for research on
the sector. Despite the mass of related
publications that have been produced
in recent years, very few have been
directed at formulating a systematic
theory of CED. Part of reason behind
this is the demands of CED activists
that CED research be practical,
directly applicable, and useful to work
“on-the-ground” in communities.

The result has been that most CED
publications are case studies, best practices,
and histories of CED and its organizations.
Loxley’s

attempts to fill the
theoretical gap and bring together existing
and new research as a foundation for the
systematic analysis of CED.

Why is this important? Loxley argues
convincingly that a theory of CED is
essential to good practice. Without a
systematic analysis of what CED is, CED
can be all things to all people; at the
extreme end of things, without theory, any
development that takes place within a
community could be considered CED.

Intuitively CED practitioners know that
there is more to it than this. The develop-
ment process and how it is organized, who
benefits, what role government plays, and
who controls the generated profits are all
important to CED practitioners when
defining CED. A theory of CED needs to
account for all these factors and explain
how they interrelate. What this really
comes down to is a comprehensive
definition of CED and how CED works.

Transforming or Reforming
Capitalism: Towards a Theory of Community
Economic Development
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to meeting these goals. Loxley and his
co-authors’ analytical framework can
help the sector understand the dynamics
of the conflict inherent to increasing the
scope of CED in the current political
and economic context.

is primarily a collage of economic,
political, and sociological approaches to
analysing CED and its underlying
concepts. It lays the foundation for the
ambitious endeavour of creating a
systematic and coherent theory of CED.
Loxley and his co-authors examine a vast
array of issues in CED, ranging from the
Big Picture (like defining CED and its
relationship to broader political
currents) to the nitty-gritty (the various
types of government subsidy that could
be formulated to promote CED).

The major theme that ties the book
together is the evaluation of CED’s
potential to become a transformative
force that generates a more democratic
and fair economic system that tackles
socio-economic exclusion and inequality
head-on. The CED movement to date

Transforming and Reforming Capitalism
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has made some progress in this respect.
To truly accomplish its goals, the
authors argue, a concerted effort is
required to refocus CED both on
inward-looking development strategies
and to make alliances with broader
social justice movements.

,
while at times a dense read, is a diverse,
concise (160 pages), and well-
articulated collection of insights into
what CED is and the fundamental
change it could bring to our economic
system. I highly recommend it for CED
leaders and anyone interested in
building a more equitable society
and economy.

Transforming and Reforming Capitalism
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Résumé : Mettre le consensus au défi

Une grande partie de la masse des publications
récentes sur le développement économique
communautaire (DÉC) est des études de cas, des
explications sur les meilleures pratiques et les
histoires des organisations. Très peu ont tenté de
formuler une théorie du DÉC. C’est un oubli
sérieux. Sans une théorie pour spécifier ce qu’est
le DÉC, comment il fonctionne, qui en bénéficie, le
rôle du gouvernement et des profits, etc., le DÉC
peut être tout pour tout le monde.

Conséquemment, ils ne pourront comprendre
que pour apporter des changements significatifs, le
DÉC doit impliquer tant les alliances que les conflits
d’intérêts.
[Transformer ou réformer le capitalisme] par John
Loxley, et al, même si c’est une lecture complexe,
fournit un cadre théorique pour comprendre la
raison d’être du DÉC et le conflit inhérent à en faire
un outil efficace dans notre contexte politique et
économique actuel. Selon l’auteur, le DÉC a le
potentiel de transformer notre système
économique et social, et non que de le réformer. En
donnant plus de profondeur et de largeur théorique
à notre réflexion sur le DÉC nous pourrions le
transformer de la pratique « que tous aiment » à
une discipline qui attaque de front l’exclusion et
l’iniquité fondamentale du capitalisme néolibéral.
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