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By Mike Miller.   (a chapter in Saul Alinsky Conflit et democratie locale, Suzie Guth, editor; L’Harmattan; 2013).
Introduction

Saul Alinsky is enjoying a new moment of fame, in the U.S. both because President Barack Obama is identified with him and because The Tea Party is now a careful student of his approach to politics and “community organizing.”  Recently, Britain’s Labor Party brought Arnie Graf, one of the top organizers in the new generation of Alinsky-tradition practitioners, to consult with its leadership, and in England there are “Alinsky organizers” at work “on the ground.”  In Germany, a Catholic priest is the bearer of the Alinsky approach, and a number of academics study him.  Now international conferences are held to discuss his ideas, and papers elaborating upon them are presented regularly at professional gatherings of American sociologists.  

Alinsky was, and understood himself as, an American radical.  His hero was the American revolution’s pamphleteer Tom Paine, who was too radical for the revolution he helped foment with his pamphlet Common Sense, and whose spirit he helped maintain with The Crisis, and too conservative for Jacobin revolutionaries who put him in jail.  (His release was secured by American appeals to the French.)  But Alinsky was not an advocate of socialism, the usual hallmark of “the left.”  Nor, for that matter, was he an advocate for capitalism.  His interest was different:  the greatest possible participation by people in determining their own destinies.  It was a small “d” democratic interest, with an understanding of democracy that went far beyond passive voting to choose among competing elites who are organized in political parties.   Rather, he emphasized civil society, local problem solving, broad and deep participation by everyday people in both their unions and their communities (the places where they lived).  When these possibilities eroded because of the narrowing of organized labor’s agenda and the increasing tendency toward “mass society” that accompanied erosion of the vitality of civil society, Alinsky sought to deal with these new developments.   

While to my knowledge (I knew him over a 10 year period of time, and worked for him during one-and-a-half of those years) he never discussed his views on “capitalism versus socialism,” I think there is good reason to conclude that he did not think this was the central question to be addressed by those who wanted to create a just society.  (With the Soviet Union, China, Papandreou, Zapateros, Mitterrand and numerous others now in our experience, should this be doubted?)  Rather, I think had he been pressed to comment on this debate he would have said something like, “Capitalist and socialist proposals for organizing the economy ought both to be considered by a democratic people.”  He certainly was neither a fan of command socialism nor the corporate state—toward which the United States continues to move.  

To take some disparate examples, I think he would have been deeply interested in the cooperative economics of Italy's Emilia-Romagna region, found G.D.H. Cole’s guild socialism of great promise, and been intrigued with how Mondragon’s ten basic cooperative principles might be applied in places where there wasn’t the isolation and cultural strength of the Basque people.  In his U.S. community organizing work, privately owned small-to-medium size businesses were important building blocks in his “broadly-based community organizations.” 

Ironically, it is “the left”—both in the United States and internationally—that has the greatest trouble dealing with both his ideas and his practice.  This paper examines Alinsky’s ideas as a conversation with the left.  

For 70 years the disparate American socialist and new left belittled, ignored, or attacked Saul Alinsky and his tradition of community organizing.  A smaller number of the left were his supporters, some enthusiastically.  As his successors apply his principles in Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America, the debate about him expands as well.  In the 1970s, the Philippine Maoist Communist Party divided sharply over an Alinsky-tradition community organization in Manila.   Paulo Freire was antagonistic to his thinking, considering it “reformist” rather than “revolutionary,” though in a later conversation with Myles Horton, the radical American educator, the distinction gets muddied.  Britain’s Conservative prime minister claims interest in Alinsky, as does his Labor Party opponent.   

I believe the left should embrace community organizing, participate in it, and play a role similar to that of non-sectarian left organizers in the labor movement, where they support unions while pressing them to be both more democratic internally and to have a public agenda that goes beyond “bread and butter” issues narrowly defined, an agenda that stands for “the common good.”    

The Basics
Community organizations in the Alinsky tradition have a powerful arsenal of tactics to bring pressure to bear on dominant business, government and large nonprofit institutions.  These include electoral and non-electoral work:

· negotiations with institutional decision makers and, in the absence of mutually acceptable agreements, nonviolent disruption, public shaming, economic action (strikes, boycotts and other tactics aimed at corporate profits);

· mutual aid and alternative institutions (co-ops, credit unions, support groups) that can, at their best, offer “pre-figurative” options to how social life might be conducted;

· mass lobbying for reform programs and legislation (rather than merely endorsing candidates who make vague promises of change), and;

· voter education, registration, and get-out-the-vote—but with differences I will elaborate below.   

Further, the best of these organizations carefully engage in activities to strengthen bonds of empathy and solidarity among and between the people who are active in them.  It accomplishes this by strengthening, renewing and revitalizing the institutions and organizations of civil society.  These activities include:

· systematic leadership development and training;

· creation of an alternative narrative in which everyday people, not “big names” are the heroes and heroines of history;

· reflection on deeply held beliefs and values to connect them to the activities of the organization—making both more meaningful in the process;

· establishing non-spectator cultural, social, athletic and other activities that contribute to an enriched life;

· challenging and overcoming the historic “isms” that have been used throughout history by power elites to “divide and conquer,” and;

· internal education in which leaders and members explore history, political science, theology, philosophy and other disciplines so that they might be better citizens and more enlightened people.

A Brief History

In the late 1930s, in Chicago’s “Back of the [Stock]Yards” neighborhood (made famous in novelist Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle), Saul Alinsky and Joe Meegan, a local Catholic lay leader, organized the Catholic churches and other voluntary associations of the feuding Slavic and Eastern European neighborhood groups in an effort to address the poverty of the Great Depression. They added to the mix local merchants and small businesses along with the growing union of workers in the meatpacking industry.  Delegates from all these organizations gave birth to the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council (BYNC), a multi-issue, non-partisan, democratic populist “voice of the people.”  Divisions between the communist-led packinghouse workers local and the Catholic church, between various ethnic groups, and among other antagonists were overcome by an approach that created a lowest significant common denominator platform on issues and united all against the power of the meatpackers and the Chicago political machine. BYNC launched Alinsky as the preeminent community organizer in the United States.  It was the first of a growing number of what he called “mass organizations,” and what are now more tamely called “broadly-based organizations.”
The term that best sums up these community organizations is “people power.”  When I was a young organizer in the late 1960s-1970s, effective “people power” groups were few and far between. Where they existed, Alinsky-community organizations won numerous victories, but his hope that they would link up and become a national force was never realized.  They failed to build permanent institutions that could connect with one another for city, state, and national action, make more fundamental demands upon local power structures, and do more than win concessions from the powers-that-be.  Alinsky himself observed that the life span of one of his organizations was five years; after that it was either absorbed by day-to-day operation of welfare programs or died. 
When Congress of Industrial Organization (CIO) industrial unions backed away from Alinsky (in the era of U.S. Senator Joe McCarthy and the expulsion of “communist-dominated” unions from organized labor), Catholic bishops and “social gospel” Protestants became his principal backers, along with a handful of foundations and other wealthy benefactors who funded Alinksy’s Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF). Alinsky died suddenly in 1972, but the IAF continued, and a number of other “organizing networks” emerged.  Alinsky’s impact on both Christian and Jewish understandings of social justice and the uses and abuses of power was deep and broad, going far beyond any specific local organization.
Internationally, Alinsky’s work spread as the result of a small office hidden in the interstices of the Geneva-based World Council of Churches.  There, some transplanted U.S. churchmen planted seeds for this kind of community organizing throughout the world, including Western Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America.  While the Office on Urban and Rural Mission raised money and did missionary work for Alinsky’s approach, other church-related people did the local work to create people power organizations.
In the U.S. Alinsky-tradition community organizing grew and took different forms. Organizer recruitment, training, and retention improved dramatically with better support and pay; there was a strategic shift aimed at uniting multi-racial and ethnic majorities in city- or metropolitan-wide organizations; leadership education within community organizing focused more systematically on the workings of corporate power; funding stabilized as bottom-up money combined with religious and foundation grant-making; greater attention was given to revitalizing religious congregations—always key constituent groups of “organizations of organizations.” 
ACORN (Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now) developed as a national community organizing group based in individual membership chapters.  Its recent demise—the combination of internal factors and a right-wing assault on it—has created a national vacuum. However, many former ACORN leaders and organizers are now creating statewide replacements, and a national training arms brings them together.  
Instead of death or co-optation after five years, some “organizations of organizations” and direct membership group are now more than thirty years old. Community organizations have had a major impact in such cities as San Francisco, Los Angeles, Denver, San Antonio, El Paso, Houston, Miami, Baltimore, New York, Boston, Chicago, and Minneapolis.

Understanding Community Organizing.
A good starting place to understand community organizing is an article Barack Obama wrote in the August/September 1988 Illinois Issues during his brief flirtation with becoming an organizer (I’ve added a couple of bracketed [ ] comments):  

...community organizing provides a way to merge various strategies for neighborhood empowerment. Organizing begins with the premise that (1) the problems facing inner-city communities do not result from a lack of effective solutions, but from a lack of power to implement these solutions; (2) that the only way for communities to build long-term power is by organizing people and the money [they pay in dues and raise through bottom-up fundraising] around a common vision; and (3) that a viable organization can only be achieved if a broadly based indigenous leadership--and not one or two charismatic leaders--can knit together the diverse interests of their local institutions [and “grassroots” people]. 

The community organizing discussed here is rooted in democratic values and the social and economic justice teachings of the world’s great religious traditions.  Discussing its tactics apart from this value base is like calling a Tupperware party “community organizing” because it makes use of house meetings organized by its grassroots sales force to sell its wares.  (Tupperware products are generally not available in stores; they are sold at house meetings organized by more than two million international independent contractor “hostesses.”)
The major things that distinguish community organizing from other approaches to social change are its focus on power, the large-scale and continued involvement of people from the base, a continuing emphasis on leadership development, and the strategic role played by the professional organizer. 

Organizing begins with the assumption that small and great injustices are typically the result of power imbalances. Those most hurt by the system are those who are most powerless to act on the system. The problem is not the absence of good policy ideas--in fact, there are lots of them that demonstrably work.  Rather, the problem is the institutional resistance by decision-makers in positions of power.  Further, this resistance is based on different self-interests, not lack of knowledge or incompetence—though in any given instance one or both may play a role.

Here’s the core idea: the powerless will remain powerless, and therefore exploited, discriminated against, marginalized, and otherwise taken advantage of as long as they remain isolated and divided. They typically don’t get involved because past experience proves the adage,  “You can’t fight the powers that be.” And their socialization in a mass, consumer, media-driven society tells them that they need some hero, advocate, charismatic leader to speak for them.  At the extreme, they believe they deserve their condition because of some flaw in their character.
For people to shift from nonparticipation to engagement, they have to anticipate success in the not-too-distant future. Only the experience of winning will undo the socialization of powerlessness and begin to undo internalized oppression that leads to passivity; it isn’t something that you can talk people out of; rather, it is something they act themselves out of.  So organizers agitate people to act in their own behalf.  They seek what Alinsky called “immediate, specific, and winnable issues.”  These are tools to build power that can subsequently address problems that are more deeply part of the status quo.  Success can be used to convince the skeptics on the sidelines to participate. When more people participate, more people power is built and more recalcitrant issues can be addressed.  In a typical city of a hundred thousand people, ten determined people can get a stop sign at a dangerous intersection; five hundred can get a new program adopted in a school system.  In a city ten times larger, five thousand can influence a city council’s agenda. And if there is a metropolitan-wide alliance of such groups, they can tackle even more.

Multi-issue organizing is required because different people experience different problems with different degrees of intensity at different points in their lives. The single working mother without extended family support nearby is interested in child care; the homemaker mom with teenagers is interested in the local high school. The retiree who depends on public transportation has yet a different immediate concern. The organization that wants to involve all of them has to offer the possibility of addressing all their concerns in the not-too-distant future. A believable picture of what people power can accomplish must be painted; the initial painter is a professional community organizer.

In Alinsky’s day, the professional organizer was an outsider--a hope-peddler who aimed to replace himself (they were all men) with a locally recruited successor. The best organizers listen empathically to the hopes, fears, dreams, and specific concerns of the people; challenge them to act by, as Alinsky put it, “rubbing raw the resentments of the people...fanning [their] latent hostilities to the point of overt expression. [The organizer] must search out controversy and issues, rather than avoid them, for unless there is controversy people are not concerned enough to act.”

Organizers think through with the people they are organizing how to move from point “A” to point “B” in order to achieve changes in practices, policies, and structures.  They use stories, ranging from the biblical David and Goliath to something that happened last week in a circumstance similar to that of the person listening, to make the possibility of victory palpable.  

Finally, they train people in the skills necessary to build a powerful organization.  These range from the specific skills of planning and conducting a meeting, to negotiating with adversaries, to planning and conducting issue campaigns that might stretch over a year-or-longer period of time.
It is relatively easy for a small group of dedicated activists to mobilize hundreds, thousands, or even millions of people to march, picket, or vote against or for something. Organizing has to do more.  It focuses on the development of leaders for whom civic participation becomes an important part of their identity. It provides meaning in their lives by rooting action in deeply held values. It offers the possibility of relationships of mutual confidence and trust among diverse people. It substitutes being a co-creator of an organization for being the passive recipient of what others decide for you.  It builds a permanent voice for heretofore powerless people.
Professional organizers focus on building community and power. Issues are tools for the building process, as well as means to improve the lives of people. What is won is no doubt important. But the organizer’s questions, and increasingly the questions of a growing core of committed leaders, have to do with changing the relations of power: How did our leaders grow in self-confidence? What did they learn? Which new people assumed leadership responsibilities? Are they going to continue in these roles?  Who are new recruits or potential recruits (organizations or individuals, depending on whether you’re building a federation or an individual membership organization)? What relationships were developed or deepened in our constituency? How was our reputation enhanced?  What new allies were made? Have we gained respect from power structure figures who will now respectfully negotiate with us? Are new fundraising possibilities available? How about media?  

If an organization doesn’t remain connected with its constituency and true to its values, today’s victory becomes tomorrow’s defeat--or, at best, it creates a pocket of privilege that does little for the vast majority of the powerless. Negative co-optation is the most powerful of the weapons in the arsenal of the powerful.  Examples in the U.S. are numerous: civil rights victories won in the 1960s are now commonly evaded, ignored or eroded; organized labor is too often a privileged stratum fighting take-backs rather than improving benefits and working conditions and organizing the unorganized.

This focus on building organizations and changing power relations frustrates observers and analysts who want to know, “What’s your ideology?”  From an Alinsky organizing perspective, that’s the wrong question to ask. Freedom is a constant struggle, and we should be focused on the road we’re traveling as well as the destination.   Indeed, we won’t get close to where we want to go if we aren’t careful about how we get there.
So long as we hold greater equality, community (or solidarity), and justice in our sight, the important question is whether we’re moving in the right direction. Critics say this is “organizing for organizing’s sake,” or “process without goals.”  Not true—as I hope the preceding makes clear.

Lots of Battles Won, But The War Is Being Lost

Organizers like to tell victory stories--describing the unfolding of talents and self-confidence in tens of thousands of people, active participants instead of victims and passive observers; pointing to new positive relationships in multi-constituency organizations among previously hostile racial, ethnic, religious and other groups; analyzing how a community organizing approach revitalized a religious congregation or union local; pointing to the millions of dollars won by an issue campaign. They recount with pride campaigns that made politicians accountable to the people they’re supposed to represent. 

But organizers have greater difficulty dealing with a question asked by one of the field’s most friendly observers, Peter Dreier: “Why is the sum smaller than the parts?” I think there are two things to say in response.

We are not dealing with a paper tiger. Tremendous power is concentrated in the hands of an unaccountable few. Capital’s mobility destroys neighborhoods, regions and countries by disinvestment or displacement; undermines union organization with threats to relocate and barely regulated intimidation; fosters destructive competition between ethnic, racial, native, immigrant, age and gender groups; plays local, state, provincial or regional and national governments against one another in efforts to create “union-free” low wage, low tax, low regulation environments.  Neoliberalism is the international expression of capital’s power.  It still dominates the globe, though some of its foundations have been shaken.
There is substantial complicity on the “progressive” side of the struggle: a co-opted labor movement generally accepts either private or public sector employer definitions of what is to be produced, created, or served, and how work is to be organized, and limits its demands to getting a piece of the action.  Rarely do construction unions oppose projects that destroy working class and poor neighborhoods, industrial unions question what they are making, its environmental impact or whether (as in transit) there might be better public alternatives, or public service unions ally with the presumed beneficiaries of their work to fight for the quality and effectiveness of what their public service employers provide.  Most unions are afraid to engage their members in the ongoing life of unions, creating a counter-culture that can withstand the pressures of consumerism.  Labor leaders prefer speaking for their members and providing services to them, whereas a fully participatory labor movement is a necessary condition for a truly democratic politics to exist.

Community organizers need to look at some of their own weaknesses, as well as external constraints. Many organizers think they are now at the negotiating table and don’t need the mass action of the past. They may be there, but only as junior partners. The gap between most community leaders and professional organizers in understanding the strategy and tactics of people power results in dependence on the organizers—despite their aphorism: “Never do for people what they can do for themselves.”  In avoiding ideological sectarianism the baby has been thrown out with the bathwater. Radical alternatives need to be discussed. Public, worker, community, and consumer-ownership, radically progressive taxation, breakup of corporate giants, internal democratization of large bureaucracies, and de-centralization—these are all options that need to be considered in internal leadership and membership education programs. Organizers today need to articulate a blurred vision (not a blueprint) of what a good society would look like in the same way that earlier organizers articulated an understanding of neighborhood based on mutual support, diversity, stability, and human scale.  Bottom-up (dues and grassroots fundraising) money needs to be a larger part of budgets, and community organizing needs to learn to negotiate with foundations over their grant-making just as they negotiate with other decision-makers.

Third Force Versus Third Party Politics

No president, premier, prime minister, parliament or congress can alone or in executive-legislative combination adopt the policies needed to reverse neoliberalism and begin to achieve economic and social justice and restore democracy.  They would face a capital strike if they tried.  (I have a broad definition of “capital strike” that includes capital flight, legal and illegal tax evasion, refusal to lend, lower bond ratings, and other abuses that put profit maximization above the common good.)  Without a conscious and involved mass movement supporting them, capital can panic the citizenry into retreat.  On the other hand, a well-organized public can boycott, strike, disrupt, confiscate and expropriate—the latter either by direct or governmental action.  

The truth is that change comes from above and below:  without Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the industrial union movement there would not have been the changes in the 1930s that Americans now fight to retain and improve.  Without Lyndon Johnson and the civil rights movement, there wouldn’t have been the voting and civil rights changes of the 1960s.  As a Social Democrat city councilman from Munich told me some years ago, “there are times when we politicians are pushed by the popular organizations; but there are other times when we have to pull the popular organizations to support new ideas and policies.”  In Brazil, continuing land reform would not take place at even its present slow pace without the massive Movement of the Landless (MST).

Massive disruptions from below now are taking place across the globe, sometimes in places where the most immediate objective is to topple a repressive regime; in other places where they demand economic and social justice; in yet other places they are pre-political protests.  For any of these to translate into effective power—that is to go from protest to power—they will have to learn the lessons that Saul Alinsky teaches.
Community organizing should and can be the continuous lubricant for social change that moves a nation toward greater economic and social equality and democratic participation.   Where there is no formal political democracy, its realization is a logical first demand.  But, as the “western democracies (including Israel)” painfully demonstrate, however important the forms of political democracy may be, and however necessary they may be to achieve economic and social justice, they are not sufficient.  People power in workplaces and political precincts is required.  That, in turn, requires strong civil society organizations that operate outside the formal political structure, and is independent of political parties.

Impacting Elections
In an early 1970s highway construction fight in Chicago, and in a 1980s New Orleans effort that redefined the drug-abuse issue as one of health care, education, and prevention rather than a “war on drugs,” community organizing groups made politicians respond to their agendas, publicized the responses, engaged in voter education, registration, and get-out-the-vote drives, and saw their issues dramatically affect electoral outcomes. Instead of endorsing politicians, these organizations got politicians to endorse their programs—and get elected because of those endorsements. 
I call this approach to electoral politics “partisan non-partisanship,” or “non-partisan partisanship.” It is partisan on values and the issues that flow from those values. It asks politicians, “Whose side are you on?”  It uses their responses to make distinctions among them and affect electoral outcomes.

We can imagine a national federation of community organizations, with deep levels of member participation, adopting a multi-issue economic, political and social justice agenda that deals with the full range of issues affecting the majority of people in its country.  Such an agenda would include clear measures to break up concentrated corporate power, and a foreign policy based on mutual respect among nations.  If a politician or political party adopted this agenda, that fact would be made known to the electorate by the national federation, separately from the campaign of the politician and political party.  It is the federation whose word would increasingly come to be trusted by the voters, and it is the federation that would take action to insure that what was promised during the election was acted upon afterward.

The greatest threat to the existence of such independence is the power of cooptation.  That is why organizers who have no interest in political office, or the benefits that come from being part of the coterie of politicians, are crucial.  These free society organizers will always be acting at “levels” below the top leadership of the very organizations that they create because those levels of secondary leadership will have to hold accountable their own top leaders.  This is no doubt a utopian aspiration.  There will be ebbs and flows.  But it is this idea of independence from politics as usual—whether that politics is conducted by a nominal “conservative,” “liberal” or “leftist”—that is the heart of this strategic idea.  Call it “permanent revolution” if you like.  A politics rooted in civil society that holds politicians accountable is central to an understanding of what Saul Alinsky was all about.
For the vast majority of the industrialized world’s people, and for the people of the world who are so deeply affected by what international (and domestic) capital does in their countries, this approach just might point to a way out of the present morass.  It addresses two central facts of current political life: the concentration of wealth and power in the hands of a relatively small group of people and the lack of a democratic social movement to effectively challenge the status quo. In the absence of the latter, the former will continue and get worse until it finally implodes.  Some believe that such an implosion is the pre-requisite to a more humane society.  It could lead to right-wing tyranny as well.  It is better that we build something that will lead to the former rather than hope we don’t get the latter. 

4684 words
_______________________________________________________ 
Mike Miller has been a community organizer for fifty years and is executive director of ORGANIZE! Training Center (OTC).  He is the author of A Community Organizer’s Tale:  People and Power in San Francisco, Heyday Books, 2009; Community Organizing:  A Brief Introduction; Euclid Avenue Press (available at Amazon.com), 2012, and; co-editor with Aaron Schutz of People Power:  The Community Organizing Tradition of Saul Alinsky; Vanderbilt University Press, 2015. Visit OTC’s Web site at: www.OrganizeTrainingCenter.org
4,911 words
*This is an adaptation and elaboration of an article that originally appeared in the Winter, 2010 issue of Dissent.
