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POWER ON 
"Community organizer" is more than just a catchphrase.
By Anneli Rufus
When he was fired as a very young man from a job that involved helping public-housing tenants in New York City, Mike Miller was told that he was getting the sack for being "too militant." It was the late 1950s; he was a Columbia grad student, fresh from years spent in the radical ferment of student government at UC Berkeley. Those who fired Miller dubbed him "a little Alinsky," but he had to ask an acquaintance what that epithet meant.
"I learned that Saul Alinsky was the dean of American community organizing, had taken on the New York City social-work establishment, and was anathema in that world." A neighborhood activist since the 1930s, Alinsky championed the poor and the marginalized, outlining strategies by which they might take power in his book Rules for Radicals. Shortly after having been fired, Miller tagged along with a friend to Alinsky's summer home in Carmel.
"Alinsky immediately pointed at me and asked Hank, 'What's this guy doing here?' Hank was put off-balance by the question, so I chimed in: 'I was fired for being "a little Alinksy" and wanted to meet the big one.' That tickled his big ego," Miller remembers. A few years later, Alinsky hired him.
It was an education, rife with fits and starts. By the mid-1960s, Miller was fighting urban renewal in his hometown, San Francisco, aiding the civil-rights movement in the Mississippi Delta, and co-directing the first national farmworker boycott. In 1968, he was asked to become the lead organizer for San Francisco's Mission Coalition Organization, a multi-issue confab whose many causes included protecting low-income tenants and finding work for the unemployed. Acknowledged in its time as the city's most powerful grassroots organization, MCO grew out of a late-1960s campaign blocking the kind of federally funded demolition that transformed the Western Addition.
"Having beaten the 'federal bulldozer,' Mission District residents went on to dramatically slow the gentrification tendencies that were already present at that time," Miller exults. Composed of churches, unions, block clubs, tenant associations, and youth groups, MCO was off to an ambitious start. Miller charts its rise and fall in his memoir A Community Organizer's Tale: People and Power in San Francisco, which was published by Berkeley's Heyday Books and which he will discuss at Mrs. Dalloway's (2904 College Ave., Berkeley) on Friday, September 11.
The phrase "community organizer" carries a certain cachet now that someone who used to do it for a living — and who is well-versed in the works of Saul Alinksy — occupies the White House. This bodes well, muses Miller, who began writing field notes for the book in 1971 and who offers in one of its final chapter some strategies of his own: "Celebrate our heroes and create a story that could become part of public and parochial school curricula," he urges, among other tips, and "Challenge pastors to think of themselves as organizers."
"Obama will be responsive to the kind of agenda that was developed in MCO," Miller predicts — only to add, still every inch an organizer: "It is the responsibility of the people on the ground to put that agenda front and center." 
7:30 p.m., free. MrsDalloways.com



EAST BAY EXPRESS: OAKLAND, BERKELEY, AND EAST BAY
NEWS. EVENTS. RESTAURANTS, MUSIC. & ARTS. SEPTEMBER09,
2009 ARTS & CULTURE » BOOKS

roweRoN

“Commnityorganizer” is e than justactchphrase,

By dnnel R

When he ws ird s very young man fom  job that il hlpin publc
ousing fenants in New York iy, ike Mile was 1 tht e was geting the
sck for being oo milant. It wasthe te 1950 he was aColumbi grad studen,
e fom yarsspent inth adica ferment of sdent goverment t UC Berkcley
“Those who ircd Miller b im stk Alinsky.” bt e hid o sk an
acqusintance what that eithet s,

“earmed tht Sl Alinsky was the deanof Anerican communiy organizing, had
taken o the New York Ctysial-work esablshment,and was anatherma i
workd.* A eighborhood sctiistsnceth 1930s, Alinsky champione the poorand
he marginalized,oulining sscgies by whic ey might ke powe in his

ook Rules for Radicals. Shorly affr having becn e, Mille agged slong with
fend o Alinsky’s summer hom in Camel.

*Alisky immediaely pointed at e and sked Hank, 'Whats his guy doing here”
Hank was put ofT-balance b the question,so | chimed in: 1w e fo being "
T Alnksy” and wanted 10 meet hebig one. That ekl bis big og.* Miler
emermbers. A few years ltr, Alinsky hird i

1t was ameducaton. ife with it and strts. By the mid-1960s, Miller was fghtng
urbanrenewal i i Bometown, San Francisc, iin the civilrights mov

the Misssppi Delt, andco-directng h frst atonslfrmworker boycot. In
1068, he wa asked 1 becometh lead rganizerfo San Francisco's Mission
Couliion Organization, a muli-suc confs hose many causs included
prtecin low-income tenntsand fnding work fo he nerploye.
Acknowlcdged in s time a5 te ciys mostpowerfulgrassoots oganization, MCO.
Erew cutof e 19605 campaian blocking the kindof fedralyfunded demlivion
{hattransformed the Westen Addition.

*Having besten th foderal buloger! Mision District esidents wenton o
cramtialyskow the gentifcation tendenciesthat werssrcady presnt s
fime.” Milerexalls Composed ofchurches, unons,block lab,tenant
socitions,and youlh grupe. MCO was o0 4 ambiiows st Mille chars s
viseand al i is meroie A Community Organiers Tal: Peopl and Pove in




