Encountering Saul Alinsky II
Aaron Schutz
Reading: Alinsky, Reveille for Radicals, Chapters 6, 7 & 8.

The video and chapters we read last week give a good sense of the kind of person Alinsky was.  This week’s video and chapters get more specific about how Alinsky thought neighborhoods should be organized.  Most of what he says is pretty straightforward.  I am going to focus in on a couple of key points about Alinsky’s model, here.

ORGANIZING ORGANIZATIONS VS. ORGANIZING INDIVIDUALS

I wrote about this issue in our initial introduction, but it’s worth revisiting in the context of Alinsky’s particular approach.

People new to organizing often think that you need to start an organization from scratch, reaching out to individuals one by one.  And there are some organizing groups that do this.  But most don’t.  Why?

Well, first,  it’s a lot of work.  If you have to connect with each individual one by one, you are going to have to knock on a lot of doors, and experience a lot of rejection.  You will need a lot of people who will be able to do this work on a continuing basis. 

Second, once you make connection with like-minded individuals, you will need to work hard to keep them together.  These are people who didn’t initially belong to an organization, and if you don’t work hard to keep them engaged, you will soon find them floating away, drawn by other commitments and opportunities. 

It’s no accident that only one national organization, ACORN, that uses this approach.

While Alinsky did do some work to develop entirely new groups in the different places he organized, creating new block clubs, etc., most of his energies focused on organizing already existing organizations.  

When you organize organizations, you are pulling together collections of people that already see themselves as established groups.  They are already in relationship with each other and already have some structure and set of common interests or tasks that hold them together.  And they already have leaders.  

When you organize organizations, you don’t need to stay in contact with every individual member.  Instead, you need to connect with what Alinsky calls their “native leaders.”  And this is a much smaller group of people.  

It’s crucial to remember, therefore, that what Alinsky did, and what he was recommending others do, was organize organizations.  When a new community organizing group held a founding convention, the delegates were not individuals, but organizational leaders.  And the members of Alinsky-based organizations are not individuals but instead organizations themselves.  

VALUES

One thing that Alinsky failed to focus on in his early years was the set of values on which a particular organization was based.  His aim was to give power to people without power, and he wasn’t inclined to stress the importance of moral vision.

He later discovered how dangerous it was to focus on power without also emphasizing how to ethically use this power.  In fact, the first organization he created, the Back of the Yards Organization discussed in last week’s video, used its power in later years to try to keep black people out of its neighborhood.  Alinsky ultimately recognized this problem, and even talked about going back to the Back of the Yards to organize against the organization that he had initially created.

CREATIVITY

Reveille for Radicals is not really a “handbook” for organizing.  He meant his later book, Rules for Radicals to serve that purpose better.  Instead, Reveille is meant to teach people how to “think” like an organizer.  It addresses the kids of issues one is likely to encounter, not what to do about them more specifically.  

One of the problems with the reception of Reveille, from Alinsky’s perspective, was that people tried to use the book like a handbook.  They’d get into trouble, and then they’d look through the pages of the book for examples of things they could do.  The problem with this is that each of the stories Alinsky gives are unique.  The strategies he used (because most of the “organizers” mentioned in the book are him) worked because they fit the unique contexts he was working in.  You can’t just transplant a creative idea from one context and use it in another one.  

What Alinsky was trying to show was that organizers have to be creative.  They have to know their contexts well (like anthropologists) so that they are able to come up with the right actions as they encounter specific challenges.  The point he was making was that there really isn’t any handbook that can tell you what to do in every circumstance.  

ALINSKY WAS UNIQUE

Today few if any organizers would try some of the things that Alinsky did, like lying to participants, or leading actions himself.  And today, organizers try to stay in the shadows, letting local leaders take public positions.  You would never have one of today’s organizers on the news, like Alinsky was (in the video) when he got involved in the Kodak effort in Rochester.  
Organizers today see themselves as facilitators.  It’s their job to help local leaders achieve their goals.  We’ll be using this distinction between “leaders” and “organizers” as we go forward.  

Also, Alinsky’s vision of organizers was of people who come in from “outside” a community.  Today, this is sometimes true.  But it is also the case that local leaders become organizers.  Further, many organizations informed by Alinsky’s ideas do not follow his models as closely as do some others.  In these organizations, the distinction between “organizer” and “leader” is often much more blurred, if this distinction holds any meaning whatsoever in the first place.  

In this class, we try to follow Alinsky’s lead.  We will be learning how to “think” like an organizer.  I won’t really be trying to teach you many practical tools of “how” to be an organizer in specific, like working with the media, public speaking, working with coalitions of organizations, fundraising, and the like.  Some of these things you can learn better in other classes.  Some I’m not really equipped to teach well.  And many of them you would really need to teach in an internship or outside training program offered by expert organizing groups.  Those who are interested in going farther should consider completing the Certificate in Community Organizing offered through our Department.

INSIDER VS. OUTSIDER ORGANIZERS

Alinsky’s model tended to assume that organizers will be recruited from outside instead of developing organizers who are native members of particular communities.  In fact, as Staples notes, there are a range of plusses and minuses with both insider and outsider organizers.  

One benefit of outsider organizers is that they come without any historical “baggage.”  They don’t have established enemies or patrons, and they don’t have a reputation that will influence how they are received.  Interestingly, in the civil rights movement in the South, groups invariably chose leaders for new organizing efforts who were relatively new to a community for just these reasons.  For example, this is a key reason Martin Luther King was chosen in Montgomery to lead the bus boycott over a more established minister. 
Outsider organizers also don’t have many preconceptions about what a community can or can’t do, or what kinds of relationships or alliances might be created.  They can bring a fresh perspective on community change and structure.  
On the other hand, outside organizers can never play the mixed role of “leader/organizer” as we discussed last week.  They don’t have the internal credibility as a member of the community, and could easily be accused of being an “outside agitator.”  We saw in both the Alinsky video and in the video about students in LA how this accusation is often used by powerful people who resist change.

Further, an insider organizer “experiences the constituency’s opposition at a gut level, not as an intellectual enterprise.  She or he has a personal stake in the group’s issues, which generates passion, energy, and commitment to the organizing effort.” And this “mutual self-interest is easily understood by other group members, often making the insider’s motives and goals more clear.”  At best, they come with a sophisticated understanding of the history of a particular area or group, and don’t have to spend as much time getting the lay of the land.  

But this personal relationship to a particular group or area also comes with many pitfalls.  Insider organizers can forget that it’s their job to empower others, and push their own agendas, with destructive effects on the organization.  And they can confuse the roles of leader and organizer, leaving one or another side under-developed, and potentially restricting opportunities for new leaders to emerge.  We all know of organizations that become “one person shops” based on the personality of a single individual.  
RESPONSE QUESTIONS

1. Pick one of the stories about organizing tactics that Alinsky discusses in pages 135-153, at the end of chapter 8, and discuss why you think the tactic was or was not effective.  You might also talk about a different context and how the tactic would need to change to work in that context.
2. In Chapter 7, Alinsky gives some examples of how he appealed to people’s self-interest.  State what you think the term “self-interest” meant to Alinsky and discuss a couple of examples of things that you think would be in your “self-interest” and that might motivate you or others to participate in social action.

3. Quote a statement from the reading that seemed particularly insightful and discuss why.

Remember:  It’s best to answer each question separately, and in each answer I expect a discussion that includes specific reasons why you take a specific stance and evidence that your perspective makes sense.  300 words is a minimum, but as you can see from some of our prior week responses, in general it takes more than that to complete an effective response.  
