Tactics
Aaron Schutz
Reading: Organizing for Social Change, Chapters 2 (“Tricks the Other Side Uses” on pp. 19-21), 4, & 7

We have spent the last two weeks talking about how to “cut an issue.”  In essence, we have been talking about how to figure out “what” to fight for.  For the next two weeks we will talk about the other side of a campaign, “how” to fight for the issue you cut.  

It’s important to stress that these two weeks only scratch the surface of an enormous range of topics that we could cover and the skills that one should learn to successfully support a campaign.  Just looking at the many chapters we are not reading in our textbook will give you a sense of some (but even here, not all) of these other topics, including: media relations, fundraising, organizational structure, legal issues, public speaking, and more.  Again, this class is meant only as an introduction to community organizing.  

If you are interested in learning more about community organizing, you might consider pursuing the Certificate in Community Organizing offered through our department.  The Certificate program gives students an opportunity to participate in a more “nuts and bolts” community organizing training and requires the completion of an internship with a local organizing organization.

The aim of this course is to get you to see the world more like a community organizer does.  I don’t have the time (and in some cases the skills) to teach you how to ACT like a community organizer.  

POWER

Again, as in “cutting an issue” an organizer’s key concern about tactics and strategy is about how particular actions and decisions will increase the power of her organization.  This means that the easiest way to “win” is not always the best way to win.  A general rule is that you want to involve a wide range of people in your actions, and that you want your actions to enlarge the number of participants and educated leaders you have to draw on in the future.  Actions are almost as important for how they educate your own people as they are for the way they put pressure on a target.  

DEFINING AN “ACTION” OR A “TACTIC”
For our purposes, for this class, an “action” or a “tactic” will be defined as some engagement that “puts pressure on a target.”  Under this definition, collecting research, for example, doesn’t count as an action, even though it is a crucial activity.  If what you are doing at any point won’t influence your target in some direct way, then it doesn’t count, for us, as an action.  

It is important to emphasize that community organizing groups rarely simply attack people or institutions.  There is usually an effort to negotiate in good faith before one shifts to a more confrontational attitude.  For the purposes of this class, pre-confrontational activities (sitting down to ask a bank president to put more lending $$ into the central city, for example) also don’t count as “actions” or “tactics.”  Only after a target refuses to act or takes some other action that indicates that they won’t be cooperative does an organization move towards “action.”  Of course, sometimes you know beforehand that it isn’t really worth your time to sit down and chat.  In these cases, you may move pretty quickly to bring more focused “pressure.”  

Put more simply, “actions” and “tactics” come AFTER you’ve said “pretty please.”  You start thinking about tactics when you decide you need to move forward and impress upon the target the fact that you have some “power.”  

Part of the reason this definition is helpful is that you don’t really have an organizing “campaign” until you encounter some resistance.  If someone simply gives you what you want, then you need to move forward and find some other issue to work on.

It is also true that a lot of research and group education often has to happen before an organizing group actually starts to actively put pressure on a tactic.  This pre-pressure work is crucial, but also does not count as a “tactic” or an “action” for the purposes of this course.  

CHALLENGES ARE GOOD:  
COMMUNITY ORGANIZING GROUPS LIVE THROUGH ACTION
There is a tendency in our culture to think of problems as bad things.  We want a world where we get everything we want.  But community organizers see things differently.  The emergence of a good challenge, a good fight, is one of the most productive things that can happen to a community organizing group. 

Why?

First, community organizing groups exist only when they are acting.  Unlike other kinds of organizations, like churches, they tend to dissolve when nothing is going on.  People only come together to organize against power when they are actually fighting.  So organizers always need to be thinking about how this battle will help lead to the next one.  A year without battles is a year when the organization is falling apart.

The point is not that we love fighting, exactly (although it doesn’t hurt if you enjoy confrontation to some extent if you are an organizer).  Instead, the fact is that our society is rife with incredible oppression and inequality.  Children go hungry, receive substandard educations, can’t get their cavities treated . . . .  People of color are thrown into prison to rot for years, are trapped in particular neighborhoods, can’t buy houses because of the color of their skin. . . .  And on and on.  

If you aren’t fighting against these problems, then what are you doing?  If your organization isn’t actively involved in trying to do something, then how do you prevent people from falling into hopelessness and immobility?  If you don’t consistently demand some of your participants’ time, how will you prevent them from filling up their lives with other important activities, so that they are not available when you finally get your act together?  

Perhaps most importantly, education in community organizing groups doesn’t happens in classrooms and workshops as much as it does through ACTING.  We learn to fight power by fighting power.  We learn about the terrible conditions experienced by others, how powerful people will try to trick and use us, how it feels to be in a collective struggle only by ACTUALLY ENGAGING WITH THESE ISSUES.  
Just as with issues, then, a good tactic will build POWER for an organization in addition to getting a target to do what you want.  In general, you actually don’t want to pursue tactics that don’t force people in your organization to be actively involved.  For example, you might be able to win an issue by just having a group of your leaders meet with someone powerful and threaten to do something.  The problem with this is that it doesn’t force the larger organization to USE the capacities it has developed.  This kind of a tactic doesn’t build new leaders; it doesn’t educate your members about the issue or about how to fight.

Probably the most famous US example of an organizer seeking out a challenging situation was Martin Luther King’s effort to fight against segregation in Birmingham Alabama.  There were lots of cities King could have organized in, but Birmingham seemed like the best choice in part because the chief of police Bull Connor was well known as someone who relished a good fight.  The last thing he wanted was a city that would easily give in on some issues and thus shut down the effort before it really got going.  Connor and his cronies weren’t going to give in on anything easily, and could be relied upon to bring out the attack dogs and water hoses.  Of course, fighting with Connor was a big risk—one that King could have lost (he actually did lose some of his fights during this era, something that the simple histories often ignore).  But it was worth the risk to stretch his organization and to show to the wider world that he had POWER.  If he could beat Connor, who couldn’t he beat?  Other cities might give in easier after he accomplished this.  And, of course, that is what happened.  
CRITERIA FOR TACTICS

As usual, I am assuming you are reading the other chapters of BOBO for this module carefully.  Here, I am only focusing on a few crucial aspects of what these chapters cover.

Overall criteria: A GOOD TACTIC PUTS PRESSURE ON A TARGET
According to the text, a good tactic:

1. Is focused on the primary or secondary target of the campaign.

2. Put’s power behind a specific demand.

3. Meets your organizational goals as well as your issue goals.

4. Is outside the experience of the target.

5. Is within the experience of your own members, and they are comfortable with it.

And I am adding three more criteria:

6. Gets large numbers of people involved

7. Educates your members and develops leaders, and,
8. Is fun, engaging, or educational!

Again, let me expand upon the discussion in our text for each point.

1. A good tactic focuses on the primary or secondary target of the campaign.

This criterion follows pretty directly from our overall definition of a tactic: that it puts pressure on a target in some way.  But this criterion emphasizes a crucial point.  If you are not pressuring the target or secondary target, then you are probably wasting your effort.  
A good example of a group understanding who their target is came in the video we saw about the revolt in the LA schools.  At one point in a rally, a representative of the school board told one of the student leaders that he didn’t have the power to promise them anything.  The student leader responded that he knew what this particular person could and couldn’t do, and that the leader was only speaking to the representative because he wanted the representative to help the students get access to the real target, the school board.  This student leader knew exactly who the “target” was.  The student leader understood that this representative wasn’t even an authentic “secondary target,” really only a messenger.  Because the representative was in the pay of and doing the bidding of the school board, the representative did not represent some independent power that might actively put pressure on the board.   The student leader wasn’t getting side-tracked by focusing too much energy on someone who couldn’t give them what they wanted.
2. A good tactic puts power behind a specific demand.
Our text notes, “the weakest tactic is one that is not aimed at anyone and makes no demand.”  It uses the example of “a candle-light vigil to save the whales that doesn’t call on anyone to do anything in particular.”  Unless you’ve got a whole lot of people behind you at such a vigil, you’re probably wasting your time.  

(In fact you may actually be reducing your ability to make change.  You may be fooling all these people at the vigil into thinking that they are already “doing” something useful to make change.)
Sometimes activists think that if people just knew the “truth” then they’d act altruistically to change the world.  And this may be true in some cases.  A key tactic organizers use to put pressure on targets is to frame an issue in such a way that it is hard for the opposition to publicly resist.  

But if you look around, you will see that altruism alone rarely gets much done.  We all know how segregated our city is and how problematic our public schools are.  Everybody knows this.  But you don’t see large numbers of people stepping forward to provide more resources to Milwaukee Public Schools.  

And people with the power to make some changes, however small, usually have good reasons why they aren’t acting.  For example, suburban school districts have little interest in letting “those people’s” kids into “our” schools.  They’ve created comparatively wealthy enclaves where their kids get a good education.  Why take a risk and let poor kids into their little “utopia”?  (Some even invent reasons why it’s the poor kids’ own fault that their schools are so much worse off.)

Powerful and privileged people often don’t mind “helping” “other” people as long as it doesn’t cost the privileged much.  But they don’t want to give anything important up.  But very few significant problems in the world can be solved without increasing the resources of those with less and taking from the resources of those with more.  You can’t get health care for the poor without paying for it.  You can’t get smaller class sizes unless you pay for them.  You can’t protect forests from logging unless you prevent some people from making money off of them.  

In most cases, “win-win” solutions, where nobody has to give anything up, are fantasies.  (Not surprisingly, the search for “win-win” solutions and a resistance to real conflict is often one of the things that drive middle-class social action groups, and that often makes them pretty ineffectual.)
3.   A good tactic meets your organizational goals as well as your issue goals.

Again, as in cutting an issue, your organizational goals are at least as important as your issue goals.  A particular tactic should make your organization stronger, and in many cases it makes sense to put more work into a tactic than a particular issue may demand.  I’ll get into this more specifically when I discuss the criteria I have added, below. 
4. A good tactic is outside the experience of the target. 

This criterion is a little difficult to describe in concrete terms.  Most simply, you want to do something that the target isn’t already ready to deal with.  This is why traditional pickets and marches and petitions are often less effective than you might expect.  People are ready for these and generally ready to deal with them.

The text gives the example of a group having hundreds of people apply for Postal Service jobs with photocopies of applications.  The target wasn’t ready to deal with this tactic and he made a mistake, rejecting all of the applications because they weren’t “originals.”  This action made him look “so unfair and prejudiced” that it became much easier to paint him as obstructive and “wrong.”  

In an earlier module I discussed how an organizer recommended that people put pressure on a radio station by trying to disrupt the daily business of one of their largest advertisers, a car dealership.  Again, this is a tactic that would have been outside the experience of the station (and the dealership as well).  Businesses are not used to being made “publicly” responsible for what they treat as “private” decisions about where to advertise.  And advertisers are not really well prepared to respond when a key funding avenue is threatened.  
Recently a quite similar effort had an effect on Fox News.  Bill O’Reilly, a well known commentator made a problematic comment.  And people across the Internet decided to target advertisers on his program.  They actually managed to get Lowes to stop advertising, and then they were able to use this leverage to get Home Depot to stop advertising as well.  This didn’t stop O’Reilly—they didn’t push their campaign far enough—but it certainly put Fox on notice that they were on thinner ice than they may have originally thought.  And since overtly left-wing organizations are often less robustly funded than overtly right-wing ones, strategies like these might work even better against them.
The radio station in the earlier example was perfectly prepared to respond to some pickets outside its door, however.  So nothing really happened.
5. A good tactic is within the experience of your own members and they are comfortable with it. 

This criterion is crucial.  You can’t engage in a tactic that your members don’t feel is ethical or that they are uncomfortable with in some way.  

For example, in an earlier module I talked about how I had an idea for my organization to do an action at the house of a school board member who said that anyone could come to his door to talk with him.  Many members didn’t feel this was ethical because the board member had younger children.  
Our text gives an example where a labor coalition went to pray in a hotel lobby for four days.  The leaders assumed, incorrectly, that praying and bringing religion in this way into the public sphere of confrontation was something that most of their organization members were comfortable with.  If they are not, you may end up creating negativity among your members if you pursue it.  
A tactic needs to fit within the “experience” of your members as well.  You don’t want to get into loud, shouting confrontations when you are working with a culture that is uncomfortable with this (like some Native American tribes, for example).  Instead, you may want to hold silent vigils—perhaps in places where you obstruct the “business as usual” of your target.  You need to take into account the culture, education, class, and other general characteristics of your group or groups to understand what fits within their “experience.” 

Of course, you don’t just need to stop with what people are “comfortable” with at any point in time.  You can slowly “stretch” people’s comfort-zones, helping them learn slowly to accept a wider range of kinds of tactics.  They may not be willing to be arrested in defense of their own interests today.  But in a year they may become willing to do more.  

6.  [ADDED CRITERIA] A good tactic gets large numbers of people involved.

There are many cases in which a relatively small number of participants may be able to effectively put enough pressure on a target to get a particular change made.  This is especially true after an organization has gained a reputation for POWER.  But just because you CAN win without working too hard doesn’t mean you SHOULD.

You want to get a large number of people involved because it is through the act of involvement that new members become a real part of your organization, and that your current members feel like they are a continuing part of the struggle.  As Hannah Arendt once argued, the kind of POWER that community organizing groups wield exists only in its use.  For example, if you aren’t constantly asking people to contribute (without, of course, overwhelming them), they will stop contributing.  

For example, a particular school district may be out of compliance with a state law.  They might have more students in each of their classrooms than the state allows.   It may be true that if you had a lawyer and one of your leaders write a letter to the state, that this might get the state involved enough to solve this problem.  But such a simple tactic does little to build your organization.

You could have a whole bunch of people write letters and then have a couple of representatives present these to officials.  But while this gets a wider number of people involved, even this still keeps most of them insulated from real engagement with the power structure.

Instead it makes sense to have a whole bunch of people write letters, and for all of these people to go on a trip to collectively present their demands to the key officials.  
The text uses the idea of a “petition” as a good tactic.  I want to complicate this idea, here.  A petition doesn’t require people to DO much beyond signing their name.  Thus it really doesn’t get that many involved.  However, one could present a petition as a part of a larger action that does get people involved.  And petitions can give you lists of people who might later be drawn into more substantive action.  For our purposes, a petition, by itself, doesn’t count as an action that really meets the criterion of actually INVOLVING people in some significant way.

You want to seek out tactics that make real demands upon a wide range of your members, even if you don’t strictly need their participation to “win.”  
Again, it’s important to keep the key goal in mind.  Your key goal is not winning but building POWER (although you can’t usually build much power without winning).  You want to use tactics to WIN and build POWER at the same time.

7. [Added Criteria] A good tactic educates your members.

If the goal is to gain power, you need a group of committed members who understand both the issues you are working on and the basic tools of organizing.  In school when we think of learning we think of classrooms.  But most of what we learn happens in the world outside.  

Community organizing groups often hold training sessions around particular concepts and skills.  And these are critical.  You don’t want to engage with an issue unless you are certain that your members understand why the organization has chosen this.  This is especially important when you pursue issues where there may be some disagreement.  For example, your organization may need to pursue an issue related to immigration to hold groups most affected by this issue in your coalition.  You may work hard to “cut an issue” that won’t split your coalition.  But you still may need to educate your members about why this issue is something that they can confidently get behind.
Another example recently came up in the group I work with.  One of the school board members was hoping that we might work with him to try to get extra-curricular activities reinstated in Milwaukee Public Schools.  This was not something that we felt we could immediately commit to, because it was not clear how our members would feel about it.  Some might feel that we should only focus on core academic subjects.  If we were going to pursue this, we would need time to talk with our members about this issue and make sure it wouldn’t split our coalition.  This might involve educational meetings where we talked with members about why extracurricular activities are important.  This would not only provide an opportunity to educate members, but would also provide a context where leaders could judge whether there was significant resistance to this issue among members.  If those interested enough to attend still didn’t feel very comfortable with it after the training session was over, then it probably wouldn’t be a good issue to pursue.  (By the way, this is another way to get in touch with your member’s preferences and opinions besides one-on-ones.)

Much of the most important learning happens within the context of organizing campaigns.  

It is while you are engaging with power that you learn how power works.  It is by participating in tactics (that sometimes succeed and sometimes don’t work so well) that you learn how to create new tactics.  

But learning is not automatic.  You need to put tactics together so that they help your members learn.  This can happen in at least two ways.

First, you should find ways to involve a range of members in planning and carrying off a tactic.  Each person who is participating will end up learning about how tactics work.  These are people you can look to next time you need to act.

Second, you can make tactics themselves educational.  The presentations that leaders give at rallies can help educate people about your issue.  The materials you hand out can educate people.  The structure of the tactic itself can be educational as people see effective ways of engaging with people in power.  

So making your tactics educational is crucial for supporting the future success of your organization. 

8. A good tactic is fun!

This criteria isn’t that complicated.  If you want people to come back, you want them to have fun at your actions.  

When I say “fun” I mean it pretty broadly.  If people enjoy what happened, because they learned something, because they got to see a good spectacle, because there was an opportunity to engage with their friends, etc., then it fulfils this tactic.  You should think about how a tactic will draw people in.

START SMALL

You want to be careful not to act to vigorously too quickly.  You want to start small, with less aggressive tactics and then build up to more risky assertions of power.  For example, you really don’t want to start a campaign with a broad boycott or by chaining yourselves to the doors of city hall.  

If you start too aggressively too quickly, you run the risk of alienating both your own members and others who you would like to recruit support from.  By starting small, you can slowly generate increasing irritation and anger that powerful people are refusing to respond to what should seem like fairly reasonable demands (if you have cut your issue well).
Good early tactics also should be educational for your members and others, since you are trying to build broader support for more aggressive and elaborate actions if necessary.  Petitions, where people are presented with summaries of your issue when they sign, letter writing campaigns where people meet together in groups to write and learn more about the issue, press conferences where you present facts about your issue and make sure that large numbers of your members attend are good examples of educational tactics that are fairly low-key.

Only when you feel that you have generated sufficient anger and disappointment about your target should you move to more significant expressions of power.  But be careful.  If you organize a boycott and you can’t pull it off, then you may have just shot yourself in the foot.  If you do something really radical, like getting large numbers of your members arrested for civil disobedience and don’t get any response from the powerful, you may actually end up only showing how powerless you really are.  You need to be very strategic in how you approach tactics like these.  Sometimes, you may decide that you don’t have enough power to win the issue as you originally framed it, and will need to compromise in order to preserve the sense that you are an effective social action organization. 

ASSIGNMENT
Group Discussion: Complete by Sunday, 11/18 at noon
Each of the three issue groups previously assigned should start with the issue that you chose at our face-to-face session.  Given this issue, you should agree on what initial tactic you think it would be most effective to pursue.  You should discuss at least three different alternatives for tactics, and discuss why, given the CRITERIA discussed above, the one you choose is the best one and why the others seem less effective given the SPECIFICS of your particular issue.  Again, you will probably need to make up some key facts about your issue to cover areas you don’t know enough about yourself.  Given your specific issue, I will provide you with some facts in the discussion forum that will help you frame what you need to do.

Individual Assignment: Complete by Tuesday, 11/20 at noon
For the tactic you have chosen, discuss how it meets or fails to meet all 8 of the criteria listed above in a minimum of 600 words.
NOTE—FACE TO FACE MEETING ON TACTICS MOVED FROM 11/28 to 11/21.
