
A Publication of the National Civic League 37

© 2018  Wi ley  Pe r i od ica ls ,  Inc .
Pub l i shed  on l ine  in  Wi ley  On l ine  L ib ra r y  (w i l e yon l ine l ib ra r y. com)
Nat iona l  C iv ic  Rev iew •  DOI :  10 .1002/ncr.21365  •  Summer  2018

A Chronicle of Civic Renewal: 
The National Civic Review  
in the 1990s
In November of 1994, when more than 700 partici-
pants gathered in Philadelphia for the 100th Annual 
National Conference on Governance, the event had 
a double purpose. One was to celebrate the centen-
nial of the National Civic League. The other was 
to discuss an ambitious, new national initiative to 
“link, support and multiply” grassroots innovations 
and problem-solving initiatives in cities, towns and 
regions across the country, the Alliance for National 
Renewal.

The Fall-Winter issue of the National Civic Review 
collected a symposium of articles based on remarks 
from the Philadelphia conference, entitled “Con-
versations on Renewal.” The lead article was 
an essay by John W. Gardner, chairman of the 
National Civic League. A former president of the 
Carnegie Foundation, Gardner served as Secretary 
of Health, Education and Welfare during the John-
son Administration. In 1970, he founded the politi-
cal reform group Common Cause, 2 years before 
the Watergate break-in. Considered a visionary in 
the world of philanthropy and nonprofits, Gard-
ner was a prime mover behind the “Alliance for 
National Renewal” initiative. In his essay, he ticked 
off a list of the difficult challenges facing American 
communities:

One could speak at length of the problems that 
afflict the nation—unemployment, housing, our 
$4.5 trillion debt, environmental degradation, a 
decaying infrastructure, a troubled educational 
system, international crises. Our infant mortal-
ity rate is the second highest in the developed 
world—twice that of Japan. Only Portugal ranks 
higher. Over 20 percent of American children are 
growing up in poverty. The corrupting role of 
money in politics, the scandals involving Mem-
bers of Congress, the gridlock produced by fierce 
partisanship and intransigent vested interests—
all have contributed to a pervasive cynicism.1

It was the sheer magnitude of these challenges, 
Gardner wrote, that argued for a national alli-
ance of community building groups and civic sec-
tor organizations. “The National Civic League 
would serve as convener, but it would engage a 
long list of other groups and associations. These 
groups would be autonomous and they will fol-
low their own diverse agendas. They are con-
cerned with the whole range of problems on the 
domestic front. Thus, the Alliance for National 
Renewal has its roots deep in the soil of our trou-
bled communities.”2

“We have had exposure to all the significant ingre-
dients needed for a good future. We know the 
technical and administrative problems of local  
government. We know the constituencies that 
must be brought into partnership at the local level- 
corporations, unions, ethnic groups, churches, foun-
dations, neighborhood associations, citizen activist 
groups. We know the people who are producing the 
significant innovations. And we know from long 
experience how to engage all of the relevant groups 
in collaborative problem solving.”3

The good news, said Gardner, was what he 
described as a “wave of innovation in grassroots 
problem-solving “that covers virtually every rele-
vant topic—prenatal care, parent education, school-
linked services, school-to-job programs, affordable 
housing, conflict resolution, and so on. It represents 
an astonishing burst of vitality. Of course, such 
good news is hard to believe, given the unvarnished 
horror stories we read every day. But it is happen-
ing across this country. The innovators represent a 
great diversity of racial, religious, and occupational 
backgrounds.

Because their work was often at the local or  
community-level, however, these efforts rarely 
received the kind of attention they deserved.”4
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So, despite a roaring economy, Americans were 
“uneasy, and these virtually unknown men and 
women are working on some of the sources of that 
uneasiness: the senseless violence, the obscenity of 
racial hatred, the collapse of human dignity under 
extremes of poverty, the abduction of children, 
11-year-olds dealing crack, sixth-grade children 
having children—in short, a shredding of the social 
fabric. Reweaving the fabric calls for just the sort 
of grass-roots activity described above—work with 
dysfunctional families, school-to-work programs, 
creating jobs, building community with its shared 
values, and so on. It’s slow work. It’s hard work in 
the heat of the day. But it must be done.”5

Gardner’s essay, which would be published as 
stand-alone booklet, sold more than 100,000 cop-
ies, mostly through the networks of the emerging 
Alliance for National Renewal.

The Renewal Decade
In an essay in the New York Times, the writer Kurt 
Anderson once described the 1990s as “the best 
decade ever.” Between 1992 and 1999, he pointed 
out, the economy grew at an average annual rate 
of 4 percent. Household income also grew and the 
unemployment rate was cut in half. “By the end of 
the decade, in fact, there was so much good news—
a federal budget surplus, dramatic reductions in 
violent crime (the murder rate in the United States 
declined by 41 percent) and in deaths from HIV/
AIDS—that each astounding new achievement 
didn’t quite register as miraculous,” he wrote.6

For me, the 1990s will always be the decade of a 
great civic awakening, a time when some of the 
nation’s leading doers and thinkers were developing 
new ideas about community building, civic engage-
ment, democratic governance, youth development, 
environmental sustainability, and collaborative 
problem solving. And some of the best writing on 
the subject appeared in the pages of this journal—
the National Civic Review.

But as the decade began, the American public was 
in an anxious and sour mood. An economic reces-
sion had set in after much of the country’s manufac-
turing sector had already vanished during an earlier 
recession, leaving some fading factory towns in the 

industrial Midwest, New England, and parts of the 
South with double digit rates of unemployment. 
The tenor of American politics was off-putting 
and unserious. Voter turnouts were inching toward 
record lows.

The 1988 presidential election between Vice Presi-
dent George Bush and Massachusetts Governor 
Michal Dukakis had been a depressing spectacle, 
most notable, in the words of one midwestern news-
paper editor, for the enduring images of a “skulking 
Willie Horton, Bush in a Flag Factory, and Duka-
kis grinning goofily from an armored vehicle, the 
oversized helmet making him look like one of those 
wobbly headed sports dolls on the dashboard of a 
pickup truck.”7 Only 50.1 percent of eligible voters 
cast ballots in the presidential election, the lowest 
rate of participation since Herbert Hoover faced off 
against Al Smith in 1928.

Collaborative Problem-Solving
When the “rabble rousing civic reformers” who 
founded the National Civic League (as the National 
Municipal League) met in Philadelphia in 1894, 
wrote Christopher T. Gates, the vice president of 
the league in 1991, they had two major purposes 
in mind. “The first was to professionalize local gov-
ernment,” he wrote, “at the time a morass of favor-
itism, deal making, and nepotism largely controlled 
by partisan political bosses. In just over a decade 
the organization developed the first-ever model city 
charter, created the council-manager form of gov-
ernment, and thus oversaw the birth of a profession 
called city management.”8

The second purpose or theme discussed by the 
founders was “self-government” at the local level. 
“Simply put, (Theodore) Roosevelt and his col-
leagues felt that traditional forms of representative 
democracy worked well at the state and local lev-
els,” he wrote. “It made sense for voters to place 
their trusts, in effect to give up their proxy, to those 
who represented them in Washington or in the state 
capitals. But, the league’s founders cautioned, it 
wasn’t enough at the local level simply to vote every 
2 years and feel as if commitment to community 
had been fulfilled. They felt that communities had 
to take responsibility for themselves, that individual 
citizens, businesses and community groups needed 
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to find ways to help improve the quality of life of 
their communities.”9

It was this second purpose or theme of the founding 
conference—self-government—that was to become 
the central mission of the National Civic League 
as it prepared the groundwork for the Alliance for 
National Renewal. “More than ever,” wrote Gates, 
who would later server as league president, “com-
munities are being forced to find new and crea-
tive ways to meet the challenges before them. The 
realities facing community problem solvers have 
never been so complex or so difficult. Communi-
ties clearly require new approaches to deal with the 
issue of present and future. Unless communities rec-
ognize that the context for local problem solving 
has changed, it is unlikely that they will be able to 
respond appropriately.”10

A View from Main Street
In the summer of 1991, the Kettering Foundation 
released an influential and widely read research 
report, Citizens and Politics: A View from Main 
Street America. Compiled by the Harwood Group, 
a public issues research firm in Bethesda, Maryland, 
the report came to the novel conclusion that Ameri-
cans weren’t, as many observers believed, apathetic 
or uninterested in politics and policy-making. 
Rather, they were angry.

Almost immediately after the 70-page report was 
released, “three secretaries in the Foundation’s 
Washington office had to help handle calls from 
people requesting copies,” David Mathews noted in 
a 1991 article in the National Civic Review. “More 
than 30,000 copies were mailed to citizens’ organi-
zations, political parties, members of Congress, 
state legislators, mayors and city councils, depart-
ments of political science, the White House, labor 
unions, and the Bank of Japan. By late August, more 
than 1,000 newspaper articles and editorials had 
appeared in nine countries.”11

For a foundation report, this was tantamount 
to best-seller status, and far from being a flash in 
the pan, the “Main Street” report, as it came to be 
known, would be served as one of the essential doc-
uments of what some social scientists would later 
describe as a “civic renewal movement.” Today, the 

idea that citizens are angry rather than apathetic 
would hardly seem novel, but in the early 1990s, it 
was something of a revelation.

“The conventional wisdom that people are apathetic 
about politics is dead wrong,” wrote Mathews. 
“Richard Harwood let citizens talk long enough to 
get beyond the usual complaints about big govern-
ment and bad politicians. He heard citizens who 
were deeply angry—not apathetic—at being pushed 
out of the political system by a professional politi-
cal class for interest group lobbyists, overly incum-
bent politicians, and the media.”12

“Why the public outrage?” he continued. “Evi-
dently, people from all walks of life still believe 
that this should be a nation not simply of people 
and for the people, but by the people as well. The 
democratic impulse we have seen around the world 
appears to resonate with some Americans, too.”

What the findings in Citizens and Politics sug-
gested, wrote Mathews, was much more alarming 
than the usual complaints about politics. “They do 
not believe their votes control the system anymore. 
They believe that money and the influence of pow-
erful groups control the system. Therefore, they 
conclude that there is no point in voting, or—worse 
yet—they decide it is better not to vote. When asked 
why he didn’t vote, one man in California said, ‘It’s 
simple. I don’t want to encourage them.’ People 
are ‘voting’ not to vote. A wave of public cynicism 
about the political system threatens the legitimacy 
of government at all levels.”13

But if people were cynical about and turned off by 
organized politics, that didn’t mean they weren’t 
engaged in public life. At the community level, in 
collective problems-solving efforts, there was plenty 
of activism. “When citizens see that they can get 
their hands on a problem, they sense that there is 
some possibility they can make a difference, and so 
they tend to get more involved. They become politi-
cal producers rather than consumers.”14

Citizens and Co-Production
The idea of citizens as “producers” rather than con-
sumers was echoed in the groundbreaking work 
of another author whose writing appeared in the 
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National Civic Review in the early 1990s, Elinor 
Ostrom, a professor at the University of Indiana. 
Ostrom, the first woman to win the Nobel Prize for 
Economics, was acclaimed for her work in institu-
tional theory and common pool resource problems. 
Studying natural resource systems such as waters 
supplies and fisheries, she and her fellow research-
ers discovered that the successful ones were not 
necessarily the results of government regulation 
or private ownership but voluntary associations 
between users who created their own rules and 
mechanisms for insuring the sustainability of the 
resource. Ostrom believed that citizens and gov-
ernment should work together to “co-produce” the 
services and structures of governance that commu-
nities needed to thrive.

In 1993, her article “A Communitarian Approach to 
Local Governance,” which appeared in the summer 
issue of the review, she wrote: “The way that produc-
tion and consumption are organized in communities 
affects the incentives or disincentives among users 
to participate actively as co-producers of services. 
“Unless public officials and the suppliers of services 
take into account the aspirations and preferences 
of the people they serve, they are apt to encounter 
reticent citizens who consider themselves victims 
of exploitation rather than active participants in 
collaborative efforts to realize joint outcomes. Co-
production has a strong potential relationship to 
efficiency as well as local self-governance.”15

Today, citizens have fewer opportunities for 
direct participation in the larger, formal insti-
tutions of government. They need recourse to 
a variety of activating institutions organized as 
voluntary associations and functioning as civic 
associations, interest groups, political parties, 
neighborhood associations, and church congre-
gations. Citizens in many communities across 
the United States and in other countries do 
take an active role in the governance of their 
own communities, far from the attention of the 
national media. Institutions of self-governance 
depend on the development of a science and art 
of association whereby citizens share with one 
another in human communities. Formal units 
of government are those non-voluntary asso-
ciations that are more permanently established 
by law to administer the affairs associated with 

identifiable territory. Their operation in a demo-
cratic society depends on their being nested in 
rich configurations of voluntary activities. Vol-
untary associations, often labeled ‘private,’ serve 
crucial public purposes.

In many communities, institutions that might be 
considered strictly private are effectively govern-
ing and managing local common-pool resources 
and providing sustainable infrastructures. The 
equation of “public” and “government” with 
“central government” implies a neglect of the sub-
stantial role of individual citizens in public life.16

“We need to recognize, then, that local government 
in a democratic society cannot be confined only to 
what transpires in particular corporate entities or 
agencies identified as units of government,” wrote 
Ostrom. “This is why it may be more useful to refer 
to ‘government structures’ than ‘governments,’ or, in 
an even more disabling way, ‘the government.’ The 
process of governance refers to a much larger uni-
verse of discourse both inside and outside of formal 
government units, not merely what proceeds within 
the walls of a particular unit.”17

“The need for co-production applies to the mainte-
nance of physical facilities and ways of life in human 
communities,” she concluded. “If neighbors do not 
know one another and they live in high rise build-
ings without adequate security, halls, and stairways 
become a “no man’s land” where predators prey upon 
others. Neighborhood streets are subject to the same 
“tragedy of the commons.” Appropriate institutional 
arrangements for cooperative housing and neighbor-
hood governance are necessary to facilitate co-pro-
ductive efforts for monitoring and exercising control 
over public spaces. We need to mobilize the analytical 
capabilities that address themselves to the reality of 
life in the neighborhoods if we are to understand the 
patterns of destruction that have occurred in some of 
these settings. Populations that reach into the hun-
dreds of thousands—or even millions of people— 
cannot be governed from City Hall, let alone the 
White House. They must govern themselves.”18

Making Democracy Work
Why do some democratic governments succeed 
and others fail? This was a question the political 
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scientist Robert Putnam set out to explore in his 
1992 book, Making Democracy Work: Civic Tradi-
tions in Modern Italy. In 1970, the Italian govern-
ment decided to create a wholly new set of regional 
governments, each with the same structure, for-
mal power, and base of financial support. Putnam 
decided that comparing the performance of these 
governments would prove illuminating.

“It soon became clear that despite their identical 
form,” wrote Putnam in the Spring 1993 issue of 
the Civic Review, “these various regional govern-
ments worked very differently. As we had expected, 
some of them proved to be utter failures— 
inefficient, slothful, corrupt. Others, however, were 
very effective—creating innovative day care cent-
ers, industrial parks, job programs, family clinics, 
environmental programs, and the like. Citizens in 
latter regions enjoyed better government than many 
Americans.”19

Putnam and his colleagues considered the differ-
ent possibilities: wealth, education, party poli-
tics, urbanization, social stability, among other 
factors. “None of these answers fit the facts,” he 
wrote. “None was directly correlated with govern-
ment performance. The right answer surprised us, 
though it likely would not have surprised Alexis de 
Tocqueville, that astute nineteenth century French 
observer of democracy in America: What best pre-
dicted good government in Italian regions was cho-
ral societies, soccer clubs, and cooperatives. In other 
words, some regions were characterized by a dense 
network of civic associations and an active culture 
of civic engagement, whereas others were character-
ized by vertical client-patron relations of exploita-
tions and dependence, not horizontal collaboration 
among equals.”20

These networks, Putnam believed, had deep histori-
cal roots. Roughly speaking, the parts of medieval 
Italy where order and government was established 
by Norman barons and monarchs had poorly devel-
oped civic associations. The governing structures in 
those regions were vertical and exploitative. “Mean-
while, in a band of cities stretching across north 
central Italy from Venice to Bologna to Florence 
to Genoa, a very different solution was invented to 
address the same problem of social order. Instead 
of vertically structured system of kings, barons, 

knights and peasants, however, small groups of 
neighbors in the north began to form mutual self-
protection pacts.”21

“Town governments were actually formed out of 
these horizontally organized mutual aid associa-
tions,” Putnam wrote. “So successful was this idea 
of horizontal collaboration that the principal began 
to spread to other spheres of social activity. In eco-
nomic life—guilds were invented—associations 
among equals for mutual professional benefit.” 
Soon, a web of horizontal associations evolved—
neighborhood associations, religious fraternities, 
and, of course, choral societies. “These communal 
republics soon created remarkably advanced sys-
tems of government, with the medieval equivalent 
of professional city managers, modern laws, mar-
ketable public securities, and so on.”22

To explain the disparities between well-man-
aged and poorly managed governments, Putnam 
employed a little known social scientific term—
“social capital.” Communities and neighborhoods 
with ample social capital, the human relationships, 
and civic capacities that are built up over time, tend 
to be more successful and livable than those with 
less. Years later, Putnam would popularize the con-
cept of social capital with an essay and subsequent 
book called Bowling Alone, in which he warned of 
the decline of associational life and membership 
organizations (and thus social capital) and how 
that might affect democracy. But the basic ideas he 
would later explore in his widely read book, Bowl-
ing Alone, were first laid out in Making Democracy 
Work, his exploration of civic traditions and gov-
ernance in Italy. The concept of social capital would 
prove to be an important concern for the civic 
revival movement in the 1990s and early 2000s.

Making a Case for American Renewal
As the National Civic League was approaching 
its centennial, the board and staff were focused 
on how the organization could have as great an 
impact on contemporary problems of governance 
as it had historically as a promoter of Progressive 
Era Municipal Reform. For more than 40 years, 
the organization had recognized communities for 
outstanding civic accomplishments through its All-
America City Awards. Since 1987, it had offered 
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technical assistance to communities undertaking 
long-range, participatory planning or problem-solv-
ing initiatives though its civic assistance program, 
and it had helped spark a nationwide “healthy com-
munities movement” movement through its part-
nerships with the U.S. Health Agency.

“NCL’s second century agenda is founded on our 
stunning success in advocating, promoting, and 
assisting in the establishment of an effective, effi-
cient, and responsive public sector, monitored 
and periodically reformed by an ever watchful, 
informed, and engaged public,” wrote editor David 
Lampe and publisher John Parr in their introduc-
tion to the Winter-Spring 1994 issue of the review. 
“As NCL undertakes to reaffirm its mission, it calls 
upon the nation to redouble its commitment to 
social equity and collective progress. In short, NCL 
advocates a broadly-based, multi-sectoral initiative 
to enlist every American and every institution—
public, private, and nonprofit—in a nationwide 
movement called American Renewal.”23

To write a call for action in this new movement (the 
name of the initiative was later changed to National 
Renewal), Lampe and Parr recruited Neal Peirce, a 
syndicated, urban affairs columnist with the Wash-
ington Post Writers Group. Peirce and another civic 
league supporter, Curtis Johnson, had written the 
book, CitiStates: How Urban America Can Prosper 
in a Competitive World. The book made a strong 
argument for a new kind of civic regionalism in 
which citizens in urban areas and surrounding sub-
urbs worked together to promote economic well-
being and equity in a more competitive, globally 
integrated era.

“Reach into almost any community in the United 
States and you will discover the need for an Ameri-
can Renewal,” wrote Peirce. “There’s the single 
mother, who is weary, bouncing from welfare to 
work and back. She knows she’s nobody’s cause. 
She still cares, mostly for her two children, and 
hopes and wonders about the future. She exempli-
fies the failings of a system that no longer works 
for many Americans. But no one is asking for her 
advice about how to change it.”24

The essay goes on to describe other anxious  
characters—the business executive facing a 

corporate restructuring and loss of a job, the belea-
guered city manager who realizes that challenges 
his community faces are too complex to rely on old 
ideas about public administration, the farmer facing 
unstable prices and a crushing mortgage, the news-
paper editor fearing closure or a buyout, the labor 
leader losing members and facing givebacks in the 
next contract, and the lonely retiree.

“Flipping through this catalogue of cynicism and 
despair, you might think the country is finished,” 
he wrote. “Yet, for every burned-out teacher 
who’s given up, there are a dozen others who still 
try hard, working against the odds of over-sized 
classes and expanding social demands on public 
education, all the while reminded that theirs is 
one of America’s system that no longer perform 
well.”25

The idea of the renewal movement would be to 
challenge the self-absorption, inertia, and compla-
cency that threatened the nation’s prospect at every 
level—personal, commercial, and governmental. 
“The renewal must prompt personal and national 
mobilization to counter the forces that threaten to 
destroy the shining American birthright: cynicism 
and alienation, poverty and lawlessness, illiteracy 
and substance abuse, polluted natural environ-
ments, and socially ravaged cities.”26

In short, “We need new standards for civic life. 
We need a new social contract that says every citi-
zen counts, not just at the ballot box, but at par-
ent teacher meetings at schools, at committees to 
hammer out conflicts between growth and environ-
mental conservation, and in neighborhoods to stop 
crime and save at-risk youth.”27

This was obviously going to be a tall order, but the 
National Civic League’s call for renewal was met 
with widespread interest. In May of 1994, about 
130 people representing 50 different organiza-
tions met in Washington to discuss the need for an 
alliance. By the time of the 100th National Con-
ference on Governance, more than 100 organiza-
tions had joined in, including AARP, The United 
Way of America, the League of Women Voters, 
the National Urban League, Common Cause, the 
National League of Cities and the International 
City/County Management Association. At its peak, 
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the alliance included more than 230 organizations 
and associations.

(This article is the first in a two-part series. The sec-
ond part will appear in the fall issue of the National 
Civic Review).
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