Community Organizing After Alinsky
Aaron Schutz
READING: Mark Warren, Dry Bones Rattling: Community Building to Revitalize American Democracy, Chapter 2.
In the years since Alinsky’s death, the organizing groups that draw from his ideas have developed in a number of different ways.  The reading for this week, from Mark Warren’s Dry Bones Rattling, gives a good sense of what these changes look like.  I’m going to summarize a few of these, here.

THE TURN TO CHURCHES

In the 1930s and 1940s in America there were still strong local ethnic and other organizations in poor areas of cities.  Today, this is much less true.  In our inner cities, neighbors often hardly know each other and often hide behind barred windows and doors.  Even when neighborhoods mix middle-class and poor residents, they often live in fundamentally different networks—the middle-class people hanging out with people like them and vice versa.  

The “community” organizations that remain look much like the ones Alinsky attacked in Reville.  They are generally run by middle- and upper-class people who have little real connection to the community.  And they are almost completely focused on providing services instead of developing collective power in the neighborhood.

Because mobility is so high, and because true neighborhood organizations have largely dissolved, the “native leaders” that Alinsky talked about are much harder to find.

The one exception is religion.  There are many churches left in poor areas, and these churches represent one of the few authentic community organizations that still exist.  

As I noted before, creating organizations by bringing many individuals together is an enormously time and resource intensive task.  You need a large number of organizers and volunteers to go “door knocking” to find people willing to join.  It’s much easier to develop an maintain an organization if you can organize groups of people who are already organized.  
This is one reason why most of the major community organizing groups today are congregation-based.  

The second reason to turn to churches is that they come to organizing with a strong set of values.  I say values and not “faith” because unlike more right-wing social-action oriented religious groups, progressive groups are invariably collections of quite diverse religious traditions.  It would be impossible for progressive organizations like these to agree on a strict dogma.  Instead, they focus on their shared set of values—a belief that all people deserve respect and economic security, for example—to orient their actions.  These values reduce the possibility that they will end up pursuing goals that seem unethical as Alinsky’s Back of the Yards Organization did when, in its later years, it started working to keep black people out of their neighborhood.
Later on, when we discuss how these organizations “cut an issue” to work on, we will discuss the challenges that dependence on these values without agreement on the specifics of a “dogma” bring to these organizations.  At this point, it’s important to understand that these organizations are somewhat limited in what they can work on if they want to avoid splintering apart.  For example, organizations made up by a diverse set of relatively “progressive” religious groups can’t really take a stand on abortion, since there will be broad disagreement about the right answer.  On the other hand, they don’t have much trouble agreeing that having 40 kids in a classroom is too much, or that poor kids deserve decent dental care.
DEVELOPING NEW LEADERS

Because the diversity of local neighborhood groups prevalent in the early part of the 20th century has been lost, and because churches do not necessarily train people to be strong leaders with the capacity to confront power, it has become increasingly important to community organizing groups to develop new leaders.  
As we noted in our discussion of the Stall and Stoecker article, it is not entirely fair to say that Alinsky did not work on developing local leaders.  But it is true that the need for new leaders is even more critical today.  As you will see in the Warren article, this has also led to a focus on encouraging a wider range of people to become leaders.  Many of the major leaders of the organizations in Texas that Warren talks about are now women, a radical change from Alinsky’s days.
RELATIONSHIPS
Churches are organized for worship, they are not necessarily organized to foster collective action.  As a result, much of the leadership training that the post-Alinsky organizers focus on involved helping people form networks of relationships with their fellow congregation members.  In Alinsky’s day, a leader was someone who brought an organization or established group with him.  Today, organizers often describe a leader is someone who has established “relationships” with a large number of people and who can draw on these relationships to turn people out for actions and to identify good prospects for new leaders.  
We will learn more about how they teach new leaders to develop these relationships in the module where we learn how to do “one-on-one” interviews.

RESPONSE QUESTIONS
1. Discuss what you see as one key strength or weakness of using churches for community organizing.

2. Discuss one difference between Alinsky’s vision of organizing and the vision of organizing developed in Texas by Ernie Cortes as described by Warren.

3. Quote a key statement in the reading that you found especially insightful and discuss why you think it was important.

