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Building a Better Conz.munity

OMMUNITY, inthe senseof “a better community”

does not mean a municipality, a trading area, or a
district. There is a richness in the word “community”
that goes far beyond all these and has something to do
with the flowering of human lives.

People in good communities are neighbours in the
democratic process. They co-operate and collaborate
to solve problems and make improvements. They are
comprehended in St. Augustine’s definition of human
society: a group, large or small, of people united by
agreement as to the things they love.

The dynamic quality that makes a community good
does not reside in the official structure, but in the
interests, desires and purposes of the people in it. If a
community wishes to improve itself in Canada it has
freedom to try, without coercion or external control.
Citizen knowledge, interest and action are the life-
blood of our democratic society.

A collection of houses, shops and factories may be as
small as a hamlet or as big as a metropolis. It may not
be the most beautiful in Canada, or the most efficient,
or the most dignified by public buildings and statues,
but it can aspire to be a lovable community. Its men
and women can make it so.

Plato was strongly impressed with the social nature
of man, and with the need to think about society in its
relation to man’s life. In his study of ethics, instead of
enquiring into the characteristics of a virtuous life in
an individual, Plato endeavoured first to determine the
characteristics of a good State. Having found what
these are, he believed that it would be perfectly easy
to infer what are the characteristics of a good man.

Itseemed to Plato that there were four virtuesrequired
for the existence of an ideal State: wisdom, courage,
temperance and justice. These are qualities which will
serve as a standard of judgment and behaviour in
building a better community.

To have a2 community, men must work together; to
have a better community they must have common
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principles. Their individual purposes need not be all
the same, but the basic things in which they believe
must be identical. They must live by the same rules,

The intimacy and stability of the small town or
neighbourhood have been severely shaken by technol-
ogy and mobility. We find it difficult to contrive new
gadgets and yet hold fast to old institutions and forms
of behaviour. But we can be comforted by the thought
that if community life is somewhat imperfect the fault
can be corrected by more earnest planning and doing.

Sense of community

What is the core of community building? It is not a
master plan or a detailed blue-print, or the acquirement
of park space, or the flotation of loans. It is the spirit
of the people.

When neighbours start asking questions about the
future they are developing a community feeling. When
they ask: “Where are we heading; what can we do to
make and keep our neighbourhood a good place to
live?” then they will find the resources to face the
future with confidence and anticipation.

Most of us would admit that we are not satisfied
with what is mediocre. We have higher values. But to
gain what is excellent it is not enough that we wish
for it. We need to exert ourselves to get it, being
dissatisfied to settle for anything less than the best.

People cannot live in isolation, so they need to plan
for getting along together. Machines, possessions and
utilities are useful only to the extent that they add to
the comfort of living. They do not substitute for the
feeling of friendship and communion.

One of the exciting things about any neighbourhood
is that it consists of people who differ in background,
in their recognition of civic problems, and in their
acceptance of proposed solutions.

We have a larger number of cultures represented in
Canada than in most countries of the world, and this
merging of cultures contributes to the richness and



diversity of life. The varied folkways, languages,
customs, craft skills and ideals can be shared, so that
the community becomes the handiwork of all.

Where there are different folkways, there is need of
tolerance. The good community is not built by people
who think that their preferred way of living is the only
right way. We need skill in the process of working
together. We need to take our places as members of
groups. Our education system, recreation programmes
and progressive health plans can be deprived of their
goodness if we allow our community to become poisoned
by bigotry or snobbery.

Getting started

What are the causes of civic apathy? They include a
feeling of defeatism and discouragement; failure of the
authorities to bring civic matters within the field of
interest and concern of every representative segment
of the people; failure to communicate, to explain, to
consult; scepticism about the good that can be con-
tributed by individual effort.

Another difficulty in some municipalities is the jangle
of competition among elected representatives, social
and civic agencies, and voluntary associations. Their
competition for the attention, the energy and the
support of the people results in confusion out of which

. arises a feeling of “what’s the use?”’

A democratic society needs an orderly process for
considering its problems. All the elected and voluntary
groups having to do with education, health, town
planning, recreation, social service and general well-
being need to develop consultative machinery. Co-
ordination will eliminate duplication and frustration,
and focus the interest and energy of all the people on
the most important things to be tackled and completed.

Any municipality is capable of providing what its
people want if the people reach agreement about their
desires and pursue their ideals with planned energy.
The question challenging everybody is: Are you sin-
cerely interested in working to make your neighbour-
hood the best place on earth in which to live and bring
up your children? If the answer is “yes”, then your ideal
personality will find itself, and work out its hopes, in
joint action with other like-minded persons.

The respected citizen in every city or town does
more than merely live there. He achieves dignity
through his contribution to the community of which he
is a part. Alfred Adler put it this way: “People always
make mistakes if they do not see that their whole
significance must consist in their contribution to the
lives of others.”

To participate does not call for an heroic grappling
with uninteresting situations. Everyone should concern
himself with finding a phase of activity which commands
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his honest interest. Everyone has some quality of mind
or hand to make his contribution significant.

Business and the communaty

This principle applies with full force to business
companies. Business executives may deplore the con-
flict of pressure groups and the chaotic official structure
in the municipality in comparison with the well-
organized efficiency of their own offices and factories,
but they cannot ignore community affairs. A good
business is a good citizen, with citizenship privileges
and responsibilities,

Looking at this relationship in another way, we
realize that firms operating industries want their people
to be happy, and therefore look upon a good community
as part of their assets. Among the qualities studied
before establishing a factory or branch are these: the
extent of cultural activity, the adequacy of the school
system and the extent and type of community facilities.
One firm selected its new branch site more than a
thousand miles from other sites under consideration
because of a favourable community situation.

The good community offers opportunities to men and
women to demonstrate social qualities which are also
good business qualities. Young people who have shown
leadership talent in the affairs of their municipalities
are preferred choices for advancement in the managerial
staffs of their companies.

Big industries are properly reluctant to assume a
parent role in community development. They encour-
age their workers to participate in making the
municipality into a good community. The result may
not be perfect, but it is more lovable than the spotless
efficiency of the benevolent father.

The welfare municipality may be noble in motive,
but it provides more and more things for men which
once they provided for themselves. This involves
making decisions for men which once they made for
themselves, and undertaking responsibilities which
once were theirs, and thas diminishing the special
qualities that distinguish man from animals and
vegetables, the special qualities that make him man.

As was said at the Duke of Edinburgh’s Study
Conference by a speaker from Africa’s Gold Coast:
“People are happier and become better citizens if they
are encouraged to think and to put effort into doing
things for themselves, for their families and for their
community group.” There are all sorts of things which
it is better for a community to do for itself, even if
these things could be done more efficiently by outsiders.

Asking questions

A transition implies not merely a goal but a starting
point. If we are to move the community, as Archimedes






