Locating a Target
Aaron Schutz

Reading: Organizing for Social Change, Chapters 2 (except “Tricks the Other Side Uses” on pp. 19-21) & 6
WHAT IS A “TARGET” AND A “SECONDARY TARGET”?

A key term in the neo-Alinsky community organizing toolbox is “target.”  Fundamentally in this model, if you don’t know what (or preferably who) your target is, then you can’t really act in a coherent way.

A target is “the institution or person who can make the change you want.”
A secondary target is “a POWERFUL institution or person that can influence the target.”
EXAMPLES

Imagine that you are a leader in a local action group that wants to get sports re-funded in your district.  The first thing you need to do is find out who makes that funding decision.  And this involves not only figuring out how power works in your district, but also the different ways that sports teams might get funded within that system.  For example, the superintendent might have the power to shift some funds to the sports teams.  In other districts, the school board might need to decide.  And the amount of money involved would be important, too.  The smaller the amount of money, the lower on the totem pole the decision will probably be made.  And generally you want to go for the weakest link, the target that it will be easiest to influence. 
Figuring out the target is crucial, because once you figure out how the decision you want is made, you can start figuring out what might influence the person or institution that makes the decision.  To act, you need to understand what motivates your target: its interests, fears, powers, etc.
Another example:  About a year ago, a local conservative radio personality made a pretty repugnant statement about latinos in our city.  So one or more groups decided to try to get this personality removed.  They protested, and picketed in front of the radio station, and (as usual) basically had little or no impact.  In this case, they knew in general terms who their target was (the radio station), but they don’t seem to have done much analysis of the internal power structure of the station, or even of its interests and concerns in more general institutional terms.  

Around this time, a local organizer came to my class and used this case as an example.  He asked the class what a radio station cared the most about, and after some prodding they gave him the answer he was looking for: money.  He then informed the class that the largest advertiser for this radio station was a local car dealership.  He speculated: what if instead of doing yet another picket line, this group had targeted the car dealership?  They could have first met with the owner of the dealership.  If the dealership refused to pull its ads, they could have moved to the development of some creative actions.  They could have sent fifty people a day to test-drive new cars, or to picket outside the dealership with signs declaring that it supported hate speech, until, hopefully, the owner caved.  

In this specific case, this organizer was talking about what is sometimes called a “secondary target.”  A secondary target is some powerful group or institution that can influence the target.  The car dealership couldn’t make the decision to pull the personality, but had pretty impressive influence over the station’s management.
The point is not that this organizer was right or wrong.  What’s important to us is that his process of analysis fits right within the neo-Alinsky tradition I’m talking about, here.

MAKE IT PERSONAL

Another thing about a target is that, in most cases, it is helpful to pick a person rather than a group or institution.  In this model, you want to generate some outrage about the actions the target has taken in its public role.  And it’s easier to get pissed off at an actual person.  It’s hard to get mad at the legislature as a group, for example.  It’s too abstract.  The speaker of the Assembly who is blocking your plan is easier to be upset at.  But sometimes you are stuck attacking an abstraction rather than an actual individual.  And sometimes it isn’t better to have an actual person.  Every organizing campaign is unique.  

You might say, well, it’s not really fair to target individuals.  They may just be doing their jobs.  And they may be your friends.  From a neo-Alinsky perspective, however, this answer is part of the problem.  In taking on particular roles, they have inserted themselves into the public space in a particular way and they should be held accountable for their public roles.  Part of what organizing does is transform roles people would like to keep somewhat “private” into more public stances.  And it’s not personal.  Or, at least, it’s not supposed to be.  Remember, “no permanent enemies, no permanent friends.”  (I’ll speak in more detail about “public” and “private” from this perspective in a later post.)

Once you have chosen a target, you need to think about the specific interests and motivations and fears of the target as you have framed it.  For example, the organizer I talked about, above, argued that protesters against Mark Belling had misunderstood the key interest of their target.  They didn’t understand that the most important interest was “money” and not “reputation.”

TARGETS AND POWER

The amount of power your group has will affect both the issue you choose to address (see this earlier post) and the target this issue requires you to influence.  For example, as I have noted earlier, the organization I work most closely with is based in Milwaukee.  We don’t have the power, alone, to really affect the legislature, especially since the key votes we need are Republican, and there aren’t a lot of Republicans we can directly affect.  So this really limits our ability to work on school funding issues.
You may discover that you just plain don’t have the right set of resources to effectively influence the person or institution you would most like to target.  If this is the case, maybe it’s time to face reality.  Maybe it’s time to switch your issue and pick another target.  

In any case, if you are going to act, it is almost always helpful to figure out who the key targets are (or might be) and what motivates him/her/them/it.

CONSTITUENCY

Your constituency is made up of the groups of people you are trying to organize.  Organizing texts often say that a constituency is made up of those most affected by the issue you are pursuing.  For example, if you are organizing around police brutality, then your constituency is made up of those most affected by this problem.  But some constituencies are defined by the nature of a particular organizing group.  For example, the constituency for congregational organizing groups is made up of parishioners in the member churches.  

In general, we will stay with the idea that a constituency is made up of those most affected by a particular issue.  This is a useful definition for understanding how organizing works, even though the truth is often much more complicated.  

It’s important not to confuse “targets” and “constituencies.”  Targets are people or institutions with POWER that you want to influence.  Constituencies are generally made up of people with less power that you would like to organize to confront those with power.  

In my experience, people in this course often confuse targets and constituencies, in part because we are so used to a more “service” orientation to community organizing.  For example, if people are asked how they might organize a community to deal with excessive litter and unkempt lawns, the first answer is usually that we should organize the people in the neighborhood to do a “clean up.”  Of course, there is nothing wrong with this, but it is not the approach recommended by the tradition we are working within at the moment.  
The goal of Alinsky-based community organizing is: TO TAKE POWER FROM THE POWERFUL.  Organizing a neighborhood clean up does not take power from anyone.  And it doesn’t teach people, through action, how they might become more powerful in the future.  

From a community organizing perspective, the problem of litter, etc., is a symptom of a range of structural problems facing particular neighborhoods: slumlords, large numbers of people who can’t afford to become homeowners, poverty, fear, lack of city services, etc.  Community organizers seek to identify key powerful people and institutions who can change these structural forces.
To some extent, the neighborhood clean up approach may end up encouraging people “blame the victim.”  “These damn people don’t care about their own neighborhood!”  This approach can lead one to see people in poor neighborhoods as somehow deficient when compared to people living in manicured suburbs.  But if we believe that there is not something fundamentally wrong with poor people, then we need to look for larger reasons why these neighborhoods find it difficult to look so manicured.  Instead of deficits, organizers look for barriers that prevent collective empowerment.  And they seek to eliminate these barriers.  

THE IRAQ WAR FROM A COMMUNITY ORGANIZING PERSPECTIVE
Let’s end by looking at the Iraq war for a moment.  I was in Madison some months ago, and I drove by a group of three people waving signs against the Iraq war quite energetically on a streetcorner in the middle of campus.  Now, I’m sure they felt much better about themselves after they did this.  But I doubt that Madison is a hotbed of Iraq war support.  And I doubt that a couple of signs are going to effect anyone that much anyway.  Furthermore, the fact is that most of the nation doesn’t support the war anymore already.  

Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have anything against sign waving or big marches etc.  And I’m sure they have some effect, especially if you can get a lot of people out in them.  And there are many different ways to approach any problem.  But it may be helpful to look at the Iraq war problem (e.g., in my opinion, how we can get out of it) from a neo-Alinsky perspective. 

There a couple of groups taking this approach.  The group Americans Against Escalation in Iraq is sponsoring an Iraq Summer where they are, in their words, “targeting 31 members of Congress and 10 Senators to bring a safe end to the war in Iraq.”  They have tried to figure out which lawmakers are most likely to change their minds about the war, and they have put their $$ into influencing these lawmakers by threatening their interests.  They have figured out who can make the change they want, and they are focusing their resources on the individuals who can make it.  
From the right wing, a group called FreedomWatch is targeting 15 million dollars in advertisements to do much the same thing, targeting GOP lawmakers that they worry may be wavering and might vote against the Iraq war.
QUESTIONS:

1) List an issue that concerns you in Milwaukee.  What are some different institutions and individuals in Milwaukee that you might target to get some change in this issue?  Why would these be possible targets given what I have said, above?

2) Pick one of these targets.  Discuss what you think are the things that are likely to motivate this target to make a change on the issue that you are concerned with, drawing on some of the ideas discussed above as well as your own.  
Also choose a “secondary target” who you think could influence your target to act the way you want.  What might be the motivations of this secondary target?

Feel free to simply imagine what you think these targets’ motivations are.  The goal here is to think like an organizer, not to be totally accurate about a specific issue.  We will be doing more imagining like this in future modules

3) Choose a key concept or quote from the readings in our textbook, Organizing for Social Change and discuss why you think it is important.  

