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Community development is about social change. Its practitioners take many different approaches to social change depending on their previous experience, their beliefs, their positions and their context. Different approaches have different outcomes. In this paper, I want to make a case for an ‘organic’ approach to social change because I found it more effective in overcoming oppressions than other approaches I used.

I was, and am, a great fan of Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. When I first read his work in the 1980s I found that he gave me words to justify some of the ways I worked in the community. But there were still aspects of his praxis that seemed to clash with my own experience and beliefs. I explored these clashes in the 1990s when I became involved in renegotiating the relationship between a local authority landlord and its 6000 tenants.

My prime strategy was to create a learning environment, which would open up the thinking and actions of both tenants and landlord, hopefully allowing a change in the relationship between landlord and tenant. My major tool was a three stage certificated course for tenants that I designed specifically to suit the situation and the individuals involved. I organised weekly workshops which were open to any interested tenant and were free. The growing network of tenant committees used the weekly workshops to problem-pose and problem-solve as well as to organise political activity. It took two years to formalise a two way communication system between the local authority and their tenants. The formal process was outlined in a tenant participation policy. However, the tenants wanted more. Their aim was to establish a management board where tenants and local authority representatives made decisions together about their homes.

I analysed my involvement in this process for a doctoral thesis on social change. I was surprised to find that my practice reflected a range of philosophical stances, including the Freirian one I thought I had adopted. Extensive reading in a range of disciplines led me to identify three major approaches to social change in my practice. Each of these approaches has a different focus, different metanarratives, different means and different ideas about position, conditions and relationships. Let’s look at these approaches and how they differ from each other. I will use stories from my praxis in the 1990s to demonstrate each point.




THE THREE APPROACHES

	APPROACH/

ASPECT
	STATUS QUO
	CRITICAL
	ORGANIC

	Focus
	Social control
	liberation
	balance

	Mode
	Dualistic
	oppositional
	holistic

	
	Reproductive
	productive
	evolving

	Meta-narratives
	
	
	

	human beings
	Determined
	active
	interconnected

	power
	Control over others
	control can be shifted
	Aspect of relationships

	knowledge
	Discovered
	created
	evolving

	consciousness
	a blank slate
	site of liberation
	‘spiral’ awareness



	Means
	Exclusion, imposition, 

Devaluation and making invisible
	conscientisation

dialogue

theme generation


	Inclusive

contexting



	Relation-     ships
	Reproduced
	oppositional
	site of social change


Maintaining the status quo
Community workers who want to maintain the status quo accept the dominant legal, moral, political and social systems as ‘givens’. 

· They believe people are rich or poor because of their personal characteristics and/or their because they have made poor life decisions.

A story of belief in agency
While working with tenants, I sometimes heard staff, councillors and other non tenants describe local authority tenants as people who have failed in terms of the dominant value system. According to these people they have failed because of personal inadequacy. The tenant who is unemployed is considered inadequately skilled, uneducated, or lazy. The tenant who has trouble paying the rent needs to be taught how to budget. The tenant who struggles to care for three children needs to be taught to parent and/or to understand birth control.

Tenants seldom describe themselves in these terms. Those I associated with tended to define themselves in terms of their family, or lack of family, their job, their roles in the community and their social lives. But decisions are constantly made for these people on the basis of a set of descriptions formulated by other people. Tenants’ views of themselves are constantly undermined by these decisions.

In my analysis of why people are housed in local authority flats I identify the two most common factors as lack of income and prejudice. These two factors are interrelated. Prejudice often leads to lack of income as someone with an illness or who is not white has greater difficulty obtaining employment, and therefore is likely to have less income. While lack of income may reflect, in some cases, personal choices, prejudice is about someone else's treatment of a person. Racial prejudice is rife in Aotearoa/New Zealand housing according to a report commissioned by the Race Relations Office (Knight 1981). Other major prejudices are against those with mental illness and solo mothers (Koopman-Boyden 1984). Solo mothers, a disproportionate number of whom are Maori, are primarily on benefits (Dept of Social Welfare 1993). 

People who hold a belief that a person is responsible for their own position in society fail to acknowledge the effect of societal conditions such as prejudice, economic structure and historical conditions on the lives of themselves and others. Ignoring the impact of conditions creates oppressions by holding people responsible for actions they may have little control over. This can be seen most clearly in the concept of the free market which is based on the idea that agency is the locus of control. That is, each person can decide for her/himself if s/he will buy a product, take a job or live on the streets. The conditions which contribute to these ‘decisions’ are not taken into account. 

· They believe power is a natural phenomenon that gives some the right to control others.

A story of control

There was a problem on one large housing complex with a tenant who was very active in the complex and had been given keys to the community room because of this. Don
 liked having control over community facilities and activities. At the time I became involved, his empire had extended physically to three rooms and he made most of the decisions about what could and could not happen in these rooms. Tenants would ask his permission before attempting any action on the complex. Shortly after I began working with tenants, a few tenants challenged his right to control all the rooms. They wanted to run activities and asked the local authority to intervene on their behalf. I negotiated for the use of one community room for these other tenants. Don continued to run activities in two rooms and they ran activities in another room. 

Months later, a local youth worker decided to start a youth group on this complex. The group became active and expressed a need for some space of their own. They wanted the third room. This room was a large concrete space which had at one stage been designated as a play space for young children. But as with many tenant projects, funding had run out and the play space was discontinued. Since then, Don had gradually filled it with goods. Discussions proceeded amongst the groups and eventually everyone except Don agreed that the room should be emptied and given to the teenagers. 

I then used my power as an agent of the landlord to order Don to make the room available by clearing it. I negotiated a process with him for clearing the room. First he ran garage sales with support from other tenants and myself. Then I made arrangements for goods to be sold on his behalf through a local second hand shop which I had established for another group with whom I was involved. When everything possible had been sold, we borrowed a trailer and took the rest to the dump. Eventually the space was cleared and the teenagers moved in.

Don gained control over the space by forming a relationship with a supportive local authority worker and by gaining the support of some other tenants. My ability to exert control in this situation stemmed from my position as landlord plus personal characteristics. As an employee of housing I had the rights and duties of landlord. I had also the strength of character to challenge someone else’s power. But without using power invested in my position I was unable to change this situation because I was an outsider and a newcomer taking on a powerful insider. The 'power' dynamic in this situation was complex. Other workers were very supportive of my actions but had been afraid to challenge him so directly. From the positivist approach, my actions were quite justified. As a person with delegated authority (power), I had the right and responsibility to take charge. While Don's power was considered questionable by the local authority, my power was considered to be implicit in my position. It was deemed to be natural (Gore 1993:3).

This conceptualisation of power hides its infiltration into every aspect of our thought and action. When acted on, it is inherently oppressive because it is about controlling others and denying that this control is questionable. It denies other conceptions of power by claiming that power is a naturally occurring force which humans can somehow hold and use. 

· They believe knowledge exists in the natural world and is there to be discovered.

A story of ‘natural’ knowledge

The relationship between tenants and landlords in Aotearoa/New Zealand is shaped by the Residential Tenancies Act 1986. It is politicians who decide what goes in this Act. The democratic process in Aotearoa/ New Zealand meant that submissions were called for when this Act was being formulated. Groups with more resources are more able to make submissions. These tend to be the landlords in this case. 

As well as landlords having a greater say than tenants in shaping the law, politicians call on researchers in government departments and universities to produce knowledge. Tenants have very little direct involvement in this process of knowledge production. Their stories and histories are not taken into account. This failure oppresses by allowing the decision makers to build their myths about tenants into societal structures.

In our society in Aotearoa, the production of knowledge is the specialised trade of researchers who are given high status in society. The reproduction of knowledge happens through the school system. Freire (1972:46) refers to education systems based on this approach as ‘banking’ education with 'facts' being items which can be collected and used at a future date to trade with. He argues that this view of knowledge is oppressive because it invalidates any knowledge except that approved by those who are in a position to make that judgement. Neither does it allow for change. Because knowledge is believed to exist in nature, it is considered ‘right’. Knowledge formulated through different means from the dominant means is considered to be ‘wrong’. Yet encoded in the 'facts' are ideologies about power, truth and knowledge resulting in the schooling system reproducing dominant thought patterns about people and their relationships with each other and their environment. For example, unemployed people are viewed as lacking basic knowledge needed to get a job. So WINZ expects them to attend classes in writing curriculum vitae so that this perceived ‘lack’ of knowledge is no longer a barrier to employment. You may say ‘but people need a cv to get a job’. That may be true. But there are other factors to consider such as whether suitable jobs are available in the person’s area.

· They believe people develop consciousness by learning what is known. 

A story of fragmented consciousness

In early 1993, the local authority proposed to increase rents. There were changes in central government funding of housing that affected the local authority’s housing budget. There was a change also in ideology. The local authority began separating its social activities from its economic activities and revolving its economic policies around the idea of a free market. Rents were set at a percentage of ‘market rents’ rather than at an affordable amount for people who could not afford market rents.

The local authority believed that a series of meetings with tenants would help tenants become aware of the local authority’s ‘need’ to increase rents. Senior staff and councillors held meetings at several complexes. The meetings were well attended by tenants. They were vociferous in their attempts to open two way communication at these meetings. That is, they attempted to demonstrate to the local authority that their awareness of their situation was different to that of the local authority. However, tenants at this stage had no involvement in the local authority’s decision making process. They continued to be vocal in expressing their consciousness of the situation. 

If dialogue had occurred about these different views of tenant and landlord a different consciousness could have evolved. But when the thinking of the local authority is not influenced by tenants, their actions usually deny tenant reality.

- They believe that truth can be established and that once it is, other ways of doing things are wrong.
Most people raised in western cultures think this way to varying degrees. However, some of us have experiences that clash with these beliefs. For example, those of us in Aotearoa who have been exposed to different cultural thinking through contact with Maori have had an opportunity to sense a clash in belief systems. It is when our belief systems collide that we are most likely to reconsider our beliefs.

If we have not challenged our own belief systems, we are likely to focus on compliance in our social and community work. For instance, we may start neighbourhood support groups to ensure that burglars do not take from us what is ‘rightfully’ ours. We may be involved in drug and alcohol rehabilitation programmes, prisoner rehabilitation programmes or parent education – all designed to increase the individual’s ability to comply with dominant societal expectations.

This approach tends to reproduce relationships of power. Its means are exclusive, that is, we may manage a mental health programme but we believe that we know better than mental health consumers what is best for them. We cannot trust them to make their own decisions so we take responsibility for this. 

In terms of our own position as community workers, we tend to see ourselves as ‘giving’ people who sacrifice ourselves for the good of others. And we are often are. However, we also often earn our income and our prestige or mana from this work. Our work is often ‘patch-up work’. It does not shift the position of the poor, the mentally ill or the disabled. It simply maintains them where they are. Our different roles tend to be clearly defined and we tend to take our definitions as ‘correct’ without reference to the definitions that the ‘poor’ or the ‘mentally ill’ may have of their own position. For example, when I had a baby, I found that people described me as a solo mother. My definition of myself was sometimes in terms of my work, sometimes in terms of my interest and sometimes in terms of my relationships with others. The only times I used the term solo mother was to make reference to the way I was labelled and treated by others.

To summarise the role of the community worker who focuses on maintaining the status quo, is to encourage the reproduction of current relationships of power and control.

Challenging the status quo
Some community workers set out to challenge the status quo.  They tend to believe it is unfair that the world is divided into rich and poor. They believe in justice and equality.

· They believe that human beings can be actively involved in creating their own futures and a prime means of doing this is for humans to be rational.

A story of rationality

In 1993, the local authority considered selling their housing because they argued that they would make more profit from the money invested in housing if they banked it. They argued that this was a rational response to the political and economic situation that existed at the time. However, if they had included a focus on care into their debate, they may have formulated very different options. Some would argue this is still rational. It could logically be argued that it is in a local authority’s best interest to ensure that the people of their city are cared for, particularly in the area of housing, because it improves the ethos of the whole city and is likely to lead to less crime, fewer health problems and less need for social welfare, all of which result in financial savings. The concept of rationality tends to be shaped to suit the dominant sector’s values, ignoring other values such as care. 

· They believe that power can and should shift between groups.

During the time I worked with local authority tenants, there was a shift in the balance of power between tenants and landlord. The tenants organised themselves into a body that the local authority formally recognised. The tenant groups gained access to funding and a right to some participation in decision making. However, those in the tenant groups used the power they gained to control other tenants and tenant groups. They aped the relationship they had experienced between themselves and the local authority. This is a phenomenon that Freire noticed also. I watched it happen repeatedly in tenant-landlord relationships, in tenant-tenant relationships and in other situations where a dominated group gained some power. I observed new oppressions being generated. I began to wonder about the wisdom of transferring power.

· They believe that knowledge is created by us rather than discovered in nature.

A story of critical knowledge

I often ran tenant education workshops in the critical mode of producing knowledge. Once the subject of the workshop was decided, using a process similar to Freire’s generative theme process, I would facilitate creative and dynamic production of knowledge at these workshops. For instance, a workshop on the role of chairpeople would consist of participants sharing their experiences of chairing, posing problems and jointly finding solutions to these problems. In the first workshop I ran on the role of the chairperson one of the group’s solutions was to run a series of workshops on a range of topics to increase their knowledge in areas relevant to the role of chairperson.

The shape and content of these workshops tended to value rationality over intuition and tended to assume a fixed reality. This devalued the knowledge of those whose knowledge abilities lay primarily in the intuitive area and caused arguments about whose reality was right.

I became aware again of the limits of rationality, even when the people produce knowledge rather than received from experts. Maori tenants in particular led me to believe that knowledge in their terms is a more holistic concept, involving all aspects of being human. I began to question the wisdom of continuing to generate knowledge solely through the head.

· They believe that the liberation of consciousness is a key step to attaining freedom. This is based on the idea that there is such a thing as ‘false consciousness’.

A story of consciousness

Reflection on my praxis suggests that the concept of false consciousness is one that adds to the burden of the oppressed. I found that the shaping of my consciousness was a dialectical experience. I was involved in shaping it but was affected by all those around me. My initial perceptions of tenants were modified by forming relationships with them. I formed labels for them and for myself and they formed labels for me and for themselves. As my relationships with tenants deepened, I learnt about their labels and told them of mine. As our positions shifted in relation to each other, so too did our perceptions of the 'reality' of the situation. I realised that their perceptions of their situation were different to mine because we occupied different positions, not because they had false consciousness. I began to shift towards a more Foucauldian analysis of knowledge which I summarise as ‘we make it up as we go along’.

· They tend to take oppositional stances.
On Wednesday 24 March 1992 an estimated 200 tenants rallied in the central city to present a petition against rent rises to the mayor. When the mayor accepted the petition she asked for a meeting with the tenant body. This action led to a marked shift in the relationship between tenants and their landlord. The local authority recognised them as a legitimate voice and began to hold conversations with them. The petition was not successful but within a space of three weeks the tenant leaders had made the shift from being an unorganised and unnoticed group of individuals to a recognised voice with some input to decision making about their housing.

This is one case where an oppositional stance has led to change. It often does. This can be seen, perhaps most clearly, in the history of the trade union movement. However, oppositional stances often maintain dominant societal structures because, for instance, there has to be landlords to be tenants. There have to be bosses to be employees. There have to be teachers to have students. These are relationships whose basis is in a power imbalance. I began to question whether it was possible to step out of oppositional relationships altogether.

· Change agents operating within this worldview view themselves as independent of the haves and the have nots. 

When studying Freire’s writings, I realised that he does not position himself as belonging to either group. He writes as an independent thinker, an outsider to the process. I found that I had thought of myself like this too. But when I analysed my practice, I found I was not independent of either side. I identified most strongly with people who held similar worldviews, whether they belonged to the ‘haves’ or the ‘have nots’. I realised, for instance, that many Pakeha who actively support Maori issues, including myself, only support those whose worldview is similar to their own. This makes sense but does not tend to be exposed in the day to day work of activists.

· They tend to focus on structure.

The tenant participation policy 

I read extensively in the area of tenant participation and became familiar with the models used in Australia, Britain, USA, Sweden and the attempts to introduce tenant participation that had been made in Aotearoa/New Zealand.
 During 1993 I raised the subject at tenant meetings and had discussions with some tenants about the idea. In 1993-94 the local authority agreed to formulate a policy. When I left my position with the local authority, the policy became the focal point of action because it provided a formal channel between tenants and the local authority. It was a tool for use by tenants in their struggle to have more say in their housing. It contained provision for education, funding, regular discussions and tenant input into policy making.

The tenant participation policy was never fully implemented. I realised that full implementation takes understanding and commitment by key staff members. As these staff members changed, action on the policy changed. Tenants had to constantly work to keep the policy active. Structural change does not necessarily bring about changes in oppressions. It takes an ongoing commitment from those involved to bring about change.

· Community workers working with tenants from a critical point of view are likely to undertake education campaigns to ‘empower’, ‘conscientise’ or ‘politicise’ tenants. 

I discovered in my work with the local authority and its tenants that change needs to involve everyone who is affected by it. People involved in trying to change oppressions usually focus, as did Freire, on the oppressed. They are the ones who have to bring about the change. My experience supported this to some extent because they are the people who most want the change.

However, I found that when change was made in a way that involved both the oppressors and oppressed, the relationships between the two shifted and this was where lasting change occurred. This requires refocusing both groups on a joint goal. For example, in the situation of the boss and trade union who are in dispute over wages, when both parties realised it is in both their interests to achieve a settlement that is just to all, they can begin to work constructively together to achieve this common goal. This changes their relationships with each other.

To summarise, those who challenge the status quo focus on freeing groups of people, such as tenants, from oppressions. My experience suggests that tis process can create new oppressions and can result in supporting relationships where some control others.

Seeking balance
Community workers who take an organic approach focus on balance. When I use the word organic I mean that the change agent takes a holistic view of the world. In this worldview

· Humans are potential shapers of their world and are shaped by their historical, geographical, social, political and spiritual conditions because they are interdependent with everything and everybody.

From this point of view it is not possible to focus on, for instance, the conservation of native forests without also taking into account the needs of local people. 

· Knowledge is created by us within a historical context.

This view of knowledge builds on both the poststructuralist and indigenous views of knowledge. It suggests that we cannot ‘know’ the world as observers of it. We are always involved in its creation whether we are interpreting the knowledge of our ancestors or seeking truths from our own experience.

· Power is an aspect of our relationships.

Power is an integral part of our relationships. We attempt to maintain control over others when we are out of balance. For example, people who have accumulated wealth in a poor society need to control others in order to maintain this imbalance between themselves and their neighbours. They need to be the decision makers to ensure the resources remain in their control. They need to enact laws to protect their property. They need to keep the poor focused on survival so that they do not have time to demand a share of the resources.

However, power does not have to refer to controlling others. Power can be having the ability to create the conditions necessary to achieving our individual and joint goals. For example, the women’s movement has changed conditions in Aotearoa enough for some women to be able to be involved in our society’s major decision making processes. It has allowed some women to live alongside men rather than in subservient positions. It has allowed some women’s voices to be heard in our music, art and writings.
· Change workers who adopt an organic approach seek to learn about their context in historical, geographical, social and political terms and to become part of this context.

- They see themselves as one meaning maker alongside others. They work on social change by monitoring and changing their relationships with others so that relationships become more balanced.  They view their social change work as ongoing and an integral part of their lives.

A story of inclusion and holism
One weekend, a group of women on one complex organised a craft hui and invited any other women to attend. I spent the weekend with the women and came away from the weekend feeling refreshed, inspired and bloated (from overeating!). 

When I ran workshops, I did most of the preparation myself. This made my role distinct from that of other participants. On this weekend, I was not involved in the planning. The women who planned it worked together to ensure that people knew about the weekend and that there was adequate food and other supplies for whoever came. They were not worried about numbers as they were open to anyone turning up, at any time, for whatever time suited them.

The starting time was a Friday evening. People arrived as it suited them and those already there helped them settle in, listened to them talk about their day and what they had had to do to get the weekend free, and fed them. Once these new arrivals had been listened to and cared for, they would become the hosts of the next arrivals. This was not arranged. It happened because of the atmosphere of acceptance and care that had been established.

Over the meal that night, there were conversations on a wide range of topics and lots of laughter (especially over the discussion about healthy food while we ate huge amounts of some healthy and some not so healthy food). The conversations continued through the washing up and the settling down on to our mattresses. Some people continued talking, some went to sleep early and others got out some craft work.

The next day continued in a similar style. We got up when we felt like it, ate, laughed, moaned about people, sympathised with others, planned strategies for dealing with problems we were facing in other groups, discussed diet and even discussed craftwork. Some people knitted, crocheted, embroidered or cross stitched most of the time. Some did very little craft work. But everyone took part. We examined each other’s work, swapped ideas and techniques and materials, progressed our own work, helped each other by, for instance, winding balls of wool and swapped the end products. 

There was no set timetable, no formal plan and no expected outcomes. But the weekend was very productive, not just in terms of craft work, but also in terms of the development of relationships, the problem solving, the sharing of information on many topics, and the forward planning that was done in areas of mutual interest. 

The reason it was a special experience and a very productive time was because the organisers were women who understand holism. It is part of their thinking and, when planning such a weekend, everything they do is shaped to demonstrate acceptance of the whole person, to make space for the different rhythms each person arrives with, to organise the space in a way that encouraged the development of a joint rhythm so that the participants harmonised with each other as they settled. The organisers also understood the need for giving time and space to every dimension of our being. They catered for our physical and spiritual needs, and organised for our mental and emotional needs. The time together was like a haven, a refreshing interlude from our everyday lives. At the same time, there was no division made between this process and the rest of our lives. Some people brought their children, took time during the weekend to check on people they were caring for or to do jobs, and the doors were open to curious passers by.

For me, one of the greatest learnings from the weekend was a greater appreciation of what holism means and how balance can ‘happen’ when a holistic approach is taken. The organisers transformed the relationship between myself as an employee and themselves as tenants by encouraging interactions between ‘whole people’, not just between roles people take. This has the potential to transform relationships of oppression/s. 

This type of transformative interaction means that a focus on balance is likely to involve continual small movements. Social change workers who focus on balance do not establish an ‘enemy’ in the form of oppressor and set out to take power off them. Rather they acknowledge common humanity and differences. They encourage the development of structures and relationships which do not acknowledge one side as superior to the other, or as being entitled to more resources or participation than the other. 

To summarise, I believe that to achieve an end to oppressions, community workers need to find ways of bringing themselves and those they work with into balance. Balance is not something that is achieved. It requires ongoing, everyday work at every level of our existence. If we as community workers become stressed because of the pressures of our work, we are likely to throw ourselves and our families out of balance. This can lead to, for instance, health and financial problems which in turn put pressure on our social systems. We can undo our hard won achievements by becoming out of balance. Let’s learn our lessons from the past and move on to more creative and productive solutions that are good for us as well as those with whom we work.
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� Pseudonym.


� Epilogue: the teenagers used the space constructively for about two years. Eventually the group disbanded as they grew older and/or left the complex. The room resorted to Don’s control.


�   Major organisations involved in tenant participation are the Department of the Environment, Tenant Participation Advisory Service and the Priority Estates Project in Britain, tenant unions in Sweden and the state government housing departments of South Australia, New South Wales and Victoria. In the USA there are a multitude of forms of tenant participation including tenant led participation such as occurred at College Homes in Knoxville, Tennessee, participation led by community organisations such as the community development corporations and participation which is incorporated into the structure of housing organisations such as mutual housing associations (Clements 1998). In Aotearoa/New Zealand the Housing Corporation commissioned Jeanette Cooper to write a report in 1990 on how could tenant participation could operate in state housing.
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