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In what she evidently believed was a disparaging remark about Barack 

Obama, Sarah Palin, Republican vice presidential candidate and former mayor 

of Wasilla, Alaska, said in a campaign speech, “I guess being a small town mayor 

is like a community organizer, except that you have actual responsibilities.” 

If she only knew. If she had only read Mike Miller’s fine-grained account of 

the creation, growth, accomplishments, and eventual decline of the Mission 

Coalition Organization (MCO) in San Francisco between 1968 and 1971, 

even the seemingly unembarrassed Palin might have conceded error of her 

comparison. 

Miller, founder and director of the Organize! Training Center in San Fran- 

cisco, who received his initial training from the master, Saul Alinsky, has been a 

professional community organizer for more than half a century. He was lead 

organizer for MCO, which welded a fractious, ethnically, and attitudinally 

diverse population of low- and moderate-income residents into a powerhouse 

force for Mission District change. “Barak Obama put community organizing 

back in the national conversation about change happens,” Miller writes. “The 

work he did on the South Side of Chicago is similar to what I did in the 

Mission.” 

Miller was summoned to San Francisco from Kansas City, where he headed 

a Black community organizing project, by leading Mission District activists who 

had concluded that a tough, experienced organizer was needed to ramrod the 

creation of a cohesive, community-wide coalition capable of negotiating from a 

position of power with the city’s key decision makers. 

Creating an effective organization out of an aggregation of strong-willed, 

turf-conscious, and disparate parts, including the far left Progressive Labor 

Party, a few Communists, radical nationalists, garden variety liberals, and pow- 

erful, established organizations that felt they were doing just fine on their own 

figured to be a considerable challenge. 

“Building the MCO was as difficult as building a strong building on a 

landfill,” Miller writes. 

In fact, centrists in the organization were hostile to its basic organizing 

concepts even though they agreed with the goals sought and usually declined to 

participate in direct action. Leftists, of course, were impatient with what they 

perceived as the MCO’s lack of aggressiveness. 

The Mission District is arguably San Francisco’s most diverse community. 

Its low- and moderate-income population is more than 50 percent Latino—a 

mixture of Nicaraguans, Mexicans, Salvadorans, Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans— 

but with substantial numbers of Filipinos, Samoans, blacks, and older white 

ethnics, remnants and descendants of the district’s original Irish, Italian, 

German, and Russian residents. Ethnic nationalism and the Catholic Church are 

among the district’s most powerful forces. Several organizations had marked off 

their own turfs while scrapping over War on Poverty Funds. The district had 

successfully resisted urban renewal, which had bulldozed large swaths of the city 

but had not been able to get a handle on addressing chronic problems of 

housing, employment, and education. 

The founding convention of the MCO drew 800 delegates from sixty-six 

organizations, including organized labor, churches, and a variety of ethnic enti- 

ties, large and small. Consensus came hard. So the convention was broken into 

two parts and stretched over a full month before rivalries were tamped down and 

an agenda formulated. The fundamental guarantee against abiding divisiveness 

was “recognition by the members of the organization that it is in their self 

interest to stick together and create a powerful instrument to defend and 

advance their interest and values,” Miller writes. 

At the peak of its effectiveness, the MCO managed to end the practice of 

redlining in the Mission and engineered the ouster of an unpopular adminis- 

tration at Mission high school and addressed the district’s chronic housing 

problems by direct action, confronting, then negotiating with landlords and 

creating several tenant unions. It also developed several leaders from among its 

young grassroots activists who have remained active in San Francisco 

politics. And adopting the slogan “the right to a job is greater than the right 

to excess profit,” the MCO established a successful jobs program that won 

over hard cases like Pacific Gas and Electric Co., a major employer in the 

district. 

Perhaps impermanence was built into the MCO, given its shaky beginnings 

and internal rivalries. Its rise was coterminous with the entry of the Model 

Cities program to San Francisco, which generated a pervasive fear among 

Mission activists that it would attempt to superimpose itself on local 

organizations. 

In fact, President Johnson’s Model Cities antipoverty program, passed by 

Congress in 1966, prevailed over the MCO in the end. Once it became 

entangled with the federal program, the local organization lost its radical élan 

and could no longer sustain mass action. 

Thelon Henderson, former chief judge of the U.S. Federal District Court in 

San Francisco, has called Miller “Mr. Community Organizing He’s done 

marvels. It’s amazing to watch him do it.” 

Miller has counseled and worked on dozens of community organizing 

projects in the decades since the MCO faded out. He lives in the Mission 

District and worries about “the slow, steady process of gentrification” going on 

there. He laments that “the idea of a presence in the Mission that could bring 

more than a thousand people to an annual meeting to determine the commu- 

nity’s future is now only a dim, sometimes fond, sometimes hostile memory.” 

An Organizer’s Tale carefully preserves the real story of a complicated and 

resoundingly successful, albeit ephemeral, community organizing project. It 

figures to be an instructive case study for a new generation of organizers. It 

belongs on the bookshelf next to Alinsky’s Reveille for Radicals and Roots for 

Radicals by Alinsky’s successor Ed Chambers. 
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