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(For the “Obama Salon” meeting of March 25). Revised 11/12/12

This paper was initially a discussion paper for a group of about a dozen people who met in my home in March, 2011 to discuss how people like us (labor, community, and political organizers on the left) should think about the Obama Administration, and how we should work in its context.  With Obama now elected to a second term, with strong support from constituencies that are the core of that initial group’s interest, I am revisiting and updating the paper.
I

In this paper I propose to outline in skeletal terms what “we,” by whom I mean people committed to economic and social justice, a democratic foreign policy (as distinct from the policy of maintaining, defending or expanding an American empire), and small “d” democratic participation by large numbers of engaged citizens and non-citizens in civic life, ought to be strategically pursuing in order to have the power necessary to achieve these broad goals.  In other words, this is a proposed vehicle, or organizational form, to take us from where we are to where we want to go.   It is based on the values of the democratic tradition as expressed in The Enlightenment and reaching back to Athenian democracy, and the moral, social and economic justice teachings of the world’s great religions—in this country particularly the Christian, Jewish and Muslim traditions, and Engaged Buddhism.  

That vehicle is a mass-based, deeply participatory, internally democratic, multi-constituency, multi-strategy and tactic, multi-issue, partisan-nonpartisan, self-funded organization that includes both already-existing organizations (unions, congregations, civic associations, athletic clubs and teams, small business, identity, interest, etc groups that are membership organizations), and newly developed groups whose formation is essential to involving heretofore non-participating constituencies (unemployed, welfare recipient, tenant, homeless and otherwise often marginalized groups).  The organization stands in opposition to dominant institutions and the dominant culture’s ethic of rugged individualism, substituting for these a “counter-culture” deeply rooted in such historic expressions as the democratic elements of the American revolution, Abolitionists, Knights of Labor, populism, industrial unionism, women’s rights, civil rights, immigrant rights and others.  

Such organizations require a paid, full-time, skilled, organizing staff who work in a relatively invisible manner to assist leaders and members to build, expand and maintain the mass-based organization.

Such an organization develops the capacity to, initially, change the policies and practices of dominant institutions.  As it develops its own power, it also changes the relations of power between it and dominant institutions by such means as collective bargaining, recognition agreements for community planning and development, and others that include it (“nothing about us without us”).  Finally, it develops the capacity to transform institutions whose core values run counter to democratic values (break up, nationalize or turn into community/worker ownership) such as corporations now considered “too big to fail”).

Here is a brief elaboration of these elements of organization, and a few words to distinguish them, and the organization itself, from other vehicles that offer themselves as a mechanism for the purposes we hope and seek to accomplish.

II

Mass-based, highly participatory and internally democratic:  a mass-based organization is deeply rooted in constituency.  If you walk down the main street of a town or city in which it exists and ask people, “Do you have an organization that speaks for you on the issues of the day?” they respond by naming it.  Highly participatory means that members are “co-creators” rather than simply dues-payers in the organization.  In any given week, hundreds of members are involved in committees, negotiations, actions and other organization activities.  Internally democratic means that structures, policies and leaders are decided upon in some kind of annual or bi-annual congress, convention or other very large meeting in which delegates of the member organizations make basic decisions about the coming year-or-two. 

Highly participatory also includes a clear focus on developing deep relationships of mutual respect and trust among the diverse people who are the organization’s members.  These relationships are the underpinning of community and solidarity—the idea that our destinies are mutually intertwined, and that we must support each other if we are to realize them.   In its internal processes, the organization is “pre-figurative” in character—that is, it deals within its own membership with the divisive “isms” that separate people who have to work together to develop the power to overcome present concentrations of wealth and power in American life.

III

Multi-constituency means seeking to encompass 60-80% of the American people.  This has also been called “majority constituency” organizing.  It affirms respect for “the other,” and celebrates diversity; it includes at every level of its leadership people whose presence makes clear the diversity of the base; by its attention to multi-language material, racial, ethnic and gender composition, translation in meetings, accessibility to disabled and elderly people, and by a multitude of other expressions of attentiveness to people and their particular needs if they are to be included, it makes clear that “multi-constituency” is what it says, and not a mask for one group’s domination of an organization that claims to speak for all. 

IV

Multi-strategy and tactic means the organization makes use of institutional change, mutual aid and self-help approaches to social change.  

By institutional change I mean changes in the practices, policies and structures of major government, business and nonprofit institutions and organizations that affect the lives of large numbers of people.   To take the business sector, for example, such changes could include the break-up of “institutions too big to fail,” some combination of worker-consumer-community-ownership, creation of public competitors or public ownership.  
Parallel policy directions in relation to government might include public financing, decentralization, redistributive taxation policies, rigorous regulation, subsidization, neighborhood government, and other policies and restructuring.

In almost all cases, the first tactical step is to seek good faith negotiations with institutional decision makers.  When there is a refusal to engage in such negotiations, the organization makes use of these tactics: (1) non-violent direct action that disrupts business as usual or that publicly shames decision makers; (2) economic action (strikes, demonstrations, work-to-rule, sick-outs, boycotts, greenlining, etc); (3) political action (petitioning, lobbying and public accountability sessions; (4) “near-endorsements” (making clear to the electorate where politicians stand on an issue, particularly where doing so can make a difference in the outcome of an election), voter education, registration and get-out-the-vote; this might be in the primary of one-or-another of the major parties, or include a third party; (5) whatever other tactics the imagination can conceive.

By mutual aid I mean buying clubs, co-ops (the Basque region’s Mondragon is a sterling example of these possibilities), credit unions, baby-sitting and child-care pools, support groups and other activities in which people help one another by the creation of alternative institutions or organizational forms.

By self-help I mean supporting counseling, training, education and other activities that benefit individual members of the organization or the wider constituency.

V

Multi-issue means that the organization’s platform and activities includes work to further the particular and general interests of its membership and constituency.  Thus it is active in the entire range of concerns of the people:  meaningful and good-paying jobs, quality public education and early childhood development, affordable and good housing, public services (transit, street sweeping, traffic control, other), mental and physical health care, recreation, neighborhood preservation and enhancement, sustainable development, neighborhood and other human-scale economic development, general environmental protection and sustainability and others.  

However, the organization undertakes action in any of these arenas with a dual focus in mind:  what will benefit the people, and, equally important, what will build the capacity (power) of the organization to engage effectively in issues where resistance to change is more deeply embedded in the structures and culture of the status quo.  In other words, this is not simply an organization that adopts good public policy; it is one that focuses on struggles over policies for which there is the possibility of victory.  The organization is not “utopian,” though its vision statement and internal practices build toward a radically different country.

Further, because the organization includes in its deliberations representatives from diverse constituencies, each of whom recognizes the importance of building this organization, it is able to develop a lowest significant common denominator platform that excludes internally divisive issues that will divide rather than unite.  My experience is that when respected leaders from diverse constituencies are engaged in mutually respectful discussions, negotiations and compromises, they will recognize there are issues they must pursue independently, without seeking endorsement or agreement from other members of such an organization, because to do so would eliminate the broad unity that is required for the benefit of all, including themselves and their particular constituency.  On the other hand, it is also my experience that when relationships of trust exist across lines of historic antagonism it becomes possible to search for common ground on what were previously undiscussable issues.

VI

Partisan/Non-partisan means the organization is not affiliated with any political party, though it is highly partisan in its values, the interests it represents and the issues it tackles.  There are partial historic examples of this in US history:  the Non-Partisan League, the early Populists, some elements of the CIO.  I call it a “near-party” because while it seeks to affect political outcomes, both in who gets elected and what policies get adopted, it does not itself endorse, nominate or run candidates for election.  
VII

The organization funds its core budget from dues and member-based fundraising activities (raffles, souvenir books, festivals).  Self-funding is the hallmark of independence.  External funding (business, foundation, government) for special projects and programs is treated as any other campaign—that is, an effort to make institutions with money accountable to the interests of the people.  These funds are negotiated, not the result off the typical supplicant relationship between applicant and funder.
No group of people is too poor to pay for their own organization if it is important enough to them.  The classic statement of this is in by Cesar Chavez; he says, in part, “We started [the farm workers union] 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 [multiply that number by seven to get the equivalent in today’s dollars].  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.”

VIII

A counter-cultural organization seeks to create a new story of how democracy works.  It is not the activity of distant representatives who are elected by an otherwise passive citizenry.  Rather, it is the on-going activity of hundreds, if not thousands, of everyday people and their leaders.  The organization celebrates these participants, treating them as community heroes.  It engages in deep reflection on the values that are its underpinning, thus making meaningful in everyday life ideas now often limited to Friday, Saturday or Sunday sermons or July 4th proclamations.  This reflective activity involves the reading “from below” of American and world history.  In also includes educational activities to deepen member’s understanding of history, politics, economics, sociology and culture.  The organization creates a new story of everyday people as history makers.
IX

Here I’d like to challenge a lot of the discussion that now goes on among “progressives” (ranging from liberals to most of what is encompassed by “the left”).
Finally, I’d like to contrast what is discussed above with where I think we are as radicals, progressives, liberals, and others who don’t label themselves who are now struggling to create a meaningful democracy.  For the most part, our organizations are not mass-based.  They are dominated by a culture of “activism” in which there is little attention paid to building on-going and growing people power.  If they have a large membership, it is nominal and thinks of itself as separate from the organization (as in the typical phrase, “What’s the organization going to do about ‘x’?” rather than as in “What are we going to do about ‘x’?”).  They are typically single-issue “silo organizations,” each separately attacking the same centers of power as others, but pursuing their ends separately.  They are based in a single-constituency.  Their culture of activism separates them from the lives of everyday people who may sign a petition (or not) but who do not see these organizations as their own vehicles for expressing their interests.  They are more like politicians who voters might support than communities to which they might belong.  
Or we are engaged in a multitude of “community-based” or “public interest” nonprofits, governed by self-perpetuating boards of directors that are formally accountable to themselves and their funders--typically foundations--to whom these nonprofits relate, essentially, as supplicants.  These organizations lack either the accountability of a market or of an electorate. Political debate is generally on the merit (or lack thereof) of an issue, the merit (or lack thereof) of a candidate, or the merit (or lack thereof) of a party.  We thus engage in often-acrimonious disputes (single-payer versus Obama-care; Obama versus a primary or third party challenge; Democratic Party versus third party) that have little or nothing to do with building the capacity to bring about fundamental change because they are not related to what we are building or to our present capacities for action.  
Our current organizations have little appreciation of the idea that “the action is in the reaction”—which means our action must precipitate a reaction by those in power because that reaction provides the material we use to build people power. Instead, we do what a former organizing associate of mine called “pissing on buildings.”  We march, picket, sit-in, demonstrate, and then go home to see how our action was covered (or not) on the evening’s TV news. We are unable to relate our action to values deeply held by the American people because we are too focused on exposing the hypocrisy of the American past (Thomas Jefferson, after all was a slave owner who exploited Sally Heming; Abraham Lincoln, after all, didn’t free the slaves until he wanted them in the Union Army; FDR, after all, only saved American capitalism…The Declaration of Independence:  merely an ideological expression of American commercialism and slave owners.  The Constitution: a document to create a government with authority so diffuse that change is nearly impossible.); we thus leave the democratic tradition to our opponents.  
Because we do not engage people as co-creators in the development of program and action, our “education” aims at telling them what to think, even as we adopt Paulo Freire “popular education” techniques without their substance.  Our approach does not begin with questions asked by everyday people; rather it begins with what we think they ought to be asking.

And here’s the zinger:  we enjoy a certain self-righteousness in our marginality.  We are the dedicated few who hold the torch of justice while the great majority of the people are brainwashed by the mass media, consumerism and pursuit of a “watch-out-for-number one ideology.  We like to speak for and provide services to our members rather than engage them in acting for themselves.  (After all, they might do it wrong.)  We need to re-examine the practice of the early radical CIO organizers (Communists, socialists, Trotskyists, Musteites and others) who immersed themselves in, and deeply respected, the people they sought to organize, or the early SNCC field secretaries (1962-1965/66) who immersed themselves in Black Belt counties of the Deep South and nurtured and developed The Movement, or the early farm worker organizing done by Cesar Chavez and his associates (1964-67), or the community organizing work now done in the Alinsky-tradition (however timid it may have become).  None of these were without their problems, but in their essentials they offer a humility, point of view toward everyday people, and an approach to organizing from which we can learn important lessons for today.

X

My experience with both community and labor organizations tells me that the vision I’ve expressed above is both possible and practical.  In settings where friends, critics and enemies said, “it’s impossible to build what you’re talking about,” I’ve been the lead organizer building such organizations, a consultant to people doing such building, and a workshop leader for the respected and diverse leaders of organizations where it was being done.  I’ve seen George Wallace-supporting racists do 180 degree turnabouts in their relationship with welfare-recipient African-Americans, and deeply believing Catholics work with gays to fund anti-AIDS research and care.  I’ve seen elderly Anglo and African-American residents of crime-inundated neighborhoods hammer out compromise resolutions on police protection and police-community relations with militant Latino youth whose “off the pigs” and similar slogans were put aside so the two groups could work together.  
XI
The ideas expressed above in the statement of the character of what we should be seeking to build are not difficult to comprehend.  As I like to say about this kind of organizing, “it’s simple but not easy.”  When you get present service providers and advocates in unions, nonprofits, public interest and other organizations to critically look at present theory and practice, there is often acceptance of the criticism outlined above.  When you get beneath the current layer of activists who are the identifiable spokespeople for social and economic justice, democratic participation and a democratic foreign policy, and speak with everyday people, there is an openness to these ideas accompanied by skepticism of the possibility of implementing them.  But this skepticism gives way to engagement and participation where an initial investment of organizing resources aims to build such an organization.  That was the experience (whatever may have been the weaknesses, and they were real) of ACORN, and it is the experience of many lesser known organizing efforts that go against the grain of current practices on “the left.”

The stirrings in the country today are an expression of the energy that could be organized and mobilized for new beginnings.  Little breakthroughs--like the Barney Frank-Ron Paul attack on the Defense budget, the AFL-CIO’s policy break (for the first time in its history) from a Democratic Party foreign policy, the response to “The Speech” by Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont (his 8+ hour filibuster indicting concentrated wealth and power in the country), the organization of 5,000+ poultry workers in Tar Heel, NC, the sit-in by Republic Windows & Doors workers in Chicago, the ILWU Boron workers’ successful campaign against multi-national Rio Tinto Corporation, populist anger at foreclosures, bailouts, and continuing unemployment (too frequently expressed by The Tea Party), the massive Latino demonstrations for immigration reform, African-American participation in the Obama presidential campaign, dozens of more local and statewide organizing stories I could tell from the Alinsky-tradition, and more—all indicate that there is fertile ground to be tilled.  The question is whether it will be tilled and by whom, or whether people will sink more deeply into despair at the state of the world, and search for private solutions—in everything from drugs to consumerism—to what are essentially public problems.

 First written March 22, 2011
Slightly revised November, 2012
