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FOREWORD

By a happy coincidence I heard about the Working Cen-
tre in Saskatoon. In June 1995, at a conference at St. Thomas 
More College on the future of Canada with special reference 
to the Native peoples, Kenneth Westhues gave a talk that intro-
duced the participants to the Working Centre at Kitchener. The 
talk was a short version of the first chapter of this book. I was 
greatly impressed by the imaginative, cooperative effort of Joe 
and Stephanie Mancini, aided by their friends, to provide help, 
encouragement and involvement to the unemployed men and 
women of their area. The Working Centre does more than help 
people find jobs: it introduces people to an alternative culture. 
Instead of competition, the Working Centre fosters coopera-
tion; instead of consumerism, it promotes a simple lifestyle; 
instead of conformity to patterns offered by the mass media, 
it encourages an independent imagination about what can be 
done and how to live one’s life.

The reason I was so moved by Ken Westhues’s talk was 
that I had just given a talk myself in which I analysed destruc-
tive trends in contemporary society. I had painted a gloomy 
picture of Canada’s future, but mentioned as signs of hope 
neighbourhood mobilization and cooperative efforts at the 
community level talking place in many parts of the country. 
Let me quote a few paragraphs of my talk, in which I summa-
rize destructive trends.

“We are at this time located within the globalized mar-
ket economy where the decisions affecting people’s well-being 
are made by a corporate elite who have not been elected and 
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whose power has become greater than that of nation-states. To-
day governments must be obedient to the corporations, attract 
them with privileges, help them to get established, promise 
them tax breaks and bail them out when they get into trouble. 
This dependence on government subsidies, we note, makes the 
current rhetoric of the free market quite fraudulent. The global 
economy is not governed by the laws of the market but by the 
interplay of the giant corporations and the international finan-
cial institutions.

“While poverty is growing, the new, neo-liberal ortho-
doxy demands that countries deal with their national debt not 
by policies that distribute the economic sacrifices justly and 
evenly in society, but by cutting social and educational pro-
grams affecting the low-income sector, the poor and the vul-
nerable. The technical name for this is ‘structural adjustment 
policies.’ The international financial institutions impose these 
policies on the poorer countries of the South; and forced by 
capital and the new orthodoxy, the governments of the North 
do the same thing in their own countries.

“The economic consequences of the globalized competi-
tive market must not make us overlook its cultural consequenc-
es, which are in a sense even more devastating. The present sys-
tem cultivates ambitious personalities, individualists, for whom 
competition is more natural than cooperation and whose values 
are self-serving. The omnipresence of the market separates 
people from their community, weakens their sense of solidarity, 
undermines their traditional values and destroys their regional 
culture. The entire society becomes an appendix to the market. 
And because people have lost the sense of social solidarity, they 
have almost become incapable of envisaging a common politi-
cal effort to create a more just society.”

Toward the end of my talk I indicated very briefly where 



I see signs of hope.
“No one in our day has a blueprint for an alternative 

Society; the socialist societies we have known have all been 
failures; our constructive imagination seems to be paralysed. 
What I admire—and where I see God’s hand—is that the so-
cial movements at the base continue to be bearers of a utopian 
vision, the vision of a peaceful, cooperative society where all 
can eat and where all can be friends. My hope is that in the 
present culture of anti-solidarity, the efforts of these communi-
ties will not only help a growing number of people to live a 
life of dignity in difficult circumstances, but also promote a 
countercultural undercurrent in society spreading the ideals of 
cooperation and solidarity.”

	 Ken Westhues’s presentation of the Working Centre 
delighted me. I greatly admired the boldness of spirit of its 
founders, their love of neighbour, their willingness to make 
sacrifices and their nonconformist imagination. The social 
involvement of the Working Centre strengthens my faith in 
God’s presence in human life. For according to the theology 
I have inherited and continue to explore, God is redemptively 
present in people’s (ever faltering) efforts, transcending many 
obstacles, to build communities of love and justice. As we used 
to sing in the Holy Thursday liturgy, “Ubi caritas et amor, ibi 
Deus est.”

					     Gregory Baum
					     McGill University
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PREFACE

By now, the summer of 1995, the Working Centre has 
come of age. It has survived for more than a decade as an inde-
pendent instrument of self-help community development, and 
woven itself into the fabric of Kitchener-Waterloo. It has also 
achieved a certain maturity, coherence and confidence in its 
approach to work and unemployment, and in its conception of 
itself. Both as a member of its board of directors and as a soci-
ologist, I believe the time is right to acquaint the public beyond 
Waterloo Region with this experiment in social change, and 
with the hopeful alternative it represents for building a just, 
caring, democratic, and sustainable society.

	 This is the smaller of two books intended for this pur-
pose. The larger one is an anthology of classic and recent arti-
cles about work that collectively capture the Working Centre’s 
way of thinking about current economic problems and possible 
solutions. Entitled Reclaiming Work, the anthology will offer 
the most relevant insights and the highest priorities for personal 
action and public policy, that have been learned from 13 years 
of grass-roots engagement with the poor and unemployed.

	 The focus of the present, smaller book is the Working 
Centre itself, its methods and techniques for understanding the 
status quo and acting effectively to build a brighter future. The 
subject here is not so much what the centre hears as how it 
listens, not so much what it knows as how it learns: in a word, 
its methodology for acquiring practical knowledge that will 
enhance the quality of people’s working lives.

Part One describes the Working Centre’s approach, Con-



trasting it to the more detached approaches that predominate in 
university departments of sociology and related social sciences. 
Here I draw on my own 25 years of experience as a professor. 
The result is a portrait of the Working Centre “through a wide- 
angle lens—that is, against the background of professional, “sci-
entific” methodologies. The Working Centre, I argue, is authen-
tic sociology, in the classic, activist sense of the term.

Part Two, entitled “Close-Ups,” brings to life my own 
more abstract analysis. It consists of reflections on the Working 
Centre’s activities and purposes by the three staff members—
Joe Mancini, Stephanie Mancini, and Arleen Macpherson—who 
currently form its collective leadership. Also in Part Two is Dave 
Conzani’s perceptive appraisal of what the centre’s soup kitchen 
means in the lives of many who take meals there.

Finally, Part Three (“Flashbacks”) offers brief descrip-
tions of earlier experiments in community-based research, ed-
ucation and civic action, in the words of the activist intellectu-
als who led them. Dorothy Day describes the Catholic Worker, 
Moses Coady the Antigonish Movement, Caroline Montgom-
ery the settlement movement as a whole, and Jane Addams the 
single most influential settlement, Hull House.

In combination, the three parts of the book provide a 
contextualized depiction of what the Working Centre is, and of 
how it produces knowledge and action in an effort to improve 
somehow the city and community to which it belongs. This de-
piction is offered for the critical reflection not just of students 
in sociology, social work, and similar fields, but of all citizens 
on the lookout for sound and effective methods of addressing 
at the local level the problems of work and unemployment in 
our increasingly global economy.

I wrote the initial draft of the paper that forms Part One 
for the conference on “Community, Modernity, and Religion: 
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Eurocentric/Aboriginal Dialogue,” held at St. Thomas More 
College, University of Saskatchewan, in June of 1995. I am 
grateful to the conference organizers (John Thompson, Wil-
frid Denis. Ron Griffin, and Dolores Poelzer) for inviting my 
contribution, and to all the participants for their encouraging 
feedback. J. R. Kelly of Fordham University, Alan Auerbach 
and Anne Westhues of Wilfrid Lauder University also gave me 
much appreciated comments on an earlier draft.

This book is not just a commentary on the Working 
Centre, but also a product of it. Scarcely a single idea herein 
cannot be traced to conversations, classes, discussion groups 
and workshops at the storefront on Queen Street. Volunteers 
like Dorothy Duffy and stalwart staff like bookkeeper Darol 
Seigmiller helped with physical production. Andy Macpher-
son contributed his considerable talent for the cover design. 
In some sense, this book belongs to everybody in the Working 
Centre community. Even, so, I accept sole responsibility for 
the interpretations presented here, and gladly acknowledge the 
diversity of viewpoint that makes the centre an open, lively, 
dynamic organization, ever in process of transforming itself.

I owe thanks also to the administrative authorities of the 
University of Waterloo, for allowing us to build a serviceable 
bridge between the academic and public worlds, in the form of 
regular credit courses taught at the Working Centre.

Finally, I thank Jim Crawford, Gord Crosby, Mary Gra-
ham, and Maurita McCrystal, my colleagues on the centre’s 
board of directors, for the monthly lessons they have given me 
in what community means. Our wise elder on the board, John 
Wintermeyer, died before this book could appear. I dedicate it 
to his memory.

K. W.
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