Encountering Saul Alinsky, Part I
Aaron Schutz

Reading: Alinsky, Reveille for Radicals, Introduction and Chapters 1, 3, 4 & 5
Meeting [Alinsky] for the first time is something of a shock. For this firebrand is a tall, squarely built, heavily bespectacled. conservatively dressed man in his mid-fifties. He looks less like a practicing revolutionary than a bemused professor of philosophy en route between campus engagements. This illusion vanishes when he starts to speak.  His gestures and his language are muscular, whether he is using the idiom of metaphysics or the vernacular of a tough street fighter. He is at home with both. (Impressions of Marion K. Sanders in Alinsky, 1965a:38) 
[Quotes in this lecture are taken from Reitzes & Reitzes. (1985). The Alinsky Legacy.  Another great resource for learning about Alinsky is his biography, Let Them Call Me Rebel, by Sanford Hewitt]
In this module, we meet Saul Alinsky.

It is important to acknowledge that many others have contributed to this tradition, people from all cultures and races and traditions, including union leaders, civil rights activists, abolitionists, and people fighting for the rights of women, people of diverse sexual orientations, people with disabilities, immigrants, and more.  

Today, however, most community organizing groups work within what is generally acknowledged to be the Alinsky tradition.  More than any other person in America, it was Alinsky who framed out, wrote down and created training programs to perpetuate specific skills for organizing communities to resist oppression.  

Like any human being, as we will see, Alinsky had many limitations, both personal and practical.  His vision of social action has continued to be developed and in some cases contested by alternative visions during his life and today.  
A couple of early stories from Alinsky’s life, long before he became an “organizer” gives a sense of the kind of person he was, and of his ability to be creative and sensitive to the particularities of the different people and cultures he engaged with.

First, there is the story of how he insinuated himself into Al Capone’s Gang:
Upon graduation [from the University of Chicago] he accepted a fellowship in criminology. Al Capone’s gang was the subject of his research and he thought that the best way to study the organization was to establish personal ties with its members. Therefore, he went to the group headquarters, the Lexington Hotel, and hung around the lobby. One day he sat at a table next to some of the gangsters. One of the gang wanted to tell a story, but the others, having often heard the tale, refused to listen. Alinsky interrupted and announced that he’d love to hear the story. The gangster proceeded to tell him the story. “Big Ed had an attentive audience and we became buddies. He introduced me to Frank Nitti, known as the Enforcer, Capone’s number-two man, and actually in de facto control of the mob because of Al’s income-tax rap. Nitti took me under his wing. I called him the Professor and I became his student” (Alinsky, 1972:66). 
Second, Alinsky told a story about gaining the confidence of the members of a gang that didn’t trust him.
His chance came when one of the gang leaders was killed in a drugstore hold-up. The boy’s mother was weeping and bemoaned the fact that she didn’t have any pictures of the boy. Alinsky found a photographer, rushed to the morgue, and after touching up the photographs presented a picture of the boy to his mother saying, “Dumas gave this to me just last week.” Word soon spread of the incident and Alinsky was able to make contact and establish ties with the gang. 

ALINSKY’S EARLY LESSONS

In the movie we are watching this week, we learn about Alinsky’s first organization, The Back of the Yards Organization. 
He noted later that he learned three lessons from the Back of the Yards experience:
1. To hell with charity. The only thing you gel is what you’re strong enough to get--so you had better organize.
2. You prove to people they can do something, show them how to have a way of life where they can make their own decisions--and then you get out. They don’t need a father who stands over them.
3. It comes down to the basic argument of the Federalist papers. Either you believe in people, like James Madison and James Monroe, or you don't, like Alexander Hamilton. I do. (Current Biography, 1968:4)
It is important to understand that the second rule, above, the idea that an organizer should get out as soon as possible, has been strongly modified by more recent organizations in his tradition.  One thing Alinsky found was that the organizations he founded often dissolved a few years after he left.  What they needed, later organizers decided, was long term support, both from organizers and from training organizations.  But we will discuss this in later classes.  The important point is that even from the beginning we must be prepared to critically evaluate what Alinsky thought he had learned and meant to teach others.
ABOUT REVEILLE FOR RADICALS
This module begins with a video about Alinsky’s life as an organizer, and then you will read some chapters from the first book he wrote about organizing, Reveille for Radicals.  Together these give a pretty good overview of the man and his vision.  
Reveille represents Alinsky’s first effort to put what he had been learning about community organizing on paper.  It was written in 1946, and so it contains a lot of information about this long-gone era of American history.  A couple of decades later he wrote a second book about organizing, Rules for Radicals, which is somewhat more practically oriented.  But it is in Reveille that we get the best picture of Alinsky the person and of his overall vision of what organizing was trying to do.  And I think you will be surprised at how contemporary many of his examples seem.

A couple key changes in American society since he wrote Reveille are important to note.  

First, the local ethnic and other community organizations he talks about have mostly disappeared in our urban areas today.  What are left are the kind of community organizations that he critiques, largely run by professionals with little authentic connection to the communities in which they work. 

Urban Americans are much more isolated from their neighbors than they were in Alinsky’s day.  And this creates new and significant challenges for organizers, since Alinsky’s model is one where one organizes organizations and not a bunch of isolated individuals.  This isolation is one reason why organizers generally focus on churches, today.  Churches represent one of the few remaining places where community people come together in organizations.  

Second, our world is much more globalized today.  Banks and department stores, for example, are no longer owned by local people that you can target and influence, but instead, in many cases, by multinational corporations that are extremely difficult to influence.  This creates enormous challenges for organizers who want to change the way these institutions impact on local neighborhoods.  

It is crucial to understand from the outset that Alinsky lost in his fights as much or more than he won.  When you go up against power that is greater than you, there is no assurance of victory.  What we are learning in this class are some tools for contesting power.  But in many cases we are not creative enough, or power is too great for us to succeed in any specific effort.  
ALINSKY’S ACADEMIC KNOWLEDGE

Alinsky tended to play down the importance of his academic background.  He noted at one point, for example, that he

was astounded by all the horse manure they were handing out about poverty and slums, playing down the suffering and deprivation, glossing over the misery and despair. I mean, Christ, I’d lived in a slum. I could see through all their complacent academic jargon to the realities” (Alinsky, 1972:62). 

It is crucial to understand, however, that this stance of his was something of a smoke-screen.  In fact, he was also very much a social theorist for his entire life.  He trained with the best academic social theorists of his time who were at that time at the University of Chicago where he studied as an undergraduate and then as a graduate student for a number of years before he started working as an organizer.  He came to organizing with essentially a doctoral level understanding of the most sophisticated urban sociology and anthropology of his time, and was well-trained in the research skills in these areas.  

Alinsky drew on this academic background throughout his career.  His research skills were crucial assets to him when he entered a new community and needed to understand its culture and dynamics in order to understand it.  He essentially entered new communities as an anthropologist, seeking to understand the core cultural practices of the key groups in the area he was trying to organize as well as the tensions between them.  
Despite his frequent attacks on “book learning” and “academics”, then, he was one of the best-trained and most accomplished “academics” in the country himself in his particular area.  

I say all this to emphasize, as Alinsky would have, I think, that while book learning and perspectives drawn from academic social science are very limited and will not, by themselves, empower you to act, they are crucial tools for helping you understand the subtleties of urban oppression in the world today.   
Alinsky tends to downplay his academic background for a number of reasons.  First, his “down with the people” attitude gave him credibility when he was working with those who had much less academic training than he did.  Second, he was right to attack academics for trying to make sense of the social world isolated away from their ivory towers.   
THIS IS ONLY ONE MODEL

In this course we will learn about the model Alinsky developed and that has been evolved by those working in the tradition he established.  What I call the “neo-Alinsky” approach that predominates in community organizing groups, today, however, is only one of an enormous range of possible approaches to generating power for those who are currently marginalized in our society.  These include national groups whose individual members aren’t really that involved in policy or lobbying, like the Sierra Club, legal action groups run by lawyers like the ACLU, lobbying or research groups without any definable constituency like the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, and more.  Each of these puts pressure on the powerful in different ways and has very different relationships to the wider public and to “constituencies” that are constituted in very different ways.  
The model we are discussing is designed to organize groups and individuals on the scale of a small city or collection of neighborhoods.  The larger an organization gets, the more difficult it is to engage with key participants as individuals. 
LEADERS VS. ORGANIZERS

A key distinction in organizing that Alinsky draws on in this book is between “leaders” and “organizers.”  In a simple sense, organizers are the people who develop the structure of an organization and train leaders in the skills necessary to act successfully.  In contrast, leaders are the ones who actually make the decisions in a community.  As Staples notes, within the model we are studying:

the two roles are very different.  By definition, a leader directs and guides a group by being out in front of followers.  No matter how democratic the process, leaders go before their backers, showing the way for action.  They lead by pulling their constituency along through example and inspiration. . . .

It’s the organizer’s job to get other people to take the lead, continuously locating “new blood” to invigorate and democratize the organization.  Potential recruits need to be identified, relationships established, and recruitment undertaken. . . .  Someone needs to cultivate emerging leaders, providing encouragement, support, and training as needed.  Organizers help facilitate the development of shared goals for change along with strategies and action plans to accomplish them. . . .  They help expand the members’ knowledge and skills, bolster their self-confidence, and deepen their commitment to collective action.  As organizer Moshe ben Asher often says, “Coaching is the essence of the organizer role.” (pp. 27-28)
Sometimes people take on both roles, but this is only possible for “insider” organizers that come from the community.  As I note next week, Alinsky focuses on “outsider” organizers who come into a community from outside.  But such leader/organizers need to “strike some balance between these two distinct functions . . . .  Otherwise, the group will suffer from inadequate leadership or  . . .  a lack of organizational development—unless other members take up the slack.”  
Alinsky didn’t always make this distinction as clearly as organizers generally do today.  For example, in the video it has him speaking to a TV reporter about resistance to him coming into town.  Today, an organizer would generally not go in front of the cameras like this.  However, notice in the Kodak example in the video how the people who speak to the crowd or to the meeting of stockholders are always local leaders and not Alinsky.  In general, it’s the leader’s job to lead and it’s the organizer’s job to stay in the background and help leaders do their jobs.

RESPONSE QUESTIONS

1. Alinsky argues that problems in poor areas “stem from sources far removed from the [local] community.”  Discuss one example of a problem that has it’s source far beyond the place where it is felt most strongly and why this may make it challenging for people in local communities to fight to change this problem.   

2. Alinsky says that the “real” leader in a particular context is often not the person that the establishment “says” is the real leader.  Describe a situation you have been in where the “real” leader is not the person who one would think.  If you can’t think of one, ask someone you know for an example to discuss.
3. Quote a statement in the reading FROM CHAPTER 6 that you found especially insightful or interesting and discuss why.  You might agree or disagree with the statement.
As usual, your post should be 300 words long and should be posted by Wednesday morning at 9am.  Then your reply to another student’s post (or collection of other posts) should be 200 words long.

Now you should watch the video on Alinsky and read Chapters 3-6 of Reveille before completing the quiz and then posting on the discussion forum for this week.

