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You're demonstrating against U.S. and the Electoral Tactic
intervention in Central America. You

organizing tenants to fight gentrifica

You're fighting for safe, legal aborti

You're teaching students how to't Mike Miller
You're marching for voting rights i
South. You're struggling to change
system in your own way.

You're not alone. All these bat
one. And only in one place do the
together: the Guardian, North Ame
largest independent radical newsw
I\(’)vve;rg/gfguo; ?ﬁg?sssggg(gg?gteag% ince many peoplg use the term “corpmupity organization”
every week. Incisive analysis and u h many meanings it is necessary to begin with a definition apd
international reportage: the informia ote that most, if not all, community organizations are not in-
you need about your O‘Wn fight an d sted in being a “community organiza‘tioq” as defined here. A
the common struggle r{lunity qrganization is one thaF can legitimately speak for the

Try a free four-wéek subscri stituency it represents and can, if challenged, demonstraFe that
to the Guardian, at absolute] nop oes so. The best -exampl.e of a nar‘ro_wly based community or-
obligation Simp;ly cut out theyCOU ization is the National Rifle Association (NR{\). Mess with them
below and mail it in toda gun control and you are assured of a constituency that can be

y. vered against you. The best example of a broad-based commu-
organization is Poland’s Solidarity, which functioned as labor
N, community organization, and social movement.

HE PURPOSE of this article is to outline a vision of community
organizing and organization in the United States and relate
vision to the dangers and opportunities of participation in elec-
politics. ,

i .Send me four free . , is with some hesitation that the analogy to Poland and Solidar-
i fr Issues of the Guardian, , s used. Polish nationalism is unifying; there is no counterpart

66 at absolutely he United States. A one-party state dominated by a historic

no obligation. my ran Poland at the time of Solidarity’s spectacular growth.

parties and smaller rivals vie for power here, even though at
: s the programs of the major parties are almost indistinguish-
f§ address ' . Despite these difficulties, and with apologies to those who
i ity w Poland grfd Sglidarity better than I, the analogy is used be-

' ¢ of the vision it provokes and because of the clear fact that
state Zip darity did organize a tremendous number of people in an au-
| Mail to: The Guardian, Dept. ous and voluntary organization that functions to represent
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the values and interests of the vast majority of the people of its co

stituency — which, in its case, was th jori
. y € vast majorit
of Poland. foriy of the

Ouf interest in this discussion is with broad-based communi
organizations. They are multi-issue, democratic in values an
process, and committed to defending and advancing the interes
of the vast majority of the people in their constituency. If succes
ful, they would function in this country in a manner analogo
the way Solidarity functioned in Polan =

No commumnity organizations in the United States now me
this stfindaFd. There are very few that come close. There are ve
£ew historically which came close . The question to be asked i

How dg we build such organizations in the United States?” Ele
toral activity is the most problematic means for the buil.din :
such organizations—for reasons soon to be explored.

Br'oad—based community organizing faces, as its first task, o
coming several great obstacles in the American people. First, mo
2 :

eople are skepti . ! in peop :
g it}Ir) Hall.”s eptical of the fruits of public activity: “you can’t be

The saying is both true and not true. i
politicians and the bureaucrats. And there’srﬁltz c());1 S\ji;;flczvéghs
port the argument. Yet every community organizer who has
ve@oped a block club in a neighborhood knows that when a
neighbors get together they can get a stop sign, a burned-out ho

ﬁXCd up torn dO wIl Or bO p
y ar ded u , Or aballd()lle(i 1 QW

Second, there are tremendous divisions among the Amern
people: race, culture, age, sex, region, occupation, income, so
status. The majority is, in reality, many minorities’ Their in,tere
and Yalues are best pursued when they act with .unit while
specting their diversity. This theme of power in unity a}ll’ld uni
d%versn:y is reflected throughout the history of labor and comtrfi
nity or}glgamzing. It suggests, as the following examples will ill
glaete;eto ;lte .concrete experiences can overcome the divisions amon
® In San Francisco’s Mission and Quter Mission districts vou
gang anq senior leaders came together, supported each ot%rler
issues neither could win alone and jointly, in the case of the Mi
sion, hammered out policy on police protection, harassment a
brutality. Not only were age divisions present; ’the elderly we
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erwhelmingly Irish and Italian and the youth were mostly His-
nic.

In Mississippi white Klansmen took off their hoods and joined
ack workers when it became apparent to both that the boss was
sing race to keep them divided and separately oppressed.

In the Mountain Plains (Montana, Wyoming, Idaho), Native
mericans and Anglo ranchers, historically bitter foes, have been
oming together to deal with the threat to each of their ways of life
at is posed by energy development activities.

pROBLEM of past efforts has been that unity frequently became

a slogan for a dominant majority within an organization to
hallenge the legitimacy of such formations as minority caucuses.
oday, women and minorities are not likely to let that happen
gain. Further, in community organizations different ethnic, racial,
ge, religious and other groups have their own institutional bases
f power from which to negotiate their way into multi-constitu-

ncy organizations.

A third obstacle is the weakness of citizenship skills and values in
America. Even the minimal act of voting is not valued by the
ajority. The arts and skills of fraternal discussion and debate, of
mpromise, of organizing and running meetings and of negotiat-
g with decision-makers are not widely shared; they are not
ght in civics or political science courses. The idea of citizenship
vocated here implies the ongoing involvement of large numbers
people in the discussions, debates and policy-making processes
the society. It suggests, contrary to the “democratic elitists,” that

e protection of democratic values lies in the wisdom of the
ople themselves. It argues that civil liberties and rights will best
preserved when the vast majority of the people use them in the
nduct of civic affairs. Most American liberal democratic theory
gues the opposite: civil liberties are safeguarded by elites and
oh insulated institutions as the judiciary. This theory is reflected
the practice of many labor and liberal leaders. Leaders take a
ogram to the people; if the people support the program, they
ote for the leaders who advocate it. The people, in this paradigm,
on’t have much to do between the elections. An exception is
hen the leaders call upon them to act. The result is a “we-they ”
Jationship between the leaders and the led. Uninvolved in their
wn organizations, most people are suspicious of leadership and
equently distrust their own organizations. Little wonder, then,
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that members frequently ask, “What’s the organization going t
for me?” Or that even the best politicians view the electorate
market whose concerns are to be sampled so that the politician
be attractively packaged and sold at election time. This appr
tends to apply to the best as well as the worst of our current pu
leaders. '

A curious irony results from this view. The majority of
and members of most labor and other voluntary association
low- to middle-income people expect at once too much an [
little from their elected representatives. On the one hand
think that leaders can deliver on programs without serious n
struggles in which the base is actively involved. On the
hand, cynicism about leadership is so pervasive that when le
fail it is considered par for the course. The irony is repeat
leaders who don’t involve constituencies in struggles (whet
the negotiating table or in legislative bodies) and then wonder
the troops don’t rally to the banner when they are needed.

The image of a democratic society as a marketplace of b
(voters/members) and sellers (politicians, leaders, parties and
forms) should be challenged. Citizens ought to be active, nc
active. They ought to formulate as well as respond to opt
Educational institutions as well as voluntary associations ougl
be places where people gain the competencies, develop th
titudes, and learn the values associated with the idea of citizer
as an ongoing right and responsibility requiring continuou
ticipation. Community organizations should foster this view
these practices.

THE CLEAR EXPERIENCE of community and labor orga
over the past fifty years is that these obstacles amo
people are most likely to be overcome by the pursuit of tw
strategies: negotiation with institutional decision-maker:
through the use of self-help activities. Negotiations with dedis
makers need to be about problems that are immediate and s
in the experience of a constituency and over proposed sol
that are immediate, specific, winnable and non-divisiv
emerging community organization creates a “win-win” situ
If agreement is reached in negotiations, there is a win.
decision-maker won’t meet or won’t agree, there is a fight t
be won with a short campaign.
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Self-help activities lack external adversaries, but they must have
characteristic of dealing with an immediate problem in a

pecific, achievable way. Getting a stop sign at a dangerous inter-

tion is the classic example of adversary relations—the commu-
ty vs. City Hall; setting up a food-buying club exemplifies the
onadversarial self-help approach. In either case, these activities
elp develop relations among people, build confidence and in-
ase skills. This is how organization begins to be built. The pos-
ibility for changes in the relations of power emerges. Such action,
vhether of the negotiation and direct action or the self-help vari-
ty, provides the material for reflection on values. Lessons can be
med about “how the power structure works,” “people have
wer when they organize,” “in unity there is strength.” Values are
pened: what is the meaning of “one man, one vote” when elec-
jons cost hundreds of thousands (or millions) of dollars and a few
eople contribute most of the money—and they represent large
orporations? What is the relationship of greed to justice when
indlords in Knoxville evict long-term tenants so they can make a
nick buck on the World’s Fair? Here a consciousness of values and
ion is fostered and deepened. There is a values war going on in
imerica today: elitism vs. democracy, greed vs. human rights,
Ifishness vs. community. Skills, too, are taught in this process:
otiating, organizing and “actions” (pickets, boycotts, strikes),
earching an issue and deciding on a tactic.

he organization that patiently engages in this process is likely
grow. Without too many mistakes, in three to five years it will
able to speak for a broad base of people on a multiplicity of
es. Further, the majority of the people will view the democratic
cesses of the organization as a forum in which to resolve their
erences. They will have come to this conclusion as a result of
eral kinds of experiences: first, the pursuit of their own particu-
interests is enhanced as a result of their membership in the
ad-based organization. Second, the pursuit of broadly shared
Is and values is similarly enhanced; third, stereotypes based on
“isms” (sexism, ageism, racism) fade away as prejudices of the
t when concrete experiences and relationships with people who
“different” challenge the stereotypes.

nother illustrative story is in order. Race was a critical issue in
anizing mineworkers in the Mid-South. An old-timer told how
dealt with white racism at Peabody Coal Company:
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White worker: Ain’t you the union lets the niggers in?”? Chicago’s anti-crosstown-freeway fight, antagonistic ethnic
Orﬁamz?‘ff (pointing to a black worker): “See that fellah o acial groups came together to defeat a freeway that would
there? ) destroyed their neighborhoods and eliminated many jobs.
White worker: “Yeh, so what?” : i
o ; . ” needed each other to win and they came to know and respect
Organizer: “Who's he workin’ for? her in the ficht. O £ thei - bili
White worker: “Peabody.” other in the fight. One of their tactics was an accountabi ity
Organizer: “Who you workin’ for?” ment on the freeway. They asked all candidates for public
White worker: “Peabody.” where they stood on the freeway. Those that favored the
Organizer: “You think about it. I'll be back around and well t2 ay or failed to answer (after warning) were listed as “opposed
some more.” he people.” Those who opposed the freeway were “for the
e” In the Walker-O’Gilvie race for governor, Walker op-
EW COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS in America have reached and © GﬂVle- s portec‘l the freeway. A flyer with the posi-
point we’re now talking about. A numb N was widely distributed in the corridor of the proposed free-
Solidarit h 8 : umber are on: the route. Walker subsequently attributed his electoral victory in
1darity, we should recall, shut the country down when t -
workers di . s 2 ate to the corridor vote.
were arrested i one incident. The capacity for “aver in Mississipni (2 di
eople” t ke thej - _ pwood cutters in Mississippi (a different group from the one
peop 0 make their horizons grow to encompass others is v i “ Mississippi i
Acc f th : . X t described) recently won passage of the “Mississippi Uni-
ccounts of the €10 in the 1930s and the immediate post-Wo ; i » W ai i
War 11 era oj . o Pulpwood Sealing and Practices Act,” a law aimed at ending
give one a sense of what it might have been like ot fac ] : ;

. : nerous exploitative practices in the relationship between the
ers and those who buy from them. According to the United
cutters Association, “Hundreds of woodcutters have made
s to the State Capitol, and approximately 3,000 people have at-
ed ‘legislative accountability nights’ in more than 30 districts
und the State.”

E RISKS to the participating organizations that used this ap-
proach were relatively small. No endorsement was given.
were identified; voters were informed, registered and
med out” to vote. The organizations continued to work to en-
e their victories. The risks can be expressed in these ques-
s:” (1) What if the opponent won? (2) What if the “good guy”
Imagine a thousand citizens in an auditorium. They want *y , then “double-crossed” the organization and people who sup-
or “no” answers to three critical questions which reflect three: ed him, but the organization wasn't strong enough to punish
1ssues. Candidates are paraded in front of the audience. The next election? (3) Having backed a loser in a primary, what if
tions are presented; the answers are recorded, printed on a fl  candidate did so poorly that a “lesser of two evils” nomince
and widely distributed in the community. Ten thousand new vo t even bother to court the vote your organization repre-
are registered. A massive “get out the vote” is organized. The $77: (4) What if your candidate won, sold you out, but neutral-
didates with the “right” stands on the issues win. The organiz the organization by hiring or appointing some of your key
proceeds to ensure that the elected representatives vote as ers or giving them or the organization a government program
promised. The issues were carefully studied and formulated so tha t of some kind?

'?[l‘l}f' cfo_mmumty organizaFiqn’s proposals for action were real n organization with a strong collective or team leadership at
1s form of electoral activity has been implemented with suc op, with many secondary leaders and with an active rank and

I
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file can resist sell-outs. It can use the problems associated with el
toral participation to strengthen its own power and to educate
own rank and file. An organization without these prerequisite
likely to be weakened by electoral activity for a number of reaso
(1) It will become candidate- rather that issue-oriented and, asso
ated with this, (2) it will see power in the elective office rathert

in the organization of the people; (3) it will be unable to hold

countable those it helps elect; (4) it will not be at the negotiat
table after a primary or general election because its contribution
the election wasn’t significant enough to be counted.

A note on cooptation is in order at this time. In the campaigns
stop the crosstown freeway in Chicago and to win lifeline util
rates in California, successful candiadates “coopted” the issu
They proceeded, when elected, to stop the freeway and imple
lifeline rates. The cooptation is a victory if the organization clai
it and can enforce it. No one in politics gives credit; it mu
claimed. This fact, however, should not lead us to the concl
that victory is defeat. It should only warn us that we cannot ¢
on politicians to do our work for us—that is, to build our m
ment. They tend to be more interested in building their careel
And this, by the way, applies to those in third parties as well a
publicans and Democrats. It is, as a matter of fact, one of the
we have of holding politicans accountable, and should not; ¢
fore, be viewed as a negative. After all, they do have to run fo
election.

A related note is also now in order on the nature of the Ame
political parties. The major parties are best understood as guil
associations of professional politicians and those who sup
them. There is a division of labor between them. The politi
draw district lines, run for office, pass legislation and budgets,
provide patronage in the form of appointments, jobs and
tracts. The supporters adopt platforms, operate the parties
day-to-day basis and help elect the politicians. Sometimes the
disagree, particularly the issue-oriented volunteers and the v
oriented professionals. The latter invariably win because they
much more seriously; their careers are at stake.

The parties are not mass organizations, nor is there much ch
of turning them into such organizations. There is little account
ity of candidates to the party apparatus, and almost no relation
between the apparatus and party “members.” Indeed few reg
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ered Democrats or Republicans think of themselves as “mem-
ers” of their respective parties. There is some degree of voter loy-
ty to party label, particularly on regional, racial/ethnic and union
embership lines. There are one-party counties, districts, and even
tates. These facts suggest that an independent community organi-
ation should not be wed to one party or one candidate. Rather, it
hould use its power to get the best of the professionals elected,
ecognizing that the “pro” will only be as good as the people’s
ower to hold him accountable. The exception to this proposition
will be noted below.

NOTHER KIND of cooptation should be noted. It was represented
by the New Frontier and Great Society programs of the six-
ies. Its effect was to undermine the community organizations of
hat era in two ways. First, officially created and paid for citizen
articipation undermined autonomous and independent grass-
oots organizing efforts. Election tolocal poverty boards took the
lace of building and strengthening powerful organizations. Sec-
nd, programs promised far more than they could deliver. Local
eaders, as a result, became frontline administrators for in-
dequately conceived and/or funded efforts. These leaders traded a
ole of spokesperson for a constituency for that of service provider.
One can hope that lessons were learned from that era. At the same
ime, a shrinking economic pie and Ronald Reagan make the like-
ihood of such options at least as remote as the 1984 elections.

 The Council of Federated Organizations (COro) sought to be-
ome a mass organization in Mississippi. It was a complex organi-
ation made up of local black community organizations and Mis-
issippi representatives of national civil rights organizations. The
rganizing force in it was the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
ommittee (SNCC). Its political arm was the Mississippi Freedom
Jemocratic Party (MeDP). It operated “freedom schools” in black
ommunities around the state. It supported co-ops, an effort to or-
anize sharecroppers and tenant farmers, a black theater group,
nd other cultural activities. It provided a context, for a brief
eriod, to organize poor Mississippi whites. There were many
roblems in COFO practice, but they are not the point here. The
najor point is that MFDP and the electoral process came to be the
cus for black leadership in Mississippi.
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It was the MFDP that challenged the “Regular” Democrats at
1964 national party convention. It later became the organizi
vehicle for many black candidacies for public office, some of wh
were successful. COFO is now dead; MFDP is, at best, a shell: W
candidates have been elected the organizations have withered
died; so, too, did all the other programs. The power base
eroded. The emphasis on electing public officials without ask
what would be built out of such elections is in part the reason
the decline of the Southern movement. The great tragedy of
Mississippi (and Southern) movement was that it put its best en
gies and talents into electoral politics. It got hooked on winn
elections and forgot to ask continually about the relationship
winning elections to building a unified movement.

I N MY MIND’S EYE I can imagine a time when community org'
zations will be so strong, so deeply rooted and so confident ¢
they will generate their own candidacies from their own ranks.
imagine that is not to see it on the horizon for 1982 or even 19
Imagine, however, the earlier described organization which, aft
couple of years of accountability sessions, is now five years olc
It is the annual convention of the organization. Seven thous
delegates are gathered to determine the direction of the comm
for the next year. The delegates come from religious, labor, v,
senior, minority, women’s, neighborhood, small business, soci
fraternal, and athletic organizations. Every facet of communit
is represented. The agenda of the meeting includes reports fror
self-help division, 1nclud1ng a community credit union, 2 ¢
food store, tutorials in numerous neighborhood fac1htles,
housing co-ops numbering two thousand units. A tenant unio
ports on four thousand units that are governed by landlord-te
negotiated agreements. A parent union reports on its efforts to
prove reading scores in the schools and describes a successful
paign recently undertaken jointly with the Teachers Union. L
reports on recent investments of pension funds that will be
community life and asks for community support for two new
ganizing drives among unorganized workers. The honorar
chairs of the convention are the heads of numerous religiou
nominations and the secretary-treasurer of the local labor cot
Delegates are being named to the state and national federati
which the community organization is an affiliate. And on
agenda is the nomination of candidates to elective office in
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ations where there is no professional willing and able to carry
program of the organization. It is understood by all that the
come of this nomination will determine the outcome of the
eral election because the delegates attending this convention
y represent the vast majority of the people of the political dis-
t or districts being contested. The nominee(s) understand their

as one of representing the organized people of the districts in
area. They will “stand,” not “run,” for election. Their platform
| be that adopted in today’s convention. There will be no need
massive expenditures of funds for media; the community or-
ization is linked to the majority of the electorate by a vast net-
tk of its own formal and informal means of communication.
e of the things created by the organization has been the kind of
mmunity in which face-to-face relationships and networks of
al leadership replace the mass media as the primary sources of
ormation on important issues.

Note, to return to Solidarity, that when the Communist Party in

and opened up the electoral process, Solidarity declined the in-

ation to play by the party’s new rules. At the same time, Solidar-

continued to build. Demands for better treatment gave way to
ogan “Nothing about us without us.” It was clearly under-

od that the power of the Polish workers would be built through
evelopment of their own organization, not through efforts to
over someone else’s.

e discussion thus far should not be interpreted as an anti-
-party argument. In Lowndes County, Alabama, the Student
nviolent Coordinating Committee organized a third party that
ery powerful for a brief period of time. So, too, did La Raza
a organize powerful third-party units in Texas. In both cases,
wever, the electoral activity was strategic rather than tactical.
lection of a majority to a local political body was viewed as
ay to build a powerful movement for social change. The
gy was mistaken. Electoral victory led to organizational de-
Indeed locally elected officials frequently take the blame for
adequacies of state and national programs. Similarly they can
e fall guys with a local electorate for decisions by corporations
hut plants down or not move to a local community.

e task ahead in America today is to build our Solidarity. It will
aped independently of the political parties—whether the
r or minor ones. It will use negotiation and confrontation
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Letters

veloping its power. It will be shaped by them and will, in

provide a forum that helps strengthen them. Out of the demo

process within it will come a program for a society that

closely approximates the ideals of our revolutionary heritage.

toral participation, endorsement, candidacies or accountability sedWill We Need Experts and Markets
i Classless Societies?

d also like to say a
r Action outline
om Poland’s Solidarity union movement.

twe must always hav.

only be made immediately.) I fi political expertise

omehow divorced fr on-sense decision-making ability,
the simple reason




