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DEDICATION


Organizers of the tradition of which I'm a part are both outsiders and insiders.  I think we work within the traditions of American democracy.  The work we do is protected, indeed celebrated, by the First Amendment to the Constitution.  Our job is to assist powerless people to build powerful organizations that can effectively act to realize the democratic values of the Constitution and Bill of Rights and the values taught by the social and economic justice teachings of the world's great religious traditions.  That certainly makes us "insiders."


At the same time, we are outsiders in the sense that we build something separate from, and independent of, major institutions of business, government and the nonprofit sector.  If we really do what we set out to do, the organizations we build depend for their membership on the voluntary participation of individuals and associations, and for their core budgets, dues and fundraising activities of their members.  


But almost none of these organizations would exist without both overt and covert support of institutional insiders.  They are foundation staff, institutional leaders in churches and other religious bodies, labor union leaders, elected politicians and administrators of important bureaucracies and executives in the business sector.  For reasons of belief, these individuals extend themselves to assist organizers in many large and small ways.


In my 35 years as an organizer, I have had the pleasure of knowing and being supported by a number of such people.  It is to them that this report is dedicated.

PREFACE


Let me begin with thanks to a number of people who made this project possible.  Rob Hollister, then Director of the Lincoln Filene Center at Tufts University suggested the possibility of an Aspen Institute Nonprofit Sector Research Fund project after reading an article I wrote for Social Policy magazine titled, "Citizen Groups:  Whom Do They Represent?"  The work of this project is really an elaboration of that article.  Pablo Eisenberg, Executive Director of the Center for Community Change, further encouraged me to apply to Aspen, as he has on other occasions encouraged me to write--even when he disagreed with what he knew would be the likely result.  Alan Abramson, staff member and now Director at the Aspen Non- profit Sector Fund was patiently helpful as I worked my way through the proposal and budget process.  The Aspen Institute also graciously extended the deadline for this report because of my mother's extended illness and death in 1994 and 1995.  


This Report was funded by the Aspen Institute's Nonprofit Sector Research Fund.  The Fund supports academic and practitioner studies of various dimensions of the nonprofit sector.  As a practitioner of community organizing and as a student of it and its relationship to society as a whole, I was particularly interested in the opportunity to both analyze certain dimensions of the nonprofit sector and to reflect on specific policy or program directions that might contribute to community organizing specifically and to the nonprofit sector in general.  My interest was in the relationship between various kinds of community organizing, on the one hand, and other forms of "community-based nonprofit organizations" on the other.  More specifically, I was interested in the relationship between "community organizing" and "community development."  There are often conflicts between the two.  There is much confusion about them and their relationship to each other.  In part because of the lack of clarity, there are missed opportunities for collaboration that would benefit the populations to which both social change approaches are most committed.  The confusion is compounded because both use terms such as "community organizing," "capacity building," "power," "empowerment," "powerlessness," "democracy," "self-determination" and other ideas related to people participating in making the decisions that affect their lives.


From my own experience as an organizer, I knew of both positive and negative examples of relationships between "community organizations" and "community-based nonprofit organizations."  While lack of conceptual clarity was not always the source of problems between the two, it certainly was one.  I will identify others in the course of this report.  I do not mean to suggest that if only we could agree on ideas these conflicts would disappear; much more is at stake.  At the same time, when people of good will end up in antagonistic relationships it is worth clarifying what is going on so that, if they are going to be in conflict, it is at least clear what the issues are.  I hope this report will make a contribution in the direction of this kind of clarity.  In addition to clarifying concepts, another goal was to identify experiences that could lead to proposals for collaborative relationships.  I have done so; the report includes ideas about how various kinds of community-based nonprofit organizations could cooperate with one another.  I hope also to contribute to clarity on the part of those who fund "community-based nonprofit organizations."  As a result of increasing suspicion of large-scale bureaucracies and of the "helping professions," many foundations are interested in the participation of low- and moderate-income people, particularly people of color, in processes in which they identify their assets and strengths as well as their problems and in which they control the direction of programs intended to benefit them.  This interest has led foundations to support community development corporations, a wider range of community-based nonprofit organizations and, in a much smaller number of cases, to support community organizing.  But an interesting slippage of terms comes into play.  Many community development corporations and community-based nonprofit organizations describe "community organizing" as something they do as an important dimension of their program.  This report will argue for a distinction between "community organizing" that is connected to something else and "community organizing" that is the central mission of an organization.


My initial hypothesis was "that open-ended, 'bottom-up,' broadly-based, multi-issue, grassroots-funded organizations whose value base is in democratic traditions and/or the social and economic justice teachings of the Judeo-Christian tradition, are the principal vehicles to bring pressure to bear on major social institutions, and to renew the fabric of community in low-income areas where despair and hopelessness reign, and that the other community-based nonprofits are the principal vehicles for incubating new ideas, developing innovative policy initiatives, advocating public policy, and effectively implementing service-delivery programs in alienated communities."  As will be seen, my hypothesis had to be modified.  However, I believe its principal ideas stood the test of the field.   

This is a qualitative research effort.  Even the standardized, open-ended, questionnaire with which I began my fieldwork gave way in the course of the actual research.  Depending on the circumstance, my original questions were either too specific or too general--and sometimes both.  To capture the essence of what I was looking at it was often necessary to go in great detail into the stories I was being told by both professional practitioners and volunteer leaders.  As I have learned after many years of (sometimes bitter) experience, God (or the Devil) is in the details.  In my visits, more than anything else I wanted people to tell me their stories.  What were they trying to accomplish?  With whom?  In whose behalf?  What was the relationship between their organization and those they hoped would be the beneficiaries of its activities?  What was the organization's way of researching and defining problems and opportunities in its environment?  What were solutions it was working on, and how were they being implemented?  Were there ongoing mechanisms for evaluation and accountability?  Most important, how were the people most affected involved in the process?  What contributions did they make?  And, in relation to the involvement of the presumed beneficiaries, what was the role of professional staff?  How was it defined?  To whom was it accountable?  What were the sources of funds, and how did these present both opportunities and constraints?  What was the role of volunteer leaders?  How did it relate to the role of professional staff?  If there were conflicts, how were they resolved?  If the organization encountered external obstacles, how did it deal with them?  Did it mobilize its constituency to challenge institutional power when that power was an obstacle to the community-based organization's goals?  If not, why not?  If so, how?  With what results?  
In these visits, I would pursue questions about the distinction I was interested in exploring between "community organizing" and other types of "community based nonprofit organizations."  In most of the places I visited, I would deal with both types of organizations, and I would ask each about its relationship, if any, with the other.  Did they cooperate?  When, how and under what circumstances?  What lessons had been learned from such cooperation?  Were they antagonistic?  If so, why?  Could and/or should it be otherwise?  Was their relationship so distant that one or the other might just as well have been on Mars?


In addition to information gleaned from site-visits through interviews, I collected documents wherever I went.  When there were books about a particular project, I read them--as I did numerous articles about the groups I was visiting.  Reading the documents with the benefit of interviews with key personnel helped me get deeper into the life of an organization.  Sometimes the documents contradicted or made important modifications to what I was told.  While this was sometimes a function of the audience for which particular documents were written, it also showed how difficult it is to be clear about some of the questions I was asking.  Similarly, interviews with people at different levels in an organization showed different, sometimes vastly different, understandings of what the organization was about.    


My approach to the field was to find cities and neighborhoods in which there were both "broadly-based community organizations" and other kinds of "community-based nonprofit organizations," particularly "community development corporations," serving the same constituency, and to visit with key professionals and lay leaders in each.  With thirty-five years of experience as a community organizer, I had excellent access to the former.  With the help of colleagues and friends, as well as some of my own contacts, I had sufficient access to the latter.  In a small number of cases, people I wanted to interview wouldn't respond to my requests for an interview.  This was particularly true in San Francisco, my home town.  I suspect this is because in this city I am identified with one side of some of the struggles between community organizing and community development corporations.  Where this was the case, but where I thought important lessons were to be learned, I relied on cross-checking my findings with several informants and on documents I was able to obtain about a particular issue or project.  In some cases, people told me things in confidence or gave me documents with the understanding that I wouldn't publicly cite them.  While I was reluctant to accept these terms, curiosity got the best of me and I acquiesced.  Thus there will be times in the text when I disguise a source.


I am deeply indebted to the following individuals and organizations who generously gave me their time, engaged with me on the issues and often followed up with correspondence, phone conversations and organizational documents:

In Denver, 
· Mike Kromrey, Director; Jeanne Orrben, Organizer; Metropolitan Organizations of People (MOP).  

· MOP Member Organizations:  Ana & Ernest Atencio, Lay Leaders; Bethel Presbyterian,  Aubrey Wesley, Deacon; King Baptist Church,  Mary Rivera, Pastoral Associate and Lee Zuberer, Lay Leader, Annunciation Catholic Church. 

· Ray Stranske, Executive Director; Helen Williams, Program participant; Sandra Clark, Program participant; Zenzel Carr, Program director; Michelle Muniz, Program staff; HOPE Communities. 

In Baltimore,
· Kathleen O'Toole, Director; Jonathan Lange, Organizer; Baltimoreans United In Leadership Development (BUILD).

· BUILD Member Congregations:  Fr. Joe Kerns, Pastor; St. Peter Claver; Marg Wadell, Lay Leader; Union Baptist.

· Joe McNeely, Executive Director; Development Training Institute.

· Patrick M. Costigan, Director of Neighborhood Transformation; Enterprise Foundation.

· Rev. Mark Gornick, Pastor; New Song Church.

· Joe Ehrmann, Executive Director; The Door.

· Angel Nunez, Staff; Southeast Community Organization (SECO).

In Philadelphia,
· Fr. Joe Kakalic, Executive Director; Regional Council of Neighborhood Organizations (RCNO).

· Cheryl Appline, Executive Director; Habitat for Humanity.

· Rev. Charles Bulford, co-Pastor; New Mercies Church.

In New York City,
·  Harry DeRienzo, Executive Director; Parodneck Foundation for Self-Help Housing and Community Development.

· Ron Shiffman, Executive Director; Pratt Institute Center for Community & Environmental Development.

In South Bronx,
· Anita Miller, Exec. Direc., Jordan Hawomy; several staff people; Comprehensive Community Revitalization Program.

· Rev. John Heinemeier, Lutheran Pastor, former leader in So. Bronx,

· Yolanda Garcia; Nos Quedamos, .  

In Brooklyn,
· Richard Harmon, Director; John King, Resident Association leader and building superintendent for BEC sponsored CDC housing; Gary Braithwaite, BEC leader Brooklyn Ecumenical Cooperatives (BEC).  

In Boston,
· Rogelio Whittington, Executive Director (now former Executive Director); Roz Everdale, Organizational Development; Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI).  
· Bill Traynor, Executive Director, Neighborhood Partners.

· Ken Galdston, Director; Merrimac Valley Project.

In Chicago, 

· Richard Townsell, Executive Director; Lawndale Christian Community Development.

· Tom Lenz; Local Initiatives Support Corporation.

· Maureen Hellwig, Program Director; Eric Nordgren, Organizer; Erie Neighborhood House.

· Ken Rolling, (now former) Staff; Woods Fund.

In New Orleans,

· Linda Chancellor, Organizer; All Congregations Together (ACT). 

·  ACT Member Parish:  Fr. Michael Jacques, pastor; Dierdre Steiv, parish staff; Charles Baquet, Lay Leader and Member, Board of Directors, LISC; St. Peter Claver Parish.

In Jackson, MS and the Mississippi Delta:

· C.J. Jones, Organizer; Voice of Calvary.

· Larry Farmer, Executive Director; Mississippi Action for Community Education.

In San Francisco,

· Diana Samuelson, former Executive Director; Lydia Ferrante, Executive Director; Associated tenant association leaders, Phyllis Birsch, Matthew Bixby, Robin King; Tenderloin Senior Organizing Project.

· Rich Sorro, Executive Director; Mission Hiring Hall.

· Barbara Crane, former organizer with Metropolitan Organizations for People (Denver), Tenderloin Senior Organizing Project and North of Market Senior Services.

In Sonoma County, CA,

· Larry Ferlazzo, Executive Director; Sonoma County Faith-Based Community Organizing Project.

In Los Angeles,

· Dr. Robert Linthicum, Executive Director; Partners In Urban Transformation.

· Dr. Kenneth Luscombe, Director, Office of Urban Advance; World Vision International.

· Michael Mata, Director of Urban Ministries; Claremont School of Theology.

National,

· Steve Kest, Executive Director; Association of Communities Organized for Reform Now (ACORN).

· Arnie Graf, Cabinet Member; Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF).

· Greg Galluzzo, Executive Director; Gamaliel Institute.

· Elizabeth (Betsy) Morris, Graduate Student, UC Berkeley Department of City & Regional Planning.

· Peter Pitegoff, Professor of Law; University of Rochester.

I. VALUES


Clarity of values and social analysis is essential to provide a framework to compare and contrast approaches in the field of "community-based nonprofit organizations."  My argument cannot be understood without this context. I begin with a commitment to some core values:  liberty, personhood, equality, justice, community, solidarity, responsibility, security and democracy.  These values are both mutually reinforcing and in tension with one another.  


By liberty I mean two things:  first, and in the western liberal tradition, the absence of governmental restraint on individual expression.  Liberty, or freedom, is, in this sense, expressed in the rights of free speech, assembly, press and petitioning one's governors.  This absence of governmental restraint, however, says nothing about other constraints.  When early democrats talked about democracy their fear was of the government, not of the marketplace.  Corporate capitalism has qualitatively altered the circumstances in which the discussion of liberty as the absence of restraint takes place.  So I also use the term in a second way:  the opportunity to realize one's gifts and talents, to express one's personhood.  This is an affirmative idea of freedom:  we are only as free as we have the opportunity to express what we are and can potentially be.  The two are not the same. 


By personhood, I mean the intrinsic value and distinctiveness of each human being.  This sense of the sacredness of the human, whether derived from secular or religious beliefs, stands in contrast to the notion of disposable or lesser people--because they are "different," "less than" or "other" than we.  As an African-American woman with whom I worked said, "God doesn't make junk."   


By equality, I mean the distribution of material and other rewards.  At one end of the spectrum, the commitment to equality in, for example, the Israel Kibbutz was so deep that children were raised separately from their parents so that differentials in parental endowment were not passed from one generation to the next.  Income was equal or close to it.  Some rewards are inherently unequal in their distribution:  prestige and status being among them.  But the commitment to equality implies that all of us share in a fundamental humanity, and none is so high or low as to be qualitatively different from his brother or sister.  I also mean by equality the relatively equal distribution of power--the ability to act with effectiveness in the world.  This idea of equality is expressed in democratic societies in the principle of one person-one vote.  But when there are vast inequalities in wealth, status and power, it is impossible to sustain political equality.


Equality got a bad name when Lyndon Johnson called for equality of results in one of his major addresses on the problems of education in the United States.  Given differentials in intellectual endowment, it is obvious that there cannot be equality of results.  Conservatives jumped on Johnson's quest, and used it to attack the general principle of equality.  While there may not be equality of results, that is no reason to deny that there can be a minimum achieved by all -- whether that minimum be in income, respect or educational attainment.


Equality of opportunity is yet another meaning of "equality," and implies the absence of external constraint based on arbitrary criteria--such as race, age or gender.  In the narrow sense, it is simply the absence of formal restraints--that is, of laws or policies which discriminate.  In a deeper sense, equality of opportunity only exists when there is the realistic possibility for people to exercise the opportunity.  If, for example, the legal right to register to vote was present but a black sharecropper who exercised it was likely to be fired and evicted it would be fair to say that the right exists "only on paper."


Justice is used to justify everything since no one admits to being an advocate of injustice, and most moral claims are made in the name of justice.  Justice, as I will use it, refers to fairness, being treated in a way that isn't arbitrary or capricious, knowing procedures and having equitable access to them.  It also means receiving one's due.  But what is one's due?  Economic justice, amply referred to in the Bible, means that there shouldn't be a huge gap between the rich and poor, that the poor should be treated with respect and charity, that widows, orphans and others who are poor should not be left without food or shelter, that there should be a periodic redistribution of wealth (the time of Jubilee).  Those who are able have responsibilities, but the failure to act responsibly is not a license to eliminate the obligations toward the poor.  In classical tradition, those with wealth were to act virtuously; for Jefferson, landless or craft-less poverty were threats to democracy.  The foundation of a democratic order was the yeoman farmer and the independent artisan.  That the Founders of American democracy were often slave-owners diminishes their moral authority, but it was their thoughts and words that provided the moral basis for the anti-slavery movement.  Both biblical and classical slavery recognized the slave as a person; only American chattel slavery made the slave mere property.  


Valuing the particular is necessary if each of us is to value his or her own tradition and background--whether that be religious, racial, ethnic, geographic, occupational or whatever. Valuing the particular, distinct and unique in humankind can lead to an appreciation of "The Other" rather than to his or her denigration.  To value the particular can be to bemoan the homogenization of cultures, the McDonaldization of the world, and the loss of regional traditions in the US.  It also can be the assertion of my group as being superior to yours--and this is its danger.  But the danger will not be overcome by insisting on our all being alike.  Our fundamental humanity should not obscure the distinctiveness of cultures, backgrounds and experiences that shape each of us.   


By security, I mean both the fact and feeling that one lives in an orderly, safe and predictable society.  Security includes such things as the safety of one's street; the likelihood of continued income and employment if one continues to perform at work; the likelihood that if, for reasons of health, parenting responsibilities or "downsizing," you lose a job there is a safety net which will support you as long as you act responsibly; the feeling and fact that major illness will not result in catastrophic loss of standard of living; protection of one's income from the devastation of run-away inflation--all these have to do with security.  When Franklin Delano Roosevelt spoke of the "Four Freedoms" he was applying the traditionally American value of freedom to things not usually covered by it.  He added freedom from fear and want to the freedoms of speech and religion.


By responsibility (or obligation), I mean the duty to do certain things as a member of society.  If adequate income is a requirement of a decent society then, as a corollary, so is the duty of the worker to put in a "good day's work."  The loafer or free rider takes benefits, but fails to carry his or her weight.  If liberty allows us to freely speak, responsibility demands that we speak as truthfully as we can.  This isn't to deny passion, but to demand respect for truth--and to recognize that there may be different "truths" (both beliefs and perceptions of reality) for different people.  The demagogue abuses liberty by speaking irresponsibly, willfully ignoring or distorting the facts, playing on fear and emotion to stir support for a cause.


Belonging to something of significance is another value.  Most people want to be part of something that offers them a purpose larger than themselves.  Families offer that, but they are not sufficient if there is to be a society of independent and interdependent people.  

Democracy


The best chance to realize the values I've identified is offered by democratic societies.  By democracy, I mean majority rule and minority rights.  That is, the right of the people, by action of the majority, to make the laws that govern everyone--either directly in town hall-type meetings or through their elected representatives.  But this is not a simple majoritarianism.  Certain rights, namely those guaranteed by the Bill of Rights of the U.S. Constitution, cannot be abrogated by the vote of 51% or 99% of the people.  When the majority does that, they have violated the democratic premise because one person or group of people has been denied the rights which are fundamental to the entire sovereign people if democracy is to be sustained and preserved.  I also mean more than a system in which alternative claimants to govern present their case to the people and the people choose from among them.  I mean something in which citizenship is an active engagement.  Citizens, in this idea of democracy, listen, challenge, discuss, argue, deliberate, study, reason, imagine, judge, evaluate, negotiate, compromise, reflect and otherwise engage with one another in the very process of making and implementing decisions.  It is not sufficient for politicians periodically to present their cases to a relatively inert electorate who then choose from among them. 


There is a richer sense in which I use "democracy."  It is a faith in the capacity of regular people to act with wisdom, compassion and justice; a belief that, given the opportunity, most people will act in this way, and; a belief that whatever its faults might be, no system is a better guarantor of the other values here noted.  Lastly, democracy is the presence of those institutions that create democratic citizens and maintain democratic citizenship.  As I shall later argue, in this sense democracy exists and persists only in certain social conditions.

Community, Relationships and Solidarity


By "community," I mean a group of people, sharing a common tradition or history, who support and challenge each other to act powerfully, both individually and collectively, to affirm, defend and advance their values and interests.  Note several things about this understanding of "community."  There is little or no "community" of San Francisco, or California or the United States.  In times of war or the threat of it, patriotism arouses a sense of national community.  Generally, there are multiple communities--and the content of the values and interests that bind one may be opposed to those of another.  The Ku Klux Klan, the members of the United States Senate and a local Baptist church might all be communities.  In the community of the United States Senate, members who are in dramatic public disagreement may play golf with one another the next day, protect the perks of one another, share in various rituals that govern the behavior of members, have distinct rules that define and distinguish insiders and outsiders and protect each other from their respective constituents!  When we look at community from this point of view, we also begin to appreciate the difficulty of sustaining disciplining (discipling) values.  In these communities, it is hard for members to judge one another.  Uniqueness and particularity are nurtured by the specific communities which are organized around them--the Baptist Church allows its members to identify themselves as particular kinds of Christians, with a particular church structure, particular traditions and other uniquenesses which distinguish them from other Christians.  The danger of community is that its exclusiveness may make its members feel superior or, as in the case of the Klan, deliberately seeks to accomplish that purpose.


The glue of community is personal relationships--but more than friendship or acquaintance is involved.  The relationships are anchored in the interests and values of the members of the community.  And the more serious the community is about its values and interests, the more it holds members accountable to act according to them.  Relationships in a community are not as deep as in the best of families, but they are much deeper than the transactions of the market in which a continuous calculation of selfish interest defines the terms of the relationship.


By "solidarity," I mean a combination of the empathic understanding that all humans should be their sisters' and brothers' keepers, and the self-interested understanding that, in the words of the simple saying, "in unity there is strength."  The pain of the mother in a favela in Sao Paulo who cannot feed her children ought to be the pain of each of us in the United States if we believe in solidarity.  The commitment to solidarity may, in some circumstances, require sacrifice.  Acts of empathic solidarity take place when the survivors of an earthquake share what they have with those who lost more, or when in any disaster situation individuals take responsibility for the lives of others who they are likely never to see again.  In these cases, it is our general sense of the commonness of our humanity that leads to our solidaristic action.  Acts of self-interested solidarity take place when workers honor the strike or boycott of other workers, when tenants in one building support tenants in another who are in a struggle with either a common or different landlord or when blacks or Latinos boycott a city or a state that has passed legislation or otherwise acted against the interests of people of color.  Empathic solidarity only requires that we recognize our common humanity with others.  It may lead us to ask if actions we take undermine the personhood of others.  For example, Americans' beef consumption contributes to the destruction of the rain forest in the Amazon because cattle-growers who export to the U.S. are encroaching on rain forest land to feed their cattle.  In this case, our self-interest is hard to discern, though it may be argued that in the long-run we all have to live on the planet.  Self-interested solidarity, on the other hand, is not simply an altruistic or very long run self-interest response.  It recognizes that what is happening to "x" group could happen to us, and if we let "y" do it to them, he could do it to us.  Further, if we support "x" now, we can expect them to support us later.  This is often called "enlightened self-interest."


A great example of the failure of solidarity took place in 1979 and 1980.  The air traffic controllers union, in contrast to almost every other union in the United States, and against the policy of the AFL-CIO, endorsed Ronald Reagan for President.  Soon after he was elected, the controllers went on strike and were ordered back to work by the President.  Those who refused to return were fired.  Once on strike, the controllers appealed to the rest of the labor movement for help.  Little was received.  Even when they were fired, only nominal action was taken in their behalf by other unions.  The call for support to the traffic controllers fell on deaf ears, even though it was generally agreed by trade unionists that what Reagan was doing was wrong, and was anti-union.  The self-interest was there, but the empathic basis for real action wasn't.  


As the glue of community is relationships, so the glue of solidarity is community.  But community is a face-to-face relationship, and very few opportunities for "horizontal" relationships that cut across lines of race, gender, occupation, and interest today exist.  Instead, most Americans are integrated into society by bureaucratic and "vertical" or hierarchical organizations.  The opportunities to get to know one another beyond our narrow groups rarely exist.  Even worse, many are not members of any significant communities; they are alone and isolated.  Lacking real communities, they are susceptible to the appeals of pseudo-community.  These appeals are crafted by mass media manipulators who treat people as market segments, and use symbols with which they identify to motivate their behavior.  This manipulation may take the form of the various "isms" that seek to make one group of people feel good about themselves at the expense of another.  Or, it may take the form of an appeal to narrow, selfish, interests--interests that are pursued without regard to the interests of others.  


Organizations which intentionally bring local particular communities together across lines of historic division (geographic, religious, racial/ethnic and political), create communities among the people who enter into these new relationships.  Just as the US Senate is a community, so on-going meetings of a metropolitan- or state-wide community organization begin to become communities.  To the extent that the people who participate in these meetings retain a following in the organizations which they represent, and to the extent that they accurately reflect in those meetings what they can "deliver" in their own constituencies, then just to that extent do relationships and community create the possibility for solidarity.  Contrast this with narrower efforts in which one group asks of others that they act in solidarity with it but in which there are no historic deeply felt relationships and in which there is no community.  For example, African-American groups ask whites to "organize the white community against racism."  Or, women's groups ask men to organize other men against gender inequality.  Or, a particular organization (labor union, neighborhood group, interest group) asks others to organize in solidarity with it when the relationships between them are, at best, very thin.  Many groups believe that this gap has to be overcome by something they call "education."  By that they typically mean that they or someone who is an ally of theirs will seek to convince an unconvinced group to support their cause.  They do this by means of training and/or education.  But they begin with where they want people to be, not with where they are.  The result is that they typically preach to the choir and then either bemoan the fact that the power structure has brainwashed the great majority or condemn the majority for its backwardness. 


There is widespread confusion between "selfishness," the pursuit of one's interest to the exclusion of others, and "self-interestedness," the pursuit of one's interest in relationship with others.  An individual controller who returned to work was acting for himself and his family without regard to the views of his fellow-controllers--thus acting selfishly.  But the controllers union, by disregarding the plea for unity from the rest of organized labor might also have been acting selfishly for controllers (assuming Reagan had made a particular promise to them which led them to say, “the heck with the rest of organized labor”).  In failing to respond effectively to the controllers request for help, the rest of the labor movement might also have been selfishly trying to "teach them a lesson" at the expense of an understanding that its enlightened self-interest would be better served by giving support even when those asking for it might not have “deserved” it.


When values and interests coincide, great changes in consciousness can take place in rather brief periods of time.  To earn the right to talk seriously with people about their values and interests, however, requires the development of relationships.  That is, as one organizer put it to me, how to "earn the right to meddle."

Value Conflicts 


Liberty is in conflict with responsibility if it means the right to play my stereo as loudly as I want at 3:00 a.m.  Community, if it means participation in groups that challenge the behavior of members, is in conflict with the individual's right to stand alone and do as she or he wishes.  These conflicts cannot be defined away.  For example, one "resolution" of the debate between liberty and equality is to say that "equality" means equality of opportunity.  If there is equality of opportunity, then those who end up at the bottom of a wage or status hierarchy deserve to be there since they were judged on their merit.  If the result is inadequate income to meet basic necessities or such a low status as to diminish personhood, we're told "that's the price of a free society."   The values of liberty and equality only come into conflict when the requirement of relative similarity in the distribution of rewards comes into conflict with how rewards would be distributed, for example, in the marketplace.


The art of democratic civic life is a balancing one of recognizing that values may be mutually reinforcing as well as in conflict.  The task of each of us is to make his or her best judgment as to how the balance should be maintained.  Our public discourse ought to be about how these values are balanced in society as a whole.


Whatever the conflicts among these values, they are friendly conflicts--conflicts that enrich rather than destroy.  For example, a person who values liberty to the exclusion of responsibility and belonging is likely to pursue only his own private ends.  A few people actually think this, believing the good life is one of no meaningful attachment, membership or restraint.  "Me first," "Watch out for Number One," and similar catch phrases summarize their lives.  Few people seek to maximize just one of these values.  On the other hand, this system of values stands in direct opposition to another system--one based on the idea that by talent, inheritance, luck, skill, hard work or ordination by God, some men or women are worth more, much more, than others and have the right to treat others as lesser, inferior or disposable.  The idea of the Inferior Other is transparent in the system of slavery; the Disposable Other in Nazi concentration camps.  It is not so apparent in its contemporary dress, though it is implicit in the idea of a worker as a "just-in-time" factor of production or a "hand"--an extension of the machine, not a full person, disposable when the job is done or the market requires "downsizing."  Similarly, it is present in our ways of dealing with "street people."  People who are homeless have become less than human in the eyes of most of us.  If they weren't, we would not tolerate their lack of an adequate place to live. 

     The idea of The Disposable Other is pernicious.  It is there in the isms of race, ethnicity, nation, fundamentalist religion, age, gender and class.  In each of these, there is the idea that my group and its ideas are so superior to yours that we have the right, perhaps even the obligation, to deny your personhood or even your right to live.  It is there in the less noxious notions of elitism.  I may use it to justify my multi-million dollar income while others are homeless.  Such ideas justify private schools for the elite where 15 students are in a class with all the supports a teacher needs while 35, 40 and more inner-city students are in a class without enough books.  Elitist ideas justify hierarchies which give some (those at the apex of the hierarchy) the right to make all the decisions while those at the bottom are simply a factor of production--replaceable parts to be disposed of when they no longer perform their functions.  It is there in executive, legislative, judicial and bureaucratic suites when some make secret decisions about the lives of all of us without our informed consent, let alone our active participation.


As long as the formal guarantees of democracy exist, we must confess that the failure on the part of most Americans to actively voice their discontent is a contributing cause to the problems they face.  And we know that the majority is not happy.  In most recent elections, depending on whether presidential or local, rates of participation range from between less than 20% to 60%.  In some elections, less than 10% of those eligible to vote actually determine the outcome of issues or the choice of candidates. And voting is the minimum act of citizenship.

II.  INSTITUTIONS


The ideals or values to which we subscribe do not exist in the abstract.  They are more or less realized according to the strength or weakness of specific institutions which foster and nourish them.  The first institution in which we have experience is the family--the nurturer, haven in an often heartless world, place where we first learn many of our values, school for our early efforts to achieve the distinctiveness of our own personality.  But families, the smallest unit of social existence, are themselves embedded in additional institutions.  These, in turn, impart a culture, a way of looking at the world, a framework of meaning for those who participate in them.  


The multiple voluntary associations of which most Americans are a part are major additional teachers, nourishers and sustainers of the values already defined.  The religious congregations, neighborhood associations, merchant and business, labor, ethnic and racial, gender and age, interest and other voluntary associations in which so many Americans participate are the places where we realize our personhood, belong to and constitute community, express our gifts and talents, discuss and debate ideas, and learn the skills of civic life.  And participation in multiple associations, any one of them only rarely commanding the full loyalty of a member, insures for the individual the opportunity to create a distinctive personality--one combining what nature gave at the outset with what was learned in the family and in different associations.


These institutions which are so important to forming us are themselves often the arenas of conflict over values.  The family can be the first place to experience abusive power; churches can be places where we learn to rank ourselves on a status hierarchy that is based on wealth; unions have been exclusionary of racial and ethnic groups as well as women; neighborhood associations have sought to segregate their turf from The Other.    


Finally, we live in large business and governmental institutions.  Massive corporate and governmental bureaucracies shape our daily lives, define us, offer us opportunities or present constraints.  The modern corporation and government bureaucracy epitomize the tendency of large-scale institutions to impinge on our lives.  And, with mass media, in particular television, these institutions are able to bring their messages into our living rooms, shaping young people today on an average of over twenty hours a week.  


The sociology of our politics mitigates against democracy.  The ideal of independent yeomen and artisans began to disappear almost as soon as Jefferson articulated it.  But the contest over democracy remained. In autonomous movements such as labor, anti-slavery and civil rights, suffrage and women's rights, the excluded contested the terrain, demanding the right of full entry into American life.  So, in a million other ways, did the various interest groups and associations which brought citizens together to demand their say.  If the romanticized independent individual disappeared from the scene, and he was always an artificial construct anyway, the individual embedded in voluntary institutions came to replace him, and in the twentieth century, her.  If we were not each individual citizens attending our local town-hall meeting, we were members of voluntary, autonomous associations in which we could come together to make our views known.  The tension between distant hierarchy, elites and the various supremacies, on the one hand, and democracy and a community in which we are all, either as children of God or simply as humans, worthy of personhood, on the other, is the persistent conflict of American life.  


Today something qualitatively different threatens.  There is trouble in both our families and our voluntary associations.  It is both a trouble of the spirit and a trouble of structures, policies and practices.  The two troubles feed and reinforce each other.  As the spirit of the people erodes, as they withdraw from civic life into private pursuits, power and wealth become increasingly concentrated in institutions that are less and less accountable to the people.  As power and wealth become increasingly concentrated in institutions that are less and less accountable, there appears less and less reason to participate in civic life:  "You can't fight city hall."  "The politicians tell you what you want to hear before the election, and do what they want once they're in."  "Everybody's out for Number One, so why not me?"  "Big business runs the country."  "The politicians do what the money people tell them to do."  Because there is an element of truth in each of these sayings about our times, they have a certain appeal. Not to believe them is to appear naive, the sucker, the fool.  We feel a deep sense of powerlessness and futility, in part because we have become so atomized.  The nurturance and solidarity of our communities have been eviscerated or overwhelmed by outside forces which seem beyond our control.


The dominant institutions are becoming so remote, the power so concentrated, the wealth (and income) so unequally distributed, the structure of status and prestige so invidious that the American people are in danger of losing their spirit.  Further, the presence of the mass media, and its companion the consumer society, make it possible for the value of things to increasingly define us as persons.  Every parent is painfully aware of the presence of these values in their children--who do not think they are adequate unless they possess certain shoes, jackets and jeans.  And the values are present in our neighborhoods, churches and other associations as the marketplace increasingly permeates all aspects of our lives.  This combination of increasingly distant centers of decision making with the penetration of consumerism and materialism into every aspect of our lives erodes the spirit of the people.  And when that erosion reaches a certain point, the people will also lose the will to fight for the values which most of them, whatever their frequent behavior to the contrary, at some important level believe.  We are not yet at that point of the war of all against all; if we are not careful, we will reach it.  The signs of despair are balanced by signs of hope and it is about them that I write.  Indeed, the indominatability of the human spirit is regularly expressed in the behavior of everyday people who refuse to act as simple calculators of personal advantage, always asking "what's in it for me?"


It is today generally acknowledged, from right, left and center, that there is a crisis of alienation from major American institutions.  The crisis is replicated in one way or other in most countries of the world.  The current answer from many government and business leaders is "empowerment."  It is, at best, an unfortunate term.  It implies an empowering agency other than the person who is to be empowered.  This process of "empowerment," I will call  "administered participation."  It is controlled by someone other than the participants.  The "someone" can be government, business, education, churches or other institutions.  This kind of participation may or may not lead to results desired by the participants. Examples of administered participation abound. In the workplace:  "quality circles."  Here, the purpose of participation is to improve the quality, effectiveness, efficiency or appropriateness of a product or service.    In the neighborhood:  "citizen participation" in planning.  In this example, the purpose of participation is to involve residents in developing the physical and social design of a neighborhood.  The residents may even be granted such governmental authority as the right of eminent domain.   In education:  "parent participation" or "site management."  In this example, the purpose of participation is to involve parents in the education of their children or to make it possible for parents, teachers, sometimes students, and administrators at a school to have more control over what goes on in that school.  All these share the common characteristic of being controlled by an individual or group that is in the hierarchy of an organization that is different from and not accountable to the participants.


Management of the business enterprise controls, limits or defines the agenda of what can be considered by a "quality circle."  If a member of the quality circle said he or she wanted to discuss investment or marketing decisions at their next meeting it is likely that the leader would say that it can't be done because those matters are the business of management.  Workers in workplace teams may (and often do) find themselves without jobs after their ingenuity finds ways to dramatically improve productivity and profitability.  


The Planning Department Director and the local government control the agenda of a neighborhood planning process.  They, in turn, might be limited by metropolitan or national government legislation and/or the lack of available funds appropriated by a higher level government body for their work.  They may also be limited by a powerful neighborhood organization.  More on that later.


The principal of the school, the superintendent of the school district, the school board and their legal and funding restrictions control or limit the agenda of a parent meeting.  The Superintendent who decentralized the schools may, after a political change in the Board of Education, be replaced by one who wishes to centralize things or, decentralization of authority may not be accompanied by the resources necessary to make the new authority meaningful or, decentralization of authority may simply mean that an unaccountable principal now has the influence and power once held by a more distant administrator.  


The idea of "empowerment" is now even extended to changes in the skills and attitudes of individuals. By offering training or motivation programs individuals are said to be "empowered."  I may be retrained and feel greater self-confidence as a result of a training and motivation program.  But if, after months of sustained effort to find a job I find none, it is likely that my self-esteem will diminish and my sense of confidence wane.  


In each of these circumstances, the participants might help accomplish the goals of the organization.  The participants might also benefit as a result of this participation:  The outcome of the decision might be closer to what they want.  They might learn or improve upon skills.  They might feel better about themselves, gaining an enhanced sense of self-confidence and personal significance.  They might develop a sense of being part of a group that had an important purpose.  They might educate themselves about things important to them.  They might deepen certain beliefs or values they share with one another.  But there is one important thing controlled or administered participation will not give the participants.  It will not provide the power to enter decision-making arenas that go beyond those intended by those doing the "empowering."  When people within these administered participation organizations try to use them to go beyond what was intended, those with "final power" quickly act to revoke what was given.  While they might not initially succeed, all the cards are stacked in their favor:  they designed the participation system in the first place, defined its job and appropriated its funds.  Whether any given decision by those with the "final say" to revoke what was granted is of merit or not is beside the point.  The fact is that those who were "empowered" could be disempowered--and they could do little about it.



The second kind of participation is "autonomous participation" or "independent participation."  This kind of participation is controlled by the participants themselves, either directly in face-to-face meetings whose agenda they determine or through elected representatives who are accountable to them.  Whatever the benefits of administered participation, it cannot provide what independent organizations provide.  Autonomous participation takes place through voluntary organizations like independent unions, independent religious groups, or independent citizen and membership organizations.  These, in turn, become the forums within which relatively powerless people can formulate their own goals and pursue them in negotiations with business or government.


There are several tests to help one determine whether an organization is independent or not.  One is to see who pays for it.  If the members pay for the organization with dues or other member activities that raise funds, the organization is likely to be independent.  While this is a necessary test, it is not a sufficient one.  The members should elect the leaders.  The members or their elected leaders should democratically determine the policy, strategy and, in some cases, even the tactics of the organization.  The members, or an elected body that represents them, should hire or elect the major full-time paid leaders or staff of the organization.  The members should be actively engaged in continuing discussion and debate with one another so that they can truly determine the direction of their organization.  Such organizations emerge from a process of struggle.  


All the benefits of participation that exist in a controlled participation process can also exist in an independent organization.  In addition, such an organization seeks to build the power to be able to affect the decisions of government, business and other institutions whose structures, policies and practices affect the life of the members of the organization and the broader constituency of people of which they are a part.

III.  POWER

Power, the ability to act effectively in the world, is something that is asserted, demanded, claimed, contested for, taken--not something given or granted.  Those who can give or grant "power" are also those who can take it away.  It is only when participants in a particular arena of decision-making can, by their own action, assert and defend their rights and privileges that they may be said, in this sense, to be powerful.  That the powerful may want increased participation on the part of those who are their workers, clients, customers, students, tenants or even members is no doubt the case.  Their motives may be malicious, benign or mixed.  Most observers now recognize that people who participate as if they have power are also people who will more fully invest themselves in an effort.  If profits, satisfaction, grades and order, upkeep of property and payment of rent or some other goal are at stake, those at the apex of institutions are wise to seek to increase participation on the part of those whose voluntary cooperation is necessary to the realization of the goals of the institution.  But none of these provides the power to defend against an effort by those at the head of institutions to take back what was given.  Nor do they provide the vehicles to extend participation to prerogatives beyond what might have initially been intended by those "at the top."  When efforts to extend prerogatives or rights through these "empowerment" means take place, it is said by those in charge that "things have gotten out of hand."  The result of things getting out of hand is that the structures for participation are eliminated, modified or de-funded--as we saw in the "maximum feasible participation" mechanisms of the War On Poverty and the various permutations that followed.


Social (including political and economic) power, in the sense of the ability to act with effectiveness in the world, is expressed through independent, autonomous organizations:  religious congregations, single-issue groups, labor and tenant unions, homeowner, neighborhood and civic associations and the like.  The less resources of wealth and income individuals have, the more they rely on these associations to defend and advance their interests and values. Society's dominant institutions, the largest bureaucracies of government and the corporate world, typically respond to this kind of power only after a contest or a crisis.  This seems so self-evident as not to require argument.  Labor reform and the improvement of the conditions of industrial workers came with the organization of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) of the 1930s; civil rights reform came with the post World War II organization and mobilization of African-Americans, particularly in the Deep South, that reached its peak in the early- to mid-1960s.  


What happened after each of these major social upheavals was the dance of co-optation:  those in power seeking to accommodate new demands while at the same time containing and constraining them; those coming from the bottom-up seeking the legitimacy of recognition, real power in decision-making and material benefits for their members and constituents.  This was the major power struggle of each of these periods.  The contest between the CIO's leader, John L. Lewis, and the President of the United States, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, ended with Lewis feeling betrayed by Roosevelt.  Lewis endorsed Republican nominee Wendell Wilkie for President.  Of course the CIO won major benefits for workers who were its members, as well as for the vast majority of Americans, and Roosevelt supported legislation that helped the CIO win these benefits.  But that was not Lewis' issue (whether he was right or wrong being beside this point); his issue had to do with the power relationship between him and those he represented and Roosevelt.  Similarly, the contest between the Southern civil rights movement and the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations was over the nature of the relationships between them.  Again, of course the civil rights movement won major victories and Presidents Kennedy and Johnson contributed to these victories.  But none of the new policies of government fully addressed the problems and demands the movement was raising.  From the point of view of the civil rights movement, the issues had to do with its recognition as a negotiating partner, on the one hand, and with how speedily and appropriately the Administration (and Congress) would respond to the issues of race and poverty.  From the Administration's point of view, the movement was going too far and too fast.  The movement's view was different.  Much of the struggle that ensued had to do with whether or not the political system could contain and manage the protest.  One of the tools these Administrations used was locally-administered programs funded by the government.  These locally-administered programs were often also welcomed by the movement.  The question then became one of whether or not the programs would absorb the movement, or the movement absorb and build upon the programs.  That is the question facing independent community-based action today.    


A good measure of independent or autonomous power is found in the level of authority with which an independent organization can obtain a meeting with a decision-maker in a large institution.  If an organization can meet at its request, perhaps after pressure, with the Mayor of a city that tells us one thing.  If all they can do is meet with the dog-catcher, that tells us another.  Another good measure is to look at the nature of the proposals made by an organization when it does obtain these meetings.  How deeply do the proposals affect the major prerogatives and interests of those with whom they meet?  Do they lead to significant institutional changes that provide major benefits for the constituency represented by the independent organization?  Do new proposals that extend benefits beyond what were obtained in a first round of meetings emerge in the second, third or subsequent years of the life of the independent organization and its relationship with an institutional partner?  Or does the independent organization become satisfied, complacent, integrated into the status quo.   


As long as major injustices in the distribution of wealth, income, status and power exist, the organization representing the interests of those who are without should be expected to seek more.  In any given instance, in recognition of the power realities of a situation, a "peoples organization" might settle.  It is not simply the terms of the settlement that tell us whether an organization has "sold out."  Rather, it is what happens between the time of the first agreement and the next time the parties meet.  If the agreement is used by the peoples organization to build power--i.e. to convince additional people to participate in the organization so that the people power base is increased, then we can conclude that it has not sold out.  I will later deal at some length with the question of whether or not such agreements represent "co-optation."

IV. THE DEBATE OVER ORGANIZING, AND SOME STORIES


For those who believe that there is still injustice in America, and that the answer to injustice is not simply to let the market reign, the central strategic question is how to make present institutions more responsive to the excluded and/or to create new, more just, institutions.  Organizing builds the people-power necessary to negotiate with major business, governmental and other institutions whose decisions affect the quality of life of the vast majority of the people.  It can also create, or participate in the creation of, new institutions.  As used here, organizing is understood as a philosophy and method of building value-based communities -- groups of people who can act effectively in the world.  There are, of course, other views of why people have the problems they have.  They should be briefly noted, though they will not be dealt with here.


Some believe that the problem is one of knowledge or technique.  If the people with the power were properly informed, sensitized, organized and trained, they would do what needs to be done to end injustice.  Others think the problem is with the people who are suffering, not the system at all.  If they would become motivated, change their behavior, culture and values, they could solve the problems by lifting themselves up by their own bootstraps.  
In countries with a different cultural tradition there is the widespread belief that God or Nature intends things to be the way they are, and nothing can be done about it.  At the opposite end of the political spectrum are those who believe in a great apocalyptic moment when "the revolution" will change things.  My focus will neither be on those who propose resignation to one's fate, nor on those who believe that a sudden revolution will change things.   Neither of these views has a significant presence in the U.S.

While there may be elements of truth in each of the views that is widespread in our country, they ignore the fact of self-interest:  Those with power and wealth act to protect and enhance what they have; they typically think that the way things are is the way they ought to be.  Not always, but generally.  In order to change the structures, behavior and attitudes of those who control, those without or with a little and wanting more have to bring pressure to bear on the dominant institutions of society to bring about change.  That is a significant part of what community (and labor) organizing is about. 


Building independent, autonomous peoples organizations will be one focus of this report.  Those who use mechanisms of participation to include people in the processes of planning, administering or owning enterprises or programs will be the other.  The interplay between them is the subject of arguments that I hope will convince those open to being convinced that without a strong, independent, autonomous community (and labor) organizing movement we, as a nation, will not begin to seriously address the problems of race, class, gender and alienation that now so profoundly threaten our democracy.

The Mission Coalition:  Mission Hiring Hall 

Rich Sorro is a Filipino-American, now 60 years of age, who is the Executive Director of the Mission Hiring Hall, a nonprofit job placement agency in San Francisco's largely Latino Mission District.  Twenty-five years ago, he was a leader in the Mission Coalition Organization (MCO), an important organization in the history of both the neighborhood and the city.  Sorro was MCO's "Jobs Committee" Chairman.  MCO'S origins lie in an earlier effort, known as the Mission Council on Redevelopment (MCOR).  MCOR was formed in 1965 to either control or stop a plan to make San Francisco's Mission District an urban renewal area.  San Francisco's low-income communities had already experienced the bulldozer approach of Federally-funded urban renewal.  By the time the city's Redevelopment Agency was eyeing the Mission, organizers and activists in San Francisco had accumulated enough experience to know that early community action was a precondition to controlling or halting the bulldozer.   In early 1967, by a slim 6-5 majority, the city's combined city council/county board of supervisors defeated the urban renewal proposal.  Soon thereafter, MCOR closed its doors, the typical fate of a single-issue organization.  But many of its leaders, activists and organizers remained in the Mission -- and they learned some lessons.  


In mid-1968, then-Mayor Joseph Alioto announced he would include the Mission District in San Francisco's Model Cities application to the Department of Housing and Urban Development if a broadlybased group of Mission District leaders came together and asked him to do so.  Fearing that Model Cities was the Trojan Horse for urban renewal, veterans of the MCOR took early action to form and provide leadership for the coalition the mayor asked for, and by mid-1968 they got his agreement to recognize what was called "The Temporary Mission Coalition Organization" (TMCO) as the neighborhood's voice in Model Cities planning.  Learning from the earlier MCOR experience, these leaders also agreed that the newly forming organization would be multi-issue in character, not limited to participation in the Model Cities effort.  TMCO was a federation, or "organization of organizations," including both previously existing and well-known organizations and newly formed tenant associations, block clubs and youth groups.  


Officially formed at its first Annual Convention in 1968, by 1970, at its third Annual Convention, 1,100 delegates from over one hundred organizations adopted a platform of issues and elected their leaders for the coming year.  By this time, the organization was a well-known force in San Francisco.  It had won control of the Model Cities program.  But it had a long list of other accomplishments won as a result of a combination of direct action and negotiation with landlords, employers, local merchants, the school district and other public agencies and private interests.  Hundreds of people had been placed in jobs; dozens of buildings had organized tenant associations and won improvements from landlords; the entire top administrative staff of the local high school had been transferred out as a result of MCO demanding their removal; city services of all kinds had improved; a "plan for the Mission" had been developed.  All this was accomplished on a budget of less than $60,000 which was principally spent on a lead organizer, two organizers and a support staff person.  In addition, the organization had a VISTA organizer, a Robert F. Kennedy Memorial Foundation intern (who did research) and two organizers placed with it by the local neighborhood poverty program whose director was sympathetic to MCO.  The community-based nonprofit organization that employed MCO's volunteer, elected president made time he spent with MCO part of his job.


When MCO began to get too controversial, then-Mayor Alioto sought to scuttle his agreement with the community organization.  His Model Cities coordinator tried to get the Mission Street (the neighborhood's main shopping strip) Merchants Association and several key Catholic parishes to drop their membership in the organization.  They wouldn't.  The principal leaders of the Mission Merchants were the beneficiaries of their membership in MCO on two counts.  The organization had fought against the efforts of the city's urban renewal agency to relocate pawn-shops on Mission Street--and won; the organization also sought to get a "girlie" theater to abandon its pornographic fare and return to family movies--and won.  When the Association's almost 80-year old President, himself a Republican supporter of the Democratic Mayor, was asked to drop MCO he said, "When I needed them, they were by my side.  Even if I disagree with some of the things they're doing, I'm not going to dump them now." Similarly, the pastor at a key Catholic parish told the Mayor's representative that dozens of tenant members of his parish had benefited from the landlord-tenant agreements that had been negotiated through the MCO's Housing Committee.  In fact, he was the Chairman of the Committee.


Not only did the MCO have the capacity to win recognition from the mayor as the voice of its neighborhood, it also had the ability to retain that recognition when the mayor may have wanted to end it.  When the organization wanted a meeting with the mayor to discuss the matter, he agreed to meet.  The organization refused to abandon its militant direct action in the areas of housing and job opportunities.  Despite the breadth of MCO's membership, the mayor still looked like he might abandon his agreement it.  The organization invited his major rivals in the Democratic Party to a "tour of the Mission."  In an overwhelmingly Democratic Party city, the Party primaries determined much of the outcome of the city's politics.  MCO skillfully played on the historic rivalry between the factions led by Mayor Alioto and Congressman Phil Burton.  And a stroke of luck fell its way as well:  The Governor's aide for statewide coordination of Model Cities was from St. Peter's Parish in the Mission District.  One of the city's dailies headlined a story, "Top Reagan (the former President was then Governor) Aide Impressed by MCO."  The organization refused to abandon its militant action in the areas of housing and job opportunities; the mayor backed down.  Faced with the necessity of dealing with MCO, the mayor decided to make the best of it.  The result was a model cities program generally free of the worst kinds of abuses of the poverty program-model cities era.  Programs were run with competence and integrity.  When the mayor ran for re-election, he campaigned on results of the Mission Model Cities program.


MCO could win what it won because it was ready to lose it.  The organization's leadership was not wed to the Model Cities program.  It was a multi-issue organization and it was capable of obtaining results for its constituency by various means, with government programs being only one of them.  Direct negotiations, and action if necessary, with private employers, landlords, savings and loan companies, the school district, various agencies of city government (park and recreation, police, public works, city planning among them) were all within the experience of the organization.     


One of the Committees of the MCO was its Jobs Committee.  It had the services of one organizer, one-quarter time.  All its other activities were the work of its volunteer leaders and members.  The Jobs Committee grew from a group of about 15 to a weekly committee meeting of hundreds.  Participation was built into the Committee because jobs were distributed on the basis of participation.  Members received a "point" for each Committee activity in which they participated:  research, negotiations, meetings and direct action.  Those who were at the top of the point list had first crack at jobs that came into the organization.  They could take the job, refer it to a friend or "pass" the job down the list to the person with the next number of points.  If a job was passed, the person retained his or her position at the top of the points list...and remained there unless another Committee member engaged in enough activities to receive more points.  The Employment Committee, in order to make this system work, insisted that employers accept people for entry level positions as they were referred by MCO.  MCO's position was that it would send "motivated and qualifiable people."  It was the employer's job to qualify them through whatever training program he wanted to use.  Hundreds of entry-level jobs were generated by the MCO's activity.  Leaders with high school education and less learned the intricacies of negotiations, as well as how to analyze job descriptions, work processes, corporate annual reports and other aspects of the business world.


Rich Sorro is still active in the employment field, serving now (1995) as executive director of what is still called The Mission Hiring Hall.  I was the "lead organizer" for MCO from 1968-1971, the period of growth and decline of the Hiring Hall as a largely voluntary effort.   The interview is written in the first person, from my notes of the conversation with Sorro.  His comments are italicized.  Questions or interpretative material that I add are not:    

How did the old Jobs Committee work? 


In the old MCO, we had the point system.  People with the most points had the first shot at a new job that came in.  If they didn't want it, they could pass.  They knew there'd be another.  People would pass on great jobs at Foremost McKesson because they knew they could get a job at Safeway or at PG & E.  I see people now who are retiring from jobs they got because they were in the Committee.  They've been there 25 years, and they're retiring out.  People like those people who are young now will never find a job like that, a job from which they can retire with a pension.  They don't exist for the people we see now, the people who come in to apply for jobs through the Mission Hiring Hall.


The Jobs Committee made employers s..t in their pants.  We could negotiate and even dictate the terms under which people were hired.  We'd then refer the employer to existing agencies in the community and tell him that these agencies could provide him with whatever he needed if he didn't have the training inside his own company.  That was his responsibility, not ours.  We had the ability to make the interview process null and void.  If we referred people, the employer would have to hire them.  And they were good people.  (As the Employment Committee developed a track record, employers who fought it came to look at it differently.  Many of them remarked on the quality of the people sent by MCO.  The organization knew it was sending good people because the people who went to the jobs had "earned" them by participating in the activities of the Committee.) Company interviews now screen out our people.  Here's an example of how we worked.  We got people placed at Safeway.  Safeway didn't have any bi-lingual people working in their stores in the neighborhood before we went to them.  Our people would get screened out in an interview because English wasn't their first language, or because they didn't speak college-type English.  Everything that was grounds for rejection applied to our people. With our old system, Safeway had to take our people.  We integrated the Safeway work force.  We went after banks and knocked them over -- one a week.  Same with other companies.  Sometimes we'd make a mistake and pick on someone too big.  But most of the time, community action (pickets, boycotts, sit-ins) worked to get us to the negotiating table if employers wouldn't negotiate with us at first.


We didn't have professional "job developers" in the Employment Committee.  The people, their negotiating committees and their action were the job developers.


We also supported our people once they were on the job.  There was a situation where the employer wanted to fire someone because it turned out he had a police record.  He had straightened out, and he wasn't doing anything wrong on the job, but it showed up after he'd been hired that he had a police record.  The union wouldn't handle it, so we went down and met with the manager.  We asked if the employee had been doing anything wrong; when we found out he hadn't, we said, "we want you to keep him."  It got to be a heated argument in which the manager ended up admitting that he himself had a police record.  So we really pushed him.  We said to him, "What if you'd been fired every place you went because you had a record."  They kept the person working there. 


If you were the chairman of one of our negotiating committees, (for each targeted company, the Jobs Committee would establish a negotiating committee; the organizer trained the negotiating committee) you commanded the same level of respect as the company's CEO because there was an equality of power.  I'll never forget the experience of being chairman of the Employment Committee.  You went into a negotiation with a crowd of people behind you.  (MCO practice was to take as many people as wanted to come when it met with employers.  Often the first issue to be dealt with was how many people would be in the meeting.)  Some of these were people who'd never been out of the Mission.  The employer would think we were being unreasonable, but what was unreasonable to him was reasonable to us.  These companies were doing business in our neighborhood or in San Francisco and no one from our neighborhood was working there.  So it was reasonable that some of our people should be there.  


We had a sense of power.  The last thing an employer wanted was for us to do a community action.  They'd call the police when we were going to come see them for a meeting.  There would be some plainclothes cops around.  We weren't going to do anything violent, but there was just a fear about us.  We went to see Kodak, and they called Pacific Bell to ask about us.  We had a friend inside Pacific Bell who told us about it. Pac Bell said, "you should meet with them."  Kodak had just been in a big battle with an organization like us in Rochester.  They asked Pac Bell if we were like that organization, and Pac Bell said, "we think so."  They flew a couple of executives out here to meet with us because they didn't want a battle like the one they had with FIGHT.  They didn't even have many jobs here in San Francisco.  They offered us an economic development package.  They'd help us set up a company, and then they'd buy products that we'd produce.  Unfortunately, we weren't set up enough in the MCO to take them up on that.  We had an Economic Development Committee, but it wasn't developed enough for us to have a system to refer Kodak to that Committee and get something going.

We got things offered to us that you'd never get in any other circumstance.  It gave members who had low self-esteem a big boost.  People saw they could make changes.  They'd never been in a CEO's office before.  They'd never done anything like what we were doing.  We were always in control of ourselves, but we weren't there to make friends.  We wanted to make a deal.  There's always time to kiss and make up, but if we had to fight we would.  We grew because we kicked ass downtown.  Regular neighborhood folks really got off on that stuff.  The threat of community action is what got us what we needed.  (After a number of negotiation sessions with the phone company, MCO reached an agreement for a substantial number of jobs.  As the negotiating committee left Pacific Bell's downtown building, I turned to the Chair and said to him, "Wasn't that great?"  I was referring to the number of jobs we'd won.  "Yes," he said, "that vice-president called me 'Mr.'.")

I went into the Employment Committee with many years of frustration behind me.  It was a place where people could vent that frustration, people like me who were fed up with the way we were being treated.  You could vent and then move in a positive way.  It gave direction to your anger.  There was humor, militancy and craziness.  Some situations were really tense.  But we never lost our humor.  We had an action with Hibernia Bank, the Irish bank in town.  No people of color working there.  We weren't sure whether we were going to go in there with shamrocks painted brown or tortillas painted green, but we knew we were going to do something humorous.  We decided on the tortillas, and stood in line to deposit them in the bank.  We got jobs there.  


The spirit we created was really contagious.  People who got jobs through the Committee would come back to the Committee to give something back to the community.  People on the street knew about the Committee.  You knew that this Committee was doing something for the people.  I learned things in the MCO that I'd never have learned anyplace else.  And they worked other places too.  In South of Market, the POC (Pilipino Organizing Committee) used some of these tactics and they worked there too.  


The MCO was people of all races and nationalities who lived in the Mission.  One employer told us that he had an affirmative action hiring plan, and that he couldn't deal with us because of this plan.  We told him, "we're people of all races and colors and we don't care about your program."  That style worked.  The time was right.  Actually the time is right now.  The time is always right. 


What Happened Later? 


The Mission Coalition fell apart over Model Cities.  People were fighting for titles, positions on boards of directors and administrative jobs in the funded agencies.  When MCO got started, it drove Model Cities.  The MCO Convention at USF showed that Model Cities was driving MCO, not the other way around.  (The fourth Annual Convention was held in the gymnasium of the University of San Francisco.  1,500 delegates attended.  The race for Presidency was bitterly contested.) The rank-and-file from the Employment Committee didn't care about any of that stuff, but the leadership got caught up in it.  You had a whole pack of neighborhood people carrying brief cases around.  This was the fundamental cause of the weakening, and later break-up, of the MCO.  People got divided up into different agencies that were getting Model Cities money.  And it wasn't all that much money to begin with.    


A secondary cause of the collapse of MCO was Latino nationalism.  In the heyday of MCO, the racial thing didn't exist.  We recognized the importance of Latino culture, that Spanish was the second language of the community, and that you had to have bi-lingual meetings.  But we also knew there were other people in the neighborhood:  Filipinos, Samoans, Anglos, Native Americans, some Blacks.  MCO lost its sense of inclusiveness.  The nationalists disrupted one of the meetings I was chairing and asked why it wasn't being conducted in Spanish.  They knew I didn't speak Spanish.  It was just a nationalist thing.  The nationalism didn't come from the rank-and-file either.  It was mostly from the middle-class.  MCO lost the ability to fight that kind of thing off.  In the earlier days we had the feeling that we're here to help people--whatever their race.


For a while, the Hiring Hall maintained the point system.  But the Feds came in and told us that we couldn't require that a person go to meetings to apply for a job through the hiring hall.  We then told people that they could apply, but that if they wanted to work for the job they should get active in the Committee.  But by this time things were falling apart anyway. 

 
What's it like now? 


Now there's lots of competition for jobs.  We refer people and they go to a competitive interview.  We send four or five people to apply for one entry level job.  It's awful.  It divides us.  In the old Mission Coalition (MCO), it wasn't competitive because there wasn't a screening process.  The point system screened people.  The employers took people as we sent them, and they got good people.  That's the core difference between then and now.  Jobs are so competitive now.  San Francisco people who live in the Mission or Hunters Point or South of Market or the Fillmore can't get these jobs.


Now we advocate for resident hiring, go through the legislative process, but we can't raise hell.  The leverage is gone.  With all the jobs programs in place, the situation is worse as far as the quality of jobs Mission residents can get.  Jobs are either low pay or requirements are too high for our people to qualify.  Some of the jobs require two years of Community College or some other kind of degree.  When you analyze the jobs, they don't really require this kind of training but the employer can put what he wants in the job description.  There was a job at one of the local museums that required an art degree.  When you analyzed the job, it wasn't much more than being a janitor.  There was another job at a medical center which they called a "laboratory technician" job and required two years college education.  When you analyzed that job, it wasn't much more than a filing job.  In the old days, when we went in for an entry level job, it didn't matter what the job description said.

The Mission Coalition Legacy


Veterans of the Mission Coalition Organization now are the executive directors and key personnel of many community-based nonprofits in the Mission District.  Other veterans hold various administrative positions in public agencies that deal with the problems of low-income people and neighborhoods.  Still others are school teachers, public health workers, social workers and otherwise occupied in the "helping professions."  For many, the memory of MCO is still vivid, and its loss regretted.  


The problems of the people of the Mission District that led to the creation of MCO persist.  While the threat of the urban renewal bulldozer is long gone, the neighborhood's supply of affordable housing continues to shrink; unemployment and underemployment rates, particularly among teen-age youth, remain high; gang violence is greater, as are crime and the fear of it; public schools still largely fail the youth of the Mission; for every child care "slot" there are seven-to-ten applicants; perhaps as many as half the residents of the District are lacking in health insurance.  Despite its many problems, the District remains vibrant, its streets lively, its multi-ethnic and racial population living in relative peace, its talents and creativity abundantly present in street murals, performing artists and hundreds of less visible ways, its capacity for solidarity evident in the many ways neighbors help one another and in the variety of mutual aid societies its various ethnic groups have created.  What it lacks is a powerful voice to represent its values and interests to the various private and public institutions that could be helping strengthen its already rich life but which are now, through their policies and practices, either indifferent or hostile.


When I ask the veterans why they don't take the lead to sponsor such a voice, they tend to look away and change the subject.  Yet it was their counterparts of some 30 years ago who were at the center of MCO's beginnings:  the executive director of the community-based nonprofit OBECA-Arriba Juntos; the executive director of the Mission Area Community Action, Inc (the nonprofit that served as the operating agency for the poverty program's citizen participation unit in the neighborhood); the executive director of the Mission English Language Center (an English language teaching center for immigrants).  Are the times different?  Of course.  Is the underlying powerlessness that is their root cause the same?  Pretty much.  Will powerful institutions respond to powerless people when they organize?  The results of my visits around the country indicate an affirmative answer is in order.
The Tenderloin Senior Organizing Project

"It's been really hard to do this -- I was scared," says Robin King, a younger woman in one of the buildings organized by the Tenderloin Senior Organizing Project.  Fear is the first hurdle to overcome in organizing tenants.    Her partner, Matt Bixby, adds, "Lydia (the organizer) had to drag us kicking and screaming into these meetings.  But we had to do it to save our housing."   Robin and Matt's story is the story of hundreds of low-income tenants touched by TSOP's work.


In the heart of San Francisco, one of America's most cosmopolitan cities, lies the Tenderloin.  It is a 45 square-block area of contrasts.  One of the city's most desirable areas for investors with an eye to tourism, it is the location of first-class hotels like the Hilton and Parc 55.  Hotel guests paying $200 per night mingle on the streets with pimps, alcoholics, the mentally ill, homeless people, transvestites, burglars and pick-pockets, drug-dealers and prostitutes, all of whom have long been in the neighborhood.  The prestigious Hastings School of Law, a part of the University of California, is at one edge of the Tenderloin.  Forced from other neighborhoods by gentrification and urban renewal, a growing number of African-Americans and Latinos, joined by smaller numbers of Yemenites, Filipinos, Native Americans, and other immigrants, live in the Tenderloin; and it is the port of entry for immigrants from Cambodia, Laos, and Viet-Nam who are now one-third of its population.   Between bars, inexpensive (and often excellent) restaurants, used book stores, porno shops, and single-room occupancy transient hotels are the homes of a more stable portion of the residents of the Tenderloin.  Most of them are elderly, though there is also a significant number of mostly-single downtown workers who like the neighborhood's warm climate and easy access to the center of the city.  Making up 45% of the neighborhood's 25,000 residents, this group is mostly "Anglo," though it includes almost all the aforementioned.  


Living in either private-market or publicly subsidized low-rent apartment buildings or "apartment-hotels," many of these longer-term residents of the Tenderloin are considered "losers" by America's dominant culture.  On fixed or otherwise low-income budgets, some struggling with alcoholism and/or mental illness, they frequently choose a relatively isolated life-style.  Street crime and the prevalent fear of it are additional pressures keeping them house-bound.  Abusive landlords and site-managers or staff deny minimum standards of decent, safe, sanitary, and secure housing.  They charge usurious rates to cash social security checks.  They intimidate tenants with threats of eviction.  The stigma of the neighborhood leads many to want to distinguish themselves from those around them or even deny living there.  Internalizing the dominant society's system of invidious status distinction, Tenderloin residents are sometimes a caricature of the mainstream pecking order.  In order to deny their own low social status, they insist on their superiority to some around them.  In hushed tones they will tell you they are soon leaving the neighborhood -- and are there, after all, only because of a temporary set-back in their fortunes. 


The neighborhood invites social concern.  Over 40 government or non-profit agencies provide a variety of services to neighborhood "clients," and advocate a variety of causes on their behalf.  Where issues are undertaken and won it is frequently the result of the work of professionals:  lawyers, doctors, planners, clergy, social workers, and gerontologists.  "Tee-SOP" has a different approach, making it unique among the agencies.  The service it provides is a community organizer. The challenge it offers to residents of the neighborhood is deceptively simple:  if you want to act together with your neighbors in a democratic and non-violent manner to improve your living conditions, we'll help you do it.  The challenge is simple but not easy.  Abused and exploited by landlords and others, generally ignored by City Hall, the victims of criminals, the objects of wheeling and dealing by big investors who would like to gentrify the Tenderloin for tourists and up-scale locals, and provided services by a dense network of "community-based nonprofit organizations," most residents lack the ability to have an impact on most of those whose decisions directly affect their lives.  Even worse, they doubt their own capacity to have such an impact.  Even traditional community organizers doubted the possibility of creating associations of Tenderloin residents in which they could act on their own behalf.   


The TSOP organizing challenge usually begins when a Tenderloin resident calls up wanting help in dealing with a problem with his or her landlord.  Referred by either a tenant in another building or a sympathetic human services professional, the caller expects to be "helped."  The "help" she or he receives isn't what was expected.  The call usually leads to a face-to-face meeting.  In the meeting, the TSOP organizer seeks to learn about the problems in the building, offers a sympathetic ear, and begins to develop what must become a trusting relationship if organizing is to proceed.  The tenant hopes that TSOP has some magic wand to solve the problem.  The organizer concludes the meeting by making a proposition:  "we'll help you organize your neighbors so that together you can take care of this and other problems that you face in your building and its neighborhood."  Sometimes upset, frequently taken aback, rarely willing, the tenant often says something like, "but I thought you were supposed to help people like me."  Thus begins a conversation about organizing, about people doing for themselves rather than having things done for them, about how an organization could begin to hold an abusive landlord accountable to tenants, about how such an organization could begin to break down the widespread feelings of isolation, despair, and powerlessness that characterize the Tenderloin.


The organizer wants a commitment from the tenant to do something in her own behalf.  What the something is remains to be determined.  Maybe it will be to go door-knocking in the building, or to introduce the organizer to the one or two people in the building the tenant might already know, or to identify someone in the building who seems to know other people who live there.  In an atmosphere dominated by fear, the organizer needs a way to slip by the landlord, undetected if at all possible, and meet some other tenants.  Doing this without tenant assistance is almost impossible.  The watchful eye of managers, desk-clerks, and tenants who are beholden to landlords or their staff for small favors make the access problem a difficult one.  A first contact, someone who reached out to TSOP, offers a solution to this initial hurdle to organizing.  In TSOP's experience, the majority of initial callers back away from even the first challenge.  Those who don't back away open the door for a now relatively standard TSOP approach to organizing.


With a resident legitimizing TSOP's presence, the organizer starts making personal visits to people in the building.  Ideally, the names of those to be visited come from someone who knows them.  "Cold contacts" are the hardest to make -- often the door isn't even opened for an initial conversation, and sometimes the organizer can't get past the front desk without an appointment with someone who wants to see her.  If the organizer can get the tenant to talk, a conversation takes place that parallels the one that got the ball rolling.   After a number of such personal visits, the organizer is ready to make another challenge to tenants who seemed interested in doing something together with their neighbors.  A small planning committee is needed.  The committee makes an agenda for a first meeting, does some basic research on problems that exist in the building and who might be responsible for their solution, learns what protections tenants have for the right to meet, decides who will chair the first meeting, takes responsibility for personally inviting other tenants to the meeting, and prepares what will be the founding meeting of a tenant association.  


Initially, in buildings characterized by widespread isolation, the organizer selects people who might become leaders.  Those willing to assume the responsibility form the initial planning committee.   Usually the conversation with the tenant will lead those unwilling to assume such responsibility to count themselves out.  Tenant leadership is nurtured and developed; rarely does it spontaneously emerge in these situations.  But once the process is underway, it must be taken over by the tenants themselves.


With a planning committee in place, an organizer can continue a process of continuing adult citizenship education and training.  The committee members (very likely to emerge as the elected leadership of an association if the process continues successfully) begin learning a number of skills:  research, personal visitation, chairing, public speaking, listening to others and challenging them to act, willingness to compromise with neighbors who see things differently or who have other priorities or who favor different solutions to the same problem, thinking tactically and strategically -- in a phrase, "thinking organizationally."  What the planning committee must begin to understand and be able to articulate to others is the relationship between the problems faced by the people and their current powerlessness to do anything about them.  The committee raises the possibility of united action being the way to both solve the specific problems and, more broadly, to overcome general powerlessness.  Nor does the educational activity end here.  For most residents there is a desire to be part of the country, the state, the city, the neighborhood.  Beneath the outer shell of resistance, community organizers find that most people want to participate in the life of a democratic society.  

    
Conversations take place about the relationship between tenant organizing and democratic citizenship.  For those of a religious bent, a connection can also be made to their faith.  For others the Bill of Rights or Declaration of Independence might be meaningful.  Action rooted in deeply held values is more likely to be sustained than that which relies solely on addressing a specific injustice. If a building association forms, more and more discussions of values will take place, and building leaders will begin to meet with counterparts in other buildings where larger issues are discussed and the discussion of values begins more systematically to challenge American rugged individualism, consumerism, and a status system which internalizes oppression deep in the soul of the poorest and most exploited.  And at every step of the way, generally at the end of every meeting or other activity, the organizer leads an evaluation discussion to draw lessons from the experience.  


Committee members learn the importance of beginning with small, immediate things that can be won by the united action of a relatively small number of tenants in a brief period of time.  It is out of such victories that self-confidence develops.  People don't think they can accomplish goals when most of their experiences are of failure.  Further, one of the most important jobs is to convince the skeptics that something different is happening.  Most people have at one time or another in their lives participated in a frustrating public meeting that ended with nothing to show for it, voted for politicians who promised one thing only to do another, or seen an organization that seemed only to serve the interests of those who held its offices.  The planning committee must show results that can speak for themselves.  The ten or so buildings of the Tenderloin where such results have been demonstrated illustrate the nature of first actions:  pet deposits reduced from $300 to $50, with time to spread the payment over a few month's rent; new chairs installed in a lobby; a furniture rental overcharge returned and finally abolished (saving low-income residents $96 each); gates and an inter-com installed to increase tenants' sense of security in their building. Tenant associations organized with TSOP assistance have a long list of such victories.  As confidence increased in some of the buildings larger victories were won:  a $10,000 refund, ordered by the city rent board, to residents of a building with a broken elevator; in another building, owned by Hastings Law School, a precedent setting award to tenants for the loss of building security patrols; in a privately-owned building, overhaul of the water system so that all tenants would have hot water.


Perhaps more important, in the best organized buildings a new sense of community and solidarity has emerged.  Isolation, suspicion, and competitiveness over scarce favors distributed by managers who know how to divide and conquer began to give way to a cooperative spirit among tenants.  The goal is a tenant association able to negotiate with its landlord on matters of interest to both.  More enlightened managers and owners come to see in such a relationship a way to stabilize buildings and create a sense of greater responsibility for facilities on the part of tenants.  Tenant leaders, elected by residents in democratic elections, know how to deal with the city rent board, the Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development, their Police Precinct Captain, and elected officials ranging from local government to their Congresswoman.  These leaders have told their story to local news media, seen themselves in print and on screen, and learned some of the joys and sorrows of an active civic life.  


 On being prodded to do things themselves, Robin King observes, "Lydia got us to find out ourselves what we were supposed to do."  Matt says, "I hated school, and here comes Lydia acting like a teacher.  I don't want to say she 'taught' us.  I think she instructed us.  Is there a difference?"   As we continue, he says, "I care for the people I live with.  I didn't used to know them, but now I do, and I care about what happens to them."  Matt then says, "I learned to cooperate with people...I was kind of an exclusive kind of person...a shut in.  Really, I used to hate most people.  You know I didn't know anyone in my building -- and that's my building -- except for a couple that live next door.  But I've been able to get together with a lot of people I never knew even existed and I didn't care." Describing how some other community-based non-profit service agencies in the neighborhood treated the tenants, Matt says, "They use us like a puppy dog.  They want to use us as a front.  They know what they want, but they want a tenant up front." 


Robin's and Matt's building was a challenge. The leader of the management-supported tenant association was also on the management staff. He wanted tenants to bring things to him for him to solve.  Generally thought to be well intentioned, he was a solo player.  The new tenant leadership had to struggle to get a role in the building, and it wasn't easy.  Only after lengthy discussions and struggle, did they bypass the soloist.  


Lois Swift, age 83, lives in a nonprofit sponsored apartment building in the Tenderloin and is experiencing leadership for the first time.  Her participation began when she discovered that "some of the supervisors in the building felt it was their place to inform us of what they wanted irrespective of whether it was the right thing or not.  If they could prevent complaints from going beyond them that was their aim.  As long as any problems didn't go past their position, they felt secure.  When we found out that they ignored our requests and our complaints, we decided to have our own association and we'd go to the top.  And that's where we succeeded.  Not by letters, but by going directly to HUD (the Regional Office is in San Francisco) as a group, not as a single person.  It's much more effective when you have numbers.  People pay attention to you.  They're not going to pay attention to one person complaining."  


For Lois, as with Matt and Robin, the experience is much more than the victories won.  "It's given me a personal feeling of self-esteem and confidence in anything that I attempt to do."  Like other key tenant leaders, Lois attended a four-day workshop on community organizing.  There she met people from all over the country who are engaged in organizing.  "I listened and I saw how important it is that people exchange ideas on the right way to approach problems that are concerning everyone in this country, not just a particular group."  


Diana Duncan, a leader of a building whose tenant body includes a number of people from Yemen, talked about the language barrier in organizing.  "We have to translate to include everyone.  Luckily, some of the people from Yemen know English.  They translate for the others.  Anglo people in the building never used to talk to the people from Yemen.  Now we've gotten to know one another; we're neighbors."  She, like other tenant leaders, came to TSOP's effort to link the buildings together in an inter-building leadership group. She shares in a vision of something bigger.  "Maybe we can get together people in all the Tenderloin buildings and begin to change the neighborhood as a whole, you know, make it safer, make it an o.k. place for people to live."


Phyllis Bursh, a young African-American Hastings Law School graduate, lives in the Hastings-owned apartment building.  With a history of participation in student government as the student body president, she brought organizing skills and an organizational background to her participation in the tenant association.  She sums up the experience of most participating tenants in her descriptions of TSOP.  "TSOP was initially the string that connected everyone together.  The tenants were alienated from each other and Hastings and did not consider themselves a group.  Lydia and TSOP were the centerpiece of trust, and created individual relationships with each of us that allowed us to get to know other people...What TSOP has done is created a community, not just individuals with similar problems...It's a lot different from other organizations that try to work with tenants.  A lot of those people make assumptions about other people and their abilities.  A lot of them are attorneys and they have a real attitude problem.  For one they don't let anyone else talk because they think it all has to be done their way and that creates a lot of problems for people who are trying to be empowered."


TSOP was co-founded by University of California Public Health Department Professor Meredith Minkler, and graduate students Sheryl Franz and Robin Wechsler.  The effort always sought to create community among the residents of the Tenderloin.  At first, this was done by coffee hours and social events.  The students became more sophisticated, as did their professor.  They began to mix discussion of tenant concerns in the buildings and neighborhood with socializing, and began also to figure out how to move tenants into action.  Initially, mutual aid and self-help projects were the way, under the part-time direction of doctoral student Frantz.  Two students, Wechsler and Lisa Toalson, became full-time staff for the new organization.  Wechsler then became TSOP Executive Director and dove into the world of organizing, directing more and more of her time to developing leaders through individual visits and action by tenant associations.  With support from Minkler, and the Board that governs TSOP, the organization changed the "O" from "outreach" to "organizing."  TSOP enlisted ORGANIZE Training Center (which I direct) to provide continuing staff and leadership consulting and training.  Wechsler recruited and trained organizer Diana Miller.  Miller eventually succeeded Wechsler as Executive Director for the organization.  During Miller's tenure, the shift to an organizing orientation was completed.  When Miller left her position, tenant leaders assumed a new task.  They were actively involved in the hiring of the new director, Lydia Ferrante.  TSOP, whose Board is comprised primarily of concerned professionals, is structured as a typical non-profit agency with a board of directors of interested and concerned people.  It discussed the question of tenant representation, and chose to deal directly with a joint leadership body of representatives of the tenant organizations rather than appoint a few of them to the board.  Meetings between the TSOP Board and the tenant leaders discuss TSOP policy.  The decision substituted for what is often the inclusion of a few "client representatives" on non-profit boards.  Unfortunately, there was little prospect that the tenant associations could financially support the core budget of $100,000 + for a lead organizer/director, additional organizer, student interns and related expenses.  That budget came principally from foundations.  


TSOP work was never easy.  The inter-building leadership group, after a promising start, failed to stay together.  Issues large enough to unite several buildings often were too big for the tenant groups to impact.   Death and illness, always a concern among the low-income elderly, have taken a number of promising leaders out of action.  Alcohol, drugs, and mental illness led others to withdraw from participation.  The growing Southeast Asian community didn't participate in any TSOP organizing activities.  The tendency of newly emerged leaders in the building associations to form a closed circle, forgetting how they fought to break open a circle that had excluded them, was always present in TSOP's life.  There is no reason to believe that once the powerless gain some power they will not abuse it or seek to hoard it.


In its roughly fifteen years of existence, TSOP demonstrated a number of important lessons.  Beyond their specific victories, the TSOP-supported tenant associations demonstrate the capacity of some of the most marginalized Americans to learn, to grow, to become active in organizations that act to improve the quality of life for themselves and their low-income neighbors.  TSOP's approach challenges advocates who believe that they can better speak for the oppressed than the oppressed themselves.  


TSOP's experience bringing together individuals from diverse backgrounds defies the prevailing view, widely believed by many people of good will, that racism, sexism, ageism, classism, homophobia, and other destructive "isms" are so deeply engrained in most Americans that only the educated can liberate them from their prejudices.  In addition to Anglos, key participants include Filipinos, African-Americans, Native Americans, Indians and people from Yemen.  


For many who participated, the mental health gains were striking.  Healing results from being part of a meaningful community.   As one doctor said to a patient, "I don't know what you're doing different, but keep doing it."  As they talked, it became clear that the only new variable in his life was his involvement with a local community organization.


The tenant associations also challenge the view that most Americans are too cynical or too apathetic to participate.  Apathy, in many cases, is the label placed on people who won't attend the meeting of the labeler.  Rather than examining what he's doing wrong, it is easier to blame the non-participant. 


The tenant associations demonstrate the deep yearning of many people for participation in something beyond their immediate family, or the pursuit of purely personal goals.  They tapped the human desire to be included in a community and to share one's life in meaningful ways with others.  


In Professor Minkler's view, TSOP brought together strands of thinking drawn from social support theory which connects health status to more general social support and a sense of control over one's destiny; from Paulo Freire, the radical Brazilian adult educator whose work with illiterate peasants combined literacy with civic action; and from Saul Alinsky, the now deceased dean of North American community organizing.  


Summing up her six and a half years as an organizer in the Tenderloin, Diana Miller put it this way, "both my religious faith and my democratic convictions have grown as a result of this experience.  I will never doubt the capacity of people to do just about anything if they put their minds to it."

A Tenderloin Building--The Center Residence  


Civic Center Residence (herein after CR) is owned by the Tenderloin Neighborhood Development Corporation (hereinafter TDC).   TDC has been engaged in a number of historic struggles to retain and build affordable housing in the Tenderloin.  It, along with other community-based nonprofit organizations in the Tenderloin, joined together in the North of Market Planning Coalition (hereinafter PC) to defend, enhance and expand the affordable housing supply of the neighborhood, as well as to add recreation and other amenities to the neighborhood.  PC, with sophisticated planning and advocacy, combined with occasional mobilization of Tenderloin residents, managed to convince the city government to adopt a plan for the Tenderloin that largely maintains its supply of affordable housing.  Note that for the purposes of this report, "organizing" and "mobilizing" are quite distinct activities.  An organization with an already determined agenda might "mobilize" support.  Those who are "mobilized" have little, if any, say in the agenda.  If they support it, they show up.  If the don't, they stay home.  An "organizing" process, on the other hand, involves those affected in defining the agenda.  As earlier noted, because of the neighborhood's proximity to downtown and the presence of some first class hotels, it is regularly eyed by hotel, condo and other developers for investment.  There is a continuous struggle over investment in the Tenderloin.  In the buildings it owns, TDC works hard to keep monthly rentals at the lowest possible price.  Within constraints often beyond its control, it seeks to provide on-site social and recreational activities.  


TDC hired a social worker/community organizer to work in CR to "organize the tenants."  But the "organizing" agenda had been set:  the purpose of the organizing was to turn the building into a cooperative which would be run by its resident-owners who would contract with TDC for its management services.  In the view of TDC, becoming owners would empower the residents.  As the social worker began talking with the tenants, she discovered they had more immediate and specific interests and concerns, and it was about these they wanted to get something done.  Some of the things the residents wanted done, the management didn't want to do; others they felt they couldn't do because they lacked the funds for them.  The social worker found herself interpreting the tenants to the management, and the management to the tenants.  She was, as she put it, "in the middle."  The tenant association she wanted to form couldn't get off the ground because, in part, it lacked the staff support necessary to assist in its formation.  The association reacted on occasion to things it didn't like, but it developed little capacity to define its own agenda.  The social worker began to ask, "For whom am I working--the tenants or the management?"  After several frustrating months, she left TDC, leaving at the CR a weak tenant association.


In the vacuum left by the departure of the social worker, TSOP decided to make a proposal to TDC:  contract with us to form an independent, democratic, tenant association.  TSOP's proposal was accompanied by two preconditions:  (1) the tenant organization would be open to all residents, internally democratic and nonviolent, and (2) through a petition-signing process (requiring 51% signing), the tenants would have to "invite" TSOP to organize in the building.  This process would give tenants a chance to check TSOP out but, when completed, would assure TSOP's legitimacy to serve as an organizing agent within the TDC building.  TSOP promised that with its organizing staff it could develop a relatively stable, trusted, widely supported within the building, tenant association.  TDC declined to enter into such an agreement.  


Several years later, in another building in the Tenderloin run by a different community-based nonprofit organization, such an agreement was reached with TSOP.  The building had an even more difficult group of tenants to organize.  All residents were formerly homeless people.  Many of them had problems with alcohol, drug addiction, mental illness and social isolation.  Efforts by the nonprofit owner-managers to organize the tenants had come to nothing.  TSOP did, in fact, begin work in the building.  A tenant association structure, including floor captains, did, in fact, develop.  Management, initially fearful of having "an outsider" organizing "our tenants," liked the program and was seeking a $10,000 grant to pay TSOP for its work.  


To return to the TDC story, in its efforts to keep costs down for tenants without public assistance, TDC contracts with various publicly-supported programs for the occupancy of some of its units, including those in CR.  Toward this end, and because TDC felt a wider responsibility to the community, TDC decided to invite an AIDS housing program into the CR to rent a number of units for AIDS patients who were still able to live independently with some supportive services.  With no prior discussions with the tenants or the tenant association, with no study on the part of the tenant association, the idea of the AIDS housing program was presented at a regular management-convened resident meeting in a one-hour educational introduction by a representative of the local AIDS organization.  As a local neighborhood newspaper reported, "At a sparsely attended meeting at the 250-unit building on January 30, residents voted 20 to 3 to seek legal help to keep out people with AIDS."  Complicating things for proponents of the AIDS program was the fact that one of the 20 was a physician who used his authority to confirm all the fears the other 19 had.  The news account described the response of a gay attorney who attended the meeting, "I'm absolutely appalled that...we have someone holding themselves (sic) out as a physician who tries to inflame low-income people with AIDS-phobia and homophobia.  This guy makes a crass appeal to the darkest fears that people have of an epidemic."  


The neighborhood newspaper continued, "...(the) executive director of TDC also told the Times he was very concerned about 'disinformation' being spread and had invited an...AIDS Foundation representative to try to inform tenants about AIDS at a tenants' meeting, but the 'tenants didn't buy it.'  He confirmed that there were already people with AIDS living in the building and said there had never been any problem over this before...(He) explained that the proposal originated with the Department of Health...TDC's Board of Directors accepted the proposal, but also sought the approval of the building's tenant group to further TDC's goal of 'tenant empowerment and involving the tenants in management..."  When the tenants voted against the proposal, the Board decided to follow suit.  The Board subsequently reversed its position when the City's Human Rights Commission informed TDC of two possible violations of civil rights law..." The AIDS housing program was approved by the Board and implemented.


How are we to understand this situation?  One explanation is the irrationality of the tenants and the skullduggery of a demagogue -- the doctor.  I suggest that there is more to it.  The tenants are "irrational" in their dealings with TDC management because they don't trust it, and are powerless to act in the immediate environment of their living space.  The promise of "empowerment" led to nothing; the TDC organizer quit in frustration.  When the tenants, through their new organization, presented what they thought were reasonable proposals to management they were turned down.  The organizer, because she thought she was working for "good people," in a nonprofit organization didn't think it was appropriate to do the things she might have done to a slum landlord.  Further, she was confused about her own role in this setting in which management wanted the tenants to assume ownership of the building but was unwilling to respond positively to much smaller ideas coming from the tenants.  By not taking the tenants in their confidence at the outset, and involving them in a process of self-education with regard to AIDS, TDC invited a negative reaction.  The demagogue could be effective because a highly insecure, powerless, reactive body is open to demagoguery.  The “puppy dog” treatment earlier described by Matt Bixby led to barking and biting dogs -- the inevitable result.  As the African-American poet Langston Hughes warned many years ago, dreams deferred don't always dry up like a raisin in the sun.  Sometimes they explode.  


Could it have been different?  What if there had been a tenant association that, through a process of careful organizational development, had asserted itself, won some things in its dealings with management, learned in the course of its negotiations with management of some of the economic constraints facing their building, found that there were situations in which it was allied with management in dealing with, for example, HUD and generally had the confidence in its strength to be willing to both make proposals to management and entertain proposals to it from management.  In this context, what if management had said to the tenant association's leaders, "we'd like to begin with you a process of examining whether or not we should enter into a contract with the City's Public Health Department to rent a bloc of apartments to the local AIDS organization?"  A confident and competent tenant association, secure in both its relations with its members and with management, would have been hard pressed to say it wouldn't study such a proposal.  With the opportunity to visit various experts on AIDS, consult with various religious and other leaders who operate programs serving people with AIDS, meeting people with AIDS, and with the opportunity to discuss the matter with the tenant body as a whole, a very different outcome might have resulted.  Instead, in the heart of one of America's poorest neighborhoods, NIMBYism (Not In My Back Yard) raised its ugly head.  The tenants, I suggest, responded in exactly the way they were treated:  with suspicion and distrust.  (Substitute in this story any of thousands of examples of community-based nonprofit organizations that operate half-way houses, drug rehab, teen-pregnancy, scattered site housing or other programs, administered by decent, well-intended people who try to either sneak or bludgeon something past people in neighborhoods whose residents already feel less than secure about who they are, whether they are listened to, whether the homes they struggled to purchase might go down in value, whether the neighborhood in which they live is declining, whether their daughters might be raped...the list can go on.  The common theme is that the people who had to be the neighbors weren't consulted and had no voice.  Could it be that when people in these circumstance are treated in a way that remind them of their circumstances they will react in the narrowest, most parochial ways?


The problem is not simply one of "bad communication."  To so conclude is to miss the central point.  The most accurate information would have been socially polluted at the outset because the source transmitting it was not trusted by those who were the intended audience.  In the absence of a competent and self-confident tenant organization that could receive the information, deliberate what it would do with it and act upon its deliberations, there was little TDC could have done differently.  Talking with tenants earlier, printing more information prior to the meeting, offering an educational program on AIDS or other "communication" efforts would probably have met with the same results -- perhaps giving the tenant opposition more time to organize against the program so that the vote against its acceptance might even have been greater.  

PC and the Neighborhood Liquor Store


PC's office is in a store front in the heart of the Tenderloin.  Next to it is a typical corner "mom and pop" store that carries cheap, fortified wine.  A crowd of street-corner men and a few women hangs around the store and sprawls out into PC's storefront area.  They sometimes urinate in PC's entrance way, panhandle, harass and intimidate PC visitors and employees as they come and go, and sometimes break bottles in PC's doorway area.  


Next door to PC is the Suzanna Apartments.  Unlike the CR, the residents of the Suzanna had an independent residents association supported by TSOP's organizing staff.  From its small beginnings as a coffee hour discussion group, the Suzanna Apartments Residents Association (SARA) had grown to be a body with a core leadership team of about five people and a stable membership of about 30.  This organized body was capable of mobilizing another 30 - 50 tenants, depending on the matter at hand.  It had demonstrated this capacity on several occasions in struggles with the management of the Suzanna Apartments.  The Suzanna is owned by a for-profit organization, and its management company was widely distrusted by tenants in all its Tenderloin buildings.  At the same time, the clarity of differences of interest and blatant disregard for tenants made it easier to organize an independent association in the Suzanna.  TSOP played a continuing role with the SARA.  


The street corner men who caused problems for PC also caused problems for the residents, visitors and employees of the Suzanna.  One might assume that the staff at PC would have wanted to consult with the SARA leadership on how to deal with the men causing both of them problems.  Unfortunately, that is not what happened.  The Executive Director of PC called a meeting of community-based non-profit agency directors in the Tenderloin to talk about a boycott of the Jefferson (the "mom and pop" store) until it withdrew the fortified wine from its shelves.  Among those invited was TSOP's Executive Director whose reply was that this isn't the kind of meeting she would go to alone--that the SARA leadership should be invited as well.  PC's Executive Director decided not to invite SARA leaders.  Word of her plans leaked to the street corner crowd who, in turn, increased their harassment and intimidation in front of both PC and the Suzanna.  Suzanna residents received veiled threats about what might happen to them if the street corner men got pushed off their corner.


The SARA leaders called TSOP and asked what the organizer thought they should do.  In good organizer fashion, she responded to their question with a question of her own.  The essence of their exchange is worth following in some detail:

TSOP:
"Do you want to do something about it?"

SARA:
"Yes."

TSOP:
"Well, what do you want to do?"

SARA:  
"Get PC to stop what they're doing because we're the ones who are paying the price.  They don't live here, we do."

TSOP:
"So what do you do in such situations?"

SARA:  
"Make a plan; call a meeting; discuss the plan; get a plan adopted; meet with he decision-maker and try to work out something mutually agreeable.  If they won't work something out with us, take further action."                

TSOP:
"So let's think about a plan."


In the tradition of which TSOP's organizer was a part, it was her task to assist the people of the Suzanna to build a powerful, democratic, tenant association.  In doing this, she listened to people to learn the problems they cared about, their hopes, their dreams and their frustrations.  She challenged them to act.  She thought through with them what could be done.  She reflected with them on how what they wanted to do was related to democratic traditions and values.  She trained them in the skills to do what they decided they wanted to do.  She wasn't their representative, advocate, spokesperson or the person between them and those with whom they wanted to deal.  To use a physical metaphor, rather than standing "in between" the tenants and a "decision-maker" with whom the tenants wanted to deal, she stood "alongside" the tenants, prodding, assisting, listening, challenging, thinking, supporting and reflecting with them on the process.  If mistakes are made, they are the people's mistakes.  From them, lessons can be learned.  But the people must do the organizing themselves.  The role of challenging (or agitating) is to stir people not to accept the indignities that are visited upon them by those more powerful.  Especially among the most oppressed people, there is a tendency to internalize oppression -- to believe that "what I have (or get) is what I deserve.  If it is little, it is because I am worth little.  If I am treated as a person without dignity, it must be because I lack dignity."


At its worst, this state of mind is cast in a fatalistic frame.  This cast of mind, for example, was undone among the poor of Latin America by the careful work of clergy who had adopted liberation theology.  The person believing that God or nature has ordained that things be the way they are has most deeply internalized oppression -- so deeply, in fact, that she or he may not think of the condition as one of oppression.  The organizer committed to democratic values rejects these ideas and takes upon herself the task of stirring people up to right the wrongs they suffer.  But it is not she who decides what wrongs are to be righted -- that is necessarily the task of the people themselves.  It is when people make these decisions that they begin to assume the responsibility to build an organization that, in turn, is the tool for their own "empowerment."  But notice:  no one gives them their power; they build it, claim it, assert it and struggle to have it recognized.


In this framework, it can be seen that particular issues are simply manifestations of unjust relations of power.  The selection of which issues are worked on is made by the people themselves.  The understanding of the organizer -- and the understanding that she seeks to develop in the people -- is that through powerful people's organizations the powerless can begin to bring about a more just social order.  The important thing is the building of such organizations.  It is much more important than any one issue because issues come and go, but without organization victories can later become "take backs" and nothing will be permanently changed.  It is from this line of reasoning that organizers in this tradition conclude, and teach leaders with whom they work, that the important thing is to build a powerful organization.  Critics of this kind of organizing mistakenly conclude from this that organizers are interested in "organization for organization's sake."  Quite the contrary:  the organization is the tool to build a more just society.  It is the vehicle, not the destination.  But the vehicle and the destination are inseparably linked.  Democratic habits, skills, attitudes, values and ways of thinking are developed through democratic organizations as these organizations struggle to build a more equitable, just and democratic society.  If you don't travel in this kind of vehicle, you'll never get to the destination.


What happened at the SARA?  The community-based nonprofit organization directors and staff proceeded without the SARA, and the SARA organized itself to deal with the PC Executive Director.  The TSOP organizer asked the SARA leadership if it was o.k. with them if she made a "courtesy call" to the PC Director, telling the latter that it would be best for everyone if she took the SARA leaders seriously.  But she refused to disclose what the SARA leaders wanted, saying only, "you should find that out by dealing directly with them."  The PC Director didn't meet with SARA's leaders.  Instead a community meeting was called at which the PC proposal to boycott The Jefferson was put before those in attendance.  The SARA residents attended in sufficient number to vote the proposal down.  The reaction of the PC Director was interesting.  She called the TSOP Director and asked, "Why did the SARA do 'an action' on me?"  She wanted to know why she hadn't been told by her colleague what was going to happen.  Efforts to explain that the SARA wanted some accountability from an agency that should have consulted them in the first place seemed not to answer the questions.  The word "on the street" in the Tenderloin was "TSOP was behind an action done against the PC Director."  The language is instructive:  professional social workers and others working for the community-based nonprofit organizations were having trouble believing that the people who so infrequently speak up on their own behalf were now doing so.  How frequently do we hear from the powerful that "their people" would never do "X."  It must be "outside agitators."  


The charge of "agitation," it should be added, is both true and untrue.  It is the condition of disrespect that creates the discontent.  Without conditions that diminish the dignity of people, no one can successfully agitate.  But the conditions do not themselves create an organized body of people.  Alone, the conditions may create spontaneous disruptions or riots; they may create reactions like the CR reaction to TDC's attempt to bring in an AIDS program.  But they don't create organizations rooted in democratic principles and operating according to democratic procedures.  The SARA was, indeed, in part the result of "outside agitation" by TSOP.  But tenants freely responded to something that offered them the chance to assert their humanity.  And once organized, the SARA didn't need anyone to agitate them any longer.  They knew what they had to do if they were to be treated with respect.  PC's Director felt personally betrayed by her colleague at TSOP.  She also felt that the SARA would not have undertaken the action without TSOP's involvement.  As already noted, the talk "on the streets" was that TSOP was behind "an action" done on PC.  In fact, TSOP was alongside an action done on PC.  And it should have been.  The residents had a right and responsibility to seek accountability from an organization that claimed to speak for the neighborhood.


Because TSOP was itself a community-based nonprofit organization, it was part of the nonprofit community of The Tenderloin.  Because of the way it did its business, however, it was viewed by much of that community as a non-cooperative member.  TSOP was described as "unwilling to work with 'the community' (meaning the other social welfare and community-based nonprofit organizations and their staffs) and isolationist."  That "the community" with which TSOP's small staff spent most of its time was the residents of the neighborhood was ignored in this formulation.  Of all the community-based nonprofit organizations in the Tenderloin, only a few were defenders of what TSOP did.  The result was that foundations which were funding TSOP were hearing negative things about it from other Tenderloin nonprofits.  We will never know why most foundations were unwilling to fund, or continue to fund, TSOP.  But we can conclude from this experience that efforts to organize independent resident associations that are dependent on external funding by foundations or others without a direct interest in democratic organizing are, at best, skating on thin ice.

TDC and the Hastings Tenants


Recall Robin King, Matt Bixby and Phyllis Birsch.  They were tenant leaders in Tenderloin buildings owned by the prestigious and powerful Hastings School of Law.  Hastings was interested in selling its buildings.  As part of the state-run University of California system, it is one of the most affordable law schools in the nation.  Many of its students are people of color, and come from lower- to middle-income family backgrounds.  Money gained from the sale of its properties would be plowed back into activities of the school.  The college, as a state-agency, was immune from relocation and other requirements of San Francisco's relatively strict tenant law.  Its clout, both through influential alumni and with its own lobbying activities, accustomed it to having its way. 


TDC was interested in getting as much of the land as possible set aside for affordable housing.  Its mandate was to build or retain affordable housing.  With skillful lobbying and competent project management, it had sponsored and was managing a substantial number of affordable housing units in The Tenderloin.  


The low-income tenants of the Hastings buildings were interested in what was going to happen to them!  Some had lived in their apartments over 20 years.  It was very unlikely that they would be able to come close to matching the cost of the housing they were about to lose.  Whatever they might dislike about their units, they were better than anything that could be found in their price range.  Further, the fragile sense of community they had built with other tenants in their association would be torn asunder if there was no plan to keep their tenant body intact.


In this context, TDC began to put together a coalition of agencies which could negotiate with Hastings over the disposition of its land.  There was a major problem in the coalition:  the tenant association was not invited to its early meetings when a plan was conceived and adopted.  When it was later invited, it was offered one vote among many.  The tenants objected, saying that because they actually lived there they had a bigger stake in the outcome.  They proposed a 50% share of voting power -- in effect veto power.  The TDC-sponsored coalition refused.  TSOP, as might be expected, was alongside the West Block (name of the buildings) Tenants Association.


The details of the story parallel those of the earlier stories (tenants ignored, TSOP blamed, etc.), so there is no need to recite them here.  But it is worth closing this section with some lengthy quotations from documents:  first from the TSOP newsletter, then from the Executive Director of TDC and finally a response from TSOP's Executive Director, Newsletter Editor Tom McCarthy and Board Co-Chair.

"New Landlords--Same Old Struggles".  

The TSOP Tribune; December, 1994


Perhaps the greatest indication of the change overtaking the West Block in the wake of the block's change in landlords is that the apartment building at 324 Larkin Street is now called The Rainbow Flag Apartments.


"It's a pretty silly name for a building with lousy wiring," says long-time tenant Marie Ellicker.


The West Block has seen some pretty significant changes since summer 1994, when previous landlord Hastings College of the Law sold out to three new entities:  the Tenderloin Development Corporation and two private landowners.


"This might mean some big changes for the West Block Tenants Association," says Wally Pascoe, a resident at 324 Larkin Street.  Among those changes might be a name change and new approaches to what Wally calls the "same old problems:  safety and security, upkeep and rents." 


"We are concerned as much as ever about the security of our homes," says Marie.  "We've been fighting with landlords for years over the security of our homes, and nothing has changed with the new landlords.  We are still worried about our homes."


The TDC, a nonprofit, now owns 250 and 260 McAllister Street, a development that Mathew Bixby--a resident of 250 McAllister St.--assays with his characteristic shrewd eye.


"They had about 50 architects come through the building," he says.  "A bunch of neckties and expensive suits," he added.


"Nothing has changed in terms of how we have to make sure our concerns are heard," says Robin King, who has lived with Mathew at 250 McAllister for about 11 years.  "Hastings may be gone but the lessons we learned fighting with Hastings are not forgotten."


"They say that rents might be stabilized if they get the government funding," says Mathew of his new TDC landlords.  "I'll believe that when it happens."


"The main reason for high rents all across San Francisco is that real estate speculators buy low and sell high, and they don't care about the tenants," says Marie Ellicker.  "So we got some new paint outside the building--that's nice--but I am still worried about the security of my home."


Marie has lived on Larkin Street since 1980.


Angela Griffin says, "I have lived at 324 Larkin Street for 25 years," and adds about the new landlord, "So far he's pretty nice, but he's still an unknown quantity.  It will take some time to find out just who he is and what he wants with the building."


Angela takes the long view on things, she says, because "I've seen it all."


"Hastings drew us into a fight by forcing us into a corner and making us fear for our homes," says Angela.  "Over the years we have learned how to stand up for ourselves."


Angela's neighbor Wally agrees.


"We are insecure about possible passthroughs with the improvements," says Wally.  "Yes, we got rid of Hastings--which is a relief because they did no maintenance and didn't care much about security.


"The new landlord has only had the building since August," Wally adds.  "We'll give him a chance, but we have to keep an eye on him."


Wally says he understands the changes that the West Block Tenants Association might have to go through because of the new landlords for the different buildings.  He even suggested a new name for the association.


"I like 'Tenderloin Watchdogs'," says Wally.  "But the others said it sounds too confrontational.  But we ought to have a council for all the buildings on the block so we can continue to work together.  Everyone says so."


Whatever the name and the new structure, and even whomever the landlords are, there will always be a need for a tenants association on the West Block.


"Oh my yes, we have always known that, and we have always worked for ourselves," says Angela.  "TSOP helps us and we help ourselves.  It's worked so far."


Marie Ellicker agreed.


"I think that the situation might be the same as Hastings, only Hastings had to worry about public opinion because they were a state institution," says Marie.  "The new landlord is a millionaire and he might not care about the human beings that live here."


Soon after publication, TSOP's Executive Director received a letter from her TDC counterpart.  It reads, in part, as follows:


"It was with great amazement and dismay that I read your lead story 'New Landlords - Same Old Struggles'.  In this article TSOP implies that TDC is responsible for continued mismanagement of 250 & 260 McAllister.  These criticisms are mixed with comments regarding other West Block properties, and-as TDC is the only landlord mentioned by name-the reader gets the impression that TDC is indifferent to the needs and concerns of all West Block residents.  This implication couldn't be further from the truth.  In actuality, TDC is planning for a comprehensive rehab of our two properties, and we will do everything in our power to bring rents down to an affordable level.


"Most importantly, TSOP has paid a disservice to this community by publishing misleading and false information.  In reading your article, it would appear that TDC has owned and managed the buildings in question since Summer 1994, thereby giving credence to the tenants' complaints that 'Nothing has changed.'  However, TDC only recently became the manager of the properties-in mid-December, after your newsletter was published.  While we respect the concerns of the tenants, and understand the history of some tenants' skepticism, we also believe it is extremely irresponsible of TSOP to publish an article based on pure conjecture.


"I would ask that in your next newsletter TSOP apologize to TDC for your misrepresentations and clarify the situation at 250 and 260 McAllister, as visibly as TSOP stated the original criticisms.  As you know, the challenges and pressures facing low-income residents are immense.  To meet these challenges, it is essential that all community-based organizations work together in an atmosphere of respect and collaboration.  I hope we can transcend this potentially divisive situation and use it as an opportunity to build a stronger relationship."


The TDC letter was taken seriously by TSOP which was already vulnerable with other community-based nonprofit organizations.  After careful deliberation in TSOP's Board, and with consultation with the tenants in the West Block, TSOP replied:


"...The purpose of the TSOP Tribune is to publish the 'News and Views' of the residents with whom TSOP works on a regular basis.  We feel that it is the trust and candor of the tenants that makes the articles...both timely and interesting.  The tenant organizations and the individual tenants in the various buildings in which TSOP works shape the content of the TSOP Tribune.  As is consistent with TSOP's mission, our newsletter is a place where tenants' issues can be raised and taken seriously, regardless of whether they are in agreement with the views and opinions of other organizations in the community, or for that matter, TSOP.  We feel particularly called to promote tenant views in our newsletter in light of the fact that there is currently no other print medium in this neighborhood where tenant concerns can be aired.


"We were, quite frankly, surprised at your response to our newsletter article.


"To address your points specifically:


"Paragraph 1).  We do not believe that our newsletter article anywhere implies that 'TDC is responsible for continued mismanagement' of the buildings or that "TDC is indifferent to the needs and concerns of all West Block residents."  The article merely reflects the views of skeptical tenants who have 'seen (and heard) it all.'  We believe that our newsletter article embraces the opinions of organized tenants who know their rights and want to be part of the decision-making that affects their lives.  Robin King states, 'Nothing has changed in terms of how we have to make sure our concerns are heard, and 'Hastings may be gone but the lessons we learned fighting with Hastings are not forgotten.'  These statements are not an implication of 'continued mismanagement' or 'indifference to needs' but a statement by a resident who has learned to stand up for what is important to her, and be aware of the processes that affect her life.  The issue is not whether TDC is planning a 'comprehensive rehab' of its properties, but how well connected and involved tenants feel  (and, I would have added, "and in fact are") in this process that so greatly affects their lives.


"Paragraph 2).  TSOP readily acknowledges the fact that TDC ownership of the buildings did not officially take place until mid-December, and that our newsletter states that 'the West Block has seen some pretty significant changes since the summer of 1994, when previous landlord Hastings College of the Law sold out to three new entities!  However, it is apparent that official ownership felt like a mere technicality to residents, since TDC was having meetings with residents in their role as new landlord as early as September 19, 1995, at which point it was clear that ownership would take place in the near future.  We do not believe that we pay any disservice to the community by publishing the feelings and thoughts of any resident in any building anywhere in the Tenderloin, nor are any tenant feelings and opinions pure conjecture.  Tenant opinion is based on their life experiences.  If tenants do not trust their landlords-no matter who those landlords might be-then the community and their neighbors have a right to know that.  We were troubled that you once again felt compelled to challenge TSOP for the thoughts and feelings of residents in the Tenderloin rather than addressing your concerns directly to the residents themselves.


"Paragraph 3).  After lengthy consideration, we believe that an apology to TDC is unnecessary.  We do not believe we should censor tenant opinion in our newsletter, nor that our article is disrespectful to any organization.  That newsletter article, like all other articles about tenant associations in the TSOP Tribune expresses the feelings and opinions of the residents with whom we work.


"Finally, TSOP's mission is to work directly with residents of the Tenderloin to help them form autonomous, democratic tenant associations that are able to act collectively on issues of their common concern.  Our first responsibility and priority is always to the residents who request our services.  Within this context, TSOP always endeavors to work in an 'atmosphere of collaboration and respect' with 'community-based organizations,' if at all possible.  We respect TDC's interest in maintaining and improving upon the supply of affordable housing in the Tenderloin.  We would like to work together to insure that tenants also be afforded full respect..."

Facing Hastings Power


TDC, its coalition of advocates and service providers (called START), TSOP and the West Block Tenant Association all had their issues with Hastings.  But the issues were different.  TDC and its coalition of advocates, service agencies and CDCs struggled with Hastings over land-use.  Hastings wanted to maximize the income from the sale of its property.  In earlier struggles in the neighborhood, Hastings wanted to create a "cordon sanitaire" around itself -- a buffer from the poverty, crime and violence of the neighborhood.  Presumably its goals had to do with enhancing and protecting a public law school that provided education opportunity for students who might not otherwise been able to afford it.  TDC wanted to own and/or manage nonprofit affordable housing units.  They are part of a city-wide alliance of Community and Housing Development organizations that seeks to maintain and increase the supply of affordable housing.  TDC and its coalition wanted to maximize the stock of affordable housing, and create amenities, like park space, better traffic control, improved municipal transit and others, that would create the physical and environmental conditions for a better life in the neighborhood.  TDC and its allies determined what the neighborhood wanted by various means, including surveys and public hearings, and involved more activist residents in work on the detail of plans for the Tenderloin.  The Tenant Association was interested in the social and economic preservation of its "community," -- the group of tenants who had come to be a group of people who "supported and challenged each other to act powerfully to affirm, defend and advance their values and interests."  TSOP supported the Tenant Association in pursuing its interest and maintained this principal (and principled) commitment.  When TDC's executive director said, it is essential that all community-based organizations work together in an atmosphere of respect and collaboration.  I hope we can transcend this potentially divisive situation and use it as an opportunity to build a stronger relationship, TSOP Board and staff choose to maintain its commitment to the tenant association.  It was this point of view, one that insisted on the right of the residents to be full, ongoing, deliberative participants in the decision affecting their lives, that finally led to TSOP's demise as a "community-based nonprofit organization."


When faced with the question of whether the tenants could be trusted with the purposes that were distinct from its particular interests, only TSOP was willing because only TSOP had the mission of self-empowerment of the tenants through the organization of the tenants themselves.  Implicit in everyone else's behavior was the view that the tenants would be too parochial, too narrow, too selfish and, conversely, the assumption that TDC and its coalition were not acting out of their own narrow, parochial and selfish motives:  managing and owning nonprofit housing, political appointments, grants and contracts, media recognition and so forth.  How community organizations and other community-based nonprofit organizations might avoid such situations is a central question addressed by this report.

Endings


TSOP, the only organization in the Tenderloin whose mission was to work with residents to "form autonomous, democratic tenant associations," the organization that provided the link, the organizing staff, the place where a deeper community could be created among tenants, lost its funding and closed its doors.  Matt Bixby, an alcoholic always on the edge, sunk deeper into his alcoholism.  Robin King left him after eleven years of being together.  Matt was evicted by TDC for nonpayment of rent and left the state.  Robin disappeared into the street life of the Tenderloin, at first occasionally reappearing to check in with her TSOP friends then, after a couple of months, not to be seen again.

V.  PARALLELS, PATTERNS AND CONTRASTS


What was striking in doing interviews with people across the country who do more-or-less the same thing, but who don't know one another, and who don't subscribe to any common written text, is how similar their responses to my questions were.  Here, I hope to capture both commonalities and differences.  The fault line I have selected is the one that separates "broadly-based community organizing," of whatever type, from all other "community-based nonprofit organizations."

The Purpose of Broadly-Based Community Organizations:  Power


The purpose of broadly-based community organizations is to build power and community.  By "power," I mean the ability to act effectively in the world.  By "community" I mean "a group of people sharing a common bond or tradition who support and challenge other to act powerfully, both individually and collectively, to affirm, celebrate, reflect upon, defend and advance their values and interests."  The values that under gird these organizations are, generally speaking, those presented earlier in my discussion of values.  The interests are what you might expect:  affordable housing, decent jobs, quality education and child care, health care, safe neighborhoods and streets, decent public services, recreational opportunities for youth, nursing homes that respect their residents, an environment free of toxic wastes—and if I were to list the specifics it would take many pages.  Organizations that are "congregation-based" emphasize the religious roots of these values.  Organizations that are either direct (individual) membership or coalitions which include congregations, labor unions, neighborhood business and/or merchant associations, and particular other constituency groups (ethnic, racial, gender, age, interest--tenant, homeowner, parent, etc.) emphasize the small "d" democratic roots of these values, and might cite such people as Thomas Paine, Frederick Douglass, Susan B. Anthony, Soujourner Truth, Emiliano Zapata, John L. Lewis, Cesar Chavez and others in the history of the struggles of oppressed people for their rights.  


Brooklyn Ecumenical Cooperatives (BEC), one such organization, weaves these, and other, strands into a vision statement which draws upon:

(T)he Hebrew and Christian Testament, Greek city-states, feminist historians, the American democratic tradition, the antislavery movement, the nonviolence of King, Gandhi and Poland's Solidarity, modern liberation movements in Africa, Latin America and Asia, the history of mutual aid expressed in Medieval craft guilds, pre-Monarchy Israelite villages, the early Christian Church, the American populist movement, Saul Alinsky and the Industrial Areas Foundation and the economic justice teachings of the Catholic Church as elaborated and implemented in the Mondragon worker-owned system of cooperatives in the Basque Region of Spain.


Members, leaders and organizers are strikingly consistent in what they have to say about power.  Most significant is the fact that when I visited with members who were not in top or even secondary tiers of leadership within large community organizations, they had the general idea as well.  Power is distinct from, and broader than, "empowerment," though it includes it.  What did people say?


Fr. Michael Jacques is a leader in New Orleans' All Congregation Together (ACT).  "We're the first organization the politicians can't control.  We're setting the agenda for the city.  The politicians are asked to endorse our platform instead of us being asked to endorse them."


In a document from Brooklyn Ecumenical Cooperatives (BEC), "We do not endorse candidates.  We ask candidates to endorse and actively work for BEC's Justice Agenda."


Mike Kromrey of Denver Metropolitan Organizations for People (MOP):  "Our major purpose is to organize low-moderate income communities to develop leadership who can identify, prioritize and act on self-identified problems in their communities either by institutional change or mutual aid."  By institutional change, Kromrey elaborates, is meant, "getting major institutions like banks, employers, city government, the school district or others to adopt practices, policies and structures that respond to the problems our members identify and to appropriate funds necessary to implement what they agree to."


Leaders in MOP, Ana & Ernest Atencio:  "We began to feel our strength in meetings with public officials.  You force them to address issues.  It's a great feeling."


Mary Rivera:  "We have a right to hold (our government) accountable and to be part of the decision-making...We do have the power to make change."


Aubrey Wesley:  "There's power in the churches to do good, stand firm and tall.  Especially in minority and poor communities...We get top people at our meetings -- the head of the Chamber of Commerce, the Mayor, people like that.  First there's a research meeting, then a decision-making meeting where they respond to our proposals...Politicians count numbers and that's what we've got."


Not for attribution:  "When we met with the Mayor to present proposals for Nehemiah Housing in East Brooklyn, he kept giving us reasons why things couldn't be done.  Mostly they had to do with money.  We'd go back and forth, and he'd always talk about the lack of money.  After another repetition of the problem of money, the Bishop of Brooklyn looked the Mayor in the eye and said to him, 'Mr. Mayor, steal it.'  After a moment of stunned silence, the meeting went on in a different way.  They Mayor began to figure out how he could get the money."


Rev. John Heinemeier, former leader in South Bronx Churches:  "The 'Sign Up and Take Charge' campaign in the South Bronx got 102,000 signatures on petitions for a 'peoples platform' for the South Bronx.  Several hundred house meetings led to the creation of the platform.  That's one-half of the registered voters in the South Bronx.  Politicians listen when you do that."


Margaret Waddell of Baltimore’s BUILD:  "The main discipline in BUILD is reflection, action, accountability, training and education...We are taught to understand power...Leaders are trained to deal with corporations or government to improve schools, housing, community policing, nursing homes, local issues and now the workplace."


Speaking at the 25th Anniversary of the Catholic Campaign for Human Development (CHD), the principal source of funds for broadly-based community organizing in the United States, the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN) President, Bertha Lewis, said, "We organize poor people into their own institutions.  We develop the power to act on local issues, and on national issues.  We link national issues to the local level so people can act on them there."


ACORN's Executive Director Steve Kest describes his organization's "organizing culture" and says it is what is most important.  "People understand it is the basis of our power, and that our power is the basis of whatever we win programmatically."  ACORN, founded in 1970 by organizer Wade Rathke in a small neighborhood in Little Rock, AK., always had its eye on the prize of power.  Writing at the time of ACORN's tenth anniversary, Rathke said, "ACORN is a community organization.  We are multi-issue.  We are multi-racial... We are involved in politics... The vision has always been national and rooted in the closeness of the organization to its people... The vision has always been political... The vision has always held that we will build power and that power will for the first time in our country be wielded by the common people to create massive change in our country that will come from that fundamental redistribution of power.  Whether the perspective be biblical--the last become the first, the meek become strong--or revolutionary, the bottom line has been the same and remained unchanged over these 10 years:  the people shall rule..."


Ken Galdston, first organizer of the Naugatauck Valley Project and now organizer for the Merrimac Valley Project brings together the creation of alternative economic institutions (worker-owned businesses, usually the result of worker-buyouts of businesses that would otherwise have closed) with broadly-based community organizing.  Reflecting on these two thrusts, he says, " (W)e have learned these lessons, (1) Development work has to grow out of the power base of a successful citizen action organization if organizing is to remain the dominant strategy in this pairing of strategies (as we believe it must), and...(5) It is critical (to) organize around the broader community issues of environmental pollution, access to medical care, higher education, and the provision of other public services and private investment as well.  This is one reason (we) are first of all broad-based citizen action organizations."


At a workshop of the Gamaliel Foundation, organizer Mary Gonzales leads participants in a role-playing session based on "The Melian Dialog" in Thucydides' The Peloponnesian Wars.  The Melians are offered a deal with dignity by the Athenians, who have them outnumbered and surrounded.  The Melians appeal to reason, morality and justice.  The Athenians patiently respond.  The workshop participants are used to being powerless--as were the Melians.  Mary is ruthless in her teaching:  "You're confusing the world as you want it to be with the world the way it is.  If you don't understand the latter, you'll never get to the former."  She throws people out of the classroom, then later asks, "Why did you let me do that?"  Anger rises in the room, first at Mary, then at how often those in the room didn't understand either their powerlessness or the possibilities they had to act with power.  Many years earlier, I had made some of the same mistakes in a workshop with the IAF's Ed Chambers.


Power is not only the ability to get an agreement, but it is the ability to enforce the agreement once obtained.  Broadly-based community organizations negotiate with responsible decision makers in institutions who have the authority to act on problems of concern to the community organization.  However, agreements on paper are often far different from agreements that are implemented.  Broadly-based community organizations have the capacity to monitor, evaluate and demand implementation.  They seek respectful relationships with people in the institutions with which they deal.  Often these relationships lead to enduring partnerships that improve the quality of life for large numbers of people.  But community organization leaders understand that mayors, CEOs and other people can change, and that it is finally their power that is essential to get them to, and keep them at, the decision-making table.


Power is measured by the level of authority of those with whom a broadly-based community organization meets.  Since the days of "mau-mauing the flak catcher," bureaucracies have become adept at the art of diffusing the efforts of communities to hold them accountable, and have a variety of personnel whose task is to do just that.  They do it with the media as well.  One corporate flak-catcher said he went to seminars on "fogging" issues--that is obscuring what was really going on.  They do it with appointments to commissions, advisory committees, citizen (or parent or resident) participation "components" and a variety of other means.


Power is also measured by the nature of the proposals put on the table.  An organization that used neighborhood stop signs to improve traffic safety to teach people to act collectively in their own behalf is likely, five years later, to be negotiating with banks, savings and loan companies and insurers about red-lining, with school districts about major educational reform, with mayors about the investment of millions of dollars in inner-city neighborhoods and with police chiefs about implementing community-policing programs.  As the power to affect the quality of life has shifted from local decision-makers to regional, state, national and international decision-makers, broadly-based community organizations have sought to meet and negotiate with appropriate decision-makers at those levels of authority.  Most broadly-based community organizations are now part of a national "network" or organization in which, among other things, it is possible to strategize with sister organizations about how to have a larger impact.  But they take on larger issues in larger arenas not only because that is where resources and authority lie but because they are now more powerful organizations.  When they start in new "unorganized" places, it is often the case that it is the same old stop-sign and boarded-up house issues that are used to build the local affiliate.  As long as opportunities and resources are dramatically inequitable in their distribution in society, it will be incumbent upon those who want greater economic and social justice to propose different ways to allocate them.  In some cases, these may be positive-sum proposals, but in others they will be, at least from the point of those receiving them, zero-sum proposals.


The national organizing networks add several dimensions to the power equation:  they make it possible for leaders of local organizations to develop relationships with one another at regional, state and national levels; they create a common organizing culture so that people from New Orleans know what people from Oakland are talking about; with relationships, a common organizing culture and common values understood, they make it possible for research and issue development that brings local organizations together on a regional, statewide or national level; they can take organizing initiatives in strategic new places -- so, for example, they can have a statewide vision that is realizable because they can allocate organizing talent to unorganized places within the state; they see the training of organizers as a central part of their mission -- and it is these organizers who are the key ingredient to building powerful, broadly-based community organizations.


Editorially commenting on New Orleans All Congregations Together, The Times Picayune, the city's major paper, said, "Suddenly, All Congregations Together, a remarkable coalition of the city's religious, neighborhood and civic groups, has become a grass-roots political force unlike anything seen before in New Orleans' history.  Paid little attention by city officials in its formative stages, ACT has opened the eyes not only of the mayor, City Council members and other local officials but also of members of the city's legislative and congressional delegations and the governor.  ACT's political strength, on full display when 4,000 members attended a benchmark meeting with the mayor, the governor and other officials at the Hyatt Regency hotel Wednesday night, shows every sign of growing exponentially.  What ACT has accomplished in a remarkably short time is nothing less than to set the priorities and the agenda for government services in the city and the criteria by which the performance of public officials will be judged... At Wednesday night's meeting, Mayor Barthelemy, his feet having been held to the fire for more than a year, finally delivered a multifaceted plan... ACT has reacquainted the mayor, the governor and other elected officials with their basic constituency in the city, helping them to understand anew whom they were elected to serve.  In short, ACT is leading the leaders.  In the process, it is bringing New Orleanians together in a common cause that is at once noble and practical--the betterment of life in the city for everyone.  It is an extremely encouraging development to witness.  This remarkable organization deserves the gratitude and support of all in our city."


In summarizing community organizing, Heather Booth and the Midwest Academy say it is about winning victories, developing the self-confidence and civic competence of people, and changing the relations of power.  Note that power might have been necessary to win a victory, but Booth and her associates are clear that it is also about a change in the relations of power.  


Organizing for power is simple, but not easy.  It leads to queries (or allegations) such as, "you're organizing for power's sake." Not quite right.  The purpose of the organization is to act on values and interests.  It is the vehicle, the means, the tool.  But without it, people are powerless to address those who exploit, discriminate against or oppress them.  Members of such organizations are generally quite clear about it.  Baltimore's Keith Mahone, a member of the BUILD-AFSMCE (AFL-CIO)-initiated Solidarity Sponsoring Committee (SSC), more of which appears later, earned $4.25/hour working for a private company under city contract as a custodian in the Baltimore City school system.  Mahone got involved in SSC because "it is time for a change...in a collective force we will have power."   

Power:  Conflict, Controversy and Confrontation 


It is fashionable these days in many foundation, government, religious and nonprofit circles to talk of consensus, cooperation and collaborations which lead to problem solving partnerships.  Protest and confrontation, if ever justified, are things of the past.  None of the organizers, leaders or members with whom I spoke in broadly-based community organizations would agree.  Not that they are opposed to partnerships and collaborations, and some members are confused about the relationship between conflict and cooperation, but they know what got them to the decision-making tables in the first place and they know what keeps them there.  Perhaps even more important, though less often mentioned, they know that to be faithful to their purposes they will have to make new proposals to decision-makers in the power structure which continue to change the relationships of power and resources.


In the offices of broadly-based community organizations that I visited, it was not unusual to find this quotation from an 1849 Frederick Douglass letter to an Abolitionist colleague:

Let me give you a word on the philosophy of reform.  The whole history of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet made to her august claims have been born of earnest struggle.  The conflict has been exciting, agitating, all absorbing, and for the time being putting all other tumults to silence.  It must do this or it does nothing.  If there is no struggle, there is no progress.  Those who profess to favor freedom, and yet deprecate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground.  They want rain without thunder and lightning.  They want the ocean without the awful roar of its mighty waters.  This struggle may be a moral one; or it may be a physical one; or it may be both moral and physical; but it must be a struggle.  Power concedes nothing without a demand.  It never did and it never will.  Find out just what people will submit to, and you have found the exact amount of injustice and wrong which will be imposed upon them; and these will continue until they are resisted with either words or blows, or with both.  The limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of those whom they oppress...

Men may not get all they pay for in this world; but they must certainly pay for what they get.  If we ever get free from all the oppressions and wrongs heaped upon us, we must pay for their removal.  We must do this by labor, by suffering, by sacrifice, and, if need be, by our lives and the lives of others."  


At a workshop of Brooklyn Ecumenical Cooperatives:  Organizer Richard Harmon was leading a discussion among some forty leaders of BEC.  In various efforts to meet with bankers, savings and loan executives, regulators and others, they had been given the run-around, unclear answers or had been unable to even obtain a meeting.  It was time to turn up the heat.  Harmon asked the people how they felt about these experiences.  After carefully drawing out the words of a number of them, he asked, "Can we call this 'dis-respect'?"  "Yes," the participants said.  "And what do we want?" Harmon asked.  "Respect" came the predictable and appropriate reply.  To get respect, the organization had to escalate, to plan action, to clarify the situation, to force a confrontation in which the power of the organization would bring the decision-makers to the table where good-faith negotiations would substitute for evasion.


Ana & Ernest Atencio:  "We had a big meeting.  We wanted the Governor to come, but he couldn't make a commitment to be there.  So he wasn't on the agenda.  Then he showed up at the last minute and wanted to speak, but he wasn't allowed to.  He thought just because he was there he should be able to speak, but we don't run our meetings that way.  We had to teach him a lesson about how MOP works."  The Governor and his staff were furious, but meet with MOP the Governor did -- at a time and place agreed to by both.


Kathleen O'Toole, BUILD Director:  "When you push for structural solutions, you will have confrontation."


Piecing together from "off-the-record" conversations with political insiders, news accounts in the Baltimore press, interviews with BUILD leaders and organizers and interviews with other community leaders, I came up with this picture:


  BUILD had become a stable participant in separate public-nonprofit-private partnerships dealing with education and housing in the inner-city.  But when BUILD entered into a partnership with the American Federation of State, County & Municipal Employees (AFSCME, AFL-CIO) and began to talk about a "family wage" to require that city contractors pay the equivalent of what public sector workers were being paid before the work was "contracted out," and about organizing contingent workers who were being paid minimum wage in twenty-hour a week jobs without benefits, the view of BUILD as a "responsible partner" changed.  Business leaders warned that BUILD was getting into an area that wasn't appropriate for a community organization -- it was "collective bargaining" or "labor-management relations."  BUILD's political partners were equally upset.  Contracting out, after all, is a neat way for any big-city politician to accomplish two political objectives:  cut costs and build patronage.  One community leader, not a member of BUILD, told me,  "I'm working with BUILD on the jobs campaign.  The Mayor's not too happy about that.  The economic issue is not gray; it's black and white.  Employers are taking full-time jobs, dividing them in half and paying no benefits.  This is an injustice.  Executives with more money than they know what to do with are hiring people at minimum wage.  Accumulation of vast amounts of money is selfishness, greed.  Organizing workers is an uphill battle; we're against the money.  The money people will fight all the way.  We had an African-American guy come to town and say to the city he would manage a hotel, pay a living wage and make a profit.  The Mayor turned him down because he's not local, not part of the mayor's patronage base.  Schmoke says we're not going to let BUILD force a choice down our throat."  

The conflict was not in the streets because Schmoke decided to negotiate.  He negotiated because he knew that many of his accomplishments as a mayor were related to his working relationship with BUILD and that BUILD could take the conflict to the streets and to the polls if it wanted to.  It is this combination that created a partnership of mutual respect.

Power and Accountability


In the dominant discourse of our time, society and our political institutions are supposed to organize themselves to serve something called the "free market."  Cities, regions, states and nations compete with one another to entice investors.  Structural adjustment programs are a requirement of nations if they want to borrow from the International Monetary Fund -- no matter that such a program might mean putting small farmers off the land or ending free milk programs for hungry children.  In his book, The Work of Nations, Labor Secretary Robert Reich framed the issue in this way:  "The underlying question concerns the future of American society as distinct from the American economy, and the fate of the majority of Americans who are losing out in global competition."  It is now also a commonplace of American political discourse that it is those very global corporations which are the principal financiers of politicians of the two major political parties, and it is upon them that the candidates for national office rely to raise the budgets for their media-dominated campaigns.  How, then, is accountability to society to be achieved?  Community organizing is beginning to offer the framework of an answer.


In its various programmatic approaches to the question of how society democratically exercises accountability in a free market economy, government regulation and taxation are the most commonly thought of tools.  They are also the ones in most disrepute, whether deservedly or not, or at least so the pundits tell us.  But in New England's Merrimac and Naugatuack Valleys, and in Sonoma County, California, broadly-based community organizations are experimenting with various forms of worker-owned enterprise. In many campaigns against red-lining, community organizations got local individuals and institutions together and used the threat of massive withdrawals of deposits to force negotiations with banks, savings and loan companies and insurers.  Many community organizations used boycotts or the threat of them to get small and large grocery stores to change hiring and marketing practices.  Large numbers of people tied up cash registers at major downtown department stores with endless questions about possible purchases until the store owners met with them about hiring policies and practices.  It is these organizations across the country that are now at the center of campaigns for living and family wage ordinances.  As the power of these organizations increases, they are increasingly able to look at some of the larger questions facing the country today.  Their perspective is to look at the consequences of institutional practices, policies and structures from the perspective of their values and interests.  When these values and interests are not served, they take action to change the practices, policies and structures of major public and private institutions--to hold them accountable.

Building Power:  The Role of the Professional Organizer and Leadership Development


Clarity about power is taught by professional community organizers.  Indeed, it is one of the central lessons they want new and existing leaders to learn.  The various organizing networks have multi-day "trainings" where power -- its uses and abuses -- is a central topic.  They use role-playing, simulations and discussion to teach about power.  They make some people squirm; they lose some people who return home unwilling to be part of an organization that purposefully wants to build power.  Sometimes organizers lose people because they make mistakes in how they do their teaching; more often, I suspect, they are pushing people out of their current comfort zone with the status quo -- a comfort zone many don't want to leave.


Leaders and members with whom I spoke were quite clear about the role of their professional organizers -- as were the organizers themselves.


Ana & Ernest Atencio:  "The organizers are a resource.  They back us up, but they don't do the work for us.  They push us to do it.  No one person does everything.  They get lots of people involved, then they step back and let the people do it.  Mike (Kromrey, MOP Director) does an excellent job.  He keeps us focused on our vision and values; he prods us.  The organizer leads us through an evaluation after we do an action.  The organizer keeps us from getting complacent.  The old MOP was a little bit more radical; we're becoming more respectable now.  But we can't get too comfortable.  The organizers don't let us do that.”

Mary Rivera:  "They (the organizers) are enablers, providing basic training but it's based on the members' directions.” 


Lee Zuberer:  "Mike is a guidance counselor; he shows us the best way to expedite things and allows us the freedom to do what we want.  We select issues by asking for input, and we vote on priorities.  Mike helps us think about what we're going to do."


Margaret Waddell:  "My church went for a million dollar bond issue for a child care center.  We learned to do that from the training we received from the organizers.  We spend lots of time in "one-on-ones" (personal visits to establish relationships, learn from people what they care about, and enlist them in doing something about their concerns.  These meetings are at the core of the leadership training done by most professional organizers). We learned to do them from the organizers."


In a day-to-day way, the constant work of organizers is the development of leaders.  Leadership is understood in a direct way:  a leader is a person with a following; a potential leader is a person who is willing to work to develop a following.  Followings, for organizers, are built through the careful development of relationships in which a leader listens to what a person cares about (that person could be a church member, a resident down the street or in the same apartment building, a parent at the school where the leader's children also attend) and, having carefully listened, challenges the person to become engaged in doing something about those cares.  This kind of leadership development builds a qualitatively different kind of organization -- one whose sinews, muscle and bone are based in relationships of mutual confidence and trust that develop and deepen over time.  There is no magic to the "turn-outs" of thousands at successful meetings of broadly-based community organizations.  For example:  a core leadership of five to seven people could have relationships with seven to fifteen people each.  If that is the scope of the organization, the turnout for a meeting will be in the range of 35 to 105. But if the 35 to 105 each has a following of three people, the turnout dramatically increases to between 145 (5+35+105=145) and 427 (7+105+315=427).  In an imperfect world, it never works that way.  But that is what organizers are striving for.  Multiply these numbers by 10 organizations and you come close to 5,000, the turnout of some community organizations at major events they plan.

The Professional Organizer and Agitation


One of Saul Alinsky's infamous phrases described the role of the organizer as "rubbing raw the wounds of discontent..." to get people to the point of taking action.  In a more restrained fashion, he said, "The individual must be made intensely aware of the importance to his self-interest of his citizenship rights and responsibilities so that he will be moved to action."  Frederick Douglass, Thomas Paine and others before them said more or less the same thing.  


When I worked in the Mississippi Delta in 1963 in the early days of the civil rights movement, an elderly black man made me proud to be an agitator.  We were at a mass meeting in a small Baptist Church in Ruleville.  Every week there would be a mass meeting -- even though as few as a dozen people sometimes attended them, we still called them mass meetings.  Maybe it was for our own spirit.


 In black Baptist churches you testify, and this night this elderly man wanted to give his testimony.  "They call you freedom riders 'outside agitators'," he said, speaking of the civil rights workers.  (We were all called "freedom riders" because everyone had seen them on television.  Our purpose in the Delta was to organize, or assist already organized, local black civic associations and voters leagues which would get people to go to the Courthouse to register to vote.  In those days, you had to show up at the Courthouse and take a test to become a voter.  Most black people were flunked if they took the test.  Few did, because to take it was to be known as an "uppity nigger," and an "uppity nigger" might be fired, evicted, beaten or killed.)  After saying "outside agitators," the man lifted his arm parallel to the ground and bent it at the elbow with his forearm hanging down.  He moved his lower arm back and forth and said, "At my house, we've got an old style washing machine.  It has a thing inside it that goes back and forth like my arm is doin'.  They call that thing an 'agitator'.  You know what that agitator does?" he rhetorically asked.  He paused for dramatic effect.  Then he said, "It gets the dirt out."  And he sat down.


Ever since that day, I've never been ashamed to be called an agitator. 


The role of the professional community organizer in broadly-based community organizing is to assist leaders--old ones and new ones--to build a powerful, values-based organization.  The organizer does this by a careful process of listening to the concerns of the people, challenging (or agitating) people to act on those concerns, thinking through with them what can be done and training them in the skills to do it.  The leader who wants to have a one-man band won't last in such organizations.  Nor is this kind of leadership dependent on powerful oratory, a great deal of formal education or a high degree of technical skill.  At its core, it is based on relationships built on common values and interests. 

Power and Money


Broadly-based community organizations are built with the assistance of professional organizers, people who are paid to do the work.  There was a time when the pay was low, and in some organizations it is still low.  The subject remains one of hot discussion and debate.  The core of the budget of broadly-based organizations is its organizing staff, with organizers being paid between a low $15,000 a year to a high $50,000 a year.  Some are lower; some may be higher.  These budgets are relatively small, ranging from $25,000 - $30,000 for the chapter of an individual membership organization which shares an organizer with a couple of other chapters to $200,000+ for an institutionally-based organization comprising thirty or more "units" with three organizers.  These numbers, by the way, include office and program expenses as well as contributions to the networks of which the local groups are a part.  An ACORN chapter's member now pay $60 a year in dues.  Not bad for a low-income organization.  In an institutionally-based community organization, dues might range from $1,000 for a small organization to as much as $8,000 for a large one, and might be calculated as a percentage of annual budget, a per-member/per-capita or a percentage of the annual offering in a church.  


The power to act independently, to engage in confrontation when confrontation is needed, depends on both large numbers of people and income raised from "the bottom up."  While this is widely understood in theory, few broadly-based community organizations accomplish this fundraising objective in fact.  Most of the local organizations with which I met or with which I am familiar make an effort to raise their core budgets from a combination of member dues (either individual or organizational depending on the nature of the broadly-based community organization), membership organized events (dinners, dances, raffles, fairs) or membership solicited money (ad books or "corporate campaigns").


In 1971, Cesar Chavez, a community organizer prior to his leadership of the farm workers union, spoke with a group of church leaders about money.  What he said then is applicable today, and deserves to be quoted at some length.


What I'm going to say may not make much sense to you.  On the other hand, it may make an awful lot of sense.  This depends on where you are in terms of organizing and what your ideas are about that elusive and difficult task of getting people together--to act together and to produce something...


(W)hen we started organizing our union...there were people who wanted to give us money.  In fact one lady offered us $50,000 to organize workers.  When I said, "No," she was very hurt.  I told her, "if I take the  money now that would be the worst thing I could do.  I don't want to money.  some other time I will, but not now...The AFL-CIO had just spent a million and a half dollars and they failed.  So why did we think we could do it with $50,000.


We started with (the principle that) no matter how poor the people, they had a responsibility to help the union.  If they had $2.00 for food, they had to give $1.00 to the union.  Otherwise, they would never get out of the trap of poverty.  They would never have a union because they couldn't afford to sacrifice a little bit more on top of their misery.  The statement, 'They're so poor they can't afford to contribute to the group,' is a great cop-out.  You don't organize people by being afraid of them.  You never have.  You never will.  You can be afraid of them in a variety of ways.  But one of the main ways is to patronize them.  You know the attitude; Blacks or browns or farm workers are so poor that they can't afford to have their own group...


We decided that workers wanted to be organized and could be organized.  So the responsibility had to be upon ourselves, the organizers...


We knew we didn't have the money.  We knew farm workers could be organized and we were going to do it.  We weren't going to accept failure.  But we were going to make sure that workers contributed to the doing of this organizing job.  That has never been done in the history of this country.


So we began the drive to get workers to pay dues so we could live, so we could just survive...At a farm workers convention, we told them we had nothing to give them except the dream that it might happen.  But we couldn't continue unless they were willing to make a sacrifice.  At that meeting everyone wanted to pay $5.00 or $8.00 a month.  We balked and said, 'No, no.  Just $3.50.  that's all we need.'  There were about 280 people there, and 212 signed up and paid the $3.50 in the first month.


I went to a farm worker's home in McFarland, 7 miles south of Delano.  It was...winter.  And there was no work.  I knew it.  And everyone knew it.  As I knocked on the door, the guy in the little two room house was going to the store with a $5.00 bill to get groceries.  And there I was.  He owed $7.00 because he was one full month behind plus the current one.  So I'd come for $7.00.  But all he had was $5.00.  I had to make a decision.  Should I take $3.50 or shouldn't I?  It was very difficult.  Up to this time I had been saying, 'They should be paying.  And if they don't pay they'll never have a union.'  $3.50 worth of food wasn't really going to change his life one way or the other that much.  So I told him, 'You have to pay at least $3.50 right now or I'll have to put you out of the union.'  He gave me the $5.00.  We went to the store and changed the $5.00 bill.  I got the $3.50 and gave him the $1.50.  I stayed with him.  He bought $1.50 worth of groceries and went home.


That experience hurt me but it also strengthened my determination.  If this man was willing to give me $3.50 on a dream, when we were really taking the money out of his own food, then why shouldn't we be able to have a union--however difficult.  There had never been a successful union for farm workers.  Every...attempt had been defeated.  People were killed.  They ran into every obstacle you can think of.  The whole agricultural industry along with government and business joined forces to break the unions and keep them from organizing.  But with the kind of faith this farm worker had why couldn't we have a union?


So we set out to develop exactly that kind of faith.  And by the time the strike came, we had that kind of resolution among members.  Only a small percentage of the workers were paying dues.  But it was ingrained in them that they were going to have a union come hell or high water.  That's the kind of spirit that kept us going and infected other farm workers--this little core of people who were willing to stop talking and sacrifice to get it done.


For Chavez, this philosophy of fundraising was deeply connected to his view of the necessity for sacrifice on the part of those who were organizers.  Whether the two are inextricably bound to one another is a matter worth discussion.  Suffice here to say that there is a wide range of opinion on this question in community organizing circles.  But for other reasons, all organizers believe money from the membership is important.  Among these reasons:

•
If you depend on someone else for money, you can't control the agenda of your organization.

•
If it's important to people, they should (and can) pay for it.

•
People will respect your organization more if they know the people in it pay for it.

•
When people pay for the organization they'll take greater care of it and demand greater accountability from those they hire as their organizers.  People tend to watch out what happens with their money.


Money from the bottom up is also free of the controls of a "rational planning process" -- the process so often required in foundation guidelines, including needs assessments, quantitative objectives, timelines for implementation, method of evaluation.  Community organizations are built on what people are willing to work and struggle for, not on what they tell an interviewer they need.  Objectives that are sought from recalcitrant institutions may be realized quickly or may take a lengthy campaign before serious, good faith negotiations take place and lead to programmatic results.  A determination of the number of jobs or housing units or children better educated can be made with relative ease by an organization that itself is going to provide the service which can directly lead to the result.  It cannot be made with any predictability at all by an organization that is engaged in a struggle to get a corporate employer, a city housing authority or a school system to provide them.   

     To return to the Mission Coalition Organization:  its early housing victories were accomplished by the organization of tenants into tenant associations which dealt with landlords, first by attempts at negotiating, but second by direct action and rent-strikes if negotiations didn't work, and by the organization of homeowners and small business people who, along with other MCO members, negotiated with savings and loan companies to end red-lining and invest in current residents and businesses of the community.  MCO was at once trying to end landlord exploitation of tenants, increase capital available to local residents and businesses and prevent gentrification of a very desirable neighborhood.  We believed that our vigilance and power were central to the accomplishment of these tasks.   One large property owner, who himself became a supporter of MCO, once paid me a great, though unintended, compliment.  "You know," he said, "you're not going to get outside investors to put their money in the Mission because you've created a climate inhospitable to investment."  How would we put that into a proposal?  How would these efforts be translated into most guidelines?  


With the Model Cities victory a Mission Housing Development Corporation (HDC) was created.  The HDC did needs assessments, proposed to build or rehabilitate a certain number of units and said it would quantitatively measure and evaluate its progress toward its objectives.  It built and/or rehabilitated a number of housing units.  But it proposed many, many more units to HUD which were, for a variety of reasons, turned down.  With the MCO dead, the HDC could do nothing.  HUD was its funder.  It had no money from the bottom up paying for an organizer.  It was no longer part of a broadly-based community organization accountable only to its members.   The Mission needed both; it ended up sacrificing one for the other.  How it could have both is a subject to which I will return.


That money from the bottom up creates accountability from organizers was illustrated for me in a story from a Baltimore priest.  Fr. Kerns, whose parish is St. Peter Claver, wanted to use his organizer's skills to train his parish leadership to rebuild their parish council (a lay leadership body).  "I said to the organizer," he told me with a twinkle in his eye, ‘if we're paying dues of $2,000 a year, help us with our internal life.'  You know, you have to hold organizers accountable too."  


ACORN prides itself on getting a high percentage of its budget from dues.  It has wrestled with the problem of low pay:  at one time most of its organizers were middle-class, white, college graduates for whom organizing might be a lifetime work but whose education made it possible for them to have other choices.  In an effort to hire more people from the communities in which it works, ACORN raised it pay scale.  Now 65% of ACORN's staff is comprised of people of color, and a good number of them are former leaders in the organization.  More or less commensurate with that raise there was an increase in ACORN dues to $60.00 a year.  ACORN members are clear that the money they pay in dues is directly connected to the level of staffing available to them.    


Even money raised from non-members can be raised according to principles of leadership development, power and accountability.  IAF organizer Arnie Graf wrote about his mid-1970s (factor inflation in when you think about the numbers) experience with the "ad book" of Communities Organized for Public Service (COPS).


I had the privilege and good fortune to be employed as the staff director of COPS from 1976-1978.  It was during this time that the members of COPS made good their initial promise to the various church foundations that had contributed to the birth of the organization that the organization would become financially self-sufficient at the end of three years...


Most people hate to ask for money.  They feel as if they are begging.  No one likes to go hat in hand looking for money.  There is little dignity in that, and that's what makes getting turned down for money so painful.  It is degrading.  This is why the members must be taken through a training process which will help them develop a positive attitude toward raising money.  They are taught the following philosophy.


'We are not begging, we are collecting dues.'


'We are not begging, we are establishing relationships of mutual respect.'


An ad book campaign is like an action or series of actions...It has a dual purpose.  The first purpose is to win.  In this case winning means raising the sum of money that the organization has set as a goal for itself.  The second purpose is to build the power of the organization.  Begging and the building of power are antithetical.  They simply cannot CO-exist.  That is why the first order of business for the leaders and the members to understand...is that they are not begging.  In the case of COPS they were:

1) Collecting dues from everyone in the city who had benefited from the work of the organization. Those included...builders and contractors who had received the bids to build the parks and the streets that COPS had forced the city to fund, small businessmen in the community who had benefited form the stability that COPS had brought to the area, and people who said that they did not have the time to become involved, but were supportive of the organization, etc.

2) Developing relationships of mutual respect with S & L's and banks who gladly took the people's  deposit money, but were short on what they contributed back to the community, supermarket chains, department  stores, restaurants, etc., all of whom profited from the people's business but oftentimes felt no responsibility to the community beyond making a profit...asking for the purchase of an ad is seen as doing business on an  equal footing.


Businessman 'X' to COPS--'Are you threatening me with a boycott?  This is extortion.  It's blackmail.'


COPS to Businessman 'X'--'When you were trying to decide on which suppliers to buy from, did you not shop around to find the one who would provide you with what you wanted for the lowest price and the greatest amount of other considerations?...Why is it that when you do it, you consider it proper business procedure, but when we do it, you consider it extortion?  All we want is a fair and honest relationship with you based on mutual respect and consideration.'  There is no begging involved.


When one large S & L offered to buy a $1,000 ad from one of the COPS banking teams, he was turned down.  At first, members of COPS were flabbergasted.  "How could you turn it down?" they asked.  The COPS banking team then had to do with the members what Graf had done in his earlier training with them:  explain that there was no respect in the S & L's offer.  As Graf puts it, "The team explained to the members that COPS is not about the business of being patronized or placated...The team explained, 'We could walk away from the $1,000 offer with all of our dignity and love for ourselves and COPS intact...'."  


In some communities such refusal could have led to the return of a larger delegation asking why the S & L was making such a disrespectful offer to the community organization.  Did the executive not want the deposits of the members of the community organization in his S & L?  


There is a further lesson to be learned in implementing the ad book.  For it to be successful, the organization would have to devote its attention to it for six to eight weeks, and a group of leaders would have to spend a good deal of additional time preparing for the drive.  Leaders would have to take time from other things--work on issues and other organizational development activities.  Graf turned this into an opportunity.  "The issue," he argued, "is MONEY.  The campaign is worth six weeks of the organization's time because without money, you do not have power...Eventually most people came to see that the raising of our own money was a critical issue...more critical than any other issue."  In 1977, the COPS ad book netted $47,500, and in 1978, the net profit was $61,000. 


There is a joker in the deck:  if professionals are useful, generally necessary, to build a broadly-based community organization, and the community isn't organized to pay them, how do they get started?  How are the problems of dependency on external funding avoided?  Over the years, a fairly precise procedure and set of ideas have developed to deal with these questions.  Simultaneously, this procedure and these ideas deal with another problem:  the legitimacy of the "outside" organizer.

The First Step To Building Power:  Sponsor Committees


A major activity of ORGANIZE Training Center, which I direct, has been that of initiating, or providing early support to, sponsor committees for broadly-based community organizing projects.  The role of "sponsor committees" is now fairly well-known and understood by community organizers, but it continues to be misunderstood by many who like community organizing but don't understand the relationship of sponsor committees to it.  


One key role of sponsor committees is summed up in a story told by Abner Mikva, former Chicago Congressman, Federal District Court Judge and an official in President Clinton's Administration.  When he was a law school student at the University of Chicago, Mikva showed up at the local Democratic Party Ward headquarters to volunteer his services in a get-out-the-vote effort.  As he walked in, a cigar smoking Ward "pol" accosted him.  Their exchange follows:

Ward politician:  "Hey, kid, whad-a-ya want here?"

Mikva:  "I want to volunteer."

Ward pol:  "Who sent-ya?"

Mikva:  "Nobody."

Ward pol:  "We don't want nobody that nobody sent!"  


Sponsor Committees legitimize organizing projects.  Because of this highly important role, the people who make up sponsor committees must enjoy the respect of the community in which organizing is to take place.  The greater the degree of civic alienation in such a community, the more important the composition of the sponsor committee becomes.  For example, to initiate an organizing project in the African-American community, especially if the initiating group (or the individual organizer) is predominantly white, without the sponsorship of respected leaders of the African-American community, is to ask for failure.   


Sponsor Committees raise the initial funds to make organizing projects possible.  Thus the sponsors must have access to sources of funds.  


Sponsor Committees recruit, screen and hire initial organizers and/or contract with organizing centers to provide a community organizer.  


Sponsor Committees develop an understanding of community organizing so they can interpret it -- both to a broader, and potentially supportive, group and to the people in a specific constituency where the organizing might take place.


Sponsor Committees develop relationships of mutual confidence among their members who, if the sponsor committee is broad in its composition, often represent groups that may have histories of distrust which have prevented them from working together.


Sponsor Committees relate organizing to their deepest values so they come to see it as more than simply an effective way to deal with "issues."  Rather, they see it as a multi-faceted approach which involves:  community building; leadership identification, training and development; development of the civic competencies and self-confidence of people; building power in heretofore powerless constituencies; providing a realistic way to translate deeply held values into effective, non-partisan, civic action and as a way in which participants can deepen their own faith or values because they relate these to the daily pressures affecting them, their families and their neighbors.


The initiation of a sponsor committee is usually by one person, or perhaps a very small group who have some experience with organizing in a place where there was a broadly-based community organization and want to see one where they are.  This person, perhaps informally in contact with an organizer or organizing group begins the process.  A small group talks with the organizer on the phone, or perhaps when the organizer is in town for some other purpose.  The organizer suggests a half-to-two-day workshop.  The single interested person or small group talk with colleagues (usually pastors in the beginning of an institutionally-based organizing project; respected individuals of all kinds who know or are known by the targeted constituency for an individual membership organization).  A workshop is held.  Typically those who attend pay something to come.  At the workshop, the values, vision, strategy and methods of organizing are outlined.  If a significant number attending like what they hear, perhaps the next step is a larger workshop.  Or perhaps some of those attending go to a national meeting or workshop of an organizing network with which they're now dealing.  Money is always talked about.  That there will be dues is talked about.  Money that is raised at the beginning from external sources is described as start-up money to get the process going.  In direct membership organizations, dues are often collected from the very beginning.  And the amounts to support the beginning of these organizations are typically relatively small.


The subsequent fate of most organizing projects is determined by the composition and commitment of the members of their sponsor committees, or whomever it is playing a sponsoring role.

Power, Leadership Development and Evaluation


Good training requires evaluation, continuing support and, when needed, retraining.  It is instructive to look at how the networks evaluate their organizations and organizers.  For example, the Pacific Institute for Community Organizing (PICO), whose affiliated organizations in New Orleans, Denver, San Francisco and Camden I either visited or know from ongoing work with them, engages in regular "assessments" of these organizations.  It asks about: 


“I.  CLARITY



- Staff and leaders on the PICO model/principles; 


“II. LEADERSHIP  



- Breadth:  numbers, representation... 



- Depth:  new leaders coming in, leaders moving up... 



- Quality:  "base" (are they central to the life of their member 

  organization), vision, understanding of enlightened self-interest

“III.  STRUCTURE (Local Organizing Committee--within the 

          congregation-- and Federation



- Does it promote leadership development



- Does it allow new leader development



- Does it promote effective strategy and action development



- Does it allow for effective channeling of power within the 

  organization.


“IV.  ACTION



- Balance between Local and Federation


“V.  STAFF



- # of staff in relationship to organization size.



- Are they developing



- Function and clarity:  clear on priorities of how to spend time, 

   and does it match

- Capacity to relate, train and strategize


“VI.  BUDGET/FINANCES



- What role do leaders play in raising money?”
The Purpose of Broadly-Based Community Organizations: Community Building


Ask many of the leaders and members of broadly-based community organizations what the experience has meant to them and they are just as likely to tell you about personal growth, friendships and a sense of meaning and purpose in their lives as they are to tell you about power.  Ask many of the organizers, and they are likely to tell you about the joy of seeing these developments, of teaching and of contributing to building a sense of community.  The crisis in America is not simply one of how decisions are made or how resources are distributed.  It is also a spiritual crisis, a crisis of meaning, of identity and of the lack of community.  

Community Building:  Personal development--self-confidence and civic competence; beyond victimhood


Dierdre Stiev:  “Before people were hopeless, or close to it.  They have been through a lot.  There were past experiences, and all of them had led to nothing.  People would say, ‘All we can do is pray’.”


Mary Rivera:  “The whole thing is exciting.  I've learned a lot about our system of government.  I'm learning and growing more.  I need that to affect change.  We have a right to hold our government accountable and to be part of the decision-making, but we have a responsibility to educate ourselves about how things work.”


Lee Zuberer:  “I'm using my skills to make a difference, and I've gained new skills.  I can now be more effective.  I learned a lot in the PICO training.  If I'm doing something for someone else, giving back something for what I've got, it makes me feel good about myself.  I have something to say about what MOP will be.  I can use it for my concerns, not just helping others.  I'm valued:  my words, my thoughts, my deeds.  My opinion means something.  Maybe that's a little selfish, but without that you get martyrdom and you sour on it.  I used to have a lot of anger and hatred inside of me; it can lead you to withdraw; it eats you up.”


John King:  “BEC gives me a structure for my life.  It's a cause, a movement to do something better in the community.  It has helped me grow as an individual.  It taught me that anger doesn't have to be a negative emotion. When there's something wrong, you should be angry about it.  Now I have a focus for the anger, a constructive way to do something about it.”  


A common theme in conversations with the leaders of community organizations is their astonishment at how quickly they've changed.  They now sit across the table from middle- and upper-middle class people in positions of  authority in various institutions and negotiate with them; they speak to the news media; they lead meetings; they engage in research on public policies and how the institutions with which they deal work.  "If you had told me I would be doing this a year ago, I'd have told you that you were crazy" is a phrase I have heard across the country from leaders who don't know one another.


The skills and self-confidence gained in community organizing are translated into all spheres of life.  In San Francisco, former leaders of the Mission Coalition Organization who now occupy positions of responsibility in a variety of public, nonprofit and private institutions refer to the MCO as their "school."  Parents talk about how their participation in an organization changed their relationship with their children.  When the kids see their parents, or the organization of which their parents are a part, on the evening television news, they say things like, "Gee, Mom, I didn't know you were a somebody."  And for churches that are members, the skills that are used in putting together a major public action may be put to work in a stewardship drive or some other activity of the communal life of the congregation.


Participation in an organization in which you get treated with dignity and respect, and which has the power to get others to treat you with dignity and respect, leads to a greater sense of personal responsibility.  After a three-month struggle with their landlord which included picketing and other public activity, a large tenant association (over 500 units in the buildings) won a major victory.  Included in the package were a new site manager, extensive apartment and building-wide repairs, an on-site childcare and recreation program, a new security system and security guard company, eviction of drug dealers and other important benefits to the tenants.  One afternoon, the organization's President, Marvin Dumas, was in the laundry room when a mother and child came in to do their wash.  The child had crayons in his hand and started to mark up the newly painted walls.  Dumas asked the mother to get her child to stop what he was doing.  "You think you're some smart-assed nigger now that you're President of the Tenant Association," the African-American mother responded.  Dumas, taken aback, angered and depressed by her retort, returned to his apartment.  About an hour later, there was a knock on his door.  "I came to apologize," the mother said to him as he opened the door.  "Now that we've won some of our rights, I guess we have to take some responsibilities," she added, and before he could fully thank her she went off -- no doubt slightly embarrassed by her earlier comments.


The people who participate in the activities of these broadly-based community organizations are "empowered" by their experiences in a powerful organization, and they are the collective agents of their own empowerment.  The distinction between this kind of empowerment and that of other community-based nonprofit organizations is a subject to which I will return. 
Building Community:  Membership and Organizational Renewal--belonging to something significant


The relationship most low-moderate-income people have to organizations is as employees, clients, volunteers or consumers.  Even organizations in which they are nominally members treat them as clients and consumers.  At home, they are the passive consumers of what the television has to offer.  To the extent they participate in voluntary associations as members, these organizations are often limited to a narrow, prescribed range of activity.  For example, parents may run a child-care cooperative, but their activity is limited to the organization of that cooperative.


When community organizations are at their best, members are co-creators of the life of the organization.  Together, they name problems, decide which they will address, research possible solutions, discuss, debate and reach consensus or agree to compromise on how to address the problems, meet those they determine to be appropriate persons with authority to adopt a solution favored by the group, negotiate with these decision-makers, engage in public action when good faith negotiations fail to take place, and monitor and evaluate the results of their work. 


There is a critical distinction to be made here between what we might call passive and active ownership of an organization.  You may be the member of a union who pays your dues, elects the leadership, votes on whether or not to strike, votes on the contract and uses the services of your business agent if you have a grievance.  If the union is not corrupt, and the leadership responsive, few would take exception to the way this organization conducts its business.  But when I talk with the leaders of such unions, they complain about member apathy, disinterest, how difficult it is to involve the membership, how thin the leadership and staff are stretched and how difficult it is to survive in the current anti-union environment.  In such unions, it is common for members to speak of the union as a third-party, as in, "What's the Union going to do about 'x'?"


You may be a member of church, worship there every Sunday, send your child to Christian education classes, contribute generously, occasionally volunteer for a major church event and even be a member of one or another of the groups in the church.  By most accounts, this would make you a good member.  But when I talk with the pastors and core lay leaders of such churches, they complain about how thinly they are stretched, how difficult it is to respond to all the demands on their time, how hard it is to find time to reflect and study and how a relatively small number (I have found 5% - 10% to be typical in Mainline Protestant and Catholic Churches) of people bear the burden of almost all the work.  In such churches, it is common for members similarly speak of the church as something apart from them.


These are examples of what I call consumer membership organizations.  In many public interest organizations claiming millions of members, the nature of participation is even more remote.  Members pay dues and receive publications and services.  If one of the services is a staff of professional lobbyists or activists, the opinions of the members on issues may be sought.  These members may vote in a mail ballot, respond to surveys asking them about issues, receive urgent action memos asking them to write or wire some politician to vote one way or another on a piece of pending legislation and otherwise be treated as any good customer or consumer should be.


This treatment implies that there is a group of people who are the "producers" in the organization and another, much larger group, who are the consumers.  However effective these groups are for their members, they do not provide opportunities for these members to actually be the co-creators or co-producers of what the organization is about.  For that to take place requires a radical shift in thinking, such as described to me by several thoughtful clergy people with whom I spoke.


Fr. Kerns:  "I decided to apply IAF's organizing principles to parish life.  Gerald Taylor (the IAF organizer) conducted a parish council retreat.  We re-did our parish council.  Instead of being a place where 32 different parish groups reported on what they were doing, which was boring and didn't do much beside share information, he proposed a different role for the parish council.  First, build relationships with members of the parish by going out and talking, one to one, with the members.  Second, enlist those members to become more active in the life of the parish.  Third, clarify the major goals or mission areas of the church--worship, Christian service, education and Christian life, and relate program to those goals.  Fourth, organize the administrative systems to support the goals.  We're a better parish now, with a lot more people involved and a clearer sense of where we are going.  Instead of 32 groups, we now have four groups that are organized around goals and mission areas and one that is organized around administration and support.  In our parish now, we have 500 who go to mass; 250 are in some weekly meeting on parish life.  We are a renewed parish."


It was not difficult for Taylor to lead the parish council retreat.  In fact, he was only applying broader principles of his work to the life of one institution.  As he puts it, "A consumer approach to organizing will be neater, cleaner and require little direct engagement of people.  But it won't produce democracy.  Today, too many of those who say they want democracy don't in fact trust the people to achieve it.  But there is no other approach to democracy than democracy itself."


You don't belong to something significant when you are, as Taylor puts it, an "increasingly inert public...(treated) as a particularized market made up of consumers of political products -- issues or personalities."  The criticism applies to groups of whatever political persuasion, and candidates of whatever political stripe, who market themselves to the consumers of their ideas and campaigns.  The standard operating procedure for today's major electoral campaign is to do surveys and focus groups to find out what people want to hear, then sell it to them in what is hoped to be a winning package.  The campaign has little room for deliberative publics "where diverse people talk with each other face to face to work out their differences and collectively meet the needs and guarantee the opportunities of what Hannah Arendt called 'the world that is common to us.'  Simply, this view of politics aims at people participating freely as citizens, defined as the co-creators of history."  


Denver's Marilyn Stranske had occasion to carefully observe the application of organizing in a small Protestant church in a PICO-affiliated community organization.  We wrote a report on that church's experience illustrating how action in the world and renewal of the membership body are the yin-yang of a single process.


The church appeared to be dying. The handwriting was on the wall, though members were trying not to read it.  Sixty-five people, median age 55, remained in New Life Community Church, located in a near inner-city, largely Latino, neighborhood in American City.  The church had been slowly losing members.  But a new pastor made a commitment to try to build a loving and faithful community, one that would act on its values, and to use congregation-based community organizing as the vehicle for the renewal effort.  He made this decision after a number of careful conversations with a skilled community organizer on the staff of the American City Community Organization (ACCO), a federation of congregations in the metro area.


As a first step the organizer visited many respected members of the congregation.  He listened and probed--determining from them their vision for the congregation, hopes and fears, problems they faced in their lives and problems faced by the church and its surrounding neighborhood.  He listened for sources of real pain, problems that were personally affecting the members and their families.  Concerns fell in two areas.  First, there was grief over their declining church, a body that had been "home" to many of them for much of their lives.  Second, crime and the fear of it, with their accompanying sense of powerlessness to do anything about it, were common themes.  The organizer asked if they would be willing to attend a meeting with others who shared their concerns to determine what they might do together about them.  Most leaders agreed, coming to an exploratory meeting.  As they gathered, they discovered the first community building lesson.  By sharing their pain, they overcame a sense of isolation; it was a healing process.  The respected members then visited still more members, until almost the entire congregation had been visited in personal meetings. 


  Small meetings were convened; leaders were trained to do research; a neighborhood canvass was undertaken--but an unusual one.  Going two by two, they knocked on doors, saying, "Hi, we're your neighbors from New Life Church, but we haven't been very good neighbors because we haven't been talking with others who are here.  We're concerned about crime in the area.  We're wondering how it is for you and your family."  People were eager to pour out the problems they were experiencing in the increasingly crime-ridden neighborhood.  Energized by their conversations, the canvass teams made more than four hundred visits.  Many visited indicated a desire to do something about the crime situation.  Six "drug houses" repeatedly came up as concerns in the neighborhood.  Unlike a survey or census, people were invited to be part of solving the problems, and no expectation was created that the church visitors would do it alone.  (Note:  Most organizers would have preferred one-to-one visits.)


The canvass teams met frequently to review their experiences.   Each meeting was a "report in" time as well as a training and education session.  Participants discussed questions such as, "What did we learn?" and "What did we accomplish?"  The education began to deepen as members initiated a research phase, visiting all agencies and officials who had the authority to do something about the drug houses.  More training took place, now specifically aimed at questions like, "How do we get the precinct captain to meet with us?," "What do we want from him?," "How do we deal with him when he comes?" and "What if he won't agree to what we want?"  Leadership rotation in these meetings created many opportunities for individual growth, as well as allowing members to assess who they might later select as more permanent officers. 

  
The time for action arrived.  The visiting teams reached out to everyone who had initially been contacted.  They were invited to the public meeting.  The meeting opened with a reflection and testimony was given by many of the people present.  Then the key spokesperson, a middle-aged Latina who had never done anything like this in her life, asked the Captain the critical questions:  "Will you commit to investigate and close down the offending houses--'yes' or 'no'?" and "Will you report back to us on your progress within a month--'yes' or 'no'?"  When he answered affirmatively, the spokeswoman almost fainted with relief and the crowd was jubilant.  A post-meeting evaluation (open to all who attend a larger meeting) was led by the organizer.  Here lessons were drawn from the experience.  Many people from the neighborhood participated.  A celebratory note was struck when one of the church members said, "Now our church has a face in the neighborhood, and the face is mine."


The spokespeople for the meeting described their fear in dealing with the Captain, especially as they asked sharply focused questions.  This moment of confrontation was critical to the development of people taking responsibility for their community and learning to hold their officials accountable.  In the process, people shift from either internalized oppression (denying they have problems) or victim hood (complaining about but not acting on their problems) to active assumption of responsibility to bring about change.  Everyone talked about how well they had organized themselves and how the precinct Captain had finally treated them with respect and agreed to work with them.  The mood was one of celebration.


(The celebration was actually premature.  The Captain reneged on his agreement, and a six week campaign, including going over his head, was required before final victory was realized.) 


Within the congregation, a new sense of community developed.  Neighbors now greeted people on the way to services.  The leaders felt a new sense of competence and self-confidence.  The campaign made faith real.  The people had acted on their faith in a way that directly connected their spiritual lives with their and their neighbors' everyday problems.  Had someone come to them in the beginning, in their discouragement over their dwindling numbers, and said, "You must do something substantial about the crime in the neighborhood," or, "It's your Christian responsibility to visit with hundreds of families in the area," would they have done it?  Their despair, inertia, lack of skills and sense of powerlessness made such action seem impossible.  But they had begun by sharing with one another their own pain, their real concerns and then had taken logical steps to reach out in wider circles to their neighbors.  Beginning with the life experience of the people in the congregation, the organizer helped them construct a believable vision of something they could do that connected their faith to action in the world.  On the scale of things, the action was small.  For the people who took part in it, it was huge.  They actually confronted "the system," and when it refused to be responsive they continued the confrontation until they achieved accountability.  Had they lost, their experience of failure would have confirmed the common view that "you can't fight City Hall."  With their success came the first taste of the power of acting together in reflective, purposeful ways.  Using a cycle of action and reflection, "ordinary people" did extraordinary things.


The congregation now began to reach out to the other congregations in ACCO--and to look at the bigger problems in American City.  The process continues at this writing.  A larger vision is developing as Latino, African-American and "Anglos" are meeting and working together.  They are Catholics and Protestants.  They increasingly see their diversity as a source of strength.  It is united on a common faith in a God of justice and compassion and in a new vision of the capacity of the church--one able to act skillfully and powerfully in the midst of darkness and despair to bring change in the world.


The victory in closing the drug houses was the end of a campaign.  But it was just a beginning in the process of community building/congregational renewal.  The comfortable insulated family feeling that had characterized the congregation was in the process of being discarded for the challenge of reaching out, engaging with neighbors and acting on (and in the process deepening) faith.  In this congregation, as in most, a relatively small group of people held most of the positions of church authority and did most of the work.  While they complained about the work they had to do, they also made it difficult for new people to be part of the real decision-making part of congregation life.  They would have to change or be pushed aside by a new leadership with a commitment to growth and faith-based action.  Such a change is difficult, requiring patience and leadership from the pastor and other respected people within a church.  At the church, the old guard resisted.  A struggle ensued; the old guard wanted the church to withdraw from ACCO, but failed in their effort to pull the congregation out of the larger community organization.  The emerging new leadership rose to the occasion.  Even with a change in pastor, the new leaders held their own.  A community is being born.


"Community," as we define it, is a group of people who support and challenge each other to act powerfully, both individually and collectively, to affirm, defend and advance their values and self-interests."  Many congregations fail to function as communities in this sense.  Most congregants come to worship services as "consumer members" of the church--not as co-creators.  There is little challenge of one another--instead a polite, "how's it going?" style of relationship  characterizes most interactions.  Perhaps the pastor serves as a counselor when people are in trouble and pain, but real sharing with one another of the concerns that trouble members and that daily affect their spiritual and material lives rarely happens.


In building a new life in the congregation, a new culture must be built as well.  The essential element of that culture is reaching out.  Faith is lived by reaching out to neighbors, involving them in common struggle against the "principalities and powers."  In the process, relationships with neighbors deepen.  This approach calls on the congregation to take a special kind of responsibility for its neighborhood.  It is the responsibility to activate one's neighbors, challenging them to shift from passivity to participation and to move from victim hood and powerlessness to self-empowerment.  It is not to provide them with services (though in some circumstances these may be appropriate) or to speak in their behalf.  It is a relationship-building process in which members of the congregation act in community with their neighbors, becoming partners, friends and real neighbors.  Evangelism becomes one aspect of this relationship.  It is natural in relationships for people to talk with one another about their faith.  Members of the congregation can invite unchurched neighbors to share a worship service.  If the church provides a spiritual home, they will join. Thus church growth and mission are two sides of the same coin. 

 
Our story is about the beginning of a deeper community.  People listened to one another to determine their deep concerns. They reached out and involved most members of the congregation, and further reached out to their neighbors.  They decided to act, and they held each other, as well as political decision makers, accountable for their action.  In their celebration, reflection and evaluation they learned and grew--deepening their trust in themselves and one another, their faith and their knowledge.  Such communities of faith have the greatest possibility of growth.  They serve as beacons in a world with little hope.  


In Philadelphia, Charles and Nadine Smith-Bulford are co-pastors of New Mercies Mennonite Church. Regarding his congregation, he says, "We take membership seriously.  The church is much more than an organization to join where one may give and receive benefits."  He, and others like him, have moved away from what some call a "programs church" to what he calls a "cell church."  The basic connection to his church is through membership in a face-to-face group--a "cell"--rather than through a variety of programs offered by the church to its members.


Elaborating on this distinction, Greg Galluzzo, Executive Director of the Chicago-based Gamaliel Institute, another of the institutionally-based organizing networks, describes five "models of church:"

•
The charismatic/spiritual/fundamentalist churches.  These tend to believe that their work should be about saving souls.  The work of justice should either be left to the Lord or is irrelevant to our times.  On the other hand, and contradictorily, these churches are often supporters of a very conservative political agenda.

•
The charitable/social service/works of mercy churches.  These take satisfaction in helping the victims of injustice, but do not want to examine or address the causes of injustice.  The people usually helped by such churches do not become part of the worshipping community.  In some cases members of such churches would argue that any attempt to make those part of the worshipping community would be to place inappropriate conditions on the services they provide.

•
Prophetic churches.  These speak out strongly against injustice, but do not create the means to be able to affect it.  They identify issues and causes they believe to be just and publicly address them, both in word and deed.  Whether their action leads to results in the public arena is not a central criteria in the determination of what they do.  They see their task as to be faithful, whether effective or not.

•
Alternative community churches.  These build a wall between themselves and the surrounding society.  They offer themselves as a model of how a satisfactory, Christian life could be lived.  They separate themselves from the vast majority of the people.  Like prophetic churches, they are unwilling to build power sufficient to engage power, to use power against power.  They believe that their alternative model will, if effectively communicated to others, grow and become a substitute for the unjust systems that now prevail.


All four types, Galluzzo argues, can profess a naive innocence because they do not involve themselves in the difficult and not always unambiguous business of influencing the structures, policies and practices of public institutions (government, nonprofit or profit).  The second and third types, Galluzzo believes, have proven to be ineffective in maintaining and strengthening congregations.  The fourth type may build a strong congregation, but is incapable of wider growth and influence because its demands for entry exclude most people.  Galluzzo then identifies a fifth type:

•
Church-based organizing.  This approach involves churches that are willing to roll up their sleeves and help rebuild community and create enough power to impact social policy.  This church also knows that it must itself be strong numerically and financially to be viable and to play a role impacting change.  It invests in the development of its lay people.  It knows that the greatest gift it has to offer is the church itself and not charity or programs.  It takes seriously the intentional building of community both within and without the congregation.  It works ecumenically so that the ecclesia (membership body of the church or, in this case, all participating churches) can be manifest here on earth.


Belonging to something significant, rooted in the values earlier discussed, that offers members the opportunity to make and implement the major decisions about the character of their organizations and that creates an ever-expanding group of leaders is decidedly threatening to some leaders.  It certainly threatens the "one-man (or woman) band"; but it also threatens those leadership groups who, on the one hand, complain about member apathy but, on the other, want the organization run their (the right) way.  The processes of member involvement and leadership development associated with this kind of organizing develop shared leadership and place an emphasis on the continual development of new leaders.  BEC's Gary Braithwaite observes, "I've seen someone rise up from community leadership then want to keep his own power.  He'll say, 'you do it my way.'  What he's really saying is that now he's got the power, and no one's going to take it from him.  In BEC we build toward shared leadership.  We constantly remind ourselves that BEC is a tree whose roots are in its member organizations, and in the member groups it is the individual members who are the roots.  Every year we rotate elected leadership.  Delegates have to continually do one-to-one visits with members.  Your influence in the organization grows as you teach others to develop their power.  We have too many self-confident leaders who won't tolerate a big ego leader who wants the power all for himself.  The way this organization is constructed you couldn't get away with trying to monopolize power."  Then he wryly notes, "We've lost some churches because pastors began to get threatened by lay people asking questions.  But the pastors who remain see how this helps build their congregations.  Stronger leadership helps in the congregations too."  


The growth of Fundamentalist, Evangelical, Pentecostal and Charismatic churches is illustrative of the desire on the part of large numbers of people to be part of organizations in which membership or belonging is a significant category.  Many of these churches make demands (for time, money and of lifestyle) on their members.  It is interesting to note that the religious right has been able to capture many of these churches in its political base.  The reason is not hard to find.  They connect what is wrong in society with demands for a moral standard.  It is also interesting to note that many churches involved in congregation-based community organizing projects are not particularly responsive to the religious right.  Again, the reason is not hard to find.  While religious right groups addressee deeply felt concerns of many Americans, they do not make them co-creators in the organizations that addresses these concerns.  An organizing approach that seriously listens to what people most deeply care about and enlists them in addressing those concerns (see the earlier discussion of values and interests) will be far more successful than one which approaches them with a pre-set agenda and then appeals to their fears to mobilize them around this agenda.


PICO's earlier noted evaluation also specifically asks pastors about the results of their membership in a congregation-based community organization:  "How has organizing affected your church?  How has it shaped your own ministry?  What 'payoff' has there been for your church and for yourself as a pastor?"


For the people who join "direct membership" organizations like ACORN, their membership is often the first time they have been significant people in any group beyond immediate family and friends.  Members of these organizations often wear their logo pins in the way a fraternity member might wear his.  Their circle of friends becomes the circle of people in the organization.  Their understanding of citizenship blossoms; not only do they vote (many didn't before), but they learn all the skills earlier noted in the discussion on the development of people.  For some, their membership is a break out of an isolation that left them literally alone or in significant contact with only a very small number of people.  From a mental health point of view alone, the benefits to society are significant.  In many ways, these direct membership organizations, at their best, may be understood as the functional equivalent of those churches that offer meaningful membership.


In earlier work in which I was engaged in rural Nebraska, an organizer told me a tale of isolation, reinforced by the ideology of rugged individualism.  In the midst of the farm crisis, he had been visiting people to see whether they would be part of an organization fighting farm foreclosures.  Stopping at one of his neighbor's homes, after the usual pleasantries of the day, he asked how things were going, and how the neighbor was withstanding the combined pressures of declining farm prices and indebtedness at high interest rates.  (Earlier borrowing at high rates had combined with the bottom falling out of the market for many farm products.)  The neighbor, whom he had known for years, laconically responded, "I guess I'll make it."  Just at that moment, one of the neighbor's children came home and opened the refrigerator.  From his vantage point sitting in the kitchen, the organizer could see there was nothing there but a bottle of milk.  When the kid said, "Dad, we got anything to eat," the father angrily responded, "I'll talk with you later, just get out of the house now and let me talk with Doug."   For my friend, the scene was emblematic of the destruction of community.  People unable to feed their children could not share that fact with friends and neighbors because they blamed themselves for their circumstances, and felt that sharing the problem was a confession of inadequacy.  


Over and over again this story can be told:  about unemployed auto and steel workers; about down-sized middle-managers; about single-mothers stretched so thin that they can't adequately feed, house and clothe their children, about elderly residents of single-room occupancy hotels who eat dog and cat food at the end of the month because their social security income has all been spent.  The deprivation is obvious.  But in some ways even more devastating is the fact that there is no place to share the pain and fight back against its causes.  For many, the escape is alcohol, drugs, depression, spousal or child abuse and other outlets for an aggression mixed with powerlessness mixed with isolation that is ultimately turned inward against the self.  Or, as is the case with many of the young in gangs, Posse Comitatus and the new militias, they find new forms of organization which offer a sense of belonging, status, power and, in some cases, illegal income.

Community Building:  Discipline and discipleship


Organizations that take community seriously have expectations of their members, and members have expectations of their leaders.  These are not "anything goes" places.  They think about and reflect upon what they believe.  They act on it.  They hold each other accountable just as they seek to hold accountable the institutions they often confront.


Internal accountability means that people make specific commitments to one another and are expected to deliver on those commitments.  Internal accountability is part of the discipline of these community organizations.  Such discipline, when rooted in deeply held faith, is what creates disciples.  


Upon This Rock, by Samuel Freedman, is the story of community-building in a Black Baptist church in East Brooklyn--one of the worst of America's slums, without hope, ridden with crime and drugs and plagued by the litany of problems of low- to moderate-income people of color in the United States.   Rev. Johnny Ray Youngblood is the pastor of St. Paul Community Baptist Church in Brooklyn.   Their congregation is a member of East Brooklyn Churches (EBC) which is part of the IAF network of community organizations and which has begun to restore hope in East Brooklyn.  


St. Paul's is a signpost for the direction a congregation, union local, neighborhood association or any other group that wants to build a democratic society should take.  The church is a dynamic, living thing.  People sing, pray, laugh, struggle, learn together.  They both support and challenge each other to act on their deepest concerns and values.  Friedman describes a case of alleged child abuse by a church custodian; both he and the young girl's mother agree to abide by the outcome of an internally organized judicial proceeding.  When the custodian is cleared of the charges after a careful examination of the facts, the girl's mother abides by the decision -- willing to accept it and not pursue the matter in the courts.  The biblical Paul urged congregations in his time to do the same thing.  It is a strong testament to the community.   Both parties remain in the church.  There will have to be a time of healing, but that is part of being in the community.  The absence of male leadership in Black churches is addressed directly as Youngblood gathers men, meets with them and challenges them to deal with their issues.  He says to and of the group, "This is our family," and in it he hears "their doubts and rage, their overarching sense of inadequacy..." and with them he builds something new.  Of the church, author Freedman says, "The people are family and more than family...The blows that would rupture bonds of blood or friendship can somehow be absorbed by a community of faith."   

Community Building:  Reflection--making values real; the need for meaning.


In Marilyn Stranske and my story of New Life Church, there is another dimension observed.  


"The organizer also challenged leaders to act on their faith and do something about the problems--something that would be realistic and would powerfully impact the things of concern to them.  Before "reporting in," each meeting began with a reflection led by one of the members.  During reflections, group members discussed how a passage of Scripture related to tasks and problems at hand.  Many had never before reflected on how Bible passages about community, justice or relationships with neighbors related to their daily life as a community of faith.  


"A member said that he had been initially critical of the approach, urging that an evangelistic message should be included.  The pastor responded, 'Come with me.  I'll show you how I tell people about Jesus.'  As they visited neighbors together, the man began to be touched by the pain he heard in people's stories.  He realized that if he was going to talk to others about a loving God, he needed first to demonstrate his own willingness not only to listen but to struggle together with his neighbors to heal some of their common sources of pain.  The pastor also used the themes of the community action to inform his sermons."


The story concludes with a passage from Proverbs, "'Without a vision, the people perish'.  In this time, many people are perishing.  The question is whether religious congregations will build the kinds of communities that offer hope.  Those who do will both grow and be true to their faith."


In an institutionally-based organization in San Francisco, congregations and unions had come together to address the problems of their members, their neighbors and their city.  When rabbis, ministers and priests and their lay leaders led reflections, some trade union leaders appreciated them but others were restless.  Finally several of them complained to the organizer.  "Why don't you find something of deep significance to you and lead a reflection on that?" he asked.  Don't deny them the opportunity to do it; assert yours.  And so they did.  Digging into the history of their own unions, reading the preambles of their own union constitutions and paying attention to the speeches and writings of some of their own historic leaders, they found plenty of material.  A pattern developed of alternating reflections -- some led by religious leaders, others by labor leaders.  In TSOP, the secular organization of Tenderloin seniors with which I began this report, the Bill of Rights, Declaration of Independence, favorite poems, speeches from respected political leaders and other materials formed the basis for reflections led by members of that organization's affiliated tenant associations.


In Texas, IAF's Ernesto Cortes used the US Bishops Pastoral letter on the economy to stimulate discussion at a time when groups he was working with there were tackling questions having to do with the mobility of capital.  In dozens of house meetings they read and discussed a teaching document issued by the Bishops for the purposes of educating American Catholics and influencing American public policy.  While San Antonio's COPS was negotiating with the city's political and economic leaders, a teach-in was taking place in hundreds of house meetings.  The city was trying to entice low-wage industries to locate there.  COPS wanted the city to have a different policy.  In these negotiations, they were being told by decision-makers the "realities" of the free market.  But COPS leaders were also reading about and discussing a different reality -- one that gave them confidence in the legitimacy of the position they were taking, one that sought an economic development policy which would only recruit to San Antonio industries that would pay a family wage.  The Bishops said, "The theme of human dignity is central to Catholic social thought and forms the basis for our perspectives and recommendations in this letter...Every perspective on economic life that is human, moral and Christian must be shaped by three questions:  ‘What does the economy do for people?’  ‘What does it do to people?’ and, ‘How do people participate in it?’"   (US Catholic Bishops' 1986 Letter, Economic Justice for All.) 


Reading further, the COPS members found statements like:  "The justice of a community is measured by its treatment of the poor and the powerless in society.  Jesus takes the side of those who are powerless or on the margins of society... Wealth is evil when it so dominates a person's life that it becomes an idol...(blinding)...a person to the suffering and needy neighbor.  Biblical perspectives on wealth and poverty form the basis for what today is called 'the preferential option of the poor.'  This option challenges the contemporary church...to assess social institutions and policies in terms of their impact on the poor... Economic institutions are to be evaluated not only by productive efficiency and the amount of goods and services they make available; we must also ask, Do these institutions permit all persons that measure of active social and economic participation which befits their membership in the human community?"  Armed with such thoughts, the COPS leaders and members felt  confidence in their position as they pursued their negotiations.


This kind of reflection allows action of the day to be framed in a context of deep meaning.  A discussion about who benefits, who loses and who decides in society's way of doing business is also a discussion of values.  When some people are entitled to annual compensatory packages of six million dollars a year while others can't make ends meet, there is a statement about the value of individuals.  When some groups are predominantly in positions of authority and advantage and others are discriminated against, oppressed, exploited or abused, there is a statement about the value of some groups (racial, ethnic, gender, age, religious) versus others.  When the maximization of profit undermines individuals, families and neighborhoods there is also a statement of values.  

Community Building:  Education--understanding one's context


The relationship between organizing and education is a long discussed and disputed subject among community organizers.  "Education" can mean many things.  Often it means the attempt by one group, which thinks it is correct about a topic being discussed, seeking to convince others that they are uninformed, prejudiced, possessed by "false consciousness," or simply wrong in their views and that it, the educating group, is right.  Organizing rejects this approach to education as authoritarian or elitist.


At the other end of the spectrum, there are organizers who believe that education is solely in experience, and that the people themselves will learn how the political, economic and social system work in the course of experience.  This view means that the categories to interpret and analyze experience are likely to be those used by the media or in common parlance, however inadequate these might be.  


The discussion about education and organizing is elaborated upon by such citizenship educators as Myles Horton, a co-founder of Highlander Center, and the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire.  Both of them share a view held by many contemporary community organizers:  education is achieved by the exercise of the mind, not by depositing or "banking" information in it.  Education must, therefore, engage the learner at points of his or her own experience -- otherwise it cannot be incorporated into a person's way of understanding the world.  Absent this kind of incorporation, one set of rote learning may be substituted for another, but the ability to interpret experience in the light of broader concepts is not achieved.


There is also an ongoing, sometimes critical, discussion of organizing that came from Horton and Freire.  For Horton, the dialog about organizing and education took place with his long-time associate and friend Saul Alinsky.  From Horton's point of view, the discussion revolved around a debate that went on between them.  In We Make The Road by Walking,  Horton puts it this way:  "Saul Alinsky and I went on a circuit...At that time Saul was a staunch supporter of Highlander, and I was a staunch supporter of him, but we differed and we recognized the difference...Saul says that organizing educates.  I said that education makes possible organization, but there's a different interest, different emphasis.  That's still unclarified." 


The point is made in Horton's autobiography, The Long Haul, as well.  After imagining an urban area with run-down buildings, he says the organizer's goal would be to get the building torn down or fixed up.  So the organizer would use whatever means accomplished that goal, even if it meant people would learn nothing about "using people power."  But that's not the educator's goal.  "If I had to make a choice, I'd let the building go and develop the people."  Later, "...you may have to make a decision as to whether you want to achieve an organizational goal or develop people's thinking."  There is a sub-theme as well.  Horton and Freire worry a great deal about co-optation--the absorption of social justice movements into the status quo against which they once struggled.  The issue deserves the attention it receives from radicals.


Horton wasn't entirely consistent regarding Alinsky, though he is about the more general critique of organizing.  Horton versus Horton appeared when Alinsky was discussed at an "Alinsky in retrospect" seminar at Chicago's Columbia College in 1978:  "(Saul) believed that people in struggling expanded their perception of self-interest to encompass self-respect, dignity and solidarity with their neighbors.  He thought of this as self-education.  He thought this was a high quality of education... He did more than talk about education.  He consciously (emphasis added) used organizational activities for educational purposes.... Alinsky was aware that the experiential learning of the people, particularly the professional organizers, was important... He was very proud of the fact that...people learned."  Horton thought most organizers didn't share Alinsky's concern.  


Horton's version of the difference between education and organizing is a straw man because of his limited definition of "organizing."  "Organizing implies that there's a specific, limited goal that needs to be achieved, and the purpose is to achieve that goal.  But if education is to be part of the process, then you may not actually get that problem solved, but you've educated a lot of people."  And, "Organizers are committed to achieving a limited, specific goal whether or not it leads to structural change, or reinforces the system, or plays in the hands of capitalists."  Undoubtedly there are organizers who view their role in this way, but not the majority of those I visited in preparing this report.  Alinsky and his tradition no more resemble this definition of organizing than do Horton, Freire and Highlander resemble what goes on in a sterile classroom where a bored teacher pours ideas into the heads of uninterested students.


 The lessons of democratic power, of people power, cannot be taught without an organization in which such power is exercised.  Both the uses and abuses of power are learned by experience and the interpretation and analysis of that experience.  To be able to condemn injustice, talk about structural change, define values, name the power structure and spin out visions of what a new society would look like are all admirable and, indeed, necessary.  But neither alone nor in combination will any of them begin to shift great numbers of people from silent resentment of or acquiescence in their oppression to the struggle for liberation.   


The organizer's side of the story is told in a classic essay, "Making An Offer We Can't Refuse," written by Richard Harmon, formerly director of Brooklyn Ecumenical Cooperatives, and now director of the IAF-related Portland Organizing Project (OR). 


Organizing is teaching.  Obviously, not academic-type teaching, which is confined for the most part to stuffing data into people's ears.  Organizing is teaching which rests on people's life experiences, drawing them out, developing trust, going into action, disrupting old perceptions of reality, developing group solidarity, watching the growth of confidence to continue to act, then sharing in the emotional foundation for continual questioning of the then current status quo...This means that education is primarily in the action, but becomes really liberating education only if the person develops the discipline to rigorously reflect on that action...We have to own the questions in this educational process.  It must be our curiosity that is the engine...pulling us into action, then reflection, then more action, more reflection.


Harmon's questions are:  


"What is the problem?  How many other people feel the same way?  What precisely do we want?  Who do we see to get things changed?  How many of us should go to see him?   Who will be the spokespersons?  Are we willing to caucus?  What is the timetable for the response?  Where and when is the evaluation session?  It should be right after the meeting--Never let people go home alone after an action!"  Clearly these questions can be posed most meaningfully in the course of developing a actual campaign--something that is done within an organization.  Organizing has often been criticized for focusing on winning rather than on educating.  But the dichotomy is a false one.  When large numbers of people win it is educating.  To teach an ever-widening number of people who are oppressed or discriminated against that they can, by democratically developed collective action, fight and win is the central liberating lesson--and it comes through organizing.  Lost struggles, especially when experienced by people who have just been persuaded to leave the TV and join with their neighbors or co-workers to do something, only reinforce the pervasive belief that "you can't fight the powers that be."


Harmon's earlier statement is about one aspect of education.  In his subsequent work at Brooklyn Ecumenical Cooperative a larger educational perspective was elaborated.  In an organizational paper called "Unpacking Re-Investment," the central questions facing community organizing are explored systematically:  Insurance, banking, utilities, pension funds, the medical system and the food system are all critically examined.  How does each take money out of Brooklyn?  Where do they invest it?  What are the people of Brooklyn paying for?  Do we want to increasingly move toward a world economy in which multi-national corporations bring us oranges from Brazil, lettuce from California, running shoes from Indonesia, and automobiles from Korea, Japan or Mexico?  How do we control such corporations?  How do we stop them from moving their capital whenever communities make demands on them that challenge their sole prerogative to do whatever they want or their ability to maximize their profits?  Is it acceptable to us that such corporations move pollution from the United States to countries where there are weak environmental regulations, or that they move jobs to countries where workers earn $5.00 a day and organizing a union may cost you not only your job but your life?  Or, do we want a de-centralized economy in which local communities control their politics and economics?  Indeed, can one control the former without controlling the latter?


One of the dimensions of citizenship education in organizing is illustrated by the workshops led by voter registration and community organization workers in Mississippi in the early- to mid-1960s.  Jane Stembridge wrote about one led by Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Ture):


The most important class was "Stokeley's speech class."  He put eight sentences on the blackboard, with a line in between, like this:

	I digs wine
	I enjoy drinking cocktails

	The peoples wants freedom
	The people want freedom

	Whereinsoever the policemens  goes they causes troubles
	Anywhere the officers of the law go, they cause trouble

	I wants to reddish to vote
	I want to register to vote


Stokely:  What do you think about these sentences?  Such as--The peoples wants freedom.

Zelma:
It doesn't sound right.

Stokely:
What do you mean?

Zelma:
"Peoples" isn't right.

Stokely:
Does it mean anything?

Milton:
People means everybody.  Peoples means everybody in the world.

Alma:
Both sentences are right as long as you understand them.

Henry:
They're both okay, but in speech class you have to use correct English.


(Stokely writes "correct English" in corner of blackboard.)

Zelma:
I was taught at least to use the sentences on the right side.

Stokely:
Does anybody you know use the sentences on the left?

Class:
Yes

Stokely:
Are they wrong?

Zelma:
In terms of English, they are wrong.

Stokely:
Who decides what is correct English and what is incorrect English?

Milton:
People made rules.  People in England, I guess.

Stokely:    You all say some people speak like on the left side of the board.  Could they go anywhere and speak that way?  Could they go to Harvard?

Class:
Yes...No...Disagreement

Stokely:
Does Mr. Turnbow (Hartman Turnbow, courageous local leader from Mileston in Holmes 

County) speak like on the left side?

Class:
Yes.

Stokely:
Cold Mr. Turnbow go to Harvard and speak like that?  "I wants to reddish to vote."

Class:
Yes.

Stokely:
Would he be embarrassed?

Class:
Yes...No...Disagreement again.

Zelma:
He wouldn't be, but I would.  It doesn't sound right.

Stokely:
Suppose someone from Harvard came to Holmes County and said, "I want to register to vote."  

Would he be embarrassed?

Zelma:
No.

Stokely:
Is it embarrassing at Harvard but not in Holmes County?  The way you speak?

Milton:
It's inherited.  It's depending on where you come from.  The people at Harvard would  understand.

Stokely:
Do you think the people at Harvard should forgive you?

Milton:
The people at Harvard should help teach us correct English.

Alma:
Why should we change if we understand what we mean?

Shirley:
It is embarrassing.

Stokely:
Which way do most people talk?

Class:
Like on the left.

(He asks each student.  All but two say "left."  One says that southerners speak like on the left, northerners on the right.  Another said that southerners speak like on the left, but the majority of people speak like on the right side.)

Stokely:
Which way do radio and television people speak?

Class:
Left.

(There was a distinction made between northern commentators and local programs.  Most programs were local and spoke like on the left, the class said.)

Stokely:
Which way do teachers speak?

Class:
On the left, except in class.

Stokely:
If most people speak like the left, why are they trying to change these people?

Gladys: If you don't talk right, society rejects you.  It embarrasses other people if you don’t talk right.
Hank:
But Mississippi society, ours, isn't embarrassed by it.

Shirley:
But the middle class wouldn't class us with them.

Hank:
They won't accept "reddish."  What is reddish.  It's Negro dialect and it's something you eat.

Stokely:
Will society reject you if you don't speak like on the right side of the board?  Gladys said society 

would reject you.

Gladys:
You might as well face it, man:  What we gotta do is go out and become middle class.  If you can't speak good English, you don't have a car, a job or anything.

Stokely:
If society rejects you because you don't speak good English, should you learn to speak good English?

Class:
No!

Alma:
I'm tired of doing what society say.  Let society say "reddish" for a while.  People ought to just accept each other.

Zelma:
I think we should be speaking just like we always have.

Alma:
If I change for society, I wouldn't be free anyway.

Ernestine:  I'd like to learn correct English for my own sake.

Shirley:
I would too.

Alma:
If the majority speaks like on the left, then a minority must rule society.  Why do we have to change to be accepted by the minority group?

Stokely:
Let's think about two questions for next time:  What is society?  Who makes the rules for  society?


The class lasted a little more than an hour.  It moved very quickly.  It was very good:  That is, people learned, I think they learned because:

-- People learn from someone they trust, who trusts them.  This trust includes Stokely's self-trust and trust, or seriousness about the subject matter.

-- People learn more, and more quickly from induction rather than deduction.

-- People learn when they themselves can make the connection between ideas; can move from here to here to there to there.

-- People learn when learning situations emphasize and develop one single idea which is very important to them personally.

-- People learn when they can see what they are talking about.  He used the board.

Among other things, they learned theses.  That is, they themselves concluded:

-- There is something called "correct English" and something called "incorrect English."

-- Most people in the country use some form of incorrect or broken English.

-- It is not embarrassing to these people themselves.

-- It is made embarrassing by other people--because it is embarrassing to them.

-- They are a minority, the people who use correct English.

-- They decide what is correct English.

-- They make that important and use it to shame people and keep them out of society.

-- They make that a requirement for jobs and acceptance.

-- They decide what is acceptable to society--by shame.

-- But not everybody can be shamed--not Mr. Turnbow, for example.

-- The main thing is to understand what people mean when they talk.

-- That is not the main thing to society.


I recorded the whole class because it is a whole thing--one thing. That is why people learned.  At least, that's why I learned.  I think the best way to write about Waveland (site of the class) is to tell about that class because that was what the Waveland Institute was all about.  Some other classes were good and some were bad.  Vicki Levy and Phyllis Cunningham came and we all talked about sex.  That was good because what we talked about was important and Vicki was free to talk about it freely, as was most of the class.  No one seemed to assume that sex was anything but great.


Jeannette's class was good when the kids got to talk freely about the Atlanta staff meeting and they had plenty that needed to get out...and needs to be heard.  My class was good because I talked about myself and my hangups, which made them able to do that--or begin to.  About shame.  About guilt.


Morty's class in math was good, I hear, because he is very dynamic and because the kids were tired of words by that time.  Carole Merritt was good when she talked, but she had to handle administration... 


Audio-visual was good because it is better to see things.  The kids didn't like to see films about poverty and hunger.  They liked story movies.  They liked Casey, Mary and Emmie's film-strip on FDP (Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party).  I like Viva Zapata.  So did they.


The opposite of Stokely's class was (Howard) Zinn's.  He started with three words on the board:  Freedom, Education, Power.  It took a long time to kind of start over with specifics.  He also had way too much material and lectured too much.  He had a lot to give and he wanted to, but he wasted himself.  I did that, too.  We didn't know.  I think we learned.


I don't want to make conclusions or proposals.  I think Stokely's class can stand on its own.  Not only that, I think it is better than anything I could say.  Just two things:  he spoke to where they were at, and the were at different places, and the places changed during the movement of the discussion.  Second, he trusted them and he trusted himself...and they trusted him.


The organizing projects I saw, and the theory that underlies them, also address the "isms" of race, age, religion and others.  But not in a traditional way.  In the view of these organizations, the pre-requisite to education taking place in these highly charged and potentially divisive areas is relationships -- relationships that are created on the basis of shared values and the agreement to work together on common or mutually supportable interests.  Out of shared struggles, relationships deepen.  In this context, community organizations are able, for example, to ask of whites who hold prejudiced views toward people with whom they are now engaged in common struggles, "Whose interests were served by those views?"  "Does your experience of the African-Americans (it could be Hispanic, Asian or another other ‘different’ group) with whom you're now working fit the stereotypes you had?"  


Hundreds of millions of dollars have been spent by churches, foundations, business, labor, environmental, civic, and other organizations to "educate" the public about the evils of the prejudices of race, gender, age, sexual orientation, class, nationality, and others, as well as in efforts to achieve an understanding of our social, economic and political system.  While each of the individual programs may be of merit, it is hard to deny that, by and large, they "preach to the choir."  That is, they don't reach those who need most to be reached.   


An organizing process which begins "where people are" draws participants into experiences they are not likely otherwise to have.  Community organizers throughout the country can tell stories of people coming into an organization because of an immediate concern in their neighborhood and later getting to know people of different racial or ethnic groups in that organization and then discovering that their stereotypes of "The Other" didn't match their new experience of people different from themselves.  Similarly, men who never thought they would accept women's equality found themselves in organizations in which women played key leadership roles.  The more traditional or conservative of each of these came into and stayed in these organizations because of their own concerns and interests.  Once in the organizations, however, they had experiences that created what social psychologists call "cognitive dissonance."  That is, the experience didn't fit a preconceived idea or stereotype.  These situations of cognitive dissonance are "teachable moments" for an organizational leadership that is committed to democratic values.  Challenges to the "isms" can be made because the "learner" in the situation is perplexed that his/her experience and his/her previously held belief are not "in sync."   


A parish in the now PICO-related PACT organization in San Jose was deeply divided between its "old-timers," who were mostly Irish-Americans, and its new younger families who were mostly Latinos.  This division of older European ethnics and younger Latinos is not uncommon in Catholic parishes in major cities across the country.  The parish was a founding member of PACT because leaders of both groups agreed that such membership was essential if they were to face serious problems of crime, youth gangs, violence and unemployment, and drugs in their neighborhood.  After several successful actions, the pastor asked the organizer to help address the serious antagonism between his "Anglo" and Latino members.  The tool the organizer suggested was story-telling.  The story-telling was organized initially in a small group with an equal number of leaders of each group.  Each agreed that something had to be done about the antagonism between the two, but each thought the way to solve the problems was for the other to adopt its solutions.  A notable example was the question of a Spanish mass.  The Anglos didn't want one ("They should learn English.") or, if there was to be one, it shouldn't be at a time popular with the Anglos.  (Viewed by the Latinos as relegation to second-class membership in the parish.)  It was not about this or any other divisive issue that the two groups first met.  


Story-telling between the Anglo and Latino leaders was organized around a series of questions:  Can you remember when the first member of your family came to the United States?  Why did they leave their home country?  What was the journey here like?  What did they find when they got here?  Was it what they expected? Did they participate in any struggles in their home country for religious, economic or political freedom?  Did they when they got here?  What was it like for them now?  What were their hopes and fears for their children and grandchildren?  Out of the individual stories a collective story for each appeared.  The Irish knew about the Potato Famine, the repression by the British, the anti-Catholicism of the American Protestant Establishment, the discrimination and prejudice when they arrived in the US ("Irish need not apply" was a common sign in employers' offices).  They knew of the political struggles which built Irish strength in the Democratic Party and of the economic struggles in which the Irish organized in many of the construction and trades unions.  The Latinos also knew about hunger and poverty, about repressive military dictatorships, about discrimination and prejudice and about efforts both at home and in the US to organize.  And when they discussed their hopes and fears for children and grand-children there was little to distinguish them. 


The story-telling among the leaders was so successful that they decided to organize larger story-telling gatherings, bringing together many more people of the parish.  From this story telling came a new feeling of empathy, understanding and commonality between the two groups.  They also started to get curious about the things that distinguished them, their music, foods, culture and traditions.  These also became the subject matter for discussions and stories.


Building on this foundation, leaders of the two groups could get together and begin to talk about how they could solve problems.  The Spanish language mass was readily accepted. The question of when it would be required more negotiation, but was resolved as well.  The noise of kids during the Mass was no longer an Anglo-Latino issue, it was an issue of kids and the noise they make.  The scarcity of prime meeting space for the clubs of each of the groups also became a matter of negotiation and compromise.  


A number of years later, California was faced with an initiative which would deny health, education and other benefits to undocumented (illegal) immigrants.  The initiative, Proposition 187, was passed by the voters of the State in 1994.  In San Jose, not a particularly liberal city, it was defeated.  PACT mobilized its membership to vote against the ballot measure.  It could only accomplish that mobilization because of the years of relationship-building, sharing of experiences and story-telling that had gone on within and between its member congregations.  In fact, the organization was initially going to remain uninvolved in the campaign.  Leaders from predominantly Latino churches, however, insisted that the matter be discussed.  They told stories of what the initiative would mean in their own families and churches:  the separation of families, the loss of a Christian education worker, fear on the part of people such that they would not seek medical help from the County hospital even when they needed it, fear that would prevent people from going to school.  They said that this matter was so central to them that they were compelled to call upon the predominantly Anglo churches to become involved.  The relationships were strong, the shared values deep and the stories were convincing.  Anglo leaders then began to strategize on how they could convincingly get their own church members to vote against the proposition.     

Community Building:  Celebrating the gifts and talents of all


It should by now be apparent that "community building" is an important dimension of broadly-based community organizing, and that it is part of an organic whole in the development of either direct membership organizations or federations.  The development of people is so important to the process that Dick Harmon calls what he does "gift-based organizing."  In personal interviews with countless leaders, he and his organizing staff ask specifically what they think they want to contribute to the organization, what gifts or talents they'd like to further develop and what new areas they might like to explore.  And BEC's John King acknowledges the result, "BEC got me to identify my gifts and talents, and gives me a place to use them."


In the evaluations that follow organizational activities there are often celebrations as well.  Many things can be so celebrated:  how various members did on promises they'd made to the group -- turnout of people for a large action, for example; how spokespersons did in presenting the organization's position and "pinning" the decision-maker to give a clear response; how an arrangements committee did with the logistics for a meeting.  Credit can be widely share because leadership is widely shared.


Public acknowledgment of the contributions of local people is part of what creates local heroes, making what local people do as important to their neighbors, friends and children as what "leaders" presented in the news media do.


Celebration includes an appreciation of the particular peoples who comprise community organizations -- the unique racial, ethnic, religious and other traditions they bring.  These organizations do not submerge differences, rather they celebrate, as the banner at one of their annual meetings put it, "unity in diversity." 

Community Building:  Helping One Another by Mutual Aid


The final dimension of community building I observed in these community organizing efforts was the richness of the ways people find to support each other.  For purposes of this report, I do not include in "mutual aid" those things that are provided by professional or volunteer staff of an organization for members or others.  These services, which will be discussed below, are distinct from those activities in which there is mutual exchange -- beneficiary and provider are, alternatively, one and the same.  These ways in which people help one another go far beyond, though they certainly include, things we would usually associate with neighborliness or membership in a church.  These mutual aid activities include:

•
support groups such as 12-step programs and others;  

•
food-buying clubs, credit unions and various kinds of cooperatives -- including baby-sitting and worker-owned producer coops;  

•
tutoring programs when it is members of a group tutoring their own children and their children's classmates, as distinct from suburban or college student volunteer tutors;

•
bartering systems in which members exchange goods and services in internally organized "markets."


These, and similar activities, may grow into larger institutional expressions.  For example, a food-buying club might grow into a larger cooperative store or a small worker-owned service may grow into a larger enterprise.  What they share in common, and what distinguishes them from "services," is that people are doing with and for each other rather than there being one group of "helpers" and another being "helped."


While one or another of the organizations I visited, and one or another of all these organizations across the country, may demonstrate these various power and community building characteristics more or less successfully, it is in their direction that most of them want to go.  To the extent they fail to reflect, then to that extent do they fail to deepen the meaning of what they do for their members and, in that failing, fail to build the power they could potentially build.  To the extent they are dependent on external funding that is not raised by power, then to that extent is their independence, freedom of organic development and capability to generate action from the bottom up diminished.  These are all parts of a whole.  Weaken one, and the whole is weakened.   AFSCME's Kim Keller says about their organizing work with BUILD, "We're a lot of things.  We're the church.  We're a union.  We're a civil rights movement.  We're a social services agency to some degree.  We're doing education and training.  We're a support system."  But all these things are used to build the power of workers to act effectively in the world which, in this case, means to negotiate with employers and to affect city policy on contracting out. 

Weaknesses of Broadly-Based Community Organizations


The community organizations I visited, and others throughout the country, are not without their weaknesses.  But they are weaknesses that come from not being what you can be, not taking seriously enough what you claim to be, not pursuing the logic of your own nature.  These vary from organization to organization, network to network, and none is universally applicable.  In one way or another, many of these are now being systematically addressed by the organizing networks.  Among the weaknesses, I would identify the following:

•
Reluctance to engage more deeply in discussions of economics, including alternative economic possibilities like worker ownership, value conflicts presented by current corporate economics, alliances with workplace organizing and deeper exploration of the role of government in the economy.

•
Little "internal politics."  There are few debates on the floor of Annual Conventions, nor are there many organizations in which a "left," "center," and "right" actively and respectfully engage with one another in caucuses, debates and internal discussion, perhaps even with publications.  At the height of its vigor, the labor movement was filled with such internal life.  Why isn't there any of that in CO?

•
The composition of the organizer body is still too white and male though it is changing and some networks have made impressive gains.  All the networks now have women and people of color in lead organizing roles.  Direct Action Research and Training (DART), for example, now lists its organizer composition as follows:  Black, 11, Anglo 10, Hispanic, 1; Male 12, Female 10.  

•
Professional organizers suffer from arrogance, which is even cultivated and sometimes viewed as a virtue.  Organizers need to learn the difference between self-confidence and arrogance.

•
The knowledge and experiential gap between full-time organizers and top volunteer leadership remains too wide.  There is not enough recruiting of community leaders into organizing.  ACORN appears to be taking dramatic steps to correct this imbalance.

•
Professionalism leads to obscure language, mystification of what an organizer is and otherwise weakens the development of an internal democratic culture.

•
More education of the Myles Horton/Paulo Freire type would strengthen the ability of leaders to understand the circumstances of our times.

•
Deeper values reflection would sharpen the contrast between "our values and theirs," increasing the commitment of leaders and members, sustaining people through difficult times, making it possible for them to link their deepest beliefs to action undertaken in community organizations and challenging them to clarify what they most deeply believe.

•
Direct membership and institutionally-based organizations each, for different reasons, tend to ignore the natural networks that already exist.  ACORN is now paying more attention to them, particularly in its work in immigrant communities.  Institutionally-based organizations are beginning to do things like organize public housing tenants into their own associations.  In earlier organizing days, every regular gathering of people had the potential for becoming a "piece of people power" in a broadly-based community organization.  And new groups of unaffiliated people were being organized all the time as well.

•
Turf wars, not to be confused with healthy rivalry, make community organizing sometimes appear little different from corporate competition in the marketplace.  In some situations, rival organizing networks agreed to abide by the outcome of a vote taken within a sponsoring body.  On the other hand, the presence of rivalry, especially when direct membership organizations challenge institutionally-based ones, keeps everyone more closely linked to the membership of their organizations -- where the link should be.

VI   THE PURPOSE OF OTHER COMMUNITY-BASED NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS

Programs


Generally, other community-based nonprofit organizations are much better understood:  by the public, the media, professionals, academics, foundations and those more specifically in the "nonprofit sector."  These organizations operate service or development programs and/or they advocate for policies, practices, structures and programs that will improve the quality of life of those who are the constituency of the community-based nonprofit organization.  The program(s) which they provide and/or for which they advocate might be health (mental, physical or both) care, education and/or training -- of adults and/or children, building or rehabilitating affordable housing, providing loans, grants and technical assistance to start, grow and maintain local businesses, cleaning up a polluted environment, improving transportation accessibility, providing meals, offering opportunities for socializing, translating so that non-English speaking immigrants can pursue public benefits and/or understand their legal rights in contracts and other documents, assisting physically-disabled people to gain greater independence, acting in behalf of a variety of groups who are discriminated against or oppressed by specific institutions or by society in general.  The scope of community-based nonprofits is limited only by the imagination of people who start them, the needs or interests they might serve and those who fund them.


The community-based nonprofit organizations, whether in the areas of services, advocacy or both, do many things.  Accomplishments as service providers include:  implementing programs effectively; creating and implementing innovative "demonstration" or "model" programs which are often borrowed and more widely used; serving particular constituencies (disabled, age, racial/ethnic) sensitively and responsively; generating new policy and program ideas; developing job and career opportunities for individuals who, because of discrimination by larger bureaucracies, would be excluded and whose gifts and talents might otherwise not have been appreciated and used; pioneering innovations in personnel policies (flex time, shared jobs) and organization development practices (shared decision-making, flat structures, participatory management); providing technical assistance to other organizations and individuals; involving the beneficiaries of their services in program planning, implementation and evaluation.  These accomplishments may be found across the whole range of social problems facing the constituencies being served:  health, education, child care, job creation, training and placement, food provision, energy audits, personal development, housing, business incubation and development, transportation, drug and alcohol prevention, crime prevention, gang diversion and others. 


Community-based nonprofit research, policy and advocacy organizations have similarly been responsive to constituencies and often effective in generating new ideas, changing legislation, policies or practices and implementing public education campaigns.  


The community-based nonprofit organizations that cause the greatest confusion between themselves and broadly-based community organizing are community development corporations and comprehensive neighborhood planning organizations.  Many researchers, reporters and observers treat the two as the same, thus blurring what I think are central distinctions.  Writing about this problem, in a report also supported by the Aspen Institute Nonprofit Sector Research Fund, (Working for Justice:  The Campaign for Human Development and Poor Empowerment Groups; November, 1994), John D. McCarthy and Jim Castelli describe the problem.  "There is a general lack of consistency in terminology for describing local organizations in the field we aim to discuss here.  They are a subset of what Virginia Hodgkinson of Independent Sector calls 'community-based organizations'; she says they are one of the fastest-growing types of nonprofit organization in the country.  Gronbjerg (1993) calls groups in the 'community organizing and development field' community development organizations as distinguished from the social service field.  'Rather than direct services to client populations,' she says, these organizations 'focus on community organizing, attempts to stimulate economic development, and intensive lobbying and organizing efforts aimed at local politicians, businesses and industry'."  McCarthy and Castelli then add, "Poor empowerment groups are distinct from Community Development Corporations (CDCs)."  It is upon that distinction that I want primarily to focus my attention, though there will be other "community-based organizations" to which I give some attention.  It was with the leadership of CDCs and Comprehensive Community Planning groups that I usually met in the cities where I also visited broadly-based community organizing projects.

Power Versus Empowerment


One of the things that makes community-based nonprofit organization's programs effective is that their beneficiaries are involved in program design, implementation and evaluation.  Often former beneficiaries are the staff people administering and delivering the programs.  This can lead to an attitude of, "Well I did it, why can't they?"  But it can also erase or radically diminish the typical line between an "outsider,"  "do-gooder" or trained "helping professional," often of a different class, race or ethnicity, and a "local person."  When program participants are actively engaged, the programs are more effective.  And when effectiveness is in part measured by how people feel about themselves and function in the world, a community-based approach is essential.  


Ray Stranske, Executive Director of Denver HOPE:  "We seek an attitude of partnership between HOPE and the community to create a better life.  A number of staff people are former beneficiaries of programs; they are people who want to help others find what they found.  But we've made mistakes.  We've had experience with people from the community who feel contempt for the rest of the community or paternalism toward the rest of the community.  People from the community who make it on their own are susceptible to this feeling.  We want to empower others.  But this is different from MOP [see above].  MOP works with people to identify changes they want to make and works with them to make those changes; they hold institutions accountable.  We offer programs to provide avenues for individuals to a better life."


Zenzel Carr, HOPE program director:  "Personal development aims at self-motivation for people who want to move out, to go from probation to promotion, who are willing to evaluate and examine themselves.  It's not just your employer or someone else doing things to you; you've got to get beyond being a victim."  Her 12-hour workshop, held over three days, explores personal values, personal spirituality, fear, proper self-image, how material possessions can become idols and self-acceptance.  "Once a person is at peace with him/herself, in spite of whatever is ugly in the past, there is a freedom to what the person wants to do.  For some that is getting a job, but we're not a job placement agency.  We make people take responsibility for their lives."


HOPE is one of several Christian community-based organizations I visited.  That HOPE succeeds in what it sets out to do is affirmed in interviews with those who participated in various of its programs:


Helen Williams:  "I've done a lot of self-development things.  There was something compelling about Zenzel's class; she's special.  She created an atmosphere for everyone in the class.  She's powerful.  Very spiritual.  She could zero in on your own personal obstacles.  Her seminar did great things for me."  About HOPE in general she says, "The people were very welcoming when I came in.  HOPE does a lot for the community.  It helps people.  They give recognition to people."  And she almost slips into what Ray Stranske warns about.  "There are no obstacles to lifting Five Points (where HOPE works) if people would do it.  Everyone needs to take Zenzel's class.  Starting here at HOPE you could do anything."


Sandra Clark lives in HOPE sponsored housing, participates in a mother's program at HOPE and is getting her GED via yet another HOPE program.  She has strong, positive feelings about the organization.  "People are helpful, non-judgmental.  They have your interest at heart; are really there for you.  The classes get me out of the house, meeting people.  It's good for me.  In the mother's program, I'm now coordinator of the hospitality committee.  I went to the program a year before I volunteered to do something.  Participation has helped me grow in a lot of ways."


I asked her why other people aren't doing what she's been doing:  "They're afraid to step out, to move forward.  That's how I used to be.  I used to just yell at my kids.  Now I've recruited my younger sister to get in the mother's program.  I'm trying to figure out how to get more women into it.  They don't just put you on hold here; they really care."


Joe Ehrmann, Executive Director of The Door in Baltimore, repeats the theme of empowerment:  "In the parenting class, the moms own and direct the program.  The staff person has empowered them.  They plan and implement activities.  We do things with, not for, people.  People start with individual needs they wanted addressed.  They become part of a group and healing takes place; they are part of something bigger than themselves."


Empowerment in community-based nonprofit organizations may be a process in which a staff person, usually paid but sometimes a volunteer, acting in the framework of a program or programs, assists or enables another individual or a group of individuals to gain a sense of their individual ability to act in the world (at home, in the neighborhood, seeking a job, on the job or elsewhere) or their collective ability to act in the framework of the program(s).  Alternatively, empowerment may be a process in which a group of neighbors get together and act together, with no professional or full-time staff, to improve the quality of life of their neighborhood.  To the extent that they seek to build power, then they develop in ways that make them look like broadly-based community organizations. But far more frequently, at some point they incorporate as a nonprofit organizations, and seeks grants to develop programs.   In either case, empowerment tends to refer to how people feel about themselves, what they and their group are able to do within the framework of resources available to them --that is, without challenging any structures or individuals whose decisions are responsible for some portion of the problem(s) facing the community in the first place.


When empowerment works, it does something with the particular individuals who are part of a program that is accomplished by different means in broadly-based community organizations.  For the mothers in the programs run by HOPE and The Door, or for the people who participate in Zenzel Carr's program at HOPE, and for the people in job training, tutoring, counseling, self-esteem, parenting, home-ownership training and other programs run by community-based nonprofit organizations, it is likely that individuals are empowered who would not be reached, at least at the same depth, by the activities of a broadly-based community organization. As these programs demonstrate, "empowerment" works.  For those who participate in them, there is clearly a growth in self-confidence and competence.  It is the competence that comes from learning a skill, getting a job and "getting your life together."  But it is not the civic competence that comes from participation in a broadly-based organization because it does not systematically teach the skills of deliberation, negotiation, conflict, campaigns and compromise that are the skills for building power.  Nor does it cumulatively build the power to change major institutions because that is not its focus.  And, as I shall argue, nor can it be, nor should it be.


While individuals are empowered by their participation in programs, local groups may not be.  In one city, both Habitat for Humanity and the Enterprise Foundation were criticized for not "letting local people get the credit; they take the credit." In another, Enterprise was criticized for "steam rollering its development plans."  Interestingly, both observers wished anonymity.


This approach to empowerment is particularly effective when it substitutes for the sometimes debilitating policies and practices of bureaucratic agencies and helping professionals. John McKnight has been particularly helpful in his writings in defining the effects of labeling people and communities as places with problems that need the help of others.  But McKnight has taken a good idea and turned it into a theory.  And here I think he goes wrong.   In an essay co-authored with John Kretzmann ("Community Organizing in the Eighties:  Toward a Post-Alinsky Agenda."), he outlines a critique of his understanding of broadly-based community organizing.  Since McKnight is now widely quoted, and sometimes cited as the authority on the subject, it is worth spending some time with his (and Kretzmann's) thinking.  


The remedy to the "problems" approach, McKnight and Kretzmann (and now a number of others who follow his thinking) argue, is an "assets" view of people in low-income communities.  Instead of looking at discreet problems, look at individuals' and groups' strengths, ideas, talents, relationships, values and all the other non-credentialed assets they have that can be marshaled to help neighbors and friends who might otherwise become dependent on "helping" professionals.  He further argues, though with a very important modification, that communities should solve their own problems without relying on external resources that might be obtained from the mega-institutions of government or business.  Instead, through community development corporations and other means they should develop their own, and here he uses the term in a slightly different sense, assets so that they can produce goods, services and jobs.  


McKnight-Kretzmann say that current organizers "work in communities as if [Saul Alinsky's] most basic assumptions about the nature of neighborhoods and the logic of organizing strategies were more or less immutable."  They suggest the need for a new approach because:  "...first, the structure of poor and working-class urban neighborhoods has changed...[and] given these changes...a number of the classic Alinsky strategies and tactics are in need of critical revision." 


They continue, "For Alinsky and his disciplines, the city was reducible to two basic units:  the neighborhood and the 'enemy' outside the neighborhood... [E]xternal decision-makers controlled the internal distribution of services and goods...Alinsky's approach argued for the building of the first modern consumer organizations -- in this case defined by geography. Two further assumptions ...shaped...strategy.  First, the neighborhood contained within it a number of vital organizations...particularly important [were] churches, ethnic groups, political organizations, and labor unions.  The organizer's task was to forge a coalition of leaders from these groups.  Their constituencies would then follow...[O]rganizers could concentrate on pulling together...leaders, a very small percentage of the neighborhood's residents, and could plausibly claim representative community status.  The second set of assumptions concerned the enemy, or target [which was] the strategically defined embodiment of the causes of neighborhood problems [and] was thought to be visible,... local,...and capable [possessing the resources and authority to correct the problem]."  


In an earlier period, "this model of Alinsky-type organizing both reflected accurately the nature of city neighborhoods and, more important, got results."  But it is now a thing of the past:  "Today, however, conditions have changed dramatically..."


McKnight and Kretzmann then tell us the changes that have taken place:  decline in participation in local political party structures; shrinkage, centralization and bureaucratization of the old industrial labor unions; dispersion of people and loss of ethnic identity.  Other changes are noted as well:  residential and job mobility; more women (thus less volunteer time) in the labor market; separation of workplace from residence.


The targets, we are told, have changed as well.  They aren't visible because they aren't there.  They aren't local, but are absentee owned.  Those that do remain are publicly funded service agencies "least capable of producing results no matter how hard community organization confronts them."  The examples used are schools and police.  "Therefore," the authors continue, "today's community organizers cannot assume that either their assumptions about local structures or the tactics handed down from earlier generations are appropriate to the neighborhoods in which they work today."  This analysis is the prelude to the "new models:"  "What is needed is a heightened commitment to exploration and invention at the neighborhood level -- experiments that adapt the classic Alinsky model to drastically changed conditions."


Elaborating on their main points, they argue, "[I]t becomes less and less likely that strategies stressing either the consolidation of existing associations or the confronting of an outside enemy make much sense.  Socially atomized and increasingly cut off from centralized, unresponsive mainstream economic institutions, these neighborhoods...present a new challenge."  And then the remedy, which flows logically from this analysis:  "[N]ew strategies must stress an organizing process that enhances and builds community, and that focuses on developing the neighborhood's own capacities to do for itself what outsiders will or can no longer do...building social, political, and economic structures at the local level that re-create a space for these people to act and decide."


The shift, McKnight and Kretzmann tell us, involves a "reconceptualization of neighborhood as a locus of production as well as consumption...With this shift comes a parallel reorientation of strategy--from organizing confrontation over service distribution issues to organizing confrontation over production and the resources necessary to produce... Experimenting with this new agenda for community building [focuses] on three different centers of activity:  the local neighborhood, the public sector, and the private sector."  


The authors then elaborate what this new agenda looks like.  "Within the neighborhood itself...:  (1) continue pushing local development corporations; (2) expand cooperative, neighborhood-owned, worker-owned and joint-venture enterprises for the production of exportable and locally useful goods; (3) explore further community- based and owned enterprises in the services and communications areas."  In the public sector, "(1) shift public dollars from traditional transfer and maintenance functions toward investment approaches; (2) direct public resources to neighborhood development groups; (3) [create] neighborhood-based forms of governance carrying significant local authority."  In the private sector, "devise ways to reroot business, to insert locality into the equations by which businesses make decisions...[W]ithout the successful pursuit of such an agenda, any movement toward building local productive capacities will remain peripheral to the ever-increasing mobility of both producers and capital.  The directions in which this agenda might move...embrace two connected strategies:  (a) 'corporate accountability' accounts that would provide a variety of incentives and penalties related to the needs of communities for jobs and location commitments as well as local representation on boards or regulatory bodies...[which could be] modeled on the organizational groundwork laid by the Community Reinvestment Act...; and (b) 'community banking' designed to define the obligations of financial institutions for local credit allocation...


"Taken together, these initial suggestions define the emerging shape of a post-Alinsky agenda for urban neighborhoods.  They argue for an organizing approach aimed at building community through the restoration of localized political economies."  


In conclusion, the authors tell us "effective organizers are learning quickly that restoring the practice of an economics in which place matters, and in which production builds rather than destroys community, involves a major political challenge.  We can only imagine that if Alinsky himself were still around to growl his advice at us, he would admonish us to take up that challenge while we still have neighborhoods left to build."   


One of the political problems of our time is the loss of a sense of continuity, tradition, passing on the torch.  American infatuation with the new serves the market economy well.  We are always in search of the new product.  The market economy is also well served by our uncritical acceptance of continuing "progress" as a goal.  "Progress" supplants preservation, maintenance, enhancing what we know to be good.  In the name of progress we bulldozed neighborhoods rather than rebuilding and restoring them; we uncritically adopted new technologies whether or not people or the environment benefited.  If investors wanted it, that seemed to be enough.  The consequences for local institutions, families and neighborhoods were either ignored or dismissed with such famous phrases as that of Robert Moses who said of his freeway program's disruptions in New York, "you can't have an omelet without breaking eggs."   Poor and working class people were the eggs; their presumed betters ate the omelet.


The non-profit service-public interest-foundation industry creates a similar dynamic.  It is also often generated by the infatuation with progress.  But in this case, it is expressed in the continuous quest for "new models."  Perpetual innovation leads to the creation of a continuous stream of new programs or even new agencies.  Since they can only be funded for three years (the typical life span of a foundation grant), they rarely become institutionalized. The "new models" have the additional benefit of providing grantors -- staff, boards, expert consultants and benefactors -- cocktail party insider talk.  They are at the "cutting edge" of whatever new cloth needs to be sewn.  Those who fail to keep up with the latest trends are traditionalists, purists, antiquated, passé, inflexible, narrow, obstacles to progress and a host of other dismissals.


It is against this dominant trend that organizers who are trying to establish a tradition of independent, membership funded, democratically controlled community organizations -- what I have called in this paper "broadly-based community organizations --" now work.  They build on the almost 60-year old practice and theory developed by Saul Alinsky, who, in turn, built on:  (1) American democratic theory and the experiences of the American Revolution, anti-slavery movement, Populists and the industrial union movement; (2) organizations initiated by the political left of tenants, the unemployed and others at the margins of society; (3) over one hundred years of Catholic social and economic justice teachings and the turn of the century "social gospel" of American Protestantism; (4) a deep appreciation of the particularities of different ethnic, racial, religious and cultural groups who together comprised the mosaic of American pluralism, and; (5) currents of American sociological, political and economic thought that examined social problems in the context of broader forces in society that created and perpetuated poverty.  It is only recently, forty years after the McCarthy era effectively silenced left criticism in America and twenty-five years after Alinsky's death, that we can begin to confidently say that a tradition of independent community organizing is stable enough to make a continuing contribution to American democracy.  Which brings us back to the work of McKnight and Kretzmann.


Some of what the authors present as new isn't new at all.  It is good but not new.  Some of what the authors present is wrong, but has been uncritically accepted because criticisms of it are easily dismissed as "traditional."  Some of what the authors present is new and good, but builds on exactly what good traditional organizing is about.  If we are to build a powerful tradition rather than be permanently beholden to benefactors who, unwittingly or otherwise, perpetuate fads which marginalize social change we need to be able to build on strong platforms rather than start brand new structures.  Endless innovation becomes, interestingly enough, a tactic of co-optation -- the negative kind.


Alinsky was never about "consumer" organizing.  He was about the effective, democratic participation of citizens in the decision-making processes which affected their lives.  His first organization, the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council, brought together the political left and the Packinghouse Workers Union, the Catholic Church from the Cardinal and Auxilliary Bishop down to local parishioners, and a multitude of local civic, ethnic, small business and other voluntary associations.  Hardly the irreducible "neighborhood" described by the authors.  The local political machine was explicitly excluded from this formation.  Leaders were pulled together because they had followers.  But the dynamic organizing process changed both the relationship of leaders and followers and leaders and leaders.  Catholic clergy and laity stood together with the Packinghouse Workers Union and its talented Communist Party organizer to win a strike.  Feuding, and at times warring, ethnic groups and language/ nationality parishes began to cooperate with one another.  Passive lay people became the active co-creators of programs in their neighborhood.  Thirty years later, in The Woodlawn Organization, African-American churches and existing neighborhood groups were first pulled together, then joined by newly organized welfare recipient, tenant and other associations to form a powerful voice in the struggle against the University of Chicago's plan to eliminate their neighborhood so it could create a racial and class "cordon sanitaire" around the campus.  With the assistance of an independent planner, they created a neighborhood-designed renewal plan.  That they ultimately lost more than they gained and became a neighborhood development corporation rather than a broadly-based citizen action organization is testimony to the power of the Democratic Party Machine, its determination to destroy or tame TWO as an independent voice, and to the very strategies of community economic development then advocated as the "new model" -- and now supported by McKnight and Kretzmann. 


By the 1930s, and indeed by the 1870s, it was clear that the fate of neighborhoods and local communities was influenced, shaped and at times decided by a functional interconnection of local, national and in-between decision-making bodies.  The New Deal radically shifted political power from local governments to the Federal government.  The packinghouse industry, while situated in the Back of the Yards, was hardly a cottage industry.  Nor, for that matter, were any of the industries which were the major employers of the emerging urban working class.  Targets thus were visible and invisible, local and national, capable and incapable.  The organizing art is to make visible the invisible and determine what is within the capacity of local decision-makers --even if that is no more than to recommend something to more distant authority.  Until BUILD targeted the City of Baltimore for its "family wage" campaign, everyone thought that minimum wage legislation was a state, if not national, issue.  


It is indeed ironic that McKnight and Kretzmann choose credit red-lining as their model of the new.  It is precisely out of old community organizing that the analysis of red-lining emerged.  It was these organizations that made visible the combination of block-busting realtors and credit-denying insurers and financing institutions, sometimes in cahoots with such public authorities as zoning boards, urban renewal authorities and others -- a combination that was destroying stable neighborhoods.  From the work of these organizations two strategies emerged.  The first, "greenlining," gathered together individual and institutional depositors and used their economic clout to force lenders to make credit (capital) available for local homeowners, merchants and institutions so that they would have the financial wherewithal to creatively develop their neighborhoods.  The second strategy, a legislative and regulatory one organized largely by the National Training & Information Center (NTIC), led to the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act and the Community Reinvestment Act, cited by the authors as the models for "new" organizing.


The growing atomization, isolation, anomie and alienation of poor and working-class neighborhoods is an indisputable fact of modernity -- of "progress."  But it was against these nascent forces that community organizing placed itself, seeking to shift powerless and passive people into active roles of citizenship.  It is also no doubt true that the inner-life of neighborhoods and voluntary associations was far more vibrant 60 years ago than it is today.  But this fact should not blind us to the tearing of the fabric of neighborhood life that was going on then nor to the fact that some of the fabric remains today.  This fabric has always been a concern of community organizing.  Today's organizers spend more intentional time on re-weaving it than they did then.  That is an adaptation to the changing environment -- something that any living tradition must do.


Too great an emphasis on the mobility of financial and plant capital leads the authors to ignore the fact that there remain within actionable distance of any low-income or working-class neighborhood corporate and other business targets that can be made visible and actionable, and to whom proposals within their capacity to respond can be made.  This emphasis also leads to a strategic, rather than tactical, emphasis on self-help or mutual aid institutions, that is on community- and economic-development organizations which, almost without exception across the country, are dependent on external funding and run by experts without long-standing roots in the communities which are the intended beneficiaries of their projects.  In community after community, they have built hundreds (and sometimes more) of affordable housing units, created small business, trained local people to seek jobs, provided education for people who wanted to pass their GEDs and otherwise made a contribution.  I hope by this time that it is clear that I think CDCs and other community-based nonprofit organizations have a significant contribution to make.  But they are not, nor can they be, a substitute for the kind of organizing that McKnight and Kretzmann think is a thing of the past.   


It is, in fact, those community organizations that retained the old model of making visible and targeting local decision-makers who have done some of the best community development work in the country.  But they treat development as a tactic, one trick in a bag of many, all of which are dependent on building the same old independent, member-financed, democratically controlled, confrontational community organizations.  It is these organizations, not the community development organizations that are dependent on foundation, government or wealthy suburban grants, gifts or markets, that are developing the capacity to do exactly the "re-rooting" of business into local communities that McKnight and Kretzmann call for.  It is these organizations, with a possibly renewed labor movement, that have a ghost of a chance of developing the "national, even international, policy agenda" that could develop either the community banking legislation or directly negotiated agreements that are the core of what these authors think "any serious approach to community-building must (emphasis in original) devise."  It is they that are, or could be, capable of combining economic action (boycotts, greenlining, corporate campaigns, organizing unorganized workers), political action (governmental accountability sessions, voter registration, education and get-out-the-vote) and direct action (disruption of the status quo so that unjust systems cannot continue business as usual, and shaming decision makers to they act differently).  


McKnight and Kretzmann tell us to seek "localized political economies," join politics and economics, adapt to changing circumstances and avoid "reigning orthodoxies."  But their history and analysis are inadequate and their strategic emphasis on development rather than organizing misplaced.  "Reigning orthodoxies" should always be questioned, but to question doesn't mean to dismiss just because something has been around for a while.


The authors are clear that not everything can be done by neighborhoods themselves.  They conclude their chapter with a new target:  national and international capital.   They say, "those who plan a neighborhood future based upon public support and private reindustrialization actually sentence most low-income clients to an ever growing poverty."  One of the successful measures of community organization, its ability to deliver financial benefits to a constituency, was seriously threatened in a period characterized by cutbacks in public spending.   This point is part of the larger argument against confronting local power structures.  As the authors say, "In the kinds of [low-income] neighborhoods we are concerned about, it becomes less and less likely that strategies stressing...confronting of an outside enemy make much sense."  They are enthusiastic about self-help, mutual aid and community development, and often accurate in their critique of many social workers and social planners.  But they are not so accurate in either their description of what community organizing was all about or in their prescription for the ills afflicting the urban poor.  Alinsky's reason for organizing extended beyond the mere leveraging of additional goods and services. More fundamentally, it was about building organizations of poor people that could challenge the existing relations of power so that the organization's members could negotiate with "the power structure" in their own behalf.   McKnight & Kretzmann miss exactly this point in their characterization of Alinsky organizing, saying he was essentially about leveraging goods and services.  


Later in their essay, and contradictorily, the authors advocate coalitions that can act nationally to hold institutions accountable.  How the power is to be built to do this without beginning locally is not clear; nor is it clear how organizations that don't learn how to deal with power by dealing with smaller issues will somehow come together in national coalitions to deal with larger ones.  The particular one that the two address is the flight of capital that now takes place in the global economy.  Surely we will not get a handle on issues of this magnitude if we can't get city councils, boards of supervisors, members of the House of Representatives, the Conference of Mayors and others on our side.  And we won't learn how to do that if we don't first learn to hammer out respectful and accountable power relationships with them at the local level.


McKnight has too narrow a definition of "citizenship," and this is what I believe leads to his general view of what we should be doing in inner-cities today.  In "Services are Bad for People:  You're either a citizen or a client," (Organizing; Spring/Summer, 1991), McKnight says, "Citizen is the name for the people in a democratic society who have an equal share of the total power of the society...[R]eally powerful citizens make power by coming together and [taking] power by acting together on issues.  When citizens get together [in voluntary associations] and say, 'Our organization can solve many of the problems that human service systems control', then there will be a conflict.  The vested interests of the social service system will attempt to thwart the efforts of the community organization to control what happens in its neighborhood... The powerful community organization ...seeks political and economic control over the services in its community... The principles of community organization are simple and straightforward:  One, everyone is a citizen first, a client-consumer second.  Two, to attain power people have to act collectively.  They must come together and say, 'We are the principal problem solvers in this community' ...Community organizations that have real power have an economic focus rather than a service focus...The organizing question is, 'How can we have a local economy that offers real choice and the potential for a good living?'...A fair indicator of an empowered community is the amount of goods and income being generated by the residents...An effective community is one where people are committed to each other and solve problems together.  An effective community is moving away from being filled with clients.  A powerful community is the home of the citizen, and can harness the power of citizens through the vehicle of community organizations."  


Citizens, in McKnight's view, don't take action to hold institutions accountable.  What he means by "community organizations" is community development organizations.  What he means by citizens is people who are active in running such organizations.  Much of his analysis is indispensable for anyone who wishes to treat low-income communities with respect.  William A. Schambra, a caring and thoughtful conservative who has a deep commitment to the inner city, describes Lessie Handy, an African-American woman in Milwaukee "who set up her own nonprofit institute...in inner city Milwaukee, and started to teach her neighbors computer basics and personal office skills.  Today, two years later, Lessie has trained and placed over 200 individuals in jobs, 150 of whom are former AFDC mothers.  Lessie Handy is the walking, breathing embodiment of the uniquely American citizen that Alexis de Tocqueville discovered here more than 150 years ago.  When Americans confront a problem, he noted, they don't fold their arms and wait for government to solve it.  Instead, they get together with their neighbors, form an association --a 'mediating structure' -- and tackle it themselves... Mediating structures were built by, and in turn built, genuine citizens -- citizens who not only participated fully in making the critical decisions of everyday public life, but who also carried out those decisions in the sweat of their own brow.  Citizens did not influence  social policy.  They were social policy... As John McKnight points out, the service state does not build -- because it does not need -- active, self-governing citizens.  Indeed, such people only get in the way... Ironically, in decrying the decline of civic spirit, they blame citizens, not the organizations that prefer government grants to private charity (emphasis added)..."  His prescription is even narrower than McKnight's.  Addressing himself to churches, he says, "Christians are surely not called to support a welfare state that has so manifestly hurt the poor.  Nor are they called to cast their ballots according to some 'Christian scorecard'.  But they are  called by the story of the Good Samaritan to suffer with and minister to the broken of this world -- directly, immediately, personally, not through paid professional substitutes.  That sort of commitment can be effectively expressed and facilitated only in a society rich in mediating structures.  But this is a new kind of 'mediating' -- not mediating vertically, between individual and state, as in the original Berger-Neuhaus formulation, but mediating horizontally, between suburb and inner city, between the wealthy and the poor...If we are to be once again a nation of citizens, rather than a nation of resentful taxpayers, arrogant service providers, and passive clients, this rethinking must become the mediating structures agenda for the next twenty years."


The idea of horizontal relationships, however, is in this case one of paternalism.  The inner-city is to depend on the "private charity" of well-motivated suburbanites.  Where is justice?  Where is accountability of social, economic and political structures?  They are not present in this view of citizenship.  Horizontal relationships is a very, very important idea.  But far more powerful when based on solidarity, not charity.  


Contrast Schambra, McKnight and Kretzmann's understanding of voluntary associations, or mediating institutions, with organizer Ernesto Cortes’:  "There are all kinds of pressures on families in the city -- economic pressures, cultural pressures.  So they need mediating institutions, intermediate institutions which enable people to negotiate with those pressures and with the corporate people who sometimes stand behind those pressures -- the developers, the utility companies, et cetera... The IAF," he says, "wants to organize people who are not part of decision-making in communities to be part of the decision-making process... COPS [the San Antonio IAF organization] had made this commitment to justice and equality and fair play, and we were trying to get the corporate community, the political community, in San Antonio to be responsive... We were having trouble getting the City Council in San Antonio to pay attention to our counter-budget, which included provisions to fight flooding and all kinds of public improvements in the city."  


Contrast the McKnight, Kretzmann, Schambra definitions with the attributes of citizenship that Frances Moore Lappe and Paul Dubois (in their The Quickening of America; Jossey-Bass; 1994; pg 239) call "Ten Arts of Democracy:  Active Listening... Creative Conflict... Mediation... Negotiation... Political imagination... Public dialogue... Public judgment... Celebration and appreciation... Evaluation and reflection... Mentoring."  Their book also blurs the distinction between community development and organization, between independent organizations and those paid for and controlled by others, but their more elaborate definition of citizenship demonstrates why organizing that confronts and negotiates is indispensable. In a broader view of citizenship in a democracy, citizens listen, challenge, discuss, argue, deliberate, study, reason, imagine, judge, negotiate, confront, compromise, implement, evaluate, reflect and otherwise engage with one another and the institutions and individuals around them in the very process of making and implementing decisions.


Organizing is simple -- but not easy.  Its bottom line is building democratic power to change unjust systems.  At the bottom of that bottom line are increasing numbers of organized and engaged people who are willing to challenge the status quo: a determined 10 can get a stop sign at a dangerous neighborhood intersection; 100 parents can get a local elementary school principal to respectfully engage with them to shape a school program that better meets the needs of their children -- or get the school board to assign a principal who will; 1,000 residents can get a zoning board to stop the location of a toxic waste dump in their area or make the issue hot enough for elected officials to intervene; 10,000 determined citizens could put enough pressure on most local governments to get them to negotiate a job development and community investment program that offered real opportunities for jobs and economic development in lower-income neighborhoods; 100,000 people marching, boycotting and demonstrating could get almost any corporation to change its hiring practices or a bank to change its lending practices; 1,000,000 organized people could begin to shape public policy in the largest states in the union, and 10,000,000 of them could affect national policy or replace the politicians who won't.  The independent Solidarity union did just that in the much more difficult circumstance of Communist rule in Poland.  Our challenge in the United States is to build our own version of Solidarity.  No doubt that community development corporations and the recognition of neighborhood's assets are all among the necessary tools for our 21st Century democratic revolution, but they are just that:  tools that allow us to more effectively struggle toward a more just and democratic society, and that build democratic practices and values within themselves in the course of the struggle.

Conflict, Controversy, Confrontation and Accountability versus Consensus,
Cooperation and Collaboration


Some community-based organizations, like the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative, the earlier described Mission Housing Development Corporation or many of the CDCs in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Manhattan, are likely to owe their existence to an earlier organizing effort and its struggles for social and economic justice.  Others, like The Door, HOPE or the Lawndale Christian Community Development Corporation, at the local level, or the Enterprise Foundation nationally, are started by people whose faith guides them to serve the poor.  To the extent these organizations work with those they seek to serve in a respectful way, they are able to empower.  But they generally stay away from conflict, controversy and confrontation except in those limited circumstances when their own funding or programs are at stake.  Unlike the broadly-based community organizations, they do not engage in major issues of public policy.  


Instead of conflict, controversy and confrontation, these groups are more likely to talk about cooperation, collaboration and consensus.  Some say that the first "three c's" may have been appropriate in an earlier era, but not now.  Their approach is exemplified in what is now called "consensus organizing."  According to this view, partnerships are created between all the stakeholders in a situation and the partners bring their contribution to the table to resolve a problem or problems.  While its proponents often present their view as a new approach, it is not.


We periodically have these periods in our country.  The 1920s was a time of partnerships between business and labor; the Great Depression of the 1930s followed, with the agitation, organizing, struggle, confrontation and conflict associated with the birth of the industrial union movement.  Had the workers organized by the CIO been happy in the 1920s?  I doubt it.  In the late 1940s and early 1950s, there was another period of quiescence.  Southern moderates said the race "problem" would be worked out by means of quiet conversation and slow progress; northern agitation was not needed; these, mostly white, moderates said they knew "their" Negroes.  In 1955, the Montgomery bus boycott burst into national consciousness, was imitated in a number of other southern cities and was followed in a few short years by the sit-ins, freedom-rides and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party's confrontation of racism at the Democratic Party's 1964 Convention.  Would quiet conversation and slow progress have passed and implemented the various civil rights acts of the mid-1960s?  No.  When I worked for Saul Alinsky in Kansas City, Missouri, then Executive Director of the Kansas City Trust Foundation, Homer Wadsworth, said that "Alinsky has the smell of the '30s."  Alinsky, of course, took that as a badge of honor.  Now, in the '90s, we again hear the same story.  What do people in broadly based organizing think?


Rev. Johnny Ray Youngblood, a leader in East Brooklyn Churches, a broadly-based community organization, addressed this question at a conference, sponsored by the Neighborhood Funders Group's Boston Regional Meeting in December, 1995, whose theme was a variant of the new three "c's":  "collaboration, coordination and community building."  "I do believe in community building... [B]ecause I spend my life doing that and believe so strongly in building successful communities, I'm suspicious of most collaborations and partnerships...


"Thirty winters ago...we were witnessing some of the key early struggles of the civil rights movement in this country... It was a time of disciplined demonstrations, civil and mostly civilized disobedience... Thirty winters later, ...there are thousands of agencies and programs and development corporations and so-called job training efforts.  There are hundreds of conferences and reports and studies.  But no war, no battle, no front fully engaged against the forces of deepened poverty and hardened discrimination..."  


Youngblood said he "would title his remarks a little differently:  'A Call for Organizing, Confrontation and Community Building'."  Elaborating on "public-private partnerships" he said these "...usually involve the private sector and the government sector, with a token community advocate or preacher on the board for window-dressing.  This kind of response tends to be tame and non-confrontational.  Let's not point fingers, we're told; let's get something done.  It tends to be led by professionals and planners.  It tends to be small in scale.  It tends to be acceptable to funders and grant makers.  And it tends not to have very much impact."  Acknowledging "a few exceptions," he went on to say, "...after 15 years in the public arena, I stand by what I say."


Even the exceptions demonstrate characteristics he identifies:


The Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) is emblematic of a newer generation of community-based organizations that take resident participation seriously.  Contrasted to many CDCs which did little more than develop and/or manage affordable housing, this new group attempts to have an integrated (or at least coordinated) approach to social problems in areas where they work.  Dudley Street's broadest constituency is a neighborhood of 24,000 people.  It now works in a smaller area of 12,000.  Its staff of four organizers and eleven others is foundation and government funded.  It does not itself do development, but seeks to draw in other agencies that will.  Every two years, an annual meeting elects a board.  Two-hundred to three-hundred people attend, and the organization has 1,800 members -- an impressive rate of membership and participation.  Organizer Roz Everdale told me, "The life experience here is of winning through organizing.  The wins have changed people from hopeless to hopeful."  They are now placing development activity on hold because it "is drawing away from organizing."  They want to expand their organizing base into their broader constituency.


The Baltimore Sandtown-Winchester neighborhood is the home of 10,300 low-income principally African-American residents.  Patrick M. Costigan, Director of Neighborhood Transformation for the widely respected Enterprise Foundation's Sandtown-Winchester project in Baltimore, told me, "...[W]e wanted to work with the neighborhood in a transformational way, to deal with jobs, training, schools, health care -- all the problems facing the people.  People in the neighborhood were at $11,000 median income...We want to demonstrate that something can be done.  The attitude in the country is, 'you can't do anything with social programs.  They haven't done anything about all this delinquency, teen-age pregnancy, etc.' Public policy is writing these neighborhoods off because of this insidious campaign that says, 'nothing works.'  We wanted to show that something could be done, in partnership with government and community, that will show that these neighborhoods are capable of transformation."  "We," it should be noted, refers to the Enterprise Foundation.


Rev. Mark Gornick's New Song Church is in a smaller part of the Sandtown-Winchester neighborhood, and focuses on 12 blocks of 72 in the larger neighborhood.  "The heart of what we are doing," he says, "is human development.  The people here were feeling hopeless.  To overcome that, you have to rebuild community and relationships.  That leads to rebuilding hope.  Lots of people here were on drugs or alcohol; they didn't value themselves.  People now see themselves as valued by themselves, their neighbors and God.  They're building an educational and economic base.  Drug markets have moved out, though drugs are still a problem.  We are in a continuous struggle with drugs, but people now have an option.  They have a community to which to turn when they want to give up.  There's support and there are opportunities.  There is still desperate poverty.  We're working toward being able to provide a home, a job and a community and toward improving the schools so they can educate children.  There's also a primary health care program in the neighborhood.  Sweat equity can get you into a home.  Parents pay and work in the private school sponsored by the church.  We articulate an alternative vision to that of the dominant society's, and we seek to implement it by new institutions we create on different values from the dominant ones.  The alternative vision influences the public realm.  We participate in broader civic life."


Unlike the many projects Rev. Youngblood accurately said won't have much impact, it is likely that these will.  But they are small, run by planners and professionals (who may be clergy and suburban people who commute in or have relocated into the neighborhood) at the top who sensitively and determinedly involve residents in program planning and administration and are dependent on grants or gifts to accomplish their goals.  Not surprisingly, these organizations aren't involved in conflict, controversy and confrontation.  


Rogelio Whittington, Executive Director of DSNI at the time of my visit, told me, "We don't have to fight anymore to get what we want; we're now at the table."


Mark Gornick says, "We don't have to confront because we get what we want without doing so."


Patrick Costigan told me, "We want to show that a better direction of existing funds going into these neighborhoods can have good results... We have good relationships with the heads of each of the major service delivery systems.  We're doing things at a scale where we can demonstrate concrete results.  Then we're working to push the germ up through the system.  For example, we're working with three schools in the neighborhood.  The School Superintendent authorized a number of things we needed to make things work.  We got a remarkable agreement. The Superintendent is now using this approach in other communities; he's using it to negotiate with other neighborhoods.  We're now working to get other players together to write a proposal for an "empowerment zone" in Sandtown."


One nonprofit executive, wishing not to be identified, told me, "The nonprofit sector accepts as givens (a) the decline in public funding, (b) a conservative political climate, (c) pressure to use market-based approaches, and then seeks to work within these 'givens' as the framework of what they do.  We can't do much more than occasional advocacy despite what anyone might say to the contrary.  The typical community-based nonprofit," he said, "is given an impossible mission aimed at intractable problems with insufficient resources to do its job.  This leads to failure, followed by scapegoating of those who took on the task in the first place."  By picking small areas and small populations, amassing sizable sums for "demonstration projects," and significantly involving residents in planning and implementing programs, some community-based nonprofits have made themselves exceptions to this rule.  But they aren't engaged in the struggle to change the relations of power that now substantially determine the quality of life for most low-income Americans.


There is another major problem with small, highly successful, projects:  the jeopardize those around them.  C.J. Jones, at the Voice of Calvary in Jackson, Mississippi identified the problem clearly.  "The organizing process is the foundation for what we do -- helping people understand that they have the responsibility for designing the environment for their benefit and purpose.  Organizing builds people's capacity to act.  You need early victories.  They lead to the emergence of leaders because the process creates a forum and opportunities for gifts to be expressed.  It creates a vehicle for defining goals and making decisions.  It leads to pride in your neighbor, not just your neighborhood.  Trust, honor, relationship all come out of organizing."  Jones described how an organizing process in a small, low-income African-American neighborhood in Jackson led to qualitative changes for 160 families.  Most of them are now homeowners, having improved and acquired homes they lived in as renters.  They've dealt with many problems:  police response time, street paving, clean-up and others.  But a problem has emerged:  "Now that the neighborhood is coming up, outside investors are buying.  They think they can turn buildings around and make a pretty quick profit.  The cost of housing is going up.  People in the neighborhood aren't going to be able to afford houses if the prices go up."  The logic of events, and his own commitments, have driven Jones back to organizing.  "I'm now working with a group of churches to see if they will get together to deal with the larger issues affecting the area of which this small neighborhood is a part," he told me. 

The Role of the professional organizer and leadership development


Harold deRienzo, President of the Parodneck Foundation for Self-Help Housing and Community Development in New York City, sees a clear transformation in the role of community organizations and organizers as they move from being "agitators and protagonists for change" to "merely manag(ing) a desperate crisis of dilapidation, abandonment and homelessness.  This has not always been the case.  There was once a genuine housing movement intent upon social and political transformation via the physical redevelopment of inner city neighborhoods. Somewhere along the way, however, the social agenda got confused with the vehicles created to carry this agenda forward.  Community organizations that once focused on the demands of neighborhood residents have now become 'community development corporations' dedicated primarily to their own institutional growth.


"The transformation is understandable.  Those of us who were active from the mid-1970s to early 1980s mistook the vacuum left by private and public abandonment of the inner cities as the source of our own strength; we were intent on filling the vacuum and we did so with a sense of pride and an inflated sense of power.  But in the process, as community organizations undertook the work once expected of government and private landlords and created a new community development sector, they took on all the burdens abandoned by others.  They became service providers, agencies, landlords.  


"In my own experience during this time, funding and administrative demands became the driving force of the organization I directed.  By 1982, when I left my post as executive director of the Banana Kelly Community Improvement Association in the South Bronx, our organizers had become managers; our volunteers had become our employees; our members had become our clients.  This transition which took place in the short span of five years, was not purposeful but occurred because we were not paying attention to our underlying mission... 


"The result...has been magnificent from the point of view of physical development but abysmal when scrutinized form the perspective of social development.  Many 'organizers' no longer work for social change.  Organizations that grew out of activist grassroots efforts are no longer the vehicles by which any 'community' agenda is to be realized.  Missions once framed around confronting and challenging the prevailing system of economic control in low income neighborhoods are now geared simply to accommodating the status quo and domesticating potentially troublesome local residents.


  Describing a visit in his Banana Kelly neighborhood with some formerly homeless tenants in a building rehabilitated by the city, as well as some homesteaders from the neighborhood, he says, "I was accompanied by the author Frances Moore Lappe, who was working on a book about community development.  She was shocked when the homesteaders referred to Banana Kelly, the local community development corporation, as the "agency" they worked with, and surprised when the tenants constantly referred to the same organization as their 'landlord'...


"A community...is an association of people with shared concerns and desires, issues in common, a sense of interdependence and some capacity (power) to accomplish a shared agenda.  A community development corporation is a perversion if it is not the means through which the community agenda is realized."  For DeRienzo, there were many perversions in New York.  But an exception was the North Bronx Clergy Concerned which "got into development with an already strong institutional base thus could absorb the development activities instead of being absorbed by them.  They still involve large numbers of people in action.  They are very active on issues and doing development."


DeRienzo's tale is repeated across the country.  He is, in part, heir to seeds sown in what he sees as the good old days.  What he said earlier is worth repeating:  "There was once a genuine housing movement intent upon social and political transformation via the physical redevelopment of inner city neighborhoods. (emphasis added)."  And therein lies the problem:  from their very beginning, many organizations were not focused on building "people power." They thought there was a magic bullet -- physical redevelopment, educational reform, or whatever.  As they began to win programmatic victories, they became the administrators of the programs they had fought to create and/or control.  But the tail came to wag the dog because these often single-issue efforts were not clear about the relationship between power and programs. 


The previously cited Tenderloin Planning Coalition (PC), whose relationship with a tenant association was earlier described, sounds so like a broadly-based community organization in its "mission statement" that it is hard to tell the difference:  "The PC is a community-based organization whose goal is to enlist, organize and enable Tenderloin residents to preserve and enhance the Tenderloin as a low-income residential area and improve the quality of life.  PC's mission is to bring together the diverse racial, ethnic and cultural groups and individuals of the Tenderloin neighborhood to work on common concerns and plan for the future."  The "beginnings" tell a different story.  "In 1976, a small group of Tenderloin residents and service agency representatives first met to discuss how to provide the Tenderloin with better health care."  (Put another way:  how do we provide them with better health care.)  They approached a local foundation which "encouraged the members to think more broadly about the area's needs.  The foundation agreed to fund development of a comprehensive neighborhood plan to improve the Tenderloin (emphasis added).  The group formed a 13-member steering committee that recruited professionals, merchants, and residents to serve on planning task forces.  In 1977-78, the group began the process of incorporation as a non-profit organization."  The group concluded that the Tenderloin was "the product of long-term, designed neglect" and issued a comprehensive plan, titled The Tenderloin Tomorrow.  Goals stated in the Report were "to make City Hall and the public aware that the Tenderloin is a permanent residential neighborhood with special problems and needs" and "to develop the PC into a strong organization that can serve as a neighborhood forum, a planning body, and an advocate for community needs."


Since its beginning, PC has won extraordinary things.  In a neighborhood targeted for development by first-class hotels, it was able to stop development that meant displacement of low-income residents.  Through a combination of lobbying, marching, planning, negotiating and other activities, it developed a substantial track record.  But overtime, as with its counterparts in New York, it became separated from those in whose name it acts and, by the time of its encounter with the SARA (tenants association) was so out of touch with its legacy that it could not understand why the tenants were doing "an action" on it.  By its later years, its organizing staff was regularly turning over because the organizers hired were given mixed messages:  organize the people; get people to participate in our program.  But "our program," however well intended, competently executed and in the interests of the residents, was not the program of the people being organized.  The tension between the two was untenable for most organizers.


In these circumstances, the organizer is "in the middle."  And that is exactly how one described his role in a local CDC associated with the Comprehensive Community Revitalization Program (CCRP), an effort to give some of the best CDC's greater capacity to develop leadership infrastructure as well as physical infrastructure. "I have to juggle the interests of the CDC, the property management company and the tenants," he said.  He saw his role as "facilitating communication" between these groups, but he doesn't get the tenants to directly engage with whomever it is they think is doing something wrong or not doing what they should.  He either doesn't have confidence in what the tenants might do, or his job description doesn't lead him to behave in that way.  "Sometimes the tenants are wrong," he says.  "They don't see the big picture.  They don't know that the CDC can't do everything.  It has to deal with the city, with funders, with lots of other people who have the last word."  But in his view, "direct action isn't needed any more because the CDCs and CCRP legitimate the residents organizations, providing them access to resources so things don't have to be settled in the streets."


Instructive on what it is that an organizer does are the comments of Enterprise's Patrick Costigan:  "We wanted BUILD to organize the residents.  We felt that BUILD had the organizing capacity to do this.  They never asked for the role; we pushed them toward it.  We offered a contract to BUILD to organize.  The goal of the organizing was to organize toward the 'transformation' vision (emphasis added).  [But] BUILD wanted to do organizing its way.  We had different versions of what was to be organized... Enterprise put money into BUILD for two years, but the two views never came together to support the transformational vision... We wanted to worry about health care, housing, schools, etc.  We knew that you had to organize residents to participate in this.  BUILD wasn't comfortable with this approach.  We have very different views of organizing." 


One of the most thoughtful people in the community development corporation world is Bill Traynor, Executive Director of the Cambridge (MA) based Neighborhood Partners:  "Most CDCs treat the organizer as an adjunct.  You have to get into the details to see if they're really organizing or not.  Look at the job description, pay, supervision structure, mandate and training offered and you'll know whether organizing is central or not."  And, indeed, it is almost invariably the case that the Executive Directors are either not themselves organizers or, if they are, no longer are doing organizing.  Rather, they are managing a board, staff and the details of technical negotiations with banks, public agencies, suburban donors and volunteers, foundations, contractors and others who are involved in the complex business of building affordable housing or supporting and running programs.  Contrast that with broadly-based community organizations where the director is an organizer, the staff are organizers, the budget is small and for organizing only, and the central thrust of the organization is training leaders to act collectively with power and to build community in their constituent groups.    


As CDCs have tried to widen their agendas from housing and business development, and as they have tried to renew their roots in the neighborhoods where they are based, they have returned to "organizing."  But it is like trying to turn the tortoise into a greyhound so that it can win a 100-yard dash.  Ken Rolling, a knowledgeable observer of the Chicago scene, told me, "Some of Chicago's CDCs are trying to get back into 'organizing' and are consulting with Bill Traynor.  But when it gets down to it, what they want to do is organize people into programs, not develop leadership and build power." 

Agitation


The best of the human development programs I saw engage in agitation.  In one way or another, they follow the Army's prescription:  "Be all that you can be."  In their Christian love for their neighbors, Mark Gornick, Zenzel Carr, Joe Ehrmann and many others with whom I met are gentle agitators.  They do not accept people "settling" for what is less than they should and could be.  They model, challenge, inspire and otherwise "agitate" people to rise above insufferable conditions and to shift from being victims to being actors in their own behalf.  They do not accept that the alcoholic or drug-abuser must remain what he now is, or that the 15-year old mother must remain a welfare recipient whose child will, at age 15, also have a child and become a welfare recipient.  Similarly, those motivated by secular social and political beliefs who are working for CDCs and other community-based organizations that are sensitive to the people with whom they work might be said to be "agitators."  But it is clear that what they do is qualitatively different.  It is not about challenging people to change basic structures of oppression, discrimination or exploitation.  The challenge is to overcome the limitations imposed on self by self.  Again, no one who cares about people can reasonable deny the liberating effects of this kind of agitation, but, and again, it does not change the structures and institutions that are oppressive.  Rather, it helps people find their way into them, around them or outside them in oases that hope that by their example they will change the world.  


In the community organizing sense of "agitation," however, it is not taking place.  There is a note of bitterness in Harry De Rienzo's view.  "Local housing groups have, for the most part, ceased to be agitators and protagonists for change.  Instead, the organizations that comprise the so-called community housing movement have become content to merely manage a desperate crisis of dilapidation, abandonment and homelessness."


Money


External funding is a necessity for community-based organizations that operate substantial housing, economic development or other programs.  In part because of the influence of John McKnight, the best of the community-based organizations seek to build on community assets.  But they are constrained by their dependence on the money of suburban churches, foundations, wealthy individuals, corporations or government.  While each has its own unique problems, all of them have constraints.  However, the point is not to throw the baby out with the bath water.  CDCs should engage external sources of resources.  Robert O. Zdenek, writing about McKnight and Kretzmann in Shelterforce, says they are right about community assets, but "...community transformation requires such a substantial commitment of time and resources that external support is often essential."  He notes that groups that succeed "depend heavily on their ability to forge new internal and external relationships and coalitions..."  He points to the New Community Foundation (NCC) in New Jersey as an example, noting that it "...now includes over 40 prominent individuals who exercise their financial and political muscle on behalf of NCC and the Central Ward of Newark."  Without this clout, the 3,100 units of housing and 1,400 jobs that are to NCC's credit would not be there.  Nothing wrong with that.  But note that it isn't NCC exercising its financial and political muscle in its own behalf.  The CDC can't because it is dependent.   


Bill Traynor:  "CDCs have two bosses, the community and the funders."


Harry deRienzo identifies what disrupted the original mission of the New York City housing movement:  (It) became driven by institutional needs as defined by funders, foundations and government officials outside the community …Organizations now claim to be accountable to their communities in principle, but are in practice accountable only to outside funders."


For some of the older generation of CDCs, the problem is even deeper.  Their core programs are now jeopardized.  Ken Rolling describes the process in Chicago.  "CDCs are all having great difficulty with their housing.  They weren't willing to say in their earlier days to money sources, 'You're structuring us into deals that won't work.'  Now the deals have paid off the limited partners -- they made money -- but the housing isn't working.  So the CDCs now have to get money in addition to rent.  They get it from the City, and have become dependent on the City.  That makes them dependent on the City.  That makes them afraid to confront the City.  Many of the places are falling into disrepair, graffiti, drugs, gangs.  Tenants are angry, and the anger is aimed at the CDCs."


Tom Lenz, formerly of Local Initiative Support Corporation in Chicago, described the early failures in his own experience at LISC.  "We didn't push the CDCs on neighborhood involvement.  It was a big weakness.  The stresses on the CDCs were in part because the executive directors were ambitious to build affordable housing.  (Now) the neighborhoods are in decline and a CDC island can't survive as an oasis.  The CDCs are getting poorer people who require more subsidies, and more subsidies means more dependence on external funding."  Ironically, some CDCs didn't push neighborhood involvement because they didn't think it was right for the tenants to fight against the externally imposed constraints.  "At 'Voice of the People (VOP),' resident empowerment was always a focus.  As VOP became successful, the organizing diminished.  The urgency of involvement was lost because you didn't' need tenant involvement to make decisions about scarcity (emphasis added).  Participation without issues (Note:  Why not the externally imposed scarcity?) wouldn't work.  The tenants became consumers of housing, not participants in shaping a community.  Even good organizers couldn't make it happen.  The focus of the resident board became internal -- rather than solidarity with the neighborhood."  While Lenz was more hopeful about groups whose mission is, "How do we make this a good community?" he wondered, "Can we keep in balance the organizing with development?"  In my judgment, only when the organizing is the dominant thrust of the organization.


Patrick M. Costigan, Enterprise: "If you want to do transformational organizing as we wanted to do it, you've got to produce concrete results in a pretty quick period of time or you won't keep government, foundation or other money committed.  This is very different from BUILD's way of doing things."  He calls his approach "transformational" and BUILD's "issue organizing."  But that's not the way BUILD thinks of itself.  


A 1989 BUILD leadership statement is entitled, interestingly enough, "A Call For Transformation," and is subtitled with a quotation from Dr. Benjamin Mays, "The sin is not in failure, but in aiming too low."  At what does BUILD aim?  "BUILD is a multi-racial, ecumenical, city-wide, institutionally-based organization of churches and unions.  It is a means for poor, working, and middle class families and communities to mobilize their collective power for the transformation and enrichment of themselves, their City and their State... BUILD is the Baltimore component of a national network of organizations..." Noting that their action has offered hope and results, they add "it has not yet produced the kind of transformation that Baltimore must experience to realize the Vision Glorious," a place described by, they tell us, the Prophet Isaiah.  "We heard Isaiah proclaim the City as a place where all people share, live and shine equally... We see a new vision for the City...rooted in (a) belief in people's capacities for renewal (that is often buried) by the depth and severity of the social and economic problems that face the City."  After listing the wide scope of these problems, BUILD's leaders analyze "a number of futile and counter-productive responses that can be categorized as follows:  (1) Charity...in which residents and officials must become a ward of the State... The problem here is three-fold.  Firstly, no one has ever been uplifted in the long run when approaching someone on bended knees.  Secondly, this approach fails to recognize that much of what the City is looking for is justice not charity.  And thirdly, this approach fails to recognize the mutual self-interest that the City and the State have.  The State and the City need each other.  (2 Isolation... Isolate the problems, break them down into small pieces and start a program.  While a number of programs are worthwhile and should be continued, too often this approach says, "these problems are too great".  "We can't deal with it".  "Let's start a program to save a few".  Often times a few are helped...a very few."  Other responses are "Malign Neglect" and "Manage the Damage."  


The BUILD vision statement talks about education and school reform; employment, changes in the economy and reform of job training programs; neighborhood development, including home ownership, new affordable rental housing, tenant co-management in public housing, revitalized neighborhood commercial strips and neighborhood citizenship centers; community policing; health care with an emphasis on primary health care, prevention and education implemented through community health centers.  With the City's "shrinking financial base," the statement addresses where the money is to come from:  addressing "inequities in the State Income Tax system...push(ing) for an equitable distribution of state income taxes, targeted aid, sharing of expenses by surrounding counties, commuter/earner taxes and special tax districts.  "Because many of these ideas are controversial, there will be a strong tendency to dismiss them completely.  This should not be done.  BUILD intends to study (them)..."  And, from what we know of BUILD, if persuaded of the merit of one or another of them it has the capacity to push the City and State for their adoption.


Enterprise and BUILD agreed to disagree. Costigan retains respect for BUILD.  "The BUILD approach is a good one.  I don't have any trouble with it.  I support it.  They're now working to organize low-wage workers; that's good.  It's a good strategy.  We just agreed that we couldn't get our approaches together.  There's room for both approaches."  I agree, and will later return to this point. 

  
Former organizer Barbara Crane has worked in several different kinds of settings, and describes the differences that come with different funding patterns.  "In TSOP and MOP, funding was unrestricted.  You could do what the mission called for without worrying about meeting specific program goals.  The general goal in TSOP was to develop powerful tenant associations and in MOP was to develop a powerful broadly-based community organization.  The funders really believed in organizing, that it was a worthwhile and important task.  In North of Market Seniors, there was already an agenda, specific goals had been established in terms of an inter-generational program which brought elderly, mostly Anglo, residents together with teen-agers, most of whom were Vietnamese and of whom the elderly were frightened.  It was a good program.  It helped dispel the elderly fears of the teen-agers.  Some people got to see that there is good in the neighborhood's teenagers.  But it wasn't really community organizing because there were so many limits on what could be done."


The Door in Baltimore has done an impressive job of assembling suburban middle-class volunteers, church money, grants and other sources.  But its founder, Joe Ehrmann, now expresses doubts.  "Programs need external funding, and external funding directs you away from empowering people.  There's a demand for quantitative results, the production of things, not the development of people.  Once you start doing newsletters, getting the grants, you're in trouble.  You objectify the people because funding sources want certain things.  Problems arise.  You start getting exalted by the suburbanite or foundation funders.  It's your project, not the community's.  Your time starts going to the funders.  You talk about people instead of with them.  You start staffing according to marketing needs -- you hire outside the local people.  You become product successful.  Everything leads you to focus on products, not process.  Joe Ehrman (he says, speaking of himself) is the empowered person in this community.  The marketing people packaged me because I had name recognition, access, could speak.  (Ehrmann was already well-known as a Baltimore Colts football player before his call to the inner-city.)  Our programs get funded, but we can't get money for administration, outreach and other 'soft-side' activities.  Sixty-percent of our money comes from individuals and suburban churches; 40% is corporations, foundations and government.  Institutional money requires a lot of paperwork.  Individual donors take lots of nurturance and education."


In Denver, it was the Metropolitan Organizations for People that took on residential red-lining.  After an action at a local bank, widely covered in the local news media, and a threat to use the Community Reinvestment Act to block bank expansion plans, a coalition of local CDCs joined in the anti-redlining action by quiet negotiations with bankers with whom they had been dealing.   Said Ray Stranske, "It took MOP to put the pressure on the system to get us doing what we should have been doing all along.  We all knew there was bank, savings and loan and insurance company redlining.  Even the bank officers with whom we have relations were a bit thankful for what MOP had done."  It is very difficult to polarize and confront people with whom you have daily working relations.  It is easier to try to persuade, but not to add power to the equation of persuasion.  Commenting with some degree of irony on these situations, Philadelphia's Fr. Joe Kakalec, Director of the Regional Council of Neighborhood Organizations, said, "These community developers tell me, 'What we do depends on good personal relationships with people in business and government.  You can't bite the hand that feeds you for very long'."  Kakalec also told me of a local merchant "who told me he depends on the power of the local community organization.  'If you weren't around to put on the pressure, we couldn't get what we need for local business'," Kakelec quoted him as saying.  And this is a central point on which I will later elaborate:  it is the power of the independent organizations "outside the system" that makes it possible for the innovative community-based organizations to maximize what they can do "inside the system".


The problem of external funding also affects the character of broadly-based community organizations.  Whatever they may claim about themselves, as many of them did with me, I am skeptical when, for example, a director tells me that he "meets with bankers, politicians and other power people to negotiate agreements.  We have developed relationships with these people over the past 20 years.  You need to create 'win-wins' when you use your political power to negotiate with wealth."  Of course there is a truism here:  if there was absolutely nothing to be gained by an agreement, your adversary would never enter into one.  But that isn't usually what is meant.  Rather, the idea of "adversarialism" is being replaced by that of "consensus."  I'm also skeptical when I see community organization budgets largely dependent on grants and, even worse, when it is their lead organizers and directors who are writing and marketing the proposals.  And I admit to being disappointed when, if a grant application or request for a corporate gift is turned down, so-called broadly-based community organizations are unwilling to engage in any kind of action to hold foundations and other donor agencies accountable. So, too, am I skeptical when "memberships" are canvassed by organizers, not by other members.  But these are all examples of succumbing to what is easy; they run counter to basic principles.  To perhaps stretch a point, they should be understood as "organizational sins."  


External funding is characterized by short-term grants or gifts, whether from the public or private sector, organizations or individuals.  The grants and gifts have to be renewed.  To get them renewed, the operating agencies need credit so they can show results.  This imposes yet another problem for local self-determination.  It is the operating agencies that need the credit because it is they who re-apply for grants.  Local people and local organizations tend to get lost in the telling of the story.


In an unwitting way, CCRP's Executive Director Anita Miller confirms the problem.  "The people tell me what they need the money for, and I go out and get it," she told me.  What if she can't?  What if she got hit by a Mac truck tomorrow?  What if she decided it was time to do something else?  What if a previous source disappeared and her considerable talents couldn't find another?  The money isn't gotten by the power of organized people.  What is unilaterally given may be unilaterally taken.  As Eugene Debs once said in a slightly different context, "If I could lead you into the Promised Land, I wouldn't.  Because if I could lead you there, someone else could lead you out."

Evaluation


As the previous discussion of money makes abundantly clear, external funders tend to evaluate on the basis of quantifiable, objective, results:  improved reading scores and attendance rates or declining violence and vandalism in schools; numbers of affordable housing units built or rehabilitated; numbers of job placements (though the amount of fudging on this score by placement agencies and those who fund them is staggering); numbers, numbers, numbers.  And we should be thankful when children are liking and doing better in school; when those who are homeless or living in dilapidated and overcrowded housing are adequately and affordably sheltered; when real jobs at decent pay are found.  These all have to do with "empowering" individuals but little or nothing to do with the power of organized people changing institutions whose policies, practices and structures are, in substantial part, the sources of the problems in the first place.

Community Building


"Community building" is increasingly recognized as an important task for anyone working with alienated people, whether rich, poor or in the middle.  Like other good sounding phrases, this one is so broad that one can almost fill in his or her own meaning.  I earlier defined community as "a group of people, sharing a common bond, who support and challenge each other to act powerfully, both individually and collectively, to affirm, defend and advance their values and self interests."


Contrary to a portion of my original hypothesis, the best of the community-based organizations are creating at least some major dimensions of community by involving people in programs, effectively concentrating resources in a small area and identifying the resources already there, developing hope by involving and challenging people to be all they can be and delivering results in such specific problem areas as housing, health care, education, job training and placement, small business starts and maintenance.  Their projects are small and dependent on external resources (money and professional talent).  They do demonstrate what is possible with people often written off by most of society's institutions and by a vast majority of the public.  These organizations do not participate in struggles on major issues that are engaged in by, for example, BUILD in Baltimore.  To the extent that organizations like BUILD open the political space for these community-building efforts, just to that extent are they in debt to them.  If they fail to acknowledge the debt, they run the risk of being moral free-riders, eschewing conflict, controversy and confrontation but being its beneficiaries.  But even in these cases, I think the "community building" is top-heavy, too dependent on outside money, on structures over which program beneficiaries have little control, on professionals who must, of necessity, know how to put together complicated loan packages, grant proposals and meet other requirements if their programs are to survive or on relocating middle class volunteers who, however sincere and committed they may be, have the option to leave.  I repeat:  these programs may offer wonderful programs, dramatically improve the quality of life of individuals and even change the character of small neighborhoods.  To say they don't do much community building is not to disparage any of these other substantial achievements.


If one is to look for community building in the poorest of inner-city neighborhoods, or in other groups where alienation is deep, I think a better place to look is at those fragile networks of mutual aid, support and reflection that tend to be created by the people who themselves live in these neighborhoods.  In low-income communities, particularly those of color, I would look more at the store-front churches pastored by men, and sometimes women, who work full-time jobs while they build a worshipping community, at the social circles of men and women who hang together at neighborhood restaurants, bars, beauty salons and barber shops, at the circles of young people who skateboard together on the city streets or hang out in coffee shops, at street corners where un- and semi-employed men just hang out, talk and drink beer.  These are what might be called natural communities, invented by the people who make them up.  Their purposes are often narrow and parochial.  They have no transformative vision.  But they are the places to which most people can turn when they are in trouble.  Obviously most controversial of them is the teen-age/young-adult gang. The gangs offer a place to belong, status, codes of behavior, a hierarchy of authority and leadership that demands discipline, a sense of meaning and purpose.  Neither you, the reader, nor I support these codes of behavior nor the purposes behind them.  But they are testimony to our basically social nature and to our need to belong to something having a purpose larger than ourselves.  A few inner-city workers have demonstrated that these gangs can be channeled into constructive purposes.  Others have taken the energy of the gang and turned it into new forms of meaning.  Victory Outreach, one of the most rapidly growing Pentecostal denominations in the country, is largely made up of former drug users, released former convicts and gang members who left when they found an alternative that made sense to them.  I think this is terribly important, and wish that broadly-based community organizations would give more attention to the constructive potential within the gangs.  


Here is a metaphor for the problem of new programs versus building on natural networks.  In Washington DC's Adams-Morgan neighborhood is a coffee shop called The Potter's House.  It is place of community-building where members of the famous Church of The Savior meet, spend time with, get to know, and form deep relationships with some of the neighborhood's residents who have come to see this as their hang-out as well.  It is, following the Old Testament story, a place where God can mold people.  It was started by a few members of Church of the Savior for whom the coffee shop, and the idea of it as a tool for community building, was a calling.  As I enjoyed a visit there with the Church's Pastor, Gordon Cosby, I could not help but imagining another coffee shop story.  What if the people who had so carefully, purposefully and lovingly developed this little haven in an area rife with despair had, instead, started hanging out in the many other coffee shops and hang-outs of the neighborhood, gotten to know the regulars there, become part of the landscape so to speak, over a year-or-so developed relationships of mutual confidence, helped people in a variety of ways -- but always insisting that there be groups of them doing the help together -- like a group going to the office of a lawyer who had cheated an undocumented immigrant out of a substantial amount of money to fill out papers that took little time to complete, or a group dealing with a landlord who wouldn't make repairs when he should.  Would these people who decided to make that neighborhood their community build something broader, more far-reaching and more effective?   


The personal development that takes place in these community-based organizations is largely covered in my earlier discussion of empowerment.  Unlike the civic competence that is a function of participation in groups which engage in the public arena, the competence learned here is more of a personal nature, one that teaches people to wend their way, for example, through the intricacies of job training, interviewing and placement.  While self-confidence and competence may be learned in the setting of groups, it is used for individual and family advancement.  In addition, it may be used for the sustenance of the group in which it was learned.  Some of these groups become ongoing support and friendship groups. For those who so benefit, these are wonderful opportunities.  They should be expanded so that all who are in need of them might have the opportunity to be part of them.


In some of the groups, it is clear that there is a significant sense of belonging, education takes place, talents are celebrated and mutual aid occurs.  There may be discipline and discipleship.  There may be mutual aid:  buying clubs, baby-sitting co-ops, perhaps a worker-owned enterprise or a small business start-up, a credit union or others.  But these "community-building" activities take place in a context that is far different, one that sees the fundamental problems as those of culture and personality.  There is a culture of poverty to be broken, and the individuals who have been damaged by it have to be retrieved from it.  There is little or nothing said about unjust structures and power and, therefore, there is little said about what is to be done about these.  In some cases, this tends to become an ideological position:  people are poor because of their culture, their personal inadequacies and the government dependency that maintains and perpetuates both.  And this is, in fact, exactly the ideology of some community-based nonprofit organizations.


There are, as well, churches in the inner-city that are based on these same ideological convictions.  Some of the most impressive congregations in African-American communities are built by pastors who have this point of view and whose life commitment is to lifting up the poorest people of their communities by means of elaborate self-help and mutual aid programs developed in and by their churches.  However wonderful may be their results, I simply do not believe that they are substitutes for addressing systemic injustice, nor are they substitutes for meaningful citizenship in which people both feel and are in fact able to influence and shape the public decisions which govern their neighborhoods, cities, regions, states and nation.  In the absence of this kind of citizenship, all our solutions to social problems require voluntary action:  of individuals and of communities.  The idea of a common welfare, a common good and of government as the common forum in which we debate about the common welfare and the common good somehow disappears.  I am not ready for that disappearance.
VII.  ASSUMPTIONS


Often, there are theoretical assumptions that lie beneath dialog on the differences between broadly-based community organizations and other community-based nonprofit groups.  These differing theories lead to different understandings about what is required to bring about change.  

     One of these assumptions is that "the system" is simply inadequately informed about the nature of a problem or set of problems.  For the sake of this discussion, I will define "the system" as institutions (Congress, banks, corporations, the Federal Reserve, General Motors, a local school district, etc., etc.), the values underlying them, the interests they seek to realize and the decision-makers within them.  If this is the case, the strategy for change that follows is one of informing or educating the system.  It is on the basis of this assumption that many programs are initiated:  their purpose is to "educate" decisions makers.  

     Another view or understanding is that the system is incompetent.  In this case, the approaches for change may be re-training the system, reorganizing it or establishing an alternative.  These are common approaches to the failures of major American institutions -- whether public, large nonprofit or private.  Personnel in failing systems are often retrained -- and the results may be good; but sometimes they aren't.  Reorganization is a common approach, which again may work but sometimes doesn't.  Huge amounts of resources are often spent on retraining and reorganization with few results.  To overcome some of the difficulties of large bureaucracies, there has been a trend toward the use of community-based nonprofit organizations as the line deliverers of services or administrative de-centralization that may be called "community control."  Of course there is also a politics that may be involved here:  breaking public employee unions and cutting public spending being two of the more obvious agendas that could be at work.  But there may also be merit to the case.  Many community-based nonprofit organizations have proven themselves far more sensitive to community needs and have won the support of a wide range of people.  


The marketplace provides a parallel illustration.  When companies have failed to adapt to new technologies, be responsive to market demands or accumulate inefficiencies, they are challenged and often replaced by new competitors on the scene.  The parallel has proven so attractive that some nonprofit advocates want to be judged by marketplace criteria and want to be able to compete in the market.  They argue that the marketplace alone is sufficient to address the problems of race, gender and poverty -- if only it would be given a chance.  The inadequacies of this view have been sufficiently discussed in other forums; I will not deal with them here.  For this group, however, "the system," means the government.  They don't mean the private sector because if they did they would have to explain rip-off merchants in the inner-city, slum landlords, redlining by banks, savings and loan companies and insurers and other exploitive features of the marketplace as it is experienced by low- to moderate-income people, particularly people of color.


In the beginning of their efforts, broadly-based community organizations act as if either of these assumptions or understandings -- the system doesn't know or the system is incompetent -- could be accurate.  They do research; they consider alternatives; they make proposals for change to people in position of authority and seek responses which, if different and if made in good faith, become the subject for negotiations.  But these organizations are based on the possibility that something else might be at work:  that in any particular instance, the system may have different interests.  Generally, these different interests may be grouped under the headings of money (profits or budgets), status and prestige (position and influence) and power (the prerogative to act without paying attention to the people who are now getting organized).


When community organizations speak truth, at least as they see it, to power they also want to speak with power.  And it is this that qualitatively distinguishes them from all other community-based nonprofit organizations.  IAF Cabinet member, and former organizer for BUILD, Arnie Graf speaks to this when he says, speaking of the twin crises of race and poverty in American cities, "Until we (meaning community organizations in the IAF network) are able to force the problem of rising racial tensions and income disparity onto the public agenda, we will not be able to get at what is driving much of the deterioration that increasingly surrounds us... How," he asks, "do we get an agenda on the political docket that reflects our vision and concerns?  How do we get the attention of the political and economic decision-makers around our agenda of meaningful work and viable neighborhoods?  I think the way to do it is to remember... political universals we talk about periodically... (I)n politics you must have the power to reward and the power to punish... (W)e know that no meaningful change takes place without pressure or the threat of pressure..."  Commenting on BUILD's respectability prior to its entry into vigorous workplace organizing, he added, "I think that at this point people in power have some respect for us but they do not fear us.  They don't fear our pressure and they don't believe that we can reward and punish them... If [BUILD] is to realize [its] agenda of neighborhoods and wages, there are two body politics that must be influenced.  One is the political people represented by the Mayor, city council, state representatives, etc.  The leverage on them is the vote.  In the end, that is what they respond to.  The second is the corporate sector.  Our potential leverage on them is two-fold:  (a) influence political people that they deal with regularly; (b) disrupt their image and/or their markets."

VIII.  LESSONS:  STRATEGIC ILLUSIONS


Speaking truth to power with power is not something that elected officials, public or private administrators or private business executives and managers necessarily like.  It usually threatens to rock the boat.  The boat was rocked in the Democratic Party by the civil rights movement and black power that followed it, particularly by the Mississippi Freedom Democrat's 1964 Convention challenge.  The boat was rocked for KODAK when the FIGHT organization challenged its hiring practices in the same period.  It is now rocked routinely by the growing community organizing movement in the United States.  It is rocked for corporations whenever their workers organize and present demands they don't want to meet, for savings and loans when their redlining practices are challenged with deposit withdrawals or challenges before government regulatory agencies.  As the earlier organizing stories indicate, there is almost no place that organizing of this type has been initiated where there wasn't challenge, controversy, conflict and confrontation.  Where the organizing was as powerful as it hoped to be, meetings with decision-makers would follow.  Compromise would take place.  Agreements would be reached.  Sometimes partnerships would be formed.  A new consensus might arise.  But if the community (or labor) organization sought to further challenge injustice, the same cycle would repeat itself.  


People in positions of power understand these realities; they deal with them all the time.  Part of the reason for their being where they are is that they know how to manage such conflicts, to contain them within a framework that is acceptable to the institution for which they work and, in cases of major struggles, for the larger political, economic or social system of which their institution is a part.  The once arcane word "co-optation" is now widely used to describe this process.  But it has crept into public discourse with only one of its meanings intact.  I quote from Webster's:  "(1) to add (a person or persons) to a group by vote of those already members; (2) to appoint as an associate; (3) to persuade or lure (an opponent) to join one's own system, party, etc."  In the first two of these circumstances, the coopted person, persons, and I will add group, may be added either because she, he or it must be added (the addition has been won after controversy, conflict and confrontation and represents a compromise) or because she, he or it so clearly has something to add that "those already members" want added.  I would also like to add to the first meaning that it could be "to enter into an ongoing relationship with another individual or group, as in collective bargaining."  In the first two senses, the only time organizations of the powerless are not coopted is when they are about the business of making a violent revolution.  Then, as with George Washington and the British, it is only the terms of surrender that are negotiated.


BUILD is seeking to coopt the poor who are not typically members of its churches.  (Their churches tend to be working and middle class.)  After several years of agitation and discussion, when BUILD finally got its church members to go "beyond the walls" of their buildings, their work led to the passage of a "family wage" ordinance in the city that increases the wages of contract-out workers from the minimum $4.25 an hour to $7.70.  It is also resulting in the organization of low-wage workers into the beginnings of an independent union.  Many of these workers were unaffiliated with any organization, except perhaps a store-front Pentecostal church whose theology precluded action in civic life.  They are being integrated into an organization that now has the power to begin to address issues that will confront more recalcitrant power than obtaining a stop sign at a dangerous intersection.  BUILD, in this sense, coopts people into an organization that can broaden the arena of struggle as it gains new members.  Further, this co-optation does not mean the poorer members of BUILD will be without their own organizational form and identity--that is, without their own base of power.  


BUILD's Jonathan Lange explains:  "The economic context for low-wage workers is a difficult one which can be summed up by:

•
Permanent to temporary work.  In Baltimore, a city of 700,000, 100,000 people work for the top 20 temp companies during the year.

•
Full-time to part time.  There are many workplaces with few or no full-time workers.  "On-time" workers are hired on an as-needed basis.'

•
    Downsizing. Technological change, off-shore work and contract out.

•
From long-term employment with a single employer to multi-workplace lifetime of work (if you're lucky  enough to remain employed).  

•
From manufacturing to service.  "Service" is hard to pin down -- it includes so much, but it is clear that manufacturing in Baltimore has declined, largely because of automation and free trade with low-wage countries.

•
Public sector contracting out to private sources.  In Baltimore, a city custodian earned $13.00/hour plus benefits.  The same job, contracted out, paid $4.25/hour with no benefits.  Contract out is for public employee unions what offshore work is to manufacturing unions.  The old patronage was jobs for precinct workers. As media/direct mail have replaced precinct workers, the need now for politicians is for money not people.  Contractors contribute money to politicians.  

•
From union to nonunion work.  Even in the service sector where union percentage is increasing, it is increasing at a lower rate than the increase of the total service sector.  

•
From worker power to powerlessness.  The decline in worker power is a function of capital mobility, the political climate and the internal weaknesses of the labor movement.

•
From labor intensive economy to a capital intensive economy.  The decline in the importance of labor  contributes to its weakened economic clout.


"Many of the churches in BUILD were working- to middle-class commuter churches, concerned about the inner-city but without low-income members.  Members came to church on the week-ends, residents in the church neighborhood used the church services (food pantry, clothes closet, tutorial centers, job training programs, etc.) during the week.  The churches were interested in a different kind of relationship -- one more than providing services.  They had been talking about this for a number of years, and had a slogan to reach 'beyond the walls'. 


"The purpose of the workplace organizing effort was to: 


"(1) connect with disconnected people, particularly low-income people, in the Baltimore area; these people were either not part of any kind of organization or were going to churches that didn't engage in civic life, thus they weren't part of a 'mediating institution'.  ("Mediating institutions," drawing from de Tocqueville and contemporary scholars such as Peter Berger and Robert Putnam, and now a very popular concept, are a key part of IAF's thinking).  "The BUILD idea was to create a separate unit of organization that could become a part of BUILD and be a local of an international union; 


"(2) figure out how to target capital; BUILD had been targeting the public sector to respond to people's needs, but that wasn't enough; decided to look at (a) private sector that is tied to public sector by subsidies, contracts, etc. and (b) open-market private sector that gets its capital from investors and private banks and whose customers aren't government."  (My sense is that lengthy internal discussions preceded doing any actual organizing, accompanied by a careful economic analysis of what might work.)  


"The moral argument with clergy was that capital is tied to nothing, has no loyalties, seeks to maximize its earnings (profit).  The church is a gathering of families with roots, local loyalties and a concern about place.  There is a values conflict here, accompanied by a huge imbalance of power -- with the power now on the side of capital.  The role of organizing in this setting was to create a people power balance to capital.


"BUILD took the position that any form of public subsidy must be accompanied by a 'social compact.' BUILD tried to get the City to adopt legislation requiring a "family wage" of $7.70/hour plus benefits from any employer who benefited from a public subsidy of any kind.  We didn't have the clout to get it through.  (Which implies that with more clout they will push to get it through -- as they should -- which will again lead to the cycle of controversy, conflict and confrontation.)  BUILD was able to get it through as requirement for any employer who had a public contract.  The wage is going from $4.25 to $7.70 over a two-year period.  Thus any private contractor providing any service for the city is covered.  If you sell a service to the city, you must pay the living wage + benefits.  (Roughly 4,000 people are getting a 43% wage increase per year over two years as a result of this victory:  $4.25 to $6.10 to $7.70.)


"BUILD went to the table with the American Federation of State, County & Municipal Employees (AFSCME) with local clout in Baltimore, access to the targeted workers (because they used services of the BUILD member churches), and money already raised from outside the labor movement to do the organizing.  BUILD provides the 'credential' .  Its name is known in the black community; it has clout and recognition from the City; it provided a 'protective cover' for the organizing.  AFSCME's major interest is to follow 'its work.'  The $7.70 + benefits requirement of contractors has basically eliminated wages as a competitive advantage for the private sector.  Mayor Schmoke has actually taken 200 jobs back into the City; the private sector workers who held these jobs had first right of refusal.


"The organizing goal is to build a 1,000 member AFSCME local.  Members are paying $10.00/month dues; there are now 300 of them in the 'privatized work' local.  Half the dues go into a union run, and completely-portable, benefits program.  The other half will pay for a single organizer.  Dues were being collected individually, but it was a huge headache; they now have check-off for a large number of these workers.  The first step in the organizing drive was the creation of the 'Solidarity Sponsor Committee', made up of BUILD leaders and workers.  The sponsor committee was the decision-making body for the organizing drive until there were enough members to gain recognition from AFSCME as a union local.  The constant organizing theme is: dues are for power, not services.  Power = organized people and organized money.  The money pays for organizers.  


"BUILD got the city aligned with the campaign.  There was a race between the President of the City Council and the incumbent mayor for mayor (won by the latter).  Both candidates tried to out-do one another in supporting the BUILD-AFSCME campaign.  The city takes the place of  NLRA (the National Labor Relations Act created the National Labor Relations Board which administers workplace elections) saying to private employers, 'you can't get a contract with the city if you violate NLRA "fair labor" standards.'  But we couldn't get the city to mandate anything; the city would only agree to demanding employer neutrality.   


"BUILD clergy visited workers to hear their stories.  This is really how it all started, with these individual meetings.  BUILD leaders heard from workers who were working three different four-hour-a-day jobs, with no benefits at any of them.  Counting commute time, it meant workers were away from the family fifteen, sixteen and even eighteen hours a day.  It turned out that the access to workers through the church-related services (food, clothing, tutoring, etc.) wasn't what was critical.  Ministers and key lay leaders went to bus stops and talked with people while they waited for public transit; made appointments to visit with them in their homes; actually introduced workers to one another (one worker would come to the bus stop not knowing another worker from the same place who was also there waiting for the bus).  BUILD served hot tea on winter nights at the bus stops; this was one of the most effective tactics in getting relationships with the workers.  This kind of involvement went on for six months prior to any actual union organizing taking place.  It made the economic crisis real to the BUILD leaders, because it put faces and stories on the statistics.  I did the home visits to workers, often accompanied by a BUILD leader.  BUILD leaders promised one-day a month for such home visits. 


"After the organizing was underway, 60 BUILD clergy and lay leaders prayed in the lobby of a hotel to add clout to the organizing drive -- forcing one employer from his anti-union stance to one of neutrality.  


"IAF training is incorporated into the leadership development within the union.  IAF has an emphasis on people learning and growing as a result of organizational participation; this is built into the union organizing.  IAF has a strong bias against doing anything for people.  The union isn't servicing a contract.  The contract is one-page.  If a worker calls with a problem, the question asked is if other workers are having the same problem, or if other workers will support the worker with the problem.  Then the worker is told, 'organize your co-workers to deal with the supervisor.'  There are on-going workshops to which rank-and-file workers can come to learn how to organize around a workplace problem, but full-time staff does not get involved in individual grievances.   


"BUILD was becoming perceived as  'tight' with City Hall and the corporate sector, unwilling to fight.  This put its relationships with politicians and the business community at risk, and made BUILD look at what its mission is.  BUILD is now in relationship with a low-income sector of the community from which it had been cut off because of the membership if its member churches.  BUILD has also gotten national recognition for this campaign.


"The organizing is beginning with sectors of the economy most tied to government, because of the leverage we have with government.  So, first targeted companies are those that have government contracts.  Next will be companies with government subsidies of various kinds.  Then we will move 'outward' to sectors that are private but can't move because of specific features of their industry." 


A question can be raised about this kind of co-optation, which I am describing as positive.  Will the workers really control the new union or will it be an appendage of BUILD?  At least three things point in the direction of the former, but the question is worth monitoring:  (a) the workers were themselves engaged in the struggle to build the union, (b) they were providing the leadership to develop the local and (c) they were taking action in their own behalf over workplace issues.  The organizers were keeping with their fundamental premise:  power must be won by struggle; it cannot be given.


When I was in New Orleans, ACT leaders and staff were abuzz with worries about co-optation.  Having won major recognition from the newly elected mayor (they were invited to a day-long planning session for the future of the city with him and his key staff), they now wondered whether they would lose the toughness that got them to that retreat session in the first place and whether they would fail to address more recalcitrant issues that might reach deeper into the prerogatives of the city's power structure.  PICO staff had raised the question with the local leaders.  It was a good one, one that should always be raised.  


The danger of this kind of co-optation is also discussed by Myles Horton and Paulo Freire in We Make The Road by Walking.  Horton says, "We concluded that reform within the (schooling) system reinforced the system, or was coopted by the system."  (Note:  he uses the negative sense of the term.)  "Reformers didn't change the system, they made it more palatable and justified it..."  Freire modifies and amends.  "We have more space outside the system, but we also can create the space inside  of the subsystem...Trying to coopt is a kind of struggle on behalf of those who have power to do so.  It's a tactic; it's a moment of the struggle... (I)n order for you not to be co-opted, at least for you to be out of the possibility of some power wanting to co-opt you, it's necessary that you do nothing."  Purity is for the yogi or monk.  


Where major injustices characterize a system, as they now characterize and are a blight upon the democracy of the United States, the question about co-optation should be, "Will our entering into this particular relationship at this particular time with those who are, and may again be, our adversaries weaken or strengthen our capacity (by which I mean our powerful organization) to pursue our longer term goal of greater justice?"

First Illusion:  Citizen Participation and Community Control.


Early last year, a program aired by PBS sought to tell the story of the 1960's "war on poverty."  The antagonist in the series was those who believe that the best thing government can do for the poor is leave them alone or push them into the marketplace to act as responsible individuals instead of dependent recipients of government largesse.  By its stories and facts, "The War On Poverty" (the series title), demonstrated that government did help, and that, indeed, the problem often was that it didn't do enough.  But another antagonist was omitted:  those radical critics of the War On Poverty who objected to its use of government-sponsored citizen participation as a substitute for real efforts to create employment opportunities, develop affordable housing and provide quality education, child care and health care, and as a competitor to the community organizing and social movements of the early- to mid-'60s.  


I was intimateIy involved in the activity and debate of the period:  organizing public housing tenants on New York's Lower Eastside when Richard Cloward was conceiving Mobilization for Youth and Michael Harrington was writing The Other America;  on the staff of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee when the battle over the Child Development Group in Mississippi raged;  intimately involved in four major urban renewal battles in neighborhoods of my home town, San Francisco; and directing three organizing projects during the period:  in Kansas City, MO for Saul Alinsky, in San Francisco's Mission District (that stopped urban renewal and won control of the Model Cities program in its neighborhood); and yet another that won control of a substantial amount of the Law Enforcement Assistance Act's funding for neighborhood involvement in crime control.   


"War" selected Mississippi, Newark (NJ), Appalachia, rural California and the National Welfare Rights Organization to tell the story of various programs that comprised the anti-poverty efforts of the time:  Headstart, VISTA, Community Action, Legal Assistance and others.  In the film series, poor people and Presidents speak, including eloquent statements by Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, proclaiming that America must end poverty.  A labor organizer remembers the program as "determined, dramatic and sweeping."  It was about economic opportunity, says one Johnson Administration official, "and that says it all."  The voice-over says the Community Action Agencies (citizen participation mechanisms) "...would give the poor the power to run their own anti-poverty programs."   


Mississippi was one of the scenarios of struggle around the War On Poverty.  Headstart official Polly Greenberg told educator/psychologist Tom Levin that with her money he could start fifteen or twenty-five early childhood education centers instead of the five he envisaged coming out of the Mississippi Summer Project's Freedom Schools.  Levin accepted her offer and became Director of the Child Development Group of Mississippi (CDGM).  He had doubts, saying some civil rights movement people worried about being compromised by accepting Federal funding. Greenberg assurances satisfied him.  Marian Wright (Edelman) tells the viewers that "you have to have small steps of hope," and was for accepting the funds.  But CDGM created a reaction in the bastion of segregation.  War on Poverty Director Sargeant Shriver, responding to congressional pressure particularly from Mississippi Senator John Stennis, demanded that CDGM move its headquarters from Mt. Beulah--a civil rights center in Mississippi.  Marion Wright, then a CDGM leader and now head of the Children's Defense Fund, accepted Shriver's demand while Tom Levin lead the staff fight against it.  Though cut back, CDGM survived...but was later undone when moderate blacks and whites in Mississippi formed a rival and obtained Federal recognition.

  
And here's my central point:  The civil rights movement people and those who wanted to accept the Federal money were both right and both wrong.  The CDGM did help thousands of children, and provided good jobs for hundreds of lower income Blacks who became its teachers, paraprofessionals and other employees.  But it was not a substitute for the civil rights movement -- and when activists tried to make it that they invited the disaster that was to follow.  This confusion of program and power was pervasive at the time.  It is a confusion that is pervasive today, present in the widespread use of "empowerment" as if it is the same as "power."


Nothing better illustrates this confusion than the following, written in 1964 by Kenneth Clark, in the study that initiated Harlem Youth Opportunities Unlimited (HARYOU)-Act:  "Attempts will be made to involve the youth of Harlem in real and meaningful programs of social action which can be successful only if a substantial proportion of the individuals are equipped to plan and follow them through... If it is possible to establish a core program of social action, it would be reasonable to expect that the energies required, and which must be mobilized for constructive and desirable social change, would not then be available for antisocial and self-destructive patterns of behavior.  In this regard it should be pointed out that in those communities such as Montgomery, Alabama, where Negroes mobilized themselves for sustained protest and action against prevailing racial injustice, the incidence of antisocial behavior and delinquency decreased almost to a vanishing point during the period of protest."  In other words, the Federal Government is being asked to replicate the internally-generated black community movement that developed in Montgomery in 1955.  That it didn't happen should be no surprise.  


What is surprising is that Ronald Shiffman and Susan Motley, writing in 1990, still think that CDCs can somehow both effectively administer programs which necessarily depend on external resources for their development, and be the effective voices of their communities.  They quote Pablo Eisenberg to this effect who, according to a study they cite, "says he's concerned that too many CDCs shy away from confrontation on such major issues as how massive public subsidies are used, how credit is allocated, and who makes crucial zoning and infrastructure decisions.  Cumulatively, he says, these issues may have far more impact on a community than individual economic development projects."  Eisenberg, with whom I've discussed these matters off and on over the years, is also a supporter of independent community organizing.  But hope somehow springs eternal in the human breast and many believe that with the right coaxing the dachshund will beat the greyhound and win the hundred-yard dash.


From Mississippi, the film on the War On Poverty went to Newark.  A resident says, "I believed that program was going to solve our problems."  The narrator says, "By 1965, Johnson's War On Poverty seemed to be winning."  But she is talking about two things at the same time, neither of which was directly related to the War On Poverty program, namely:  economic expansion that was providing new employment opportunities, and Medicare, Medicaid and other health and education programs, most not even run by the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) -- the official War On Poverty agency.  Medicare and Medicaid, both of which did substantial things to provide health care for low-income people, had nothing to do with "empowerment" unless by it you mean being more healthy.  Soon thereafter, the narration resumes, "Under Community Action the poor would design and run local anti-poverty programs."   Much smaller amounts of money were available for the local Community Action Programs (CAP) agencies -- the ones that embodied "maximum feasible citizen participation."  Residents in the film say that there was "real hope in our community," and the "Federal Government was saying you can have as much responsibility as you want."  The politics of the CAP agencies is revealed by a Johnson Administration official, who describes the strategy of the time:  "This is how we'll get these people engaged in politics...(to) put heat on local officials who aren't doing anything..." (and later)..."We were bypassing the mayors and they (the mayors) didn't like that."  


Question:  should "poor people" have relied for their power on a strategy designed in Washington, without their participation, to bypass elected local officials who were overwhelmingly from the political party that adopted this strategy in the first place?  If we are to learn from the past, this question should be asked, but isn't.  Had it been asked in the 1960s, much could have been learned from the experience of Franklin Roosevelt's 1930's Farm Security Administration -- which was friendly to farm workers, small farmers, and rural blacks in the South and was killed by the onslaught of agri-business, the Dixiecrats and the Republicans.


As the political realities surrounding the War on Poverty came to the fore, "black power," "community control," and "economic development" strategies began to emerge.  Adam Clayton Powell, condemning the realities, says in the film, "They don't want poor people to have the right to fight city hall."  Not exactly.  What "they" (typically white "ethnic" mayors and local politicians) didn't want was for the Feds to bypass them with patronage money that blacks, Puerto Ricans, Mexican-Americans, Appalachian poor whites and others might use to challenge the local patronage machines.  Rights and the power to effectively exercise them are, however, two different things.  Powell shared in the illusion of government sponsored citizen participation, in part because it meant patronage for his Harlem allies.  What the War on Poverty sought to do was create for inner-city minorities a functional equivalent of what urban machines had done for white ethnics in earlier generations.  But the earlier experience was in a context of an expanding economy with many jobs for the unskilled and formally uneducated.  Even at that, real economic gains in many cases only came as a result of union organizing and progressive legislation.  Patronage and the urban machines were as much about containing change as they were about facilitating it.  


The Newark story ends with the election of Ken Gibson, among the first of what became a generation of black mayors.  The political machine that elected him was the one funded by the War On Poverty:  the United Community Corporation (UCC).  This "victory," like its counterparts across the country, allowed black mayors to preside over the continuous withdrawal of blue-collar jobs, investment capital and the middle class from major cities.  Further, it contributed to the polarization of white ethnics and people of color since they were fighting over an ever-shrinking pie.  Neither these consequences nor any alternatives to them are examined.  The tragedy of this "black power" victory was that it wasn't power at all.  The tragedy is then shown in the film in farce:  a Newark resident describes an occupying white National Guardsman (the Guard was called in to quell the "riot" or "rebellion" -- depending on your view of it) shaking in fear as some small black children stood around him.  "I knew then that we had the power," she says.  Are we to conclude that some poor, white week-end national Guardsman is "the enemy?"  


From cities to rural America, the series continued its theme.  Sargeant Shriver, and the Appalachian Volunteers are heroes in the struggle against strip mining, "Their (VISTA's) partnership with local people led to laws regulating strip mining."  California Rural Legal Assistance (CRLA) is presented as a strategic arm of the farm workers union -- without a word about the often bitter conflict between Cesar Chavez' Union and the lawyers.   Nor is there any mention of the fact that Chavez turned down a government grant to run a health care center for farm workers because he understood the dangers it represented to the growing union.  When he later sought to get the grant because the union was deep enough in its leadership not be smothered by it, he was denied funding.  An annoying comment suggests that the film's producers think the lawyers were more important than the union!  "The grape boycott," the narrator tells us, "cost growers thousands of dollars."  Actually, it cost them millions -- which is why it ultimately beat them.  A CRLA lawyer says they were "seeking to empower the poor....(that they) empowered hundreds of thousands of people." He concludes with the political lesson the series wants us to get:  "What we should learn from the '60s is that we should do it again..."  Not hardly.  What we should learn from the '60s is that no one is "empowered;" rather, power must be independently asserted through autonomous "people's organizations," owned lock, stock and barrel by the people who comprise their membership because: they pay for them, determine their issues, and define the strategies and tactics by which those issues will be pursued.


 Richard Boone, then Director of the Citizens Crusade Against Poverty (a community-labor-liberal religious-civil rights movement advocacy group), says, "people had been led to believe they would be given resources...they were going to be given power...and power is not given (emphasis added)."  Boone, the consummate insider who also served as a Bobby Kennedy aide, recognized that his own effectiveness on the inside of The Establishment was directly related to the power of the independent-of-government-funding, autonomous movements and organizations that developed outside the framework of government programs.  Resources can be given.  Power cannot.  It is asserted, claimed, contested, demanded but not given.  What is unilaterally given can be unilaterally taken.  The labor organizer who was so impressed with the War On Poverty unwittingly tells us more about the problem of a labor movement that became dependent on its allies in the Democratic Party rather than relying on its capacity to mobilize its membership for political and economic action within and outside traditional politics.  When "War's" narrator tells us that the program would let poor people plan their own destiny, she ignores her earlier observation that the program couldn't be about jobs because that would be too expensive --requiring a politically unacceptable tax hike.  This exception wasn't decided by the poor or their representatives; it was not negotiated with them -- it was decided for them by the politicians.  



In discussing CDGM's relationship with Shriver, Marion Wright says that CDGM was scrapped by the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) because it wasn't "controllable...[but was] responsive to the needs of the poor."   What poor people needed then and now is a voice they control -- one that is theirs, not simply "responsive to them."  The government could not, cannot and should not be expected to provide that voice because the government more or less reflects the distribution of power in the larger society.  Bankers, corporations, agri-business and others have independent voices of power.  Somehow, the most powerless are assumed not to need them.  That voice is what autonomous, independent organizations, not administered or controlled citizen participation "components", do.  The former operate within the framework of the First Amendment.  The latter operate in the framework of "guidelines" -- whether set by government, foundations, corporations, suburban churches or wealthy individuals. 


Another way to view "War" is as a narrative of the problems that arise from participation in a program someone else designs for you -- though that is hardly the intent of the program's producers.  As was painfully learned, what is given, rather than won, can be taken away. (What is won can be taken away as well if the relations of power change.)  Most destructive about paid citizen participation was that it undermined the real thing -- just as company unions and management-run employee participation schemes undermine real unions.  Whether that was its intent or not is beside the point.  Noted community organizer Fred Ross, Sr. described the problem of organizing in the War On Poverty climate:  "People would ask me how much they were going to be paid to go to a board meeting," he lamented to me.  


"War" confused "resources" -- job training and jobs for the unemployed, Headstart for children, affordable housing for low-income families and elderly, education programs for students, health care for those who otherwise wouldn't have it and economic development projects, as well as the jobs for those who delivered these programs, with the people-power vehicles needed to bring the pressure necessary to get such programs in the first place...and to press for more.  Administered or controlled participation within programs may enhance their effectiveness, sensitivity and efficiency.  It may train public administrators who may later become elected officials.  Headstart and OEO-funded child care center parent boards clearly demonstrated this.  But these are not the kind of independent or autonomous participation that represents real power.  Many activists of the time failed to make or knowingly ignored the distinction.  The result was that they were absorbed, coopted in the negative sense.  Some quit when they realized what was going on or, as people working "inside the system," sought to support and strengthen those on the outside -- as they did in the Mission District supporting Mission Coalition Organization.  But there were too few on the outside to make a significant difference.  Fortunately, today's new generation of local independent organizations and the regional and national organizing networks of which they are a part, are far stronger than anything existing in the 1960s.


Today, it is not government but a number of foundations, churches, wealthy individuals, corporations and others who are the new sponsors of "empowerment." But the result for poor people, and other people without effective power is the same.  They can "participate" in the work (that's what it means to say that organizations should involve them, empower them, be "responsive" to them), but they and their leaders cannot be expected to design and run their own organizations, hire their own organizers to assist them in doing it, propose what they want to decision makers in business, government and, for that matter, the nonprofit sector, and engage in struggle if there isn’t an adequate response.  


We should learn from the 1960s that the work of building a strong and independent movement for social and economic justice is the best shot we have at slowing and ultimately reversing the present trends which reward the rich and punish everyone else.  Some have learned the lesson.  Gary Braithwaite, one of Brooklyn Ecumenical Cooperatives' leaders is one of them.  A 52-year old Black veteran of many struggles for justice, he says, "There are aspects of power we never gain control over so our dreams aren't realized.  For example, I was active in the Ocean-Hill Brownsville community control of public schools effort of the early 1970's.  We got in a major struggle with the Teachers Union.  In retrospect,  I can see we didn't realize that 'the powers that be' allowed the union and the community to clash in order to dissipate the power of both.  I'm seeing the same thing now with the banks.  They want community groups which could have the same interest fighting one another."  Braithwaite sees BEC as an opportunity to translate his Catholic faith into effective action.  His job is in the investment banking business.  He uses his business acumen as a leader helping BEC understand how finances and economics work.  


Second Illusion: Alternative Models -- by example we'll change the system


When citizen participation and community control failed, disappointed, angry, frustrated, bitter and otherwise alienated leaders turned to community-based alternative institutions.  Their conservative expression was "self-help" and the current infatuation with community-based private entrepreneurship is an example of it.  Another was the moderate, liberal and radical interest in community-based non-profit organizations.  The program content varied, but the idea of creating alternative models was the same.  And yet another was expressed in various forms of separatism or nationalism, the Nation of Islam is the best known.  Having failed to find ways to negotiate with power, to substantially alter its priorities and purposes, the new approach was to set up one's own system.


It is this approach, more than the one of participation in, or control of, dominant institutions, that best sums up current approaches.  No one better expressed the problem of this approach than one of its practitioners.  "The problems of our neighborhood," Sandtown's Rev. Mark Gornick told me, "are structurally based:  suburbanization, exploitation, oppression..." Of his own activities, impressive as I found them, and modest as he is about them, he said, "Habitat for Humanity, self-help housing and similar programs are no substitute for a long-term housing policy and the appropriations to implement it.  There is now no code enforcement to force occupancy of vacant housing units, or having vacant buildings torn down.  There are between 8,000 to 27,000 vacant houses in Baltimore."  Even if voluntary action could tear down or fix up every one of them, shouldn't we expect that government, the expression of our common life together in a country, should be involved?  Shouldn't we expect that slum landlords not be able to get away with milking buildings and then abandoning them?  Should we expect that redlining be punished by the power of law?


Gornick faces a double-bind.  He has chosen to locate himself and his life in one of the poorest of Baltimore's neighborhoods -- so poor that the best housing that can be won by the efforts of BUILD is too expensive for the people with whom he works.  That means he has to rely on a mix of self-help, mutual aid,  generosity and the skillful inclusion of large agencies (private, nonprofit and public) in the effort to uplift his neighborhood.  But will he become entrapped in the web that he creates?  Would his church, for example, be able to be part of BUILD -- which struggles with those structurally based sources of his neighborhood's problems -- and also keep its relationships with various benefactors who are at his table not because of his neighborhood's power to get them there but for other reasons (however good they may be)?  However good they may be, they are not the same as justice.  Arturo S. Rodriguez, President of the United Farm Workers eloquently states the case: "For proud people, accepting charity is difficult.  But there are worse things.  Accepting injustice is far more damaging to the spirit." Are the low-income residents of Gornick's neighborhood going to be encouraged by him to join the new hiring hall and union that BUILD is working on with AFSCME?  Whatever his personal view, will he be coopted by processes and relationships he initiates because they are, or so it appears, the only means available to address the problems he faces day in, day out, as he works in Sandtown?


The other part of Gornick's bind is the sometimes limited vision of community organizing.  Too often the very community organizations of which I have been positively writing have succumbed to the idea that they are now "partners at the table" and the need for struggle is past.  Struggle becomes more intense when lower-income constituencies are organized because the already marginalized will not get "to the table" without struggle. BUILD faced that challenge when it decided to go "beyond the walls", and stepped out into the arena of controversy again when it began organizing low-wage workers.  


Enterprise, with its talk of "transformational organizing," coopts people into programs that, ultimately, are controlled by the various public and private agencies that run them.  Those who are so coopted may well find the quality of their life improved and the opportunities for their children widened.  They may also find themselves participants in meaningful parent and neighborhood groups.  My purpose here is not to negate this value.  However, it is important to observe that if the reader thinks the basic problems facing American society require fundamental changes in the way power is now organized and distributed in society, that indeed our very democracy is at stake, then these mechanisms of co-optation will have little to say about such change.  They may create examples of what could be; they may benefit a discreet, and relatively small, number of people; they will not change the fact that American society continues in the direction of greater and greater inequities, social problems and tragic waste of human capacities.


There is a special irony in the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI).  In Streets of Hope:  The Fall and Rise of An Urban Neighborhood, Peter Medoff, DSNI's first executive director, and author Holly Sklar, offer a careful analysis of how urban renewal, disinvestment, rising poverty, arson (for insurance) fires, redlining, block-busting and loan-sharking radically transformed the urban landscape of the Greater Boston area.  They identify the private corporate and Federal-to-local political forces that contributed to this transformation.  DSNI is an alternative for how low-income communities might "holistically" develop.  They conclude their book by saying, "(DSNI) is an alternative vision in which no one is disposable.  Together, we must find a way."  Their model is not the way, though it is a wonderful model that might well be studied, borrowed from and, where locally appropriate, copied.  It is not the way because it is not building the power to find the way.  


The irony is completed by the fact that within the borders of the Dudley Street neighborhood, Pastor John Heinemeier, veteran of broadly-based community organizing projects in East Brooklyn and the South Bronx, is carefully building the sponsor committee for a broadly-based Boston organizing project.   


Hope in the capacity of CDCs to be powerful community organizations springs eternal, as evidenced in these comments by Bill Traynor:  "a CDC that doesn't want to be a delivery system for the city has to generate a mandate from the community to which it is accountable.  Its weapons:  technical competence and people-power.  The weapon of the latter is action.  A strong organization uses everything in that spectrum.  The CDC has to be about building power."  There is little evidence that any community-based nonprofit is building power.  Traynor's own methodology suggests why.  "I use community planning as a way to generate vision and leadership." I remain skeptical, and nothing I saw diminished this skepticism. Neighborhood-based organizations that become embroiled in the intricacies of community planning, running programs or operating CDCs tend, over time, to become enmeshed in external funding and the administration of people -- not the development of their leadership and power.  For those like Patrick Costigan and Mark Gornick for which there is a different call, they need carefully to assess their relationship to those who are in the struggle if they don't want to become part of the problem rather than part of the solution.

A Constant Struggle Over Prerogatives:  Institutional Change and Programs


"Negotiations," Lou Goldblatt, an important figure in the organization of West Coast warehousemen in the 1930s once told me, "are a measure of the relations of power at the time they take place.  You are," he said, "in a constant struggle over what will go to profits, what to wages, benefits and working conditions, and over prerogatives -- what decisions in the enterprise will be made by workers, by owners/managers, or by both of them."  By the time I got to know him, the labor movement was in full retreat, a shell of what it had once been.  It was, in the negative sense, coopted.  It was, in fact, a junior partner.  The membership of the labor movement halved since its post-World War II peak.  Its members, at least up to about 1970, kept up with the cost of living and perhaps even gained on it.  They had some say over their working conditions.  But they had lost any say over how the work process itself was organized.  After 1970, most union members even lost "real income" (counting benefits, holding inflation constant).  And workers, acting through their unions, never had any say in how profits, created by their labor, were invested.  Yet until recently, labor leaders prided themselves on the "partnerships" they had with "captains of industry."  A parallel process took place in the Democratic Party.  In its heyday in the late 1930's, the labor movement was in alliance with civil rights, liberal, senior and other groups that were pushing the Democratic Party to increasingly deal with issues of economic and social justice.  Against it were arrayed the Southern Democrats, most of the urban machines and moderates who were fearful of the "people power" unleashed by labor's organizing efforts.  Soon after World War II, the issue of civil rights in the South was dropped.  Peace was made with machine Democrats.  There was no more mass action in the streets.  By 1960, labor had settled.  Labor leaders were now on first-name bases with Democratic Party politicians.  They were "consulted."  They were called "statesmen" in the editorials of the major metropolitan dailies.  And the labor movement continued in its decline.  As community organizing gains recognition it needs to worry about the kind of co-optation that was so vividly illustrated by organized labor. 


In his recent run for the Presidency, Pat Buchanan joined others far to his left in bemoaning the mobility of rootless international capital and what it was doing to the lives of American working people.  The redlining of inner-city neighborhoods was, by the 1970s, replaced by the redlining of regions (the "Rust-Belt"), followed by the redlining of the country.  If you believe this is the working of something called "the free market" which has its own self-correcting mechanisms, (an idolatrous notion if ever there was one) then there is nothing to do about it.  If you think that this is wrong, that there are moral, spiritual and material values beyond the maximization of profit that ought to govern behavior in the marketplace, that society ought to have some say in the matter, that political discourse is the way we discuss these things in a democracy, that government is one of the tools we use to implement agreements we reach in political discussions, and that if people want their voices heard and their views implemented in the political process, they need to organize, then you understand the idea of a continuous struggle over prerogatives.  That is another way of saying that freedom is a constant struggle. 


In the story of the Mission Coalition Organization (MCO), the battle was won and the war was lost.  MCO was overwhelmed by programs despite every effort made by its leadership to prevent that from happening.  Nor was it because precautions weren't taken.  A nonprofit "Mission Model Neighborhood Corporation (MMNC)" was created as the vehicle to administer the Model Cities program.  The Mayor appointed two-thirds of its members from a list of nominees given him by MCO; another one-third he appointed "at large."  MCO had the authority to recall its nominees.  MCO's members met as a caucus, much to the consternation of the at-large members, to decide any major policy matters before the Board.  Further, MCO's elected leadership could not serve on the MMNC Board, the Board of any of its funded agencies or as executive level employees in any Model Cities funded organization.  Under the direction of MCO elected leadership, according to MCO priorities adopted in a community convention attended by almost 1,200 delegates from over 100 neighborhood groups, the MMNC began to create nonprofit, community-based organizations to implement community goals in housing, child care, job opportunities and education.  To implement its housing and neighborhood planning goals, MCO and MMNC created a housing development corporation.  At the time, 1971, there were substantial amounts of funding for both rehabilitating older houses and building new ones.  


A major debate ensued over the character of the board of directors of the housing development corporation.  Some wanted the 2/3-1/3 formula used in naming members to this Board.  Their point of view came to be called "community control."  Others wanted a board of directors comprised of lenders, insurers, builders, planners and high level representatives of the mayor and all city departments that had anything to do with housing.  Their point of view came to be called "institutional change."  The former argued that if the community was to control its own destiny, it should control the board of its agency to build and rehab housing.  The latter argued that the resources to address the housing problems of the community were not present within it, and that if the housing problems were to really be addressed the job at hand was to bring those resources to bear and hold them accountable to a plan negotiated between such a board and the voice of the residents of the Mission -- MCO.  The former wanted a neighborhood person to become the executive director of the HDC; the latter wanted a top housing expert who would be screened first by the community then recommended to the HDC board.  There would be a "deputy" position reserved for a community person, and this person would be trained to be a top flight housing development executive and to assume directorship of the HDC.  The argument raged.  The former point of view won.  


Under the community control approach, thousands of proposed units were submitted to HUD.  Only hundreds were approved.  Plans worked up for an area with substantial vacant land didn't go much beyond the drawing boards.  Gentrification, always a fear in the neighborhood, proceeded at its edges.  People in the neighborhood began to blame the HDC for its failures to create the housing residents wanted and needed.  In the meantime, MCO, despite all the precautions to the contrary, was being consumed by the struggles over who got what jobs, who got what money and who was appointed to what boards in the Model Cities program.  By the second year of model cities funding, the MCO was in a tailspin from which it never recovered.  Rather than controlling model cities, the community had become controlled by it.  John Anderson, a straight forward civil servant who served as a mayoral aid, said to MCO leaders early in the process, "I'll be glad when you have to struggle with the kinds of problems we have to struggle with."  There was no evil intent in his remarks; had evil been intended, he would not have made them.


Two things can be said about CDCs.  In "Comprehensive and Integrative Planning for Community Development," Ronald Shiffman and Susan Motely describe them as being "conceived as vehicles to bring about social, economic, and physical revitalization in their communities.  CDCs were a response to the...awareness of poverty and the recognition that the slum clearance projects of the fifties and urban renewal initiatives of the sixties (often) had exacerbated the problems of poverty rather than increased opportunities for the nation's low-income population."   


Something different can be said as well:  CDCs can serve the purpose of bringing discontent and independent organizing within the controllable framework of a system unwilling to address structural and broader political sources of poverty.  It is precisely because they meet specific needs of low-income communities that they can function in this way.  They can incorporate into the system those who want to be part of the CDC and isolate those who don't.  Either way, they can weaken movements and organizations making more fundamental demands regarding the distribution of resources and power in the United States.  


Both are possible at the same time!  The question in any given situation is whether the CDC strengthens or weakens the broader effort of powerless people to bring about greater justice through the action of organizations they democratically control which can grow in their power so that they can hold accountable and transform unaccountable power.


Now the problem is worsened:  new programs make CDCs competitors with one another in order to be selected by foundation "initiatives" to be the beneficiaries of grants.  Who decides who is the "better" of the CDCs?   


There has always been a tendency and temptation in community organizing to get into the running of programs.  The 1960s black community organizations FIGHT (Rochester) and The Woodlawn Organization (TWO) (Chicago) became super development organizations, and lost their fight.   BUILD has gotten into making programs work because, as Jonathan Lange put it, "of the incompetence and lack of political will of public and other institutions.  The Nehemiah project developed affordable housing for $12,000 - $20,000 a year income people.  BUILD's school-to-college-to-work program guaranteed higher education and post-graduation jobs to inner-city students who completed high school with a "B" average.


Mike Kruglik, an organizer associated with the Gamaliel Foundation, directed the South Suburban Action Conference (SSAC) outside Chicago.  In a largely African-American suburban town, SSAC is responsible for turning the city around.  From a decline, characterized by abandoned housing and a shrinking tax base, SSAC's aggressive pursuit of housing rehabilitation through a CDC it established, and the restoration of community pride that came with its successful organizing, have led to an increase in population, an increase in home ownership and an increase in property tax revenues. The results are demonstrable and quantifiable.  He and I talked about the problem of becoming absorbed in the operation of programs.  He believes that the key staff and leadership of the organization understand that "what we got we got because of our power."  He may be right.  I cannot help but wondering whether an institutional change approach might have gained the same benefits while leaving the organization free to expand its base in surrounding towns so that it could take on some of the more intractable problems facing moderate-income African-Americans in the south suburbs.


Chicago's Northwest Community Organization (NCO) was one of the grand organizations in the city that first made this kind of community organizing famous.  NCO operated in an area of some 200,000 people and was responsible for many important campaigns that led to substantial victories on important issues.  NCO sponsored the Bikerdike Community Development Corporation.  According to Eric Nordgren and Maureen Hellwig of the Erie Neighborhood House, located in the neighborhood, Bikerdike "remained honest" because "(a) its director was committed to organizing; (b) there was a cross-fertilization of membership on the boards of directors of Bikerdike and NCO; (c) there was a long history of successful organizing before the CDC was established; and (d) the NCO's leadership knew the difference between development and organizing and remained committed to the latter."  But NCO is no more.  No doubt other reasons explain its demise, but I wonder whether the successful operation of programs had something to do with it.


Speaking of co-optation in Texas at the 25th Anniversary Celebration of the Catholic Campaign for Human Development, the IAF's Sister Christine Stevens observed that their San Antonio organization, COPS, was characterized by the willingness of its core leadership to engage in struggle when the situation called for it.  It is, she said, because they emerged out of struggle.  When they started, the powers that be in San Antonio wanted to stop them and vigorously fought them.  It took several years of organizing, direct action, conflict, controversy and confrontation before negotiation, compromise, collaboration and consensus arrived in San Antonio.  For a few of the other Texas IAF organizations, the same process took place.  Now, she says, "We have allies in the business community.  No permanent enemies, no permanent allies... There was a turning point in the early '80s when the business community made the decision that they had lost the fight, in a sense.  They fought very hard to kill COPS... So we have been able to build some allies in the business community... There's sort of an enlightened group there... They have their interests.  They want the Trinity River developed.  In some of what we do, we're going to be allies; other times we're going to fight them... We fought them in San Antonio on The Dome..."  Sometimes, she said, their organizing does better with conservative Republicans than Democrats because they know how to fight them.  Why?  It may be that the "enlightened" power structure in Texas decided it was better to negotiate early than be forced to do so.  The result, if organizers and community leaders aren't careful, is that broadly-based community organizations sit at the table, but as junior partners.  They forget the lesson that freedom is a constant struggle.


In Philadelphia, over a period of two years of visits, I saw another IAF project, Philadelphia Interfaith Action (PIA) make a misstep, then take steps to reverse it.  When the sponsor committee comprised largely of African-American clergy raised the money and invited the IAF into their city to work with them they made clear that they wanted to work on housing.  Nehemiah Housing, developed by East Brooklyn Churches, and built in other cities where IAF works, was chosen as the way to build new housing.  Without much struggle, the City reached agreement with PIA for the development of a Nehemiah project.  One knowledgeable observer told me, "The Mayor saw an easy way to coopt the organizing project.  He could work out an agreement with them and they would be busy building housing and not be able to get into much else."  It took some time before the organizing effort reversed its direction and went to member churches to see what they and their members wanted.  It turned out that neighborhood drugs, crime and the lack of responsiveness on the part of the police were at the top of the concerns.  The organization mounted a campaign for community policing, and won agreement to implement a serious community policing program in two precincts.  Results were so good that the police commissioner terminated the programs because of the precedent he was afraid they would establish.  Note the difference from a typical "alternative models" approach. PIA negotiated to get these two community policing projects established.  Presumably, it is building its power by winning such things.  There is an organization being built by getting them established.  It can use their success in one part of Philadelphia to organize in another.  Perhaps the City fathers saw that coming and decided to cut it off at the pass. Now the organization has to fight.  Whether it is prepared for such a fight remains to be seen, but that there is an organization capable of fighting can't be doubted.


There are successful examples of community organizing projects having gotten into program operation and administration without becoming absorbed by the programs.  But they are few and far between.  The conditions for success seem to be at least the following:  (1) a powerful, broadly-based organization with a history of controversy, conflict and confrontation that understands that compromise, consensus and collaboration are the results of its power; (2) a commitment to raising new issues which will renew the cycle of conflict and compromise because they again test the limits of present inequitable divisions of power and resources; (3) a core budget that is funded by the dues of members and their fundraising activities – that is, rooted in the principle of "bottom-up" money; (4) an organizing staff and broad leadership body who are clear about the difference between power and empowerment, and who want to remain in the arena of power; (5) a vision that goes beyond a single organization, single neighborhood or single city, one that encompasses the possibility of grand alliances that can begin to shape the debate in the country over how we ought to live together as a nation; (6) values deeply rooted in a belief in the dignity of all persons and their capacity for active self-government, a commitment to the responsibility of each of us for all of us, an understanding of our social nature and a rejection of rugged individualism and the market-place as the final arbiter of human values.  The idea that "greed is good," as one Wall Street financier put it several years ago, isn't any better when pursued by one poor individual over another, one middle-class family over another, one neighborhood over another, one city over another or, for that matter, one nation over another. 


Are the risks of getting into the operation of programs greater than the gains, even in the best of circumstances?  Is negative co-optation a greater risk than whatever benefits there might be? Sr. Christine Stevens, in her CHD presentation, worried about the incompetence of public bureaucracies.  IAF, she said, has decided that it has to get into the arena of governance if it wants to make programs work.  "Governance" is now one of three legs of the tripod on which IAF stands:  organizing, politics and governance.  BUILD's Kathleen O'Toole talks of governance as well.  BUILD developed its own agenda in the 1984 mayor's race.  There was a big voter education, registration and get-out-the-vote drive.  73,000 registered voters signed a petition for the "BUILD agenda for housing, schools, nursing home reform and jobs.  We got the politicians to come to our agenda.  Schmoke did, his opponent didn't.  Our work made the difference in the Schmoke election."  When she looks at development, a part of governance, it is in a context of organizing.  "If you have a broad-based organization, development ought to create opportunities for organizing.  You organize to get the development in the first place; you organize while you're doing the development whenever you meet an illegitimate obstacle; you organize the people who become the homeowners so they have an effective association to deal with problems in their development and the other issues affecting the people living there.  A development danger," she observes, "is that you create islands of hope in a sea of despair."  In another context, the San Francisco sponsor of a cooperative housing development said, "If you build an oasis in the middle of the desert, the nomadic tribesmen will raid it."  


I suggest that there are serious risks in believing that the problem is one of incompetence.  Sr. Christine Stevens agrees that the problem of bureaucracies not working may not simply be one of competency.  It can, she said, be one of political will. Where there is a political will, bureaucracies can be made to work.  When President Kennedy wanted a man on the moon, he assembled the political power necessary to create the basis for NASA to do the job...and NASA did.  Examples exist of public authorities acting effectively without the pressure of a broad-based community organization.  Even a crusted bureaucracy like that of the New York School system shows that it can work.  Central Park East Elementary School in East Harlem demonstrated that a public school could work.  And it is being done with the same per-pupil expenditure as other schools.  Worried about what the bureaucracy might do, Deborah Meier, the talented principal there, obtained assurance from the Superintendent that he would protect her work, and he did.  The work was so successful, that additional schools came under the same Meier's purview.  Subsequent efforts to kill it have failed.  Starting in New Haven, Yale's Dr. James Comer took elementary schools at the bottom of the district's scoring ladder and got them up to the top.  In his case, there were increases in expenditures.  Robert Moses, once the Project Director for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee's work in Mississippi, now heads the national Algebra Project.  It has demonstrated that by starting with the curiosity of students, involving the "stakeholders" in children's education (parents, broader community, administrators, students and teachers) and retraining teachers to use a more participatory method of teaching that inner-city students who were failing math could begin to learn.  


There is no shortage of examples of programs working.  There is a shortage of the political will to get them adopted and implemented.  Political will could generalize these, and a remarkable number of other success stories around the country.  The Meiers, Comers, Moses and others like them could run principal-training and teacher-training programs; shape recruitment and curriculum in education schools; train school-community teachers to involve parents and neighbors, and do the other things necessary to achieve systemic changes in public education.  A broadly-based community organization could define an agenda for education and insure that a school board was elected that wanted to adopt it; it could insure that a superintendent was hired who wanted to implement it.  It could make the same school district allocate funds for the training and retraining of principals, teachers and other school personnel so that implementation was carried out at the site level.  It could insure that parents and the community were organized to work with local schools to provide the support that is needed for students to succeed. None of these involves direct "governance;" rather, they require the power for a protracted effort, or struggle if you will, to hold a large system accountable.  When a community organization chooses to get into governance it chooses not to do other things because its scarce resources have to be used to operationally make things work rather than to insure that operational people have the resources (values, structures, training and money) that they need to make things work.  My inclination is to believe that there is now too much emphasis on governance, and not enough on organizing and politics.  But if these are imbalances, they are correctable ones so long as broadly-based organizations keep their eyes on the prize, keep focused on the widespread, and growing, injustices of income distribution and racism that dominate our nation right now.
IX.  A NOTE ON POLITICAL THEORY


Community organizations that developed in an earlier period came to understand themselves as one of a number of competing groups seeking to get at the decision-making table.  In political science terms, the understanding of how politics worked was "pluralist."  Politics was the give-and-take of roughly equal pressure groups that went in and out of alliances with one another depending on specific issues.  There were, in this view, "no permanent enemies and no permanent friends."  The understanding of how the economy worked was that competing groups in the market negotiated over how resources were to be saved, invested and distributed.  Labor and business were the roughly equal competing parties, with government the final arbiter of those conflicts that could not be directly negotiated.  Elections allowed the people to determine whether they wanted the government to play a stronger role or a lesser one.  Lobbying took place between elections to influence legislators and executives.  Omitted from this view was the fact that the corporate economy increasingly established the parameters of the debate and defined the agenda of what was acceptable.  


Community organizations that now have twenty years of experience look at the lives of their members, neighbors and communities and see things getting worse despite their years of struggle and patient work.  It is hard to sustain hope when, for example, as in San Antonio, COPS is responsible for a program that creates some 600 good-paying jobs while the closure of Kelly Air Force base, with no economic conversation plan or replacement work, leaves 6,000 people without good jobs.  To understand what is going on requires the other language of community organizing:  democratic populism which is unafraid to talk about corporate power and to postulate a "commonwealth" that is more important than private wealth.  The growing concentration of wealth, income and power in the hands of an ever smaller number of corporate decision-makers, combined with the shrinking income of the majority of working Americans, has diminished the capacity of a pluralist analysis to explain what is going on in the world today.  Organizers who talk simply about "no permanent enemies, no permanent friends" fail in the task of education because they fail to teach the context in which action is now taking place.  In the broadest sense, this can be the source of another kind of co-optation, the hegemony of a dominant system's ideas.  One of those ideas is that only by providing incentives to corporations will we be able to provide decent jobs for people.


At least some community organizations are now raising questions about corporate capital's assumptions and are talking about worker-ownership.  It is not my purpose here to talk about the opportunities or difficulties of cooperatives.  Many of them have failed.  I believe a basic reason for their failure is that they lacked a base in a living community.  They were simply ideas initiated by well-intentioned reformers who failed to take into account what successful cooperatives repeatedly say:  there has to be a prior bond of values and interests for a coop to work.  I would like to talk about one example where organizing and a bottom-up economic alternative is working.  Its beginnings are modest, as they should be.  Only time will tell what its possibilities might be.  In California, the Sacramento Valley Organizing Community, another IAF project, has built successful worker-owned cooperatives into its organizing work.  The group's organizer, Larry Ferlazzo, described what they are doing:


Jobs & income was a major problem with everyone I was talking with.  We wanted to cut an issue from it.  That led me to the interest in worker cooperatives.  Most people were doing "top-down" cooperatives.  They'd begin with grants, do a feasibility study, hire experts, have lots of up front money.  That defined the character of what they built; the people were an afterthought.   


I got people looking at the idea of a coop.  The first coop was internally focused, just concerned with making money and its members.  It wouldn't deliver people to actions and meetings of the Organizing Project.  So the other four coops kicked them out of the federation that we developed.  From the outset, it was made clear that the coop was part of something bigger from which it got benefits, to which it owed obligations and in which it was a full democratic participant.  After the first coop got organized, we learned to develop a culture of participation in the larger organization.  


The core of the coop is the central leadership group.  It developed a deep understanding that power was central to re-shaping the County, that isolated "models" weren't enough.  Also, the church members were the beginning markets for the coops (3 house cleaning, 1 landscaping; 70 total members).  Co-op leaders are congregation & organization-wide level leaders.  Very involved in issue campaigns.  Just like any congregation, they had turnout quotas, paid dues, were full member organizations.  


Individuals apply to join a coop, go to a training session, observe the coop and have to be unanimously voted in.  A group of 10 people can start a new co-op.  In the Sacramento Valley Organizing Community there are now 8 coops.


You need some power to get a piece of the pie.  You need to make deals with other members of the community organization to get their support.  But, top coop leaders have the appetite for power and a capacity for a bigger vision.  These top leaders, in turn, are respected in and have influence with, their coops.   


There is an intersection of governance and power.  The members in our coops understand that the benefits are delivered both because they are running a good program and because they are in a power organization.


Ferlazzo contrasts this approach to economic development, one growing from within a broadly-based community organization whose leadership training prepares people to take leadership in the creation of economic enterprises, to other groups that are engaged in training people for community economic development.  "There is an intersection between governance and power:  the level of skill in CDC's is often very low.  An organizing model can teach so much better.  There's no accountability in the other training models.  The other groups that set up CDCs measure success by the number of people who have gone through a training session, not by actual on the ground results.  The beneficiaries in our coops understand that the benefits are delivered both because they are running a good program and because they are in a power organization."


During the research for this Report, I visited Mondragon, the well-known worker-owned cooperative system in the Basque Region of Spain.  For Americans who are interested in community economic development, there is much to learn here.  Organizers Larry Ferlazzo, Dick Harmon and Ken Galdston all borrow from Mondragon's experience.  Mondragon works on principles that confound those of corporate capital.  It is now a system of some twenty plus thousand worker-owners in roughly 125 enterprises.  Its founder was a Roman Catholic priest, Fr. Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta (sometimes shortened to “Arizmendi”).  Its experience and underlying principles are worth noting.  Mondragon survived 12 years of recession (1974 - 1985) with no layoffs or business failures.  The Mondragon system includes a bank, a research and development arm, a chain of supermarkets, its own social welfare system, schools, occupational training and an education center for members.  The system includes coops in manufacturing, distribution and finance.  Total Mondragon sales are in the billions, as are total assets of their bank.  Today, the MCC is the number one business group in the Basque region and is fifteenth in the ranking of top companies in Spain.   


Mondragon stands as a striking demonstration of the capacity of workers to become owners, invest their own money to begin enterprises, save for technological innovation, elect their own boards of directors and develop a system of effective businesses whose principal value is the creation of decent jobs, not the maximization of profit.  Mondragon enterprises effectively compete in the Spanish and European markets.  The Mondragon "Experience," as its members call it, began in 1943 during the dictatorship of Francisco Franco.  Some of the fundamental principles at the core of Catholic economic justice teaching, as they relate to the beginning of the Mondragon, include:  the dignity of work and the worker; the right of workers to form independent trade unions; the importance of participation on the part of the worker in the workplace; the priority of labor over capital -- that is, capital should be a servant to labor rather than the worker an extension of capital, and simply another "commodity" in the production process; reliance on the free market rather than a state "command-controlled" economy, with the state playing a regulatory role; solidarity with other workers and all people as a central value of social life -- to be contrasted with the rugged individualism we know in America; subsidiarity -- the idea that important decisions ought to be made at the most local level possible.  


The central beliefs of Mondragon are expressed in the ten Basic Principles which were adopted by the first Mondragon Cooperative Group Congress held on October 2 and 3, 1987 and are:


1.  Open Admission.  "The Mondragon Cooperative Experience declares itself open to all men and women who accept these Basic Principles and prove themselves professionally capable of carrying out the jobs available.  Therefore, to join the Experience, there shall be no discrimination on religious, political, and ethical grounds, nor due to gender.  The only requirement shall be respect for its internal constitution.  Open admission is the main guiding principle in the activities and relations between people in cooperative development."

       2.  Democratic Organization.  "Democracy," Arizmendi said, "once adopted in a noble fashion, automatically leads to discipline and responsibility, to the consolidation of solidarity, in short, to authentic social progress."  "(Mondragon) proclaims the basic equality of its worker-members with respect to their rights to be, to possess and to know, which implies the acceptance of a democratic organization of the company...which operates on the principle of 'one member, one vote'."  At the same time, there is recognition of the management function:  "The collaboration with the management bodies designated to manage the company by delegation of the entire community.  These bodies shall have sufficient authority to carry out their functions efficiently for the common good."  While Mondragon is insistent on the division between policy and implementation, and wants managers to be free to implement without "micro management" from either the General Assembly or Governing Council, they also favor a "model of democracy which permits and favors a process of self-management on the part of the workers...who have an authentic role to play in...basic management."  Members have a right "...to know, through systematic, truthful and sufficient information, within the reach of every member, the most detailed development of the principal social and economic factors of the cooperative."  This includes detailed financial and other statements.

          3.  The Sovereignty of Labor.  "Mondragon considers that Labor is the principal factor for transforming nature, society and human beings themselves and, therefore:...

(b) Gives Labor total primacy in the organization of cooperatives.  

(c) Considers Labor to be worthy, in essence, in the distribution of the wealth created.  

(d) Manifests its will to extend the options for work to all members of society."   

          4.  The Instrumental and Subordinate Character of Capital.  "...Capital is an instrument, subordinate to Labor, necessary for business development and worthy, therefore, of:  

(a) Remuneration which is (1) just, in relation to the efforts implied in accumulating capital, (2) adequate to enable necessary resources to be provided, (3) limited in its amount by means of corresponding controls, and (4) not directly linked to profits made.  

(b) Availability subordinate to the continuity and development of the cooperative, without preventing the correct application of the principle of open admission."

          5. Participatory Management.  "The democratic character of the Cooperative is not limited to membership aspects, but also implies the progressive development of self-management and consequently of the participation of members in the sphere of business management which, in turn, requires:  

(a) The development of suitable mechanisms and channels for participation.  

(b) Freedom of information concerning the development of the basic management variables of the Cooperative.  

(c) The practice of methods of consultation and negotiation with worker-members and their social representatives in economic, organizational and labor decisions which concern or affect them.  

(d) The systematic application of social and professional training plans for members.  

(e) The establishment of internal promotion as the basic means of covering posts with greater professional responsibility."

          6. Payment solidarity.  "Sufficient remuneration, based on solidarity principles, is a basic principle expressed in the following terms:  

(a) Sufficient in accordance with the possibilities of the Cooperative.  

(b) Solidarity in the following specific spheres:  (1) Internal, materialized in the existence of a differential in payment for work.  (2) External, materialized in the criteria that average internal payment levels are equivalent to those of salaried workers in the area, unless the wage policy in this area is obviously insufficient."


A central principle in the founding of Mondragon was this concept of payment solidarity.  For twenty years, the ratio of top to bottom payment was 3:1.  When the cooperatives mushroomed, making the demands on managers very high both in terms of responsibility and hours worked, this changed to 4.5:1.  Regarding external solidarity, the founders didn't want to create an enclave of privilege in the then-impoverished Basque region.  Both ideas are consistent with their general principle of solidarity--a principle all the people from Mondragon with whom we met said they continue to honor. 

          7.  Intercooperation.  "The principle of Intercooperation is a specific application of solidarity and a requirement for business efficiency.  It takes place:  

(a).  Between individual cooperatives, through the creation of 'Groupings' tending toward the establishment of a homogeneous socio-labor system, including the pooling of profits, controlled transfer of worker-members and the search for potential synergies derived from their combined size. 

(b).  Between 'Groupings," by means of the democratic constitution and management, for the common good, of support entities and bodies.  

(c).  Between the Mondragon cooperatives and other Basque cooperative organizations, in order to promote the Basque Cooperative Movement.  

(d).  With other cooperative movements in Spain, Europe and the rest of the world, making agreements and setting up joint bodies aimed at stimulating development."

          Internal intercooperation has many facets:  pooling of capital to engage in research; coordinating employment needs with the educational and training institutions; transferring members from a coop not needing their labor to one which can use it; transfers of capital to lend money to a coop needing it; taking advantage of various economies of scale.  Other examples could be noted.  Indeed, Mondragon is almost an ecological system with its various parts supporting the others and together creating an organic whole.

           8.  Social Transformation.  "Mondragon desires social transformation based on solidarity with...other peoples, through its activities in the Basque Country in a process of expansion which will contribute to economic and social reconstruction and to the creation of a Basque society which is more free, just and based on solidarity, by means of:  

(a).  Reinvestment of the greater part of the Net Profits obtained, earmarking a significant proportion to funds of a community nature to enable the creation of new jobs in the cooperative system.  

(b).  Support for community development initiatives, through the application of the Social Welfare Fund.  

(c).  A Social Security policy coherent with the cooperative system, based on solidarity and responsibility.  

(d).  Cooperation with other Basque institutions of an economic and social nature, especially those promoted by the Basque working class.  

(e).  Collaboration of the recovery of Basque as the national language and, in general, of elements characteristic of Basque culture."  Founder Fr. Arizmendi said, "(Regarding) the economic and social process which shapes a new social order, cooperators should converge together on this final aim with all those who hunger and thirst for justice in the labor world.  The only thing capitalist companies can offer you is more money.


As part of their commitment to social transformation, 10% of profits goes to the Education and Welfare Funds which are used for financing activities outside the cooperatives, mainly for educational and cultural purposes.  "But it is the 50% of profits earmarked for compulsory funds and non-distributable reserves which has uninterruptedly served to spread cooperativism over the length and breadth of the Basque Country."  


As part of this principle, the Cooperatives "maintain a neighborly policy with other Basque worker movements, namely the unions.  The truth is that the origins of Mondragon cooperativism lay in the unceasing search for solutions to remedy the eternal subordination of labor to capital and the permanent tension which abounds when it comes to distributing the wealth generated..."   


9.  Universality.  "Mondragon proclaims its solidarity with all those working for economic democracy in the sphere of the 'Social Economy,' championing the objectives of Peace, Justice and Development, which are essential features of International Cooperativism."


10.  Education.  "...to promote the implantation of these Principles it is essential that sufficient human and economic resources be provided for Education in its various aspects:  (a).  Cooperative, for all members and especially those elected to office in the social bodies.  (b).  Professional, especially for members appointed to management bodies.  (c).  In general the education of youth to encourage the development of new cooperators, capable of consolidating and developing the Experience in the future."


The people of Mondragon see themselves as counter-cultural.  As still-living founder Jose Maria Ormaechea puts it, "...it is not cooperative culture that prevails in society... Cooperativism has to struggle in a somewhat obstinate fashion if it wants to survive because the precepts emanating from its principles are not in common use.  The democratic control of companies, the limited interest paid on capital with no political power, and the distribution of profits on the basis of the service provided, and not of the capital risked, are key principles which run counter to...(societies) where profit is the central motive." 


For all its successes, there are problems in Mondragon, and some of the basic principles -- like pay solidarity -- are now eroding.  But even more important is that it is now scrambling to survive in the increasingly global economy and it lacks a vehicle for struggle in that arena.  Its principal weakness, much as I admire its basic principles, is that it built the Basque equivalent of a huge, democratically-controlled, community development corporation but didn't have the equivalent of a broadly-based community organization to engage in political and economic struggle with forces that now threaten to overwhelm it.  Perhaps Ferlazzo, with his very small beginnings, and Galdston, in his efforts to keep organizing the priority of his work, are on a track that will show how organizing and development can strengthen each other.

X. PRESCRIPTIONS


I propose that concerned foundations, community-based nonprofit organizations, other nonprofit organizations, private business owners, politicians and public administrators re-think their relationship to low- and moderate-income constituencies, and recognize broadly-based community organizations as the principal vehicles to define the agenda for these constituencies.  Several of those with whom I met had pieces of the vision I have in my mind's eye.


It is worth repeating a point made by Patrick Costigan.  "We wanted BUILD to organize the residents.  We felt that BUILD had the organizing capacity to do this.  We pushed them toward it... We also offered a contract with BUILD to organize."  Terrific stuff.  But it then falls apart.  "The goal of the organizing was to organize toward the 'transformation' vision."  Whose vision?  The one developed by Enterprise.  And therein lies the problem.  "BUILD wanted to do organizing its way."  Of course they did. "We wanted neighborhood mobilization around a new concept, one that would transform systems...a much bigger vision than BUILD had (emphasis added)... BUILD's vision was doing issue organizing."  (I hope it is now clear that this isn't BUILD's vision.)... If you want to do transformational organizing as we wanted to do it, you've got to produce concrete results in a pretty quick period of time or you won't keep government, foundation and other money committed.  This is very different from BUILD's way of doing things."  Yes, it is very different.  


I hope that some combination of the Pat Costigans, Enterprises, Mark Gornicks, foundations, public administrators, business people and politicians will come together in dozens of American cities and say, "we've been doing it wrong.  We need to ask the authentically representative organizations of low- to moderate-income people what they think and be prepared to invest our time, money, talent and spirit over the long-haul in what they recommend."  I don't think that's going to happen immediately, but there are things that can be done.  Here are some examples of what might be done.  Many others could be imagined, but these will suggest a direction.

•
The staff and boards of community-based organizations could contract with organizing centers to lead workshops for them so that they could understand organizing within the framework of their own contexts.  Others with whom they deal who aren't directly in the organizing world might be part of these as well.

•
Community-based and other organizations could enter into long-term agreements with organizing centers or broadly-based community organizations to organize their constituencies:  school districts could do it for the organization of parents; public housing authorities for the organization of tenants; private landlords for their tenants; welfare departments for welfare recipients.  There is a danger here of being sponsored by a potential adversary, but the risks can be minimized if there are procedures by which the targeted constituency could indicate a desire to be so organized (like a union's procedure for 51% of the workers in an unorganized place signing a petition) join, pay dues and construct their own democratically structured organization.  Further, the history of broadly-based organizations suggests that they aren't going to become "company unions."

•
Invite broadly-based community organizations or organizing centers into dreams for transformative programs when they are in their incubator stage, not after they have been designed.  A number of foundation "initiatives" have decided to deal with broadly-based community organizations.  The relationships have often ended before anything got started.  In other cases, they have been terminated in the early stages.  In yet others, there is a tenuous "partnership" but it is fraught with peril because externally imposed goals and objectives conflict with democratic organizing processes.  

•
Adopt timetables of five-year to seven-years, not one or two.  For one thing, this allows for the introduction of small amounts of money at the front-end to build the capacity to deal with larger amounts later.  For example, it allows for workshops, training, consulting, planning and other start-up activities that can be managed within the framework of a mature community organizing group's other activities.

•
Make financial contributions to local broadly-based community organizations--both personally and as an organization.  Do it in their ad books, buying tickets to annual dinners or by whatever means are available.

•
Don't organize in narrow, fragmented ways.  I have been in public schools where there are as many as three different parent bodies, each mandated by a different externally funded program.  They often end up as rivals for space, funds and the attention of the school's principal.  In public housing projects, I remember when there were officially mandated tenant associations which were rivals of officially mandated modernization committees.

•
If you've got a transformative vision that is very specific, be willing to give it up.  The vision collectively adopted by a large body of the people who have to live with its consequences may be more modest in initial scope, but it can grow with time and with ongoing evaluation.  Get in the forums of the bodies that can adopt such a collective vision and support them.  As a friend of mine put it, "earn the right to meddle."  In the figurative as well as literal sense, pay your dues.  Then you can argue for bolder and bigger things.

•
For policy advocates and program innovators, pay more attention to community organizations and community organizing centers as the forums for your ideas, and less on candidates, parties and legislative bodies.


What I'm suggesting is a division of labor between those working to build broadly-based power from the bottom up and everyone else.  And this is in no way meant to be an invidious distinction.  We desperately need housing, education, employment and other programs that work, practitioners who can make them work, administrators who can run them, planners who can think about how they fit together with one another and all the vast array of skills and talents now at work in various community-based organizations.  As John Calkins, Executive Director of Direct Action Research & Training (DART), a Miami-based network of community organizations, put it, "Our thinking on CDCs is that they're great as long as somebody else is doing them."  Not a bad statement of the division of labor.


When community-based nonprofit organizations behave as buffers between people with problems and systems that are partially responsible for those problems, they themselves become part of the problem.  That is, to the extent that they oppose people organizing to powerfully address the systems that are partially causing problems, just to that extent are they part of the problem.  And, similarly, to the extent that they substitute themselves as spokespersons for the people with the problems, they also become part of the problem.  Thus both services and advocacy can be part of the problem.  They can also be part of the solution.  Which path is chosen has largely to do with the executive director, board of directors and funding sources of the nonprofit agency.


There is one person and one foundation I would like to mention as showing the way.  The foundation is the Emil Schwarzhaupt Foundation; the person is its some-time-ago retired executive director, Carl Tjerandsen.  Tjerandsen wrote the lessons of this now spent-down foundation's experience in a wonderful, out-of-print book, Education for Citizenship. What an extraordinary story, and when organizing history in the mid-20th century is written this Foundation should have a prominent place.  Mandated to spend down within 25 years, the Schwarzhaupt Foundation funded such things as the Southern Christian Leadership  Conference's  Citizenship  Schools,  the  Highlander  Folk School (now Highlander Center), the Community Service Organization, the Industrial Areas Foundation and several of its projects.  In the report one finds Myles Horton, Septima Clark, Saul Alinsky, Cesar Chavez, Fred Ross and other legends of democratic organizing in America.  I hope that some contemporary foundations will look to this experience and build on it 

XI.  CONCLUSION


Two major political conflicts underlie this discussion.  These are, first, the policy debates between conservatives, moderates, liberals and radicals.  It is these that we usually think of when we think of politics in a positive sense.  (I am not talking about the common use in which people dismissively say, "oh, that's just politics."  Usually this means that "they," politicians, are just saying whatever it is they think needs to be said to get money and votes.  Examples of this usage are not hard to find.  Witness my hometown morning newspaper's Labor Day account of a State Capitol story:  State Senator Bill Lockyer says of three of his pro-labor votes, "These are questions of fairness."  Our tough-minded reporter then tells us, "They are also issues of politics.  Labor groups are generous contributors to Democratic campaigns...")  There is a second conflict, given less attention but, in my judgment, more important.  It is the conflict between democracy, on the one hand, and paternalism or elitism, on the other.


Paternalism and elitism always assume that one group of people, usually "us," knows better than another, "them," what is best for them and, parenthetically, usually for us.  Whether the "us" is politicians, social workers, planners, capitalists, socialists, liberals, Christians, secular humanists or whomever, the underlying idea is the same.  In the world of service providers, the result is the creation of dependency.  In politics, the result is the exclusion of the body politic, the citizenry, from the real business of politics -- deliberating the common good.  In the public interest world, it is the increasing use of high tech mobilization for one's point of view as a substitute for deliberative bodies of people discussing and deciding upon the common good.  In businesses, it is the denial to workers of the right to organize in their own unions so they can represent themselves.  In economics, it is the view that "regular" people don't have the capacity to accumulate capital so a special group, capitalists, have to do it for them.  In religion, it is the view that one group has a special access to God, and that the rest must rely on it for God's blessings.  What is common to all of these is the confusion of greater knowledge, expertise or talent with the right to control others.  At the extreme, this is the view that justifies all dictatorships --whether of the proletariat or anyone else.  For the most part, elitism and dictatorship is always justified as being in the interest of those over whom it is exercised.  Empirical examination, of course, usually suggests otherwise.


In a classic essay on democracy in New Politics magazine, Hal Draper responded to the argument of colonialists, paternalists and other elitists who worry about the "incompetence" of the people.  He asked "what follows?  How does a people or a class become fit to rule in their own name? Only by fighting to do so.  Only by waging their struggle against oppression -- oppression by those who tell them they are unfit to govern.  Only by fighting for democratic power do they educate themselves and raise themselves up to the level of being able to wield that power... (N)owhere in history do we know of a dictatorship which trained the [people] to become 'mature' democrats -- except insofar as it 'trained' them to fight against it... There seems to be a contradiction:  if there is no way for people to become 'ready' for democracy except by fighting for democracy, then it follows they must begin fighting for it before they are certified to be 'ready.'  And, in historical fact, this is the only way in which democracy has advanced in the world."


Democracy, the concept that the people can and should rule, a commitment to majority rule with minority rights, a belief in the essential dignity and worth of every human person and a respect for the diversity of human cultures, is a fragile idea.  Many of those who believe in it also see it as the instrument to their particular program -- whether it be a community-based organization or a big political idea like democratic capitalism, worker-ownership, or democratic socialism.  Radical democracy, my personal view, begins with a commitment to democracy, and with the values that were defined at the beginning of this report.  It understands that these values are not a consistent package but a bundle of often contradictory human impulses, desires and beliefs. It views the widespread sharing of power, in individuals and institutions, as the guarantor of itself.  It asks of any particular community or political program how it will contribute to the unfolding of a democratic community, increasing the opportunities of human development and the creation of communities of mutual respect.  

 
For most people with concern for social and economic justice and for the right of all people to participate in and shape the decisions that affect their lives, the state of the world is bleak.  Hunger, poverty, homelessness, despair, drugs crime, destruction of the environment, wars, nationalism, intolerant religious fundamentalism, racism, sexism, increasing gaps of power and wealth between the few and the many, massive personal and institutional corruption on the part of leaders -- these and more are what the daily headlines tell us, whether in the communist or former communist, social democratic or capitalist countries.  Every place the causes of the poor, working people, women, and racial and ethnic minorities seem in retreat.


The socialism of the Soviet Union, characterized by analysts as "command socialism," because all power was at the top of a vast state bureaucracy, promised a new cooperative man and society, social equality, full-employment and an efficient and effective economy.  Led by a "vanguard party," which involved a tightly disciplined and highly committed membership, an internal principle of governance called "democratic centralism," and guided by the supposed "science" of Marxism-Leninism, which was to provide the Party with the same kind of guidance that principles of physics provide for engineers, this socialist state was to go through a transitional period of development to be followed by communism -- a society in the which the state would "wither away."  Instead of this promise, the Soviet "model" gave us a privileged elite, a passive citizenry, a stagnant economy and totalitarianism.  The vanguard party and democratic centralism turned out to be excellent means for obtaining power by means of a violent revolution; they offered little guidance for the democratic use of power.


Communism's social democratic cousin, once the major governing philosophy for most of Western Europe, often locked in mortal combat with its former Eastern European cousin and his allies in their own countries, preserves formal democracy and a multi-party system and created a minimum standard of living for most citizens -- all important contributions. But it, and the similar, if less ambitious in the spread of its "safety net," welfare state of the United States, failed to dismantle the vast power of concentrated private capital, and created large bureaucracies over which the average citizen has little control.  The "non-profit sector," highly developed in the United States and emulated in other parts of the world, creates social service agencies which may be responsive and innovative but which operate with neither democratic nor marketplace accountability -- their governing boards are typically self-perpetuating, and the structure of their funding is more feudal in its nature than democratic.  The result, in both the social democratic and welfare state, is vast alienation, with periodic rejection -- as exemplified in the election of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan or abandonment of the "socialist" program as in France by its former socialist President Francois Mitterand or Spain by Felipe Gonzales.  The problem of social democracy is exacerbated by the current shrinkage of western industry resulting in a lower tax base for welfare programs.


In the United States, corporate capitalism, the so-called "free market," was historically highly productive.  But it created, and continues to create, vast inequalities of wealth, income and power; exploitive relations in the workplace and society; the breakdown of community, and an accompanying sense of personal isolation; a consumer culture and a "me-first" ethic.  The wealth of the few is accompanied by the poverty of the many.  Corporate executives are viewed with almost as much hostility as government leaders.  The power of the corporate few, buying politicians and bureaucrats and then blaming them for public problems, leads to tremendous alienation.


In the U.S., less than 70% of those eligible even register to vote.  Of the registered, as few as 20% (sometimes even less!) participate in most local elections.  Massive cynicism about almost every institution and its leaders characterizes the citizenry.  Corruption is rampant -- whether in the Savings & Loan scandal, United Way or politician's "perks."  Growing homeless, poverty and unemployment, and a declining standard of living for most Americans, now accompany "economic growth."  What is really going on is that 20% of the people of the country are doing better, and the rest are struggling to stay afloat (two-job households where there was one; moonlighting; multiple "bread-winners" moving into one household; growing indebtedness; etc.) or slowly sinking.  At the same time, there is an almost total breakdown of civility in some parts of urban America; the possibility of random crime strikes fear in the hearts of a majority of Americans; the highest cause of death among young African-American men is violent killing.  America's once vaunted productivity is now questionable, with manipulation, mergers and acquisitions replacing real economic growth.  Chief executive officer's salaries in major corporations are 150+ times higher, on average, than those of rank-and-file employees.  Multi-million dollar salaries accompany massive lay-offs.  Our "private" system of medical care is the most expensive in the Western world, yet we fall behind most industrial nations in the medical care afforded our people.  For the first time in our history, the nation's young do not think they will live as well as their parents.  


All three of these systems created dependency in their colonial and neo-colonial relations with non-industrial nations in their sphere of influence --whether in Africa, Asia, or Latin America.


Within this generally bleak picture the growth of the community organizing movement in the United States is cause for celebration. The seemingly contradictory values of freedom and equality, individualism and community, democracy and efficiency, personal responsibility and economic security are balanced as large number of people engage in deliberation as to where their cities ought to be headed.


The need for decentralized, participatory, face-to-face structures at the base of society -- whether in the neighborhood or the workplace -- is a core concept of participatory democracy as expressed in both community organizing and workplace democracy.  It is to these structures that more distant, representative structures must be accountable if accountability is to mean anything at all.  In their absence, we are told that our dollars produce accountability in the marketplace and our votes produce it in the politics.  Hardly anyone but the ideologues who advocate these views believes this anymore.  


Community organizing offers real opportunities for forums in which people come together in mutual respect to discuss, debate and decide upon the direction of their communities. The development and maintenance of grassroots institutions as vital expressions of living democracy is yet to be worked out -- and will only be worked out in practice.  So, too, is their relationship to representative and larger institutions and to the marketplace.  But without them we cannot expect giant institutions or the profit-motivated international market to be responsive and responsible to the concerns of any but those who now control and benefit from the status quo.  Community organizing is a sign that we can find a way out of the present world morass.  Community organizations offer a human scale of life, opportunity for responsible, individual action in the context of community, and realistic alternatives to the dominant social systems and their giant, impersonal institutions.  They allow us to have our eyes on the stars while our feet are firmly planted on the ground. 

A brief afterward to the 2009 edition.  Earlier this year, consultant/ organizer/advocate Buck Bagot introduced me to the phrase, “the nonprofit imperative.”  It is a perfect summary of the argument made in this paper.  That imperative is to operate programs, not to build power.  Power organizations can, and should, be used to establish, modify, strengthen or force abandonment of programs so that they are of high quality, efficient, effective, available and appropriate.  But those programs need to be administered by someone else.  Until this lesson is thoroughly learned by community organizations the confusion between people power and “community control” will persist.  

Every community and labor organizer should have hanging on his her wall those words of Frederick Douglass that I cited earlier but that bear repetition here:

“…If there is no struggle, there is no progress.  Those who profess to favor freedom, and yet deprecate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground.  They want rain without thunder and lightning.  They want the ocean without the awful roar of its mighty waters.  This struggle may be a moral one; or it may be a physical one; or it may be both moral and physical; but it must be a struggle.  Power concedes nothing without a demand.  It never did and it never will.  Find out just what people will submit to, and you have found the exact amount of injustice and wrong which will be imposed upon them; and these will continue until they are resisted with either words or blows, or with both.  The limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of those whom they oppress...

“Men may not get all they pay for in this world; but they must certainly pay for what they get.  If we ever get free from all the oppressions and wrongs heaped upon us, we must pay for their removal.  We must do this by labor, by suffering, by sacrifice, and, if need be, by our lives and the lives of others."  
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