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Community Development as Double Movement

Gussai H. Sheikheldin and John F. Devlin

School of Environmental Design and Rural Development, University of Guelph, Canada

This paper argues that the theoretical contributions of Karl Polanyi can provide a compelling foundation for the
analysis of community development (CD) processes and cases. Through a review of the international theoretical
and empirical literature in CD the paper demonstrates that CD scholars work with concepts such as social solidari-
ty, agency, self-help and mutual help, social capital, and reciprocity, that can be effectively understood in Polany-
ian terms. CD scholars explain the emergence of CD as a response to “modernization” where communities seek to
mitigate the impacts of modernization while also taking advantage of its promises to improve communities and
livelihoods. Also CD normative actions are explained in terms of building — and rebuilding — social capital in re-
sponse to the erosion of communities caused by modern forces such as the nation-state and industrial capitalism.
CD scholars borrow from social analysts such as Jurgen Habermas, Paulo Freire, and Anthony Giddens to struc-
ture their explanatory and normative writing. But Polanyi is notably absent as a conceptual source in the CD litera-
ture. We argue that Polanyian concepts of the double movement, social disembeddedness, reciprocity institutions,
and fictitious commodities can offer conceptual benefits to CD studies. For instance, Polanyi’s faculty for coher-
ently defending the social and cultural spheres by using the language of institutional economics provides new per-
spectives that can induce new analyses of CD processes. Introducing these new perspectives can strengthen and
broaden the theoretical and practical capacity of CD by further bridging the gap between explanatory and norma-

tive trends in the field.
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Introduction

Community development practitioners and research-
ers today offer common principles and objectives of
community development, but many still voice con-
cerns that the theoretical literature on the subject lags
behind the literature on community development
‘practice’ (i.e., community development programs
and projects). Community development analysts have
and continue today to seek a more theoretic formation
and synthesis (Sanders 1958; Cary 1979; Ledwith
2005; Lowe and Harris 2009; Robinson and Green
2011). This paper proposes that community devel-
opment (hereafter ‘CD’) can be viewed as an expres-
sion of what Karl Polanyi called the double move-
ment in modern, market societies. The main argu-
ment is that viewing CD through Polanyian lens and
concepts has the potential of strengthening and
broadening the research and practical capacity of CD.
Recent multiple searches through academic search
engines show that, except for very few publications,
Polanyi is notably absent as a conceptual source in
the CD literature.

The paper starts with an extensive literature re-
view to highlight the characteristics, themes and
common concepts of the CD literature. It also re-

views some influential theories on CD from the
broader social sciences and how they are used in the
CD literature. The paper then suggests how the
common foundations of CD can be re-interpreted
through Polanyi’s ideas and concepts. Sample cases
then demonstrate the argument.

Community Development Theory: A Review
Definitions of community development

The scope of CD lies in the components of its hame:
‘community’ and ‘development’. The concept of
community and its parameters are an essential and
common subject in the CD literature. Earlier litera-
ture emphasised locality (a geographic relation) as
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the main distinctive character of a community (Sand-
ers 1958; Megil 1970; Cary 1970; Chekki 1979).
Still, that literature struggled with identifying a
community within a given space, since the same
geographic proximity can be hosting many communi-
ties at once. Association with place was also chal-
lenged by the growing phenomena of ‘communities
of interest’: in their daily lives individuals were more
involved, with energy and sentiment, in their ‘func-
tional communities’--“occupational groups, various
interest groups, organizations, etc.” (Voth 2001) (also
Smith 2001a; Bhattacharyya 2004). Also, populations
of former European colonies and newly independent
countries did not abandon their ethnic ties despite the
fact that migrations and vast movements, inside and
outside their home countries, made the space-oriented
definition insufficient. The CD literature settled the
issue by adding ‘identity’ to the ‘space’ condition.
Shared identity manifests in shared norms and aspira-
tions. ‘Identity’ could consist of space-oriented
elements and/or functional elements, but shared
identity is the main criterion (Phillips & Pittman
2009; Robinson and Green, 2011). The way shared
identity is expressed is thought to be in elements of
‘reciprocity and trust’ (Smith, 2001a) and ‘solidarity’
(Bhattacharyya, 2004; Ledwith 2005) among com-
munity members.

The concept of ‘development’ has a wider relat-
ed literature, but with reference to CD it is used in
more focused terms. ‘Development’ in the CD
literature is used in two ways: “development-in-the-
community [and] development-of-the-community”
(Shaffer & Summers 1989, quoted in Robinson &
Green 2011, p. 3). Other writers distinguish between
CD as a ‘process’ and CD as an ‘outcome’, both
however refer to what ‘development’ means in the
CD context. Phillips & Pittman (2009) argue that
academics prefer to deal with CD as a process, which
makes it observable and verifiable as a subject of
objective study. Practitioners of CD, on the other
hand, are outcome oriented, perceiving CD as a field
of action measured by visible results—social, eco-
nomic, political and physical. Lower & Harris (2011)
articulate the same ‘process and outcome’ distinction
by saying that CD wears two hats for different
circumstances: the hat of a ‘science’ in request for
rigor and requiring verifiability of methods, as a
process, and the hat of an ‘art’ in focusing on prac-
tice, expression and outcomes. “The reality, however,
is that [CD]," on a continuum, is a mixture of science
and art.” (p. 197).

Bhattacharyya (1995 and 2004) proposes that, in
CD, ‘community’ refers to ‘solidarity’ and ‘develop-
ment’ refers to ‘agency’—agency meaning “the
capacity of people to order their world, the capacity
to create, reproduce, change, and live according to
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their own meaning systems” (2004, 12). Mattessich
(2009) proposes that developing a community means
the building of its social capital; therefore ‘develop-
ment’ means ‘social capital building’ in the CD
context.? It is also synonymous to ‘community
capacity’ (hence development is also community
‘capacity building’). Garkovich (2011) argues that
Amartya Sen’s definition of ‘development as free-
dom’ is the best to borrow for the CD field:

“Sen argues that development is the expansion of
“substantive human freedoms” to lead the kind of life
one values. This... requires the elimination of those
things that limit freedom, such as poverty, limited
“economic opportunities as well as systematic social
deprivation, [and] neglect of public facilities.”
(Garkovich 2011, 29).

To summarize, the scope of CD is determined by
what ‘community’ means, which is generally a shared
identity based on special relations — expressed in
solidarity, trust, reciprocity, etc. — among a particular
segment of a larger population. Within that communi-
ty, ‘development’ refers to the process of fostering
desired qualities founded on those special relations
themselves, for the overarching goal of more satisfied
members.

Objectives and principles

A number of the early definitions viewed CD as an
educational process that aims at bettering conditions
through community education (Poston 1958; United
Nations 1956; Mezirow 1960; Sehnert 1961). For
other writers CD was practically the same as commu-
nity organization (Rothman 1968). Community
organization, however, was viewed by other writers
as very distinct from CD albeit related to it. Sanders
(1970) and Smith (1996, 2006) maintain that, while
community organization shared with CD the encour-
agement of partnership between local communities
and public and civil society organizations, CD
differed mainly in that it emphasized education and
collective learning as central principles. Cary (1970)
highlights ‘characters of community development’ as
the conditions for recognizing cases of CD, such as
“inclusive participation”, “use of resources from both
within and outside the community”, and “local
initiative and leadership”. Warren (1970) defines CD
by relating the emergence of the practice to the
historical context of the industrial era, and to the
broad phenomenon of modernization. Thus:

“[CD] is a means for promoting industrializa-
tion as well as coping with its consequences... From
these applications, it would appear that [CD] is
being asked to bring about a set of conditions—
roughly, “modernization” — and then being asked to
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cope with the conditions modernization has created.”
(p. 32-33).

Warren also emphasises ‘community’ from a so-
cial perspective, not economic or physical; hence, the
process of ‘introducing modernization’ and ‘coping
with its consequences’ refers to the social relations
affected by modernization. Chekki (1979) says,
“Ideally, it is the objective of [CD] to create a caring
society” (p. 10). That caring society is one in which
people have developed personal relationships with
each other, rather than just occupying the same space.
Therefore, “it is the ideal of [CD] to allay this re-
moteness and estrangement of man from man.” (p.
10). In modern society, this estrangement can be
witnessed in that it has become very acceptable that
neighbours who live very close to each other for
years do not know each other at the personal level.
Also many members of communities of interest (such
as unions, voluntary organizations, socio-political
associations, etc.) rarely know each other outside that
interest capacity. Chekki also maintains that, “The
central credo of [CD] is to develop the competence of
a community so that it may confront its own prob-
lems” (p. 9). This same credo is expressed by other
writers as the pursuit of agency (Douglas 1987
Bhattacharyya 2004; Hustedde 2009). Phillips &
Pittman (2009) use the concept of social capital as the
central theme of CD; therefore CD is the process of
building social capital. “Social capital or capacity is
the extent to which members of a community can
work together effectively to develop and sustain
strong relationships; solve problems and make group
decisions; and collaborate effectively to plan, set
goals, and get things done.” (p. 6)

In a historical review of CD, Smith (1996, 2006)
cites an early definition by the UK government in
1958: “active participation, and if possible on the
initiative of the community, but if this initiative is not
forthcoming spontaneously, by the use of techniques
for arousing and stimulating it in order to achieve its
active and enthusiastic response to the movement.”
(UK Colonial Office 1958, p. 2, quoted in Smith
1996, 2006). This colonial definition of CD contin-
ued in colonial Africa, Smith says, through the post-
colonization era. A document that can attest to that
claim is Tanzania’s CD policy paper, by the Ministry
of Community Development, Women Affairs and
Children (1996), which defines CD as “those
measures which enable people to recognize their own
ability and identify their problems and use resources
to earn and increase their income, and build a better
life for themselves.” (p. 3-4).

Hudson (2004), with an argument based on the
work of Michel Foucault, takes a rather cynical
approach on the entire body of CD literature and
practice: “T argue that [CD] is necessarily an ambigu-

ous term that can be used within a variety of ideolog-
ical frames for a broad range of purposes.” The
conclusion of Hudson is that a CD’s definition only
reflects the ideological concerns and situated objec-
tives of those who define it, and it effectively means
many different things that are not necessarily related
coherently to each other. As an example, Hudson
mentions that CD to “leftist writers” entirely differs
from CD to “conservatives”. Ledwith (2005 and
2007) defines CD goals and principles from an
expressly ‘radical agenda’ perspective. CD to her is a
‘critical pedagogy’ approach: learning based on
mutual search. CD seeks to make community mem-
bers face not only their challenging conditions, but
also the structural causes of those conditions in their
social context. CD arms communities to challenge
structures of oppression by promoting ‘thoughtful
action” which demands ‘weaving theory into practice’
and using small projects as vehicles for critical
education. Ledwith bases her approach CD on the
concept of ‘conscientization’, coined by Paulo
Freire.?

All in all, we can say that CD is a process of
building community relations as a vehicle for improv-
ing living conditions or defense from emergent
perceived threats. While the improvement of living
conditions is the overall aspiration of all fields of
development, CD enters that arena through the
process of building community relations. While CD,
in most definitions, emphasises social potential, it
does not neglect the ‘meat and bread’ of develop-
ment—physical, economic, political and technologi-
cal transformation. Ayres and Silvis (2011) say that
research shows that the ability of communities to
build strong relations among each other is essential to
the success of their local development initiatives.

Common concepts

Common concepts that stand out in CD literature are:
(a) agency and self-help; (b) solidarity and social
capital; and (c) reciprocity and mutual help. We can
simply call them agency, solidarity and reciprocity.
The concept of agency is expressed in different
but consistent ways. Cary (1970) and Sanders (1958
and 1970) firmly express that “local initiative and
leadership,” and “inclusive participation” are fore-
most conditions for defining CD. Several critical
studies of CD expose any ‘top-down’ effort under
that name as fallacious (Tan 2009; Jimu 2008;
Dasgupta 1979). Cook (1994) emphasises that public
participation for the purpose of self help is one
essential criteria of CD. Douglas (1987) asserts that,
“at a very general level, CD is about group self-
determination set within a context of change” (p. 18).
Ledwith (2007) and Smith (1996, 2006) declare that



communal participation for self-articulation of
challenges and self-help in addressing those chal-
lenges are the criteria for recognizing CD in action.
Empirical case studies of CD practice, such as
Campfens’ (1997) and Gunn & Gunn’s (1991), also
express that self-help and communal participation are
essential to CD. Bhattacharyya (2004) articulates
these diverse statements as references to the same
concept named ‘agency’. Hustedde & Ganowics
(2002) and Hustedde (2009) embrace
Bhattacharyya’s conclusion. Beikart et al. (2009)
prefer ‘citizen driven change’ as a form of agency,
referring to change that is initiated by citizens as
opposed to markets and states.

The concept of solidarity (and social capital) is
equally expressed in the literature, and so is the
concepts of reciprocity (and mutual-help). In the
earlier literature through the debate of ‘geographical’
versus ‘functional’ (interest) communities, solidarity
and reciprocity are used among indicators of the
existence of genuine communities (rather than just
geographical proximisty). As the definition of com-
munity became more based on the ‘shared identity’
criteria, solidarity became more prominent in defin-
ing CD. Emphasising solidarity is emphasising the
drive to retain, or increase, that shared identity as a
major objective of CD. Chekki (1979) articulates this
solidarity objective by addressing the state of ‘es-
trangement’ — the opposite of solidarity — that has
been brought about by modernization.

Many indigenous peoples around the world give
particular names to the principles of reciprocity,
solidarity, and agency in the community, such as the
concept of ‘Ubuntu’ in Southern Africa. Ubuntu
refers generally to the importance of the collective
life and identity — e.g. mutual support networks,
emotional affiliation, group expressions — as an
essential part of each and every individual member.

Explanatory theory of community development

Explanatory theory of CD seeks to explain the origins
and reasons of the emergence of CD as a discipline.
Early writings on CD indicate that the practice was
born before the theory that explains its goals and
propositions. In 1979, Cary said that CD, as a prac-
tice, was growing more distinct from other approach-
es to planned social change but yet awaited a theory
to match. In 1970, Sanders proposed that the relative-
ly new discipline CD had emerged as a descendent of
two older disciplines, namely community organiza-
tion and economic development. Community organi-
zation, on the one hand, in Western Europe and North
America, dealt generally with administering welfare
programs through local governments.* Economic
development, on the other hand, addressed macro
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planning and systemic movements towards desired
economic goals, and operated generally within the
international context, administered through govern-
mental aid and bilateral programs. Linking these two
disciplines in a new discipline, Sanders argues, could
have only been possible in the post-World War 11 era.
Smith (1996, 2006) argues that CD is mainly a
‘colonial legacy’, with its first manifestations in
colonial programs in colonized countries (also in the
post-world war 1l era). Smith suggests that colonial
authorities moved towards CD as a response “to the
growth of nationalism, and, in part an outcome of a
desire to increase the rate of industrial and economic
development.” Jimu (2008) also explains the emer-
gence of CD as a colonial tool that draws on the
British tradition in Anglophone Africa. This explains
the notion of ‘self-help’ as originally derived from
the main “British strategy for implementation of
welfare oriented colonial development policy in the
1950s”. Both Smith and Jimu argue that the former
colonies overall reached a level of disenchantment, in
the 1970s, with the promises of the colonial version
of CD.

Ronald Warren (1970) argues that CD practice
emerged as a response to modern industrialization.
The goal of CD was both promoting industrialization
and coping with its consequences. This double
purpose of CD explains reasons behind the diverse
goals of different CD projects in different contexts, as
some projects seek to introduce ‘modernized’ ways
of doing things, while other projects seem to be doing
the opposite, i.e. resisting some top-down modern-
ized ‘solutions’. This ‘double’ nature, to Warren,
consequently brings about conditions that introduce a
distinct CD theory. Some CD scholars, such as
Dasgupta (1979) and Bhattacharyya (2004), em-
braced Warren’s explanation of the emergence of
CD. Dasgupta (1979) presents a critical view of CD
by saying it is a tool for dealing with the new global
political-economic conditions of the welfare state.
Now that there are no colonies, industrialized socie-
ties have to survive upon conditions of exploitative
production within their own borders. CD is seen, in
Dasgupta’s argument, as a battle field in which both
the state and the exploited communities try to win
more points for their sides. Communities use CD to
rise above their conditions, and it is also a space that
the welfare state allows to exist only to prevent more
radical measures from unfolding. Bhattacharyya
argues that the emergence of CD is “a positive
response to the historic process of erosion of solidari-
ty and agency” (2004, p. 14). This historic process of
erosion is explained in the context of the emergence
of the nation state—and the social outcomes it
continues to propagate—along with industrial capital-
ism and ‘instrumental reason’®. Bhattacharyya then
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makes the first and strongest, yet, connection be-
tween CD and Karl Polanyi’s work, by invoking and
citing Polanyi’s argument of how modern market
societies — being products of the nation state and
market economies — create markets for the fictitious
commodities of land, labour and money.
Bhattacharyya then argues that fictitious commodities
are strongly connected to the erosion of solidarity and
agency in modern societies. While Bhattacharyya
does not go as far as basing his theoretic proposal on
Polanyi’s work, or making Polanyi’s concepts or
fictitious commodities and market societies central to
his argument, he utilizes Polanyi in the most relevant
way, as yet, to the CD literature.

Normative theory of community development

A number of normative approaches to CD start their
approach with an explanatory theory, then derive
normative conclusions of what ought to be done
about the situation explained—how CD should work.
Attempts such as Sanders’ (1958 and 1970) and
Warren’s (1970) tried to cooperate and complement
each other to produce a comprehensive theoretical
framework. Oscillations between seeing CD as a
process, on one hand, and as a normative method, on
the other, often occurred.® Chekki (1979) argues that
even research in CD has to be socially engaged, and
that “action research is both an appropriate and useful
method for [CD].” (p. 118). This position is echoed
by Ledwith (2005) who says that ‘emancipatory
action research’ is the ultimate tool of CD and in
which theory and practice come together (praxis).
Other writers emphasise that a theory of CD can only
be normative (such as Cook 1994 and Bhattacharyya
2004), while others take the normative inference for
granted (see Tan 2009; Gunn & Gunn 1991;
Campfens 1997).

Theories borrowed from other social sciences

Another important characteristic of the CD literature
is the borrowing of existing concepts and theories
from other fields of social science. Habermas, in his
communicative action theory, is concerned with how
the emancipatory use of language can change the
interaction between actors (speech-community) to
become based on trust rather than power (Hillier
2002). Hustedde (2009) sets out to demonstrate how
the theory of communicative action is useful for CD.
He argues that the act of communication, given that
certain conditions are fulfilled, is capable of building
community relations through consensus, in a way that
can increase solidarity and agency. Hustedde main-
tains that participation in ‘communication for change’
is effectively a process of CD when undertaken in

community settings. De Wit and Leishout (1997)
propose that “Habermas is of interest to CD work,
because he... provides a way out of the fundamental
dilemma in social theory, which is the relationship
between normative and cognitive aspects of the
acquisition of knowledge” (p. 202-3).

The concepts and tools of ‘dialogue’ and ‘con-
scientization’ in Paulo Freire’s work are also relevant
to CD in more or less the same way as Habermas’
communicative action. In many ways, Freire and
Habermas both contribute to laying out conditions for
transformative communication—communication that
transforms both those who are engaged in it and their
surrounding environment (Smith 2001b). Freire’s
presence in CD practice and theory is more estab-
lished however. To Freire, the purpose of human
dialogue is transformative. It, however, needs to be
practiced in certain ways to be humane and positive
for the people. “Human existence cannot be silent,
nor can it be nourished by false words, but only by
true words, with which man transforms the world. To
exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change it.”
(Freire 1984, 77). Freire’s work is mainly about
proposing education — not any education, but critical
education engaged in critically addressing social
reality — as a conscientization and emancipation
process. Power at the hand of the oppressor can be
countered by educational dialogue that arms people
with knowledge about their situation and possibilities
and thus about transformative action. Ledwith (2005
and 2007), for example, founds her advocacy for CD
primarily on Freire’s work on education and consci-
entization.

Giddens’ influence on the CD literature is high-
lighted by several writers. Hustedde & Ganowics
(2002) first argue that the three key concerns that CD
theory has to deal with are structure, power, and
shared meaning. The three concepts weave together
and envelope any potential context for CD.” The
greatest theoretical challenge, the authors claim, is to
find the balance between macro (structure) versus
micro (behavior) conflicts — such as individual vs.
communal conflicts, or conflicts between smaller
groups in a certain larger group — in a given setting.
This micro-macro conflict has been a dominating
problem in the overall literature of the social scienc-
es. Hustedde & Ganowics propose Giddens’ concept
of modalities (Giddens 1984), in his theory of struc-
turation, as a good theoretical tool to navigate the
common ground between the macro and the micro:

“Behavior [micro] is neither haphazard nor
merely a reflection of the existing social structure
and its divisions, but it follows certain paths (modali-
ties) established and available to people through the
cultural patterns. Similarly, new rules [macro] of
behavior also occur through the medium of modali-



ties, in this instance their creative divisions. This is
how the existing divisions can be overcome and new
bonds between people forged.” (Hustedde & Gan-
owics 2002, 13).

Essentially, Hustedde & Ganowics support Gid-
dens in that both new structures and behaviors stem
from the common ground of modalities and are not
separate from those origins. Modalities themselves,
however, are capable of being re-shaped and re-
connected, with a level of flexibility that requires
creative and consistent effort. Possibilities for CD
emerge as a process of navigating how modalities
work in order to implement that knowledge into a
process of weaving through structure, power and
shared meaning to build solidarity and agency. De
Wit and Leishout (1997) also mention Gidden’s
importance to CD because of his work on modalities
and his contribution to bridging the gap between
culture and structure. Henderson & Vercseg (2010),
in their discussion on CD and civil society, point to
Giddens’ work on communities as central to the new
politics he proposes. “The theme of community is
fundamental to the new politics, but not just as an
abstract slogan. The advance of globalization makes a
community focus both necessary and possible,
because of the downward pressure it exerts.” (Gid-
dens 1998, quoted in Henderson & Vercseg 2010, p.
22).

Polanyi: The Place of the Economy in Society

When Karl Polanyi’s book The Great Transformation
was first published in 1944, it brought a new perspec-
tive to the social sciences and offered several con-
cepts relevant today to CD. The book presents this
new perspective by specifying one historic phenome-
non and one institutional phenomenon. The historic
phenomenon was the nineteenth century’s hundred
years of relative peace and prosperity in Europe,
preceded by continuous internal wars and followed
by World War | and an economic collapse. The
institutional phenomenon was the emergence of the
market economy (the self-regulating market mecha-
nism) as the dominant economic institution of our
time (Latham 1997). Four institutions, Polanyi
argues, formed the basic conditions of nineteenth
century European civilization: the balance of power,
the gold standard, the liberal state, and the self-
regulating market. Out of these four the most out-
standing in importance was the fourth. It is the
emergence of the market economy for the first time
in history that constitutes ‘the great transformation.’
The thesis of the book is that, “the idea of a self-
adjusting market implied a stark utopia. Such an
institution could not exist for any length of time

International Journal of Community Development 6

without annihilating the human and natural substance
of society.” (p. 10). Polanyi argues that the market
economy—the economic sphere of society being
dominated by the market—itself was a created utopia.
It did not emerge naturally, but was devised through
consecutive ideas and legal regulations that took
place in Europe, before and through the industrial
revolution era. Through the historical analysis of the
European nineteenth century civilization and its
collapse, Polanyi defines concepts, builds a theoretic
framework and articulates arguments that support this
thesis. Three ideas/concepts form the core of Po-
lanyi’s argument (Polanyi-Levitt 2007): embed-
dedness, fictitious commodities, and the double
movement.

Embeddedness refers to the observation that eco-
nomic institutions were always inseparable from
social ones—i.e., they do not have distinct laws and
motives from those of society as a whole. Economic
systems and practices are ‘embedded’ in social
institutions, guided by the collective culture and its
laws and motives. Laws (communal) and motives
(personal) here are the key factors, for in earlier
societies  (pre-colonial, pre-industrial), Polanyi
argues, there was no special designation for the laws
and motives of economic activities. This, however,
was changed with the introduction of the idea of the
self-regulating market (by Adam Smith, Ricardo and
others), which paved the way for the market economy
to dominate the national and international scene in
European relations (Harriss 2003). The law of supply
and demand is assumed to be a self-regulating mech-
anism and personal gain is presumably the ‘natural’
motive all individuals have under the market econo-
my.

"This new world of ‘economic motives' was based
on a fallacy. Intrinsically, hunger and gain are no
more 'economic’ than love or hate, pride or preju-
dice. No human motive is per se economic. There is
no such thing as a sui generis economic experience in
the sense in which man may have a religious, aesthet-
ic, or sexual experience. The latter give rise to
motives that broadly aim at evoking similar experi-
ences. In regard to material production these terms
lack self-evident meaning" (Polanyi 1968, 63).

Polanyi asserts that in history, although the
economy always played an important role in human
societies, it only came to play ‘the’ leading role since
states facilitated the emergence of the market econo-
my. Personal gain or self-interest for the first time in
the history has become a justified motive in the
everyday life of individuals in a civilization. The idea
of the self-regulating market is based on the assump-
tions that:

1. People behave in a way that aims at maximiz-
ing personal gain
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2. Markets can regulate themselves according to
the supply and demand rule, which controls
prices

3. Prices also control distribution and determine
incomes. (Polanyi 1944).

What is important, in Polanyi’s argument, is that
these assumptions have been erroneously presented
as axioms—as self-evident facts. The first assump-
tion denies the role of social norms and culture in
influencing human aspirations. The second assump-
tion turns a blind eye to the historical fact that all
markets in history operated under social regulatory
institutions and did not regulate themselves (not even
capitalist markets, which cannot exist without stand-
ardized monetary and security systems provided by
the state institutions). The third assumption fails to
acknowledge historical evidence that prices often do
not control distribution, but are rather controlled by
redistributive authorities in societies for the sake of
different social priorities, such as stability and securi-
ty (Polanyi et al. 1957). Although the market econ-
omy sought to create economic institutions distinct
(disembedded) from the rest of society this separation
was ultimately untenable. Thus society had to shift to
adapt to the new conditions. The economy became
relatively disembedded from society and society had
to change to contain this new phenomenon; thus a
market society came into existence.”This is the
meaning of the familiar assertion that the market
economy can function only in a market society.”
(Polanyi 1944, 57).

The situation above, typical of modern capitalist
societies, calls for the other two ideas of fictitious
commodities and the double movement. Polanyi calls
labour, land and money ‘fictitious commodities’.
They are fictitious because they are not and cannot be
produced for sale in the market.

“Labour is only another name for a human ac-
tivity which goes with life itself, which in its turn is
not produced for sale but for entirely different rea-
sons, nor can that activity be detached from the rest
of life, be stored or mobilized; land is only another
name for nature, which is not produced by man;
actual money, finally, is merely a token of purchasing
power which, as a rule, is not produced at all, but
comes into being through the mechanism of banking
or state finance. The commodity description of
labour, land, and money is entirely fictitious” (Ibid,
72).

Nonetheless, these three are the elements of in-
dustry, and the market economy cannot leave them
excluded. They were ‘commodified’ as a necessary
requirement of a market society. The introduction of
the factory system in a commercial society, Polanyi
adds, made it inevitable to commodify the elements
of industry (Borgmann 2010). Since it is obvious that

the commodification of these elements will have a
dire impact on society, and if left absolute—which is
to say, if the market is left to self-regulate—society
and nature will face dire consequences. This is where
the state came, representing society, and did not
allow absolute commodification. Society, now,
through the state regulatory institutions, continuously
intervenes in the market economy to set regulations
to protect itself from the ruthless demands of absolute
market self-regulation (Kumbamu 2009). On the
other hand, the market needs society to exist with a
sufficient level of coherence and security, otherwise
there will be no flourishing market for the ‘genuine
commodities’ since consumption will be highly
unstable. On the other hand, excessive state regula-
tion restrains market self-regulation, so the propo-
nents of the market economy will also fight what they
perceive as excessive regulation. This inherent
conflict between the agents of society and the market
creates the double movement: “The extension of the
market organization in respect to genuine commodi-
ties [is] accompanied by its restriction in respect to
fictitious ones” (Ibid, 76). The social history of the
nineteenth century, says Polanyi, was shaped by this
double movement.

The double movement created two relatively
separate spheres in society, which are the economic
and the political spheres, represented mainly by the
market and the state institutions. It is a separation that
is maintained by law, however, which is a tool of the
state, and which shows that complete market self-
regulation is untenable (Hodgson 2007). This is
another manifestation of the ‘dis-embeddedness’ the
market economy created, for in history these two
spheres were never separate in human societies, nor
were they alienated from culture (traditions, belief
systems, gender relations, etc).

Reciprocity, redistribution, and exchange

Furthermore, Polanyi makes sure that his proposed
study of economics has an adequate conceptual
framework. There are two meanings, Polanyi ob-
serves, to the word ‘economic’. The first one is
substantive, which basically means our dependence,
as human beings, upon nature and upon each other to
satisfy our material wants. As such, this substantive
meaning encompasses many possibilities of organiz-
ing elements of industry to achieve that satisfaction
of material needs and wants. The second meaning of
economics is formal, which means the organized
character of the ends-means relationship to satisfy
those material wants within society, based, however,
on regulating ends and means on logical terms that
assume a continuous ‘insufficiency of means’.
Polanyi (1957) argues that formal economics is based



on a logic of scarcity while substantive economics are
based on broad facts of livelihood. When operating
within a formal economy, the broad ‘fact’ that some
economic systems do not need money at all to func-
tion, or that most economies in history did not rele-
gate price-making to markets, is irrelevant. Material-
want satisfaction is not the goal in formal economies,
but rather following the rules of the devised system
(Hopkins 1957). Besides, formal economies are
usually incapable of being inclusive of all economic
activities within their jurisdiction, which is why the
social sciences use the term ‘informal economies’ to
refer to economic activities that are not calibrated by
the ‘formal’ rules of the economy, despite being
important elements in the livelihood system (Harriss-
White 2010). Polanyi et al. (1957) then propose, for
the realm of social sciences, that the study of the
different possible ways of organizing the economy, in
the substantive meaning, is the study of ‘the economy
as an instituted process’.

To understand what Polanyi means by ‘institut-
edness’ we need to briefly discuss Polanyi’s under-
standing of institutions and his position on how they
relate to collective and individual patterns in society.
Hodgson (2007) defines institutions as “durable
systems of established and embedded social rules that
structure social interactions.” (p. 67). While this
definition addresses both written (legal) and unwrit-
ten rules, and while some scholars of institutionalism
argue that a big-scope definition like that can bring
analytical confusion to research (Fukuyama 2005,
quoted in Orrnert 2006, 450), Polanyi’s work with
institutions is consistent with Hodgson’s definition.
To Polanyi, even legal systems differ from social
norms only in degree, because both legal systems and
social norms represent patterns in society (Polanyi
1957). Polanyi is an “old-institutionalist”. Old institu-
tionalism states that institutions shape and influence
the motives of individuals in complicated ways which
cannot be simplified in one-way directions or made
exclusive to rational reasoning (Clague 1997; Hodg-
son 1998 and 2001). For example, Polanyi says that
although individuals in communities tend to have the
motive of reciprocity, and might act upon it frequent-
ly, that would not be sufficient by itself for a reci-
procity-based institution to be established in the
economic system (1957). The main difference
between old and new institutionalism is that new
institutionalism assumes the principles of rational
choice theory and thus sees institutions as necessarily
reflections of the interaction of ‘rational’ individuals
(Leys 1996). Old institutionalism recognizes a variety
of material and ideational sources for the formation
of institutions.
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Instituting the economy in society is achieved
through three ‘forms of integration’. Polanyi names
them: reciprocity, redistribution and exchange
(1957). Reciprocity organizes economic relations
around symmetrical patterns, whereby groups and
individuals fulfill each others’ material wants by
mutual help and ceremonial gift exchange, without
the need for wages or monetary rewards. Redistribu-
tion organizes economic relations around ‘centricity’,
whereby goods flow in and out of a centre that
assures satisfaction of material-want (such as state
taxes) (Polanyi 1957). Only the third form of integra-
tion, exchange, employs a market system, which is
why early societies that did not use this form did not
have permanent markets but certainly had economic
systems. Also while some of these early societies had
large trade systems they did not necessarily have
markets. Polanyi’s theoretical framework—backed
by historical evidence and analysis (Polanyi et al.
1957)—directly challenges the historical assumptions
of the market economy. Polanyi and other proponents
of this theoretic framework gave the name of ‘institu-
tional analysis’ to the framework’s analytical method.
The Polanyian legacy offers a way of looking at the
economy that is more tied to society and social
dynamics. It can be therefore useful for CD.

Community Development as Double Movement
A proposed theoretical perspective

Below we seek to present an approach to CD which
incorporates the Polanyian perspective. We build on
the shared language (conceptual framework) already
established in the CD literature and also drawn from
the existing CD theories reviewed earlier in the
paper. We present a Polanyian perspective, of con-
cepts and explanatory relations between the concepts,
to CD theory.

As reviewed before CD has been explained as a
response to the consequences communities faced as a
result of ‘industrialization’ and ‘modernization’
(Warren 1970) or the emergence of ‘the nation state,
industrial capitalism and instrumental reason’
(Bhattacharyya 2004). One can consequently see that
both Warren and Bhattacharyya are generally talking
about the same conditions. These new conditions that
led to the emergence of CD are expressed as the
emergence of the market society in the Polanyian
argument. This market society is a result of the
commodification of land, labour and money. This
commodification created what Bhattacharyya called
‘the erosion of community’. This erosion, in Polany-
ian terms, is a result of the ‘liquidation of cultural
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institutions’ due to the commodification of land and
labour under market economies.

CD then can be seen as a communal response to
such unfavourable conditions; i.e. an expression of
the double movement. Through CD society is trying
to protect itself from the social erosion or destruction
brought about by the imposition of the market econ-
omy. It is an expression, at the community level, of
stronger ties, shared interests, shared norms and
meaning systems (whether by communities of place
or interest/functional communities). The Polanyian
perspective is applicable to CD because Polanyi gives
great value to social embeddedness which can be
understood as community identity and solidarity as
determinants of economic behaviour. Moreover,
Polanyi himself had made a similar argument to
explain specific economic outcomes. For example,
he said:

“Indian masses in the second half of the nine-
teenth century did not die of hunger because they
were exploited by Lancashire; they perished in large
numbers because the Indian village community had
been demolished... While under the regime of feudal-
ism and of the village community, noblesse oblige,
clan solidarity, and regulation of the corn market
checked famines, under the rule of market the people
could not be prevented from starving according to the
rules of the game. ” (1944, 167-68).

Solidarity and agency, common concepts in the
CD literature, are resonant in the writings of Polanyi.
In addition to the example above, Polanyi also says
that ‘solidarity’ is the reason why early societies
allowed no “transactions of gainful nature in regard
to food and foodstuffs” (1957, 255). As for the
concept of agency, it is very relevant to Polanyi’s
arguments that the deprivation of a people from their
own cultural institutions (through colonization, for
example) almost always renders bad economic
consequences, regardless of the actual evidence of
increase in the quality and quantity of material goods.
What can be concluded from this is that Polanyi
understood social agency as an essential element of
genuine economic activity, i.e., one that is not propa-
gating the rule of the market economy. Polanyi’s
double movement itself implies agency or response
by those who are negatively affected by the commod-
ification of land, labour and money.

So the new proposed approach is to understand
CD as a response to the trend of commodification of
land, labour and money—with more emphasis on
land and labour—in the modern context of the nation
state. CD is an expression of the double movement.
In the short term, it seeks to protect land and labour
from the commodification that awaits them under

absolute market economies. In the long term, CD can
be understood as one expression of the larger social
movement for re-embedding the economy in society
by raising social values above economic values, and
allowing solidarity and agency to shape economic
institutions.

To summarize, the theoretic approach, proposed,
views CD as one social response to prevent the
complete prevalence of the self-regulating market
economy. This response seeks to ‘de-commodify’ the
elements of industry that the market economy treats
as commodities. We can call this a process of de-
commodification.

The concept of decommodification has a pres-
ence in the current CD literature, albeit minimal.
Meikle & Green (2011) argue that decommodifica-
tion is a strategy through which communities resist
economic globalization:

“There are alternative strategies that resist the
process of economic globalization. Rather than
considering these factors of production (land, labour,
and capital) as commodities, these strategies tend to
decommmodify them. This means that land, labour,
and capital are allocated not solely on the basis of
their exchange value, but also on their contribution to
community sustainability.” (p. 290).

Decommodification, as a terminology, has a
wider presence in the anti-market economy literature,
with very similar definitions, and without necessarily
referencing Polanyi by name (see, for example, Bond
2006 and Huo et al. 2008). In this paper, decommodi-
fication is specifically defined, using Polanyian
arguments and concepts, as a process of re-
embedding the economic value of land, labour, and
money, into the broader social and political institu-
tions. Often, forms of reciprocity and redistribution
are used in this process. Decommodification does not
necessarily mean the total elimination of the role of
the market. It means however that social regulation is
emphasized, strengthened and enhanced. Social
regulation, as an expression of the double movement,
resists the complete or overwhelming control of the
market by inducing and sustaining social regulation
of the economy, rather than ‘self-regulation’ of the
market. Land, labour and money take priority in this
general process, due to their ‘fictitious commodity’
status in the Polanyian analysis.

CD, in particular, can be seen as a process of de-
commodification that invests in community social
capital by creating and increasing solidarity and
agency. Cultivating the community’s solidarity and
agency is a vehicle for improving overall socioeco-
nomic conditions.
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Table 1: Summary - CD as double movement
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Question

Answer

What is CD and why it emerged?
(explanatory)

What does CD seek to do?
(normative)

How CD works?
(tools and outcomes)

- A response to the expansion of the market economy and commodification of
land, labour and money.
- Thus, an expression of the double movement, at the community level.

- Seeks to re-embed the economic value of land, labour and/or money into
society (decommodification).

- In different contexts, seeks to resist attempts of commodifying land, labour
and/or money when already embedded (anti-commaodification).

- Building of community relations (social capital, solidarity and agency) as
communal vehicles to address conditions of challenges and/or promises.

- Often introduces or strengthens institutions of reciprocity and/or redistribution
as remedy to market exchange, to eliminate or, at least, weaken market ex-
change institutions.

Such perspective of CD helps to present a coherent
explanatory and normative theory of CD. Explaining
the emergence of CD lays the foundation for what
CD seeks to accomplish in response to the conditions
that called for its emergence. Decommodification of
land, labour and money then becomes the content of
the response of CD to the market economy and
commodification. Therefore CD sometimes can also
be a form of ‘anti-commodification’, which occurs
when communities resist the commodification of
their socially embedded resources of land, labour
and/or money. Table 1 summarizes the paper’s
proposed approach to CD.

Linking Polanyi and others under CD theory

Polanyi adds institutional economic analysis, and
possibly economic anthropologic analysis, to the
frameworks proposed by Freire, Habermas, Giddens
and maybe others. His defence of the social and
cultural spheres using economic, political and institu-
tional language is not found with the same faculty
and coherence in the work of the other mentioned
writers.

Habermas’ distinction between the two concepts
of lifeworld and systems is very relevant to the topic
of this paper. To Habermas, lifeworld consists of the
elements of “culture, society, personality” (Habermas
1987, 153), and it is reflective of the social norms,
behavioral patterns and personal contributions that
form the fabric of social life and human-oriented
communication. Systems, on the other hand, “such as
capitalist economy and bureaucratic administration...
operate via the steering media of power and media.
There is no common orientation of actors in the
‘system’, but rather society is impersonally integrated
through ‘functional or cybernetic feedback’ (Hillier

2002, 32). This ‘impersonalization’ of society that
occurs in the system is resonant to Polanyi’s concept
of disembeddedness, whereby a system, such as the
market economy, isolates its institutions from the rest
of the social fabric and norms. Habermas gets even
closer to Polanyi when he says that systemic mecha-
nisms are “largely disconnected from norms and
values” (Habermas 1987, 154). In the same sense,
Freire’s conscientization process is embodied in
social movements around the world which seek to
decommaodify labour and land. An example for those
movements is the La Via Campesina, the Internation-
al Peasant Network, and its ‘food sovereignty’
proposal for the global decommodification of food
(Martinez-Torres et al. 2010).

Another area worthy of further exploration is in
how Giddens intersects with Polanyi on the study of
the double movement, where social values (modali-
ties) play a great role as media for the agents of
society to counter rapid commodification of land,
labour and money. Communities will have to defend
themselves against market forces by utilizing modali-
ties in support of their causes. Thus, modalities and
their use seem to animate the expression of the
double movement, and without that expression they
remain ambiguous notions.

Case Studies

Below some sample CD cases demonstrate how they
can be re-described through the proposed theoretic
approach and how that illuminates aspects of the
double movement, decommodification, and the
institutionalization of reciprocity and redistribution.
Cases will be categorized in three orientations: land,
labour and money, although in reality these catego-
ries are often mixed and overlapped.
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Communities and land

One form of demonstration of CD is the trend of
communal resistance against the commodification of
their land for the building of big dams (anti-
commaodification). In India, community organized
resistance against big dam projects has been existent
since the late 1940s and continues to this day (Pande,
2007; Khagram, 2004; Fisher, 1995). The early
versions of this resistance were formed in communal
demands for fair compensation for being displaced
and losing their lands. These demands grew over the
decades to include expressed community and envi-
ronment concerns. Compensation became less of a
concern and alternating the dam projects themselves
became the objective. Building community relations,
through education and strengthening of communica-
tion channels, became prominent tools for mobiliza-
tion (Ram, 1995; Dwivedi, 1998) and NGOs became
widely involved with national and translational
support of a network of NGOs and other affected
communities. Similar to other disciplined social
movements from other parts of the world, resistance
to dams is not based on a position of claiming pov-
erty and requesting compassion, but based on com-
munal assertion of rights (Bebbington et al. 2009).
Communities are claiming their right to agency over
their affairs, instead of having their fates determined
by top-down policies of national and regional au-
thorities.

It can be argued, however, that the case of dams
resistance in India is not against the market economy,
but against national planning; or in other words
against an economic system of redistribution, which
Polanyi supports. It is, however, important to recog-
nize when the state uses its redistributive role for the
benefit of market forces instead of the benefits of
citizens. The argument of the Indian communities
against these large dams is that the state is serving the
interests of market-controlling classes (Pande, 2007)
with less regard to the participation and cultural
institutions of the affected village communities and
with less regard to the cultural, non-economic value
of the land affected by the projects (Deegan, 1995).
The double movement, as explained by Polanyi, does
not rule out the state acting as an agent of the market
sometimes. Some of India’s national ‘industrializa-
tion” schemes are documented to have caused severe
consequences on poor communities, simultaneously
with wealthier classes gaining more wealth. A Po-
lanyian analysis would stress how this industrializa-
tion scheme is itself market-promoting and commodi-
fying of land while ignoring the interests and existing
institutions of local communities.

An example of anti-commodificaiton of land—a
bit different from decommodification, but similar in

principle—is found in Ostrum’s book Governing the
Commons (1990). She Presents various cases of
common-pool resources (CPRs) that were managed
by communities, as opposed to the conventional
options in political science theories.® These conven-
tional theories predict that, if such resources are left
unregulated by either the state or the market, they
will be severely exploited and thus soon degraded
due to unsustainable use. The famous theory of the
Tragedy of the Commons is prevalent in this account.
Ostrum’s case studies examined different approaches,
by different communities around the world, in which
CPRs were managed, relatively sustainably, by the
communities that made their livelihoods out of them.

One particular case, from Torbel, Switzerland,
narrates a system of communal land tenure in high
mountain meadows and forests. For centuries, Torbel
peasants have had a system of land tenure that com-
bines both privately owned plots and community
owned land. Herdsmen tended the village cattle in
communally owned alpine meadows. The villagers
have managed five types of communally owned
lands: the grazing meadows, the forests, the “waste”
lands, the irrigation systems, and the paths and roads
connecting privately and community owned proper-
ties. Documents from 1483 show that Torbel resi-
dents formally established an association to better
regulate the use of most of the communal land:

“The law specifically forbade a foreigner
(Fremde) who bought or otherwise occupied land in
Torbel from acquiring any right in the communal alp,
common lands, or grazing places, or permission to
fell timber. Ownership of a piece of land did not
automatically confer any communal right... The
inhabitants currently possessing land and water
rights reserved the power to decide whether an
outsider should be admitted to community member-
ship.” (Netting, 1976, quoted in Ostrum, 1990, p.62).

There are also established regulations among the
community members on how and when these com-
munal lands are to be used. For at least five centuries,
these Swiss villages have opted for continuing with
this system, after their exposure to the different
advantages and disadvantages of market-regulated
and state-regulated CPR management options. These
villages, in terms of life-style and material progress,
are modernized communities now, but they remain
loyal to this system of governing communal land.
The unique regulation regarding foreigners and
access to communal land shows a strong principle of
anti-commodification of land. Communal land is not
a commodity, i.e., not available for sale in the market
and its value is not determined by the market. Rights
to this land need not money, but a communal decision
that follows different criteria. This rule applies even
to those who buy the private land of some community



members. They do not automatically gain the same
right to communal land that the selling community
members had. How the economic elements of the
land are embedded in the social relations is clear in
this case.

Communities and labour

At the outset, it can be said that worker unions and
associations in general are usually tools for decom-
modifying labour, on different levels. They seek to
protect the rights of their members and ensure their
job security, benefits, fair treatment and collective
bargaining for improved working conditions. They
act as functional communities (communities of
interest), and although their main objectives are
economic, they aspire for safer and more fulfilling
working conditions and they seek them through
strengthening their own networks for collective
bargaining. However, the larger they are the more
they seem to lose that status of ‘community’, since
they become more involved with policies at the
regional, national and international levels, which also
increase their membership. This in turn renders less
‘caring’ elements and more formal communication
among the members and the management, and
reduces the factor of ‘building community relations’.
That, then, takes them outside the realm of CD into
something else; it might include decommodification
of labour, but it is not CD.

However, smaller ‘worker associations’ in small-
er settings are more representative of CD as defined
in this paper. Ledwith (2005) provides a story of
migrant workers in Ireland and their challenging of
the ‘work permit’ system that tied workers to one
employer. The work permit system was a “leading
factor in the exploitation of workers from outside the
European Union. [It made them] face great difficul-
ties securing a new employer, [and] if made redun-
dant, can become undocumented in trying to change
employer and for others means limited routes out of
low paid work.” (p. 114). The CD work started with a
group of ex-work permit holders, who met and
discussed with each other their experiences and the
oppressive situation they had to endure because of
this law. “A critical and collective analysis soon
emerged out of this process... one which ultimately
called for greater power to be bestowed on workers
by allowing the right to freely change employer.”
Eventually, a protest campaign to challenge the law
initiated from this process, and “as the campaign
went national meetings were convened with workers
around the country and a venue for mass participation
for migrant workers was created.” (p. 115). The
campaign grew bigger and diversified in tools of
resistance, which included letter-writing to govern-
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ment officials, visiting local politicians, a national
demonstration, etc.. The campaign also built alliances
with employer groups and labour unions, and the
media was engaged. This is an example where
educational objectives and a processes of conscienti-
zation resulted in collective action taken by self-
empowered communities to challenge conditions of
oppression and demand measures of decommodifica-
tion.

Communities and money

Money that is used solely for the exchange of real
commodities is used genuinely (i.e., not fictitious). In
CD, however, the criteria are not just that. CD cases
of decommodifying money use money in activities
that contribute to building community relations.
Inducing the social value that money can serve is
important. One case study to demonstrate this
is the communal loan program of the Women Devel-
opment Associations (WDAs) of Eastern Sudan.
WDAs were initiated in a few eastern Sudanese
villages by the NGO Practical Action-Sudan. Their
general objective was to help women improve their
livelihood conditions through capacity building and
strengthening institutions of small-scale production
for women-headed households (Abukasawi & ElKa-
rib, 2004). Although WDAs started humbly as food
processing training programs for women, they gradu-
ally grew to aim at “strengthening WDAs as active
civil society organizations in Eastern Sudan.” (Abu-
kasawi & ElKarib, 2004, p. 6). WDAs became
community educational agencies to inform women
about various economic and legal aspects related to
their small-scale businesses. More importantly, for
our purposes here, WDAs established a loaning
system among themselves that is common in small
groups in Sudan. Through their own membership
contributions, the associations gave members inter-
est-free loans to establish their own businesses. Only
a member or two get enough money in each period to
start their businesses. They are then expected to repay
the money they took in installments, earned from
their businesses, which will then be used to supply
other women with their capital. There is no interest
generated from this circulation, and the WDAs
receive no profit from this process. The only purpose
of the program is to supply its members with enough
capital, at a time, to push-start their own businesses.
Money here is decommodified because it is not ‘sold’
with interest and is used for no capital gain to the
WDAs. The only gain they get is the improvement of
the living conditions of their members, both econom-
ically and socially.®



13  G. H. Sheikheldin and J. F. Devlin

Implication

Viewing CD practice as an expression of the double
movement - a concept explained by Polanyi - has the
capacity to organize existing common aspects of CD
theory and provide a coherent narrative that includes
both explanatory and normative views of CD. This
argument can then thus can further bridge the gap
between the practitioner world and research-
er/facademic world in the field, making way for more
communication and collaboration between the two
worlds. Also, the fields of institutional economics
and economic anthropology can now have more
connection with CD studies through the work of
Polanyi. Further review of literature, studying of
concepts and methods, case studies, and authentic
theoretic analysis may need to take place to further
support the argument.

Conclusion

This paper argues that the theoretical contributions of
Karl Polanyi can provide a compelling foundation for
the analysis of community development (CD) pro-
cesses and cases. Viewing CD as an expression of the
double movement starts by linking the phenomena of
modernization to the argument of Karl Polanyi and
others about the emergence of the market economy
and the establishment of ‘fictitious commodities’
(land, labour and money) in modern societies. The
commodification of these ‘elements of industry’ can
be linked to the deterioration of solidarity and agency
within  communities (i.e., how commodification
liquidated cultural institutions and dis-embedded the
economy from society, thus deteriorating solidarity
and agency). CD can then be viewed as an attempt to
decommodify land, labour and money in order to re-
embed the economy in society (at the community
level). The thesis is that introducing the Polanyian
legacy to CD theory is a productive direction which
benefits the field of CD.

The paper started with an extensive literature re-
view to highlight the characteristics, themes and
common concepts of the CD literature. It also re-
viewed some influential theories on CD from the
broader social sciences and how they are used in the
CD literature (such as the theoretical contributions of
Jurgen Habermas, Paulo Freire, and Anthony Gid-
dens). The paper then suggested how the common
foundations of CD can be re-interpreted through
Polanyi’s ideas and concepts. Finally some case
studies are briefly reviewed to demonstrate the
argument.

Notes

1. In this paper every time the bracketed ‘[CD]’ is
located inside a quote from another source, it is replac-
ing the exact term ‘community development’ in that
quote.

2. Social capital, defined by Mattessich (2009), is “social
networks and the associated norms of reciprocity.” (p.
49).

3. Conscientization is the process of becoming critically
aware of structural sources of oppression in society as
obstacles to emancipation and development (Ledwith
2005; Doré 1997).

4. Community organization also has some commonalities
with what is called community planning. In some cas-
es the two terms are used interchangeably.

5. Instrumental reason is defined, by Bhattacharyya, as
the reason of material efficiency devoid, allegedly, of
subjective criteria.

6. An example of that oscillation is Cary’s own comment
that, “[CD] can be viewed as both a radical and a con-
servative process.” (p. 5). Cary later said that CD theo-
ry should ideally be a normative theory; “a practice
theory sufficient to guide the professional” (1979, p. 32).

7. Structure refers to the social institutions and organiza-
tions that play a role together in the process of CD.
Power “refers to the relationships with those who con-
trol resources such as land, labour, capital, and
knowledge or those who have greater access to those
resources than others.” (Hustedde & Ganowics 2002,
4). Shared meaning refers to the values and symbols
that determine priorities and communication among
members of communities. A successful recipe for a
guiding CD theory, the authors say, is one that weaves
and balances these three key issues at work in any CD
context.

8. i.e. political theories that assert that CPRs can only be
managed either through the direct management of the
state or through private property regulation and market
systems.

9. One threat to the success of this approach is the
element of inflation. Members who receive their capi-
tal late in the circle would have their money de-valued
compared to those who get their capital earlier. This
issue is witnessed repeatedly as a source of conflicts in
similar initiatives in Sudan (between small groups in
neighborhoods or families in Sudan), but it has not
been a reason for the disappearance of the practice at
all. “The WDAs in East Sudan have established sever-
al branches in the region (more than 40 branches),
with about 2000 members, and more than 430 individ-
ual projects.” (Abukasawi & Elkarib, 2004, p.74).
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