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Course Objectives:


This course will examine basic techniques for organizing communities.  The objectives of the course are:

· To learn about the history of community organizing in the United States

· To explore current perspectives on collective action

· To understand key organizing concepts and practice elements of issue, tactics and strategy development
TEXTS FOR COURSE

Saul Alinsky (1946, updated 1969). Reveille for Radicals. New York: Vintage.
Kimberly Bobo, et. al. (2001). Organizing for Social Change, Third Edition.  Seven Locks Press.

Other readings are online in the relevant module.

For those who are interested, I have also put together a list of other resources on this webpage.

INTRODUCTION
This course will be quite an eye-opener for some of you.  Over the last few decades, the kind of social action that was more common in the Civil Rights era has subsided, and most community work revolves around “social service” efforts.  

In community organizing terms, we increasingly expend most of our resources dealing with the symptoms of problems instead of the causes of problems.

For example, we try to help homeless people get off the street instead of trying to go after the causes that make people homeless in the first place.  

In community organizing, there is an old story that helps explain the difference between “social service” and organizing against oppression.  

THE STORY OF THE RIVER
Once upon a time there was a small village on the edge of a river. The people there were good and life in the village was good. One day a villager noticed a baby floating down the river. The villager quickly swam out to save the baby from drowning. The next day this same villager noticed two babies in the river. He called for help, and both babies were rescued from the swift waters. And the following day four babies were seen caught in the turbulent current. And then eight, then more, and still more! 

The villagers organized themselves quickly, setting up watchtowers and training teams of swimmers who could resist the swift waters and rescue babies. Rescue squads were soon working 24 hours a day. And each day the number of helpless babies floating down the river increased. The villagers organized themselves efficiently. The rescue squads were now snatching many children each day. While not all the babies, now very numerous, could be saved, the villagers felt they were doing well to save as many as they could each day. Indeed, the village priest blessed them in their good work. And life in the village continued on that basis. 

One day, however, someone raised the question, "But where are all these babies coming from? Let’s organize a team to head upstream to find out who’s throwing all of these babies into the river in the first place!"

ANALYSIS OF RIVER STORY

The first response is the “social service” one.  The desire to rescue the people in the river is totally understandable, and necessary.  They are already at risk of drowning, and someone needs to help them.  
The second response is the “community organizing” one.  While some people need to help those in most need, others need to fight against those who are throwing them into the river in the first place.  It is this second response that is so lacking in urban contexts like Milwaukee today.

From a community organizing perspective, there are always reasons why people are in need, there are always identifiable forces that oppress people.  And instead of simply trying to help those who have been harmed, we need to generate enough power to allow us to alter those aspects of society that allow this harm to happen in the first place.

To say it another way, we need to learn how to FIGHT.  

It is important to note a crucial limitation of this particular story.  The way it is framed, the people in the river are basically hopeless victims.  In the real world, this is almost never the case.  No matter how oppressed, people almost always have the capacity to organize and resist in one way or another.  Community organizing and social service, then, should never be about “rescuing” people.  Instead, it is about helping people who are oppressed learn skills that can help them resist.  

It turns out that there are a set of skills and concepts that can help people interested in resisting oppression.  Social action is not simply a random or spontaneous occurrence.  Instead, there are particular methods for generating collective power.  The aim of this class is to teach a few of these to you.

BRIEF INTERLUDE ABOUT CONCEPTS

Before I go on to speak about the first concrete terms that we will learn this semester, I want to make something clear about concepts, in general.  Abstractions ALWAYS describe things that do not actually exist in the real world.  
For example, I talk about “legal action” below.  But there is no such thing as an abstract legal action.  Reality is always too complex and messy to be captured by simple labels like this.  Legal actions, like everything else, are always “contaminated” by all kinds of things that wouldn’t seem to fit within this category, including political pressure, individual personality, accidents of history, fears of violence, etc.  
The terms we will learn this semester are not terms of “science,” they are terms of “art.”   They are tools to help you make sense of a complex world that they never completely or accurately describe.  So, the aim in this class is to learn these concepts without taking them too seriously, if that makes any sense.  
The challenges community organizers face are always pragmatic and real.  Just because I tell you, for example, that you should only choose one “target” to pressure for change doesn’t mean that this general rule will always apply in the real world.  Just because I tell you that a good tactic involves a lot of people doesn’t mean that there aren’t times when the best thing to do is only involve one or two people.  Reality always trumps theory, here.  

If you forget this, you will never be able to organize anyone.  Generations of community members have been pissed off by organizers who didn’t get this, who kept citing chapter and verse of the concepts they learned in “organizer school.”  People like this have failed to understand the complexity and uncertainty, the palpable and ultimately incalculable tragedy of the real world around them.
Good organizers stress again and again that we live in the world the way it is, not the way we would like it to be.  We forget this at our and others’ peril.

WHAT COMMUNITY ORGANIZING ISN’T

To understand what coherent, systematic community organizing is, it’s helpful to discuss what it is not. When people talk about social action, they often mix together a range of approaches that are actually somewhat distinct. I discuss three different approaches, here. Of course, one could distinguish more types, or fewer. But these five—legal action, activism, mobilizing, advocacy, and community development—are often referred to by organizers.

Legal Action


Lawyers are often quite important to those engaged in social action. Lawyers can get you out of jail, and they can help you overcome bureaucratic hurdles, among many other services. The problem comes when a social action strategy is designed primarily around a lawsuit.

My own state, Wisconsin, provides a good example. For a number of years, a major lawsuit was working its way through the courts in an effort to force the state to provide more equal funding to impoverished schools. During this time, statewide organizing around education, as I understand it, largely subsided. By the time we essentially lost the lawsuit at the state supreme court, little infrastructure had been created to fight on a political level for education. We had to start over largely from scratch. Lawsuits, then, can actually have a detrimental effect on organizing.

Activism


Activists like to “do things.” They get up in the morning and they go down to a main street and hold up some signs against the war. Or they march around in a picket line in front of a school. (Activists love rallies and picket lines.) Activists feel very good about how they are “fighting the power.” But in the absence of a coherent strategy, a coherent target, a process for maintaining a fight over an extended period of time, and an institutional structure for holding people together and mobilizing large numbers, they usually don’t accomplish much. People in power love activists, because they burn off energy for social action without really threatening anyone.

Of course, I am exaggerating a bit, here (as usual). But I’m not exaggerating as much as I wish I was.

Mobilizing


Mobilizers often accomplish something. They get pissed off about a particular issue or event, they get a lot of people out who are hopping mad, and they get some change made (for the better or for the worse). Like activists, they feel pretty good about what they have accomplished. But then they go home and go back to watching TV or reading obscure theory or whatever. They’ve accomplished what they wanted to and now they’re done.

The problem with mobilizing is that, as I noted above, winning a single battle is often quite meaningless unless you are in the fight for the long term. Once they go home, the people they were struggling against are free to do whatever they were doing before. In fact, mobilizers can actually make things worse without necessarily meaning to, or they can be used by those who are more sophisticated about what is really going on.

A good example happened in Milwaukee when our county executive pushed through a horrible pension payout rule that was going to cost the county and obscene amount of money. People got up in arms. They banded together to “throw out the bums” (the executive and the county supervisors who had voted for the change), and they were successful in recalling quite a few. The problem was that on many issues the county executive and the supervisors were quite progressive. And very little thought was given to who, exactly, would replace them. What happened is that an extremely conservative executive as well as some conservative supervisors were elected in a majority democratic county. And the groups that “threw out the bums” pretty much dissolved as far as I can tell. So no long-term structure was created through which an independent group of organized citizens might prevent a disaster like this from happening again in the future. All of this energy was, again, burned off and the potential of this anger was lost.

Another example came when the Milwaukee school board was moving towards a “neighborhood schools” plan that would have eliminated parents’ rights to bus their children to the school they preferred. A lot of “mobilizing” happened: parents banded together and a seemingly vibrant parent group emerged. Along with MICAH (the organizing group I work with) they fought the bussing plan. But the parent organization seemed to start dissolving even before the conflict was over. Only MICAH was left to try to hold the district accountable for any agreements it had made.

Advocacy

Advocates speak for others instead of trying to get those affected to speak for themselves.  Advocacy often involves relatively privileged professionals speaking for marginalized groups.  But advocates also include leaders who illegitimately take it upon themselves to represent the point of view of an entire group.  The latter are often chosen by the powerful as “legitimate” representatives of points of view that serve their interests.

Like everything we will talk about this semester, it is frequently difficult to draw clear lines between who is an “advocate” and who “authentically” represents a particular collection of people.  In fact, as we will see in the video next week, conflicts about who “counts” as an authentic representative are often central to many battles over important issues.
Advocates usually consult those they are speaking for in one way or another.  And they may recruit individuals for testimonials and other purposes.  But, in the end, they end up making the final decisions, themselves, about what needs to be done and what should be said.    
Advocates often speak for groups like children and the mentally ill who (they assume, usually incorrectly) cannot speak for themselves.  More generally, however, the actions of advocates always come with the implication, to one extent or another, that a particular group is not totally equipped to represent itself.  

Advocacy is not always a bad thing.  If I go to court, I will have a lawyer to represent me (another term for lawyer is “advocate”).  Independent groups often do research and advocate for positive changes.  And in some cases, I would argue, the general answer to a particular problem is fairly obvious.  Finally, as we will see, organizing people, especially impoverished and oppressed people can be an enormously resource intensive process.  In a world with limited resources, some kinds of straightforward advocacy may be a necessity. 

Advocacy is problematic, however, to the extent that it suppresses or replaces the authentic “voice” and “power” of the people, however difficult it may be to figure out exactly what these look like or mean.
Community Development
In contrast with community organizing, community development efforts focus not on taking power away from the powerful but instead on working through collaborative relationships (often with the powerful) to improve communities.  

Community development is not infrequently driven by a “deficit” perspective on impoverished communities.  This deficit vision can make these communities seem as if they are mostly made up of problems (often problem people) that need to be “fixed” by outside agencies.  These efforts are often led by outside organizations and/or professionals with limited long-term connection to the communities they are trying to assist.  Institutions like large hospitals, public school systems, and banks often engage in this kind of “top down” community development.  Sadly, this perspective also pervades many groups in impoverished areas that represent themselves as “community-based,” since they are usually run by people whose backgrounds, lifestyle, living situation, and understandings are quite different from those of residents. 
On the other hand, an increasingly popular approach is referred to as “asset-based community development,” which tries to emphasize that communities always contain many resources as well as challenges.  Asset-based approaches take a “half-full” instead of “mostly-empty” perspective on community institutions and individuals.  And they try to mobilize the resources already available in a community for its own improvement.  These assets include the skills and leadership of community members and the capacities of existing local institutions (like churches).  The asset-based approach, in the ideal, follows a democratic process guided by authentic representatives of the communities or group being served.  Because impoverished communities do, in fact, lack the level of resources available to the privileged, however, these efforts are also generally supported by outside agencies and funders.
Community development of both kinds often involves providing direct services to individuals and families like food, mortgage counseling, and medical help.  More broadly, community development includes efforts to build new housing, beautify blighted areas, form business incubators, hire more police, and other similar projects. 

To one extent or another, however, both types of community development share the conviction that community improvement can be accomplished through an essentially cooperative process.  Community development broadly understood, then, tends not to threaten the “powers that be.”  The cooperative approach of community developers and the (at least initially) conflictual approach of community organizers is a key distinction between them.
Another important difference between organizing and development is that organizing groups generally don’t actually provide actual services to people.  In the past, when groups tried to provide services and fight power, they often found that the first thing that happened was that the powerful threatened their service provision efforts.  For example, I heard recently about an organizing group in New York City that fights for improvements in public schools.  This group decided that it would try its hand at actually running a couple of public schools itself.  Not surprisingly, the next time this group challenged district policies, the district threatened to cut funding from these schools.  This put the organizing group in the difficult position of defending what it had already won while it tried to fight for something new.  Because strong organizing efforts have often leading community development groups to lose their funding, very little organizing today takes place in traditional community-based organizations. 
While community organizers often fight for community development projects (like neighborhood centers, after-school programs, more funding for homeless shelters, more money for low-income mortgages, etc.), then, they generally do not actually run these services themselves.

DIFFERENT KINDS OF ORGANIZING

Lee Staples, in Roots to Power, argues that community organizing groups can be categorized as having one of four different kinds of constituencies: Turf, Issues, Identity, or the Workplace.  (For our purposes, a constituency is the collection of people one is trying to organize for collective power.)  

Turf

Groups that organize by turf focus on a particular physical area, such as a neighborhood, housing development, electoral jurisdiction, church parish, business area, government zone, trailer park, colonista, or school district.  Participation and membership usually are open to anyone living or working in the designated area. (Staples, p. 4)

Turf groups organize around issues that affect the local area.  These issues range from fights for a new stop sign in a neighborhood to requests for multi-million dollar commitments of new housing development funds or for “living-wage” laws affecting every business in a city.  

Issues

Other organizations will be formed to address specific issues, such as health care, education, taxes, housing, foreign policy, discrimination, or the environment.  The unique concerns of various subgroups (e.g., disabled people, ethnic populations, or lesbians and gays) will not be central to the [organization’s] goals.  Rather a broad array of people will be recruited and activated around their interests relative to the particular issue. (Staples, p. 4)

These groups may be limited to a particular geographic area, but the real focus is on the issue.  These issues can be quite broad, and don’t necessarily mean a group has a very narrow focus.  For example, a wide range of specific challenges could be addressed within the broader area of welfare reform, or the environment, or police relations.  At the same time, some groups are quite narrow, focusing, for example, on reclaiming and defending a specific stream or park.
Communities of Identity
These organizations are created around the interests of particular identifiable groups like “race, ethnicity, gender, age, sexual orientation, immigrant status, religion, and physical or mental disability.”  Recently, immigrant “identity” groups have been quite visible in the United States, with enormous marches across the nation.  

Workplace

The most familiar form of workplace organizing is the union, of course.  But there are other forms of workplace organizing that “combine turf, issue, or identity organizing with workplace issues.”  A range of “worker centers” around the nation have sprung up to facilitate these kinds of broader relationships, bringing issues like welfare reform and broader immigration issues into the mix along with issues focused on specific employers or employer groups.  At the same time, broader coalitions can bring community-based organizing groups together with unions to exert pressure on employers.  

STRUCTURES OF ORGANIZATIONS

Organizations of Organizations

Another difference between community organizing groups is in how they are organized.  In this course we will focus on “organizations of organizations.”  Organizations of organizations bring existing groups together into a coalition that allows the larger umbrella organization to draw from an already existing membership.  In America, today, the most prominent example of organizations of organizations is congregational organizing, which brings together collections of churches (and sometimes other organizations like unions).  As we will discuss later, in impoverished urban communities churches are one of the last remaining truly grassroots organizations.  In fact, most of the larger nation-wide progressive organizing groups in America are based in congregations.  Part of the reason we will focus on congregational groups, however, is because this is the arena that I have the most experience with.  National organizations of local congregational organizing groups include The Industrial Areas Foundation (the organization Alinsky founded), The Gamaliel Foundation, and PICO.
This may be surprising to progressives who see religion portrayed in the media as only a conservative force.  And, in fact, churches have been quite powerful in support of a conservative agenda in America.  However, there are good reasons why progressive groups may also base their groups in churches.  Most importantly, instead of recruiting individual by individual, you can recruit entire groups of people who are already in community together and who will remain in community as opportunities for social action wax and wane.  Organizations of organizations bring with them a long-term stability that individual based organizing groups sometimes struggle to match.

Of course, this approach also brings problems.  Individual organizations may have their own issues and concerns, and these can create conflicts in the larger umbrella organization.  Individual organizations also bring a set of values and commitments with them to the table, and the umbrella organization needs to find a way to work across these.  Progressive congregational groups will find it difficult, for example, to work on issues related to sexual orientation or abortion for obvious reasons.  Conservative groups tend to have less trouble with this (although fractures have been growing recently) because their congregational groups tend to share a common “dogma,” unlike progressive organizations which include congregations from across a fairly wide spectrum of beliefs.

There is also an issue with “who” is being organized when you focus on organizing congregations, because churches are some of the most class-segregated places in America.  The fact is that progressive congregational organizations tend to draw together mostly middle-class people, broadly speaking, and tend not to bring in those who are most impoverished, even in highly impoverished neighborhoods.  Churches serving extremely poor people in American urban areas tend to focus more on “faith” than on “works,” and tend to be less interested in joining social action groups that will be engaging in conflict in the “dirty” world of the public sphere.  More conservative congregational groups seem to have been more successful recently at organizing the working-class, but, again, this may be changing.  

(While we will be focusing on approaches to organizing emerging out of a more progressive tradition, the specific techniques and concepts are useful regardless of one’s location on the political spectrum.  In any case, let me stress that while my own perspective on a particular issue may often be clear, your political/social orientation doesn’t matter for the purposes of assessment in this class.)
“Door-Knocking” Groups

In contrast, groups that focus on organizing individuals have a lot of work set out for them.  The usual method of organizing individuals in poor communities is “door knocking,” where organizers and leaders go door-to-door to try to convince people to join their organization.  It’s important to understand that the distinction between individual- and organization-based organizing groups, like most distinctions we will be using, is not that strict, since “door knockers” often try to establish relationships with respected group leaders (pastors, etc.) to give them more credibility in speaking with individuals.  Nonetheless, the organizing in this approach is mostly one by one.  In contrast with a congregational group, which may only have one or two organizers for a city-wide group, a door knocking group often needs a number of organizers to bring in enough members.  The largest group of this kind in the nation is ACORN.
Organizations developed through door knocking are more likely to draw in poorer members of impoverished communities.  However, they may not have the stability of a congregational group.  This is because the members of the door knocking group are not part of some durable institution like a church that maintains their relationship to the umbrella organizing group.  If an individual-based community organizing group goes through a fallow period without a lot of compelling issues to fight about, members may drift away and find other uses for their time.  Community organizing groups “live” only through action, and without action they will tend to dissolve.  

In fact, Charles Dobson (2003) cites a 1999 study by the League of Women Voters showing that “the main barrier to citizen participation is lack of time” and that “many people viewed community participation as direct competition for time spent with family and friends.”  Therefore, even though “46 percent of Americans say they would like to be more involved,” if you lose their attention you may fairly quickly find that it is difficult to get it back (p. 83).
THE STRUCTURE OF THIS COURSE

Each module for this course will begin at 4:31pm on Saturday and end at 4:30pm on the following Saturday.  You must finish the readings and post by noon on Wednesday, and must reply to other’s posts by the end of the module.

RELATING THE READINGS TO MY MODULE INTRODUCTIONS

For the beginning of each module, I have written an introduction like this one.  These introductions serve essentially as the “lectures” for each module.  You will also have readings for almost every module.

These introductions are designed to SUPPLEMENT the reading.  In some cases I will give you information that is not included in the readings.  At other times, I will reframe what is said in the readings.  In no case will I cover everything that is in the readings.  To get the full benefit of this course, and to be able to successfully pass the quizzes that precede each posting assignment, you will need to read my introductions and the readings.  While you will see some repetition between my introductions and the readings, it will be helpful to sometimes hear important material from multiple perspectives.  In some cases, students have found either the reading’s explanation or my explanation the one that really “clicks” with them.  Others find they don’t really “get it” until they read both.  

In the second half of this course, when we are learning more specific concepts about organizing, my introductions frame out the material that you will need to know for the final exam.  However, the exam questions will assume that you have read both my introductions and the chapters in the textbook, and some questions may refer only to material from the text.  

I DON’T GET IT: QUESTIONS ABOUT THE CLASS

Again, the best way to ask a question is to send me an email at schutz@uwm.edu, and I’ll try to answer you quickly.  You can also post the question just like you would any other post.  Sending me an email is a better way to get a quick response, because I’ll be checking my email more regularly than I will the posting forum, which I’ll look at on a fairly regular schedule.

PLEASE NOTE that unless you request otherwise, I may write a response to your email to the entire class, because other people may be having the same issues.  I will try to keep the questioner anonymous, but it is possible someone may recognize you.  If you request it, I may still send a response to the entire class, but won’t include your original question.

LIMITATIONS OF THIS CLASS

A couple of caveats before we begin.  

First, in this class I will only teach a very small selection of the concepts and skills you would need to be an effective community organizer.  In part this is because I am not an organizer myself, in part because our time is simply too limited, and in part because classroom knowledge is never enough to allow someone to actually act effectively in the world.

If you find you are interested in actually becoming an organizer, our Department also offers a Certificate in Community Organizing, in which you will participate in a week-long practical organizing workshop and then complete a semester-long internship with a community organizing group.

Second, community organizing is not like math.  The concepts and ideas we learn in this class are only guidelines, suggestions for how to act.  The real world is always too complex for a set of abstract ideas to tell you what to do.  You are never relieved of the responsibility to think for yourself.  In some cases, the concepts learned in this class will end up pointing you in exactly the wrong direction.  Even on the final exam, you are free to disagree with the model I present in this class, and as long as you justify your decisions adequately (and show you know what the “class” answer would have been), you will not be penalized.  BE CRITICAL!
A LITTLE ABOUT MYSELF

While I am not an “organizer,” I do have extensive experience working with social action groups in Milwaukee.  For the last seven years or so, I have participated on the Education Committee of the major congregational organizing group in Milwaukee: MICAH (Milwaukee Innercity Congregations Allied for Hope).  With MICAH I have worked on campaigns to fight efforts to eliminate parents’ rights to bus their children to schools of their choosing, and am currently working on a campaign to improve health care in Milwaukee Schools.  One of our recent accomplishments was the inclusion of about four million dollars for new school nurses in the Governor’s budget.  (Whether this is successfully funded depends on the actions of the current legislature).  We will talk about congregational organizing groups later in this class.

For those who are interested, my webpage is at www.educationaction.org, where you will find a series of posts I have written on community organizing and that go into my work with MICAH in more detail.  I have drawn from these posts in developing this class, and together they summarize much of what I am trying to get across, while going into other areas that we don’t have time to engage with this semester.
� www.rmcumc.org/MI/Justice/Parable_of_the_River.doc


� For those interested in a more sophisticated discussion of relationships between community organizing and development, see � HYPERLINK "http://comm-org.wisc.edu/drafts/orgdevppr2c.htm" ��this� paper by Randy Stoecker.





