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By Randall Nielsen

Is our object to get a new  
playground or to create methods  
by which playgrounds will  
become part of the neighborhood 
consciousness, methods which  
will above all educate for further 
concerted effort?

—The New State,  
     Mary Parker Follett

The reports in this issue of Connections 
present a fundamental challenge  

for those of us who see communities as 
places where people engage together in 
public work. In our focus on the political 
roles of civic organizations, we emphasize 
the networks of working civic relation-
ships that people create to achieve goals 
vital to their individual and collective 
interests. It is in and through those civic 
interactions that what Mary Parker Follett 
felicitously called the “neighborhood  
consciousness” develops. 

Civic associations have historically pro-
vided the vehicles through which people 
entered the public life of their communi-
ties. The entry points and the qualities 
of the interactions they facilitate are the 
defining characteristics of any political 
community. We recognize, however, that 
many community-based organizations 

have come to see people only in the 
context of the problems the organization 
solves through programs funded by exter-
nal sources. Rather than resources to be 
engaged, people have become clients to 
be served or victims to be aided. 

The change in the ways civic organiza-
tions locate themselves in communities 
can of course be seen as one aspect of a 
larger movement. Many of the challenges 
people once saw themselves and their  
fellow citizens responsible for—individual 
and social security, education, the gather-
ing and sharing of news, and economic 
development—have become the purview 
of distinct experts and institutions. Even 
the challenge of “public engagement” 
itself has rapidly become a specialized 
field of expert consultants. 

That presents a problem for those 
who feel that democracy depends on a 
citizenry willing and able to recognize and 
take responsibility for the governance of 
shared concerns. While there is no doubt 
that the professionalization of civil society 
organizations has resulted in an increase 
in the efficiency of the administration 
of programs, it has come at the cost of 
opportunities people have to think, act, 
and learn together in communities of 
public work.
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Communities are made up of many small, 
interacting civic spheres bound together  
in ever-shifting alliances that emerge from 
the recognition of the interdependence 
among different concerns. And that  
recognition depends on practices that  
facilitate collaborative public work.

The challenge is increasingly seen as 
an opportunity for innovation. What can 
new forms of organization do to strength-
en the ability of citizens to carry out their 
responsibilities? Some civic entrepreneurs 
are exploring ways to create opportuni-
ties for interaction that bring people into 

public life as decision-making actors. A 
key appears to be the ability of innovators 
to recognize and strengthen ties among 
disparate governmental and nongovern-
mental organizations, who themselves 
can be motivated by the recognition of 
their inability to solve problems without 
an engaged citizenry. 

The result of such civic innovation 
is generally not the creation of another 
distinct mission-based organization. Some 
have appeared to recognize that the chal-
lenge is in the cultivation of practices that 
connect the civic resources that exist. For 
example, a remarkable group in Chatta-
nooga, Tennessee, is so concerned about 
being captured by a narrow mission that 
they call themselves the “Center for What-
ever It Needs to Be.” 

Of course, what they do will name 
them. They describe themselves as con-
nectors, developers of civic capacity, 
which can be used to deal with whatever 
concern emerges. Their work is based on 
the insight that communities are made up 
of many small, interacting civic spheres 
bound together in ever-shifting alliances 
that emerge from the recognition of 
the interdependence among different 
concerns. And that recognition depends 
on practices that facilitate collaborative 

H o w  t h e  “ B o d y  P o l i t i c ”  T h i n k s  a n d  L e a r n s
public work. How can those practices be 
supported and encouraged?

For the Chattanooga group, the key 
has been the use of learning as the con-
ceptual lens. From reflections on their 
own recent history, they recognize that 
change is inevitable and that productive 

response to change 
requires learning. They 
are exploring ways to 
develop the capacity of 
citizens to control their 
own learning and thus 
the change in their lives. 

Eleanor Cooper is 
a lifelong resident of 
Chattanooga and was 
actively involved in its 
remarkable renaissance, 
which began in the early 
1980s. She notes that 
the history is commonly 
told as a triumph of 
city planning, with the 
construction of a down-

town aquarium as the keystone achieve-
ment. But Cooper contends that, while 
the story does include capital projects for 

downtown revitalization and development 
of the waterfront, those physical outcomes 
were the results of the political changes 
that made the insights about possibilities 
and the necessary decisions possible. She 
tells the story as an ongoing process of civic 
learning.

Cooper recalls that in Chattanooga in 
the early 1980s many civic organizations 
worked toward their distinct missions in 
support of the arts, education, economic 
development, or social services. What was 
lacking was an entity that would bring 
people together to identify gaps in these 
missions and, more important, harness the 
“synergy to change.” Cooper was instrumen-
tal in the creation of an organization that 
developed practices through which people 
learned about their capacities as a commu-
nity and redefined it as a result. 

That insight has led Cooper and Jim 
Tucker, Professor of Learning and Leadership 
at the University of Tennessee at Chatta-
nooga, to focus on what he calls “learning 
encounters” that take place through and 
across the civic and institutional entities of  
a community. How can they continue to  
be recognized and encouraged? 
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The Chattanooga story encourages a 
recognition of communities as constantly 
evolving living systems. Communities 
emerge, and either grow and transform 
in adaptive ways, or decline in the face of 
changing conditions. It is in communities 
that people educate themselves and their 
children in shared norms and essential 
skills, protect themselves from threats, 
and provide the conditions for prosperous 
exchange. 

The capacity that people have to 
address those goals is largely guided by 
the quality of the political environment 
they have created. The primary quality  
is their ability to interact in ways that 
facilitate the recognition of collective 
resources and overcome obstacles to 
effectively bringing them into public work. 
Communities that prosper through time 
have found ways to create conditions for 
their people to think and act together 
effectively. Building and maintaining a 
community is therefore a matter of build-
ing and maintaining the relationships that 
facilitate the civic interactions through 
which people think and act together. 

Thus we think of the political commu-
nity as nested spheres of communicative 
exchange. The nodes of the ever-changing 
network are the organizations, associations, 
and other places where people interact 
in a way that builds the capacity of the 
body politic to think and learn—and thus 
to effectively act on shared concerns. The 
qualities of collective thinking are deter-
mined by the structure and character 
of the interactions in and among those 
associations. 

Organizations like the nascent Chat-
tanooga center face difficult challenges. 
How will they become recognized— 
and thus named—in their communities? 
How will they judge the results of their 
own efforts? How will their efforts be 
judged by others? We need more oppor-
tunities to learn about the challenges civic 
innovators face in creating and sustaining 
entities for learning-based change. The 
connective practices they work through 
are the key to understanding how com-
munities can continue to develop as places 
where people can prosper together. 

Randall Nielsen is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at 
nielsen@kettering.org.

THE CIVIC RENEWAL MOVEMENT:  
Community Building and Democracy  
in the United States
By Carmen Sirianni and  
Lewis A. Friedland 
 
This work explores innovation in  
various forms of civic engagement,  
while documenting the renewal of  
the civic movement and analyzing  
the power of citizens in their commu- 
nities. From civic environmentalism  
to public journalism, Sirianni and  
Friedland offer unique insights into  
the future methods and directions of  
American self-rule while providing a  
resource-rich guide for future research  
in the field.                   

Kettering Foundation  
Press | 2005
$9.95 • 260 pages
Item #10105 

This report is an adaptation of  
a remarkable conversation about  
accountability among leaders in  
the fields of philanthropy and com-
munity building that took place at 
the 52nd annual conference of the 
Council on Foundations. Participants 
explored the meaning and significance 
of accountability in contemporary  
philanthropy, the practices that aim  
to ensure accountability, and the  
challenges of entering into a different 
kind of relationship with the commu-
nities they serve.

ACCOUNTABILITY, COMMUNITY, 
AND PHILANTHROPIC PRACTICE

Kettering Foundation 
FREE • 15 pages
Item #10024

A D D I T I O N A L  R E A D I N G  F R O M  K E T T E R I N G

To order these publications, contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX your order to  
1-812-333-4218 or send an e-mail to info@ait.net.
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NEW from  
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Press Selected Writings of 

Li Shenzhi

To order this book:
Contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. 

You can also FAX your order  
to 1-812-333-4218 or send an  

e-mail to info@ait.net.

Kettering Foundation Press | 2010 
$19.95 • 188 pages 

ISBN 978-0-923993-29-0

Visit the Kettering Foundation Web site at www.kettering.org.

This volume offers the first  
English translations of work by  
Li Shenzhi (1923-2003), a leading  
Chinese statesman and academic,  
who was a premier architect of  
China’s liberal intellectual revival  
in the late 1990s and an uncom-
promising campaigner for political 
reform and democracy in China.

In these pieces, written between 
1991 and 2002, Li Shenzhi considers 
centuries of history; presents a  
worldwide view of cultural, social,  
and political differences; and offers   
glimpses of the possibilities  
for a truly free and democratic  
People’s Republic of China.



To order these NIF publications, contact  
Agency for Instructional Technology  
at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX  
your order to 1-812-333-4218 or send  
an e-mail to info@ait.net.   
For a complete listing of NIF issue guides,  
visit www.nifi.org.

Economic Security:  
How Should We Take Charge  

of Our Future?
As the nation slowly recovers from its worst recession  
in decades, it is a good time to ask how we can best take 
charge of the future, so families can feel reasonably secure, 
parents can help their children prosper, and everyone can 
move toward a financially stable retirement. 

America’s Role in the World: 
What Does National Security  
Mean in the 21st Century?
It is time for us to take stock of America’s role in  
the world. How shall we approach the world in  
an environment of diminished power, increased  
volatility, more competition, and global threats? 

Hot Topics for Deliberation! 
New NIF Guides  

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief
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“The Organization-First Approach reveals the troubling trend  

of nonprofits, foundations, advocacy groups, and others 

becoming increasingly focused inward, consumed by an ethos  

of professionalization that leaves little room for authentic  

engagement or deliberation. The report finds that many of  

these groups have replaced engagement with outreach and  

interface with the public around the organization’s programs  

and agenda instead of the community’s needs or aspirations.”

— David Mathews, President & CEO, Kettering Foundation

Some organizations are reversing the trend toward a decline  

in civil society by creating the spaces and the means for public 

deliberation on a wide variety of local, state, and national  

issues. This report by Scott London describes how many centers 

across the country are building the capacity of citizens to tackle 

tough problems. They promote public life in classrooms by 

developing skills. And they promote public life in communities  

by encouraging citizens to work to address problems and by 

affecting the decisions public officials must make. Kettering Foundation | 2010 
FREE • Coming soon

Kettering Foundation and the Harwood Institute 
for Public Innovation | 2009 
FREE • 24 pages
http://64.239.243.19/

The Organization-First 
Approach

Doing Democracy

by Scott London

A report for the Kettering Foundation

How Programs Crowd Out Community
by Richard C. Harwood and John A. Creighton

To order these publications, contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX your order to  

1-812-333-4218 or send an e-mail to info@ait.net.
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