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In a football game, tactics represent individual plays, while strategy is about a series of plays or even one’s approach to the entire game.  In other words, strategy is made up of a collection of tactics, it represents your overall plan of action.  In this course, we are treating tactics as if they were equal to “actions” that put pressure on a target.  But strategy really includes everything that an organization does to prepare for and then pursue a campaign.  And beyond individual campaigns about individual issues, there are higher levels of strategy: strategic thinking about what series of issues you are likely to pursue, for example.  

In general:

A Strategy is a Collection of Tactics (where “tactics” includes everything that’s part of making a campaign happen.)
This week your task will be to create a very basic “strategy” around an issue you choose.  

CREATIVE TACTICS

If you are going to operate “outside the experience of the target”, you will need to be creative about tactics.  Chapter 5 of our textbook lists the major kinds of actions that are generally used to make tactics “move:” 

· petition drives

· letter writing

· turnout events (like rallies or pickets)

· visits with public officials

· public hearings

· accountability sessions

· educational meetings and teach-ins

· civil disobedience and arrest, &

· legal disruptive tactics.

In general this list does include most of the possible ways you can put pressure on a target.  But organizing groups tend, in my experience, not to be very creative about how they develop their tactics within these options.  In meetings to develop tactics, people move very quickly to what is familiar: “let’s do a petition,” or “let’s have a rally.”  

The best tactics are generally designed specifically around the unique circumstances of a particular issue.  They take into account everything an organization has gathered about a target and the particular historical context of their issue to develop their tactics.  The truth is, however, that I haven’t actually experienced that many very creative tactics in my work with organizing groups.  And this lack of creativity has, I think, limited the effectiveness of the groups I’ve worked with.

One good example of a somewhat creative and very targeted tactic came when the Milwaukee County Executive, Scott Walker, decided that he would not give the three million dollars of funding to drug treatment that he had promised MICAH he would provide in a public meeting.  He had all kinds of excuses about lack of money, tradeoffs with other programs, etc. (see discussion about “Tricks the Other Side Uses,” below).  Now, MICAH could have held the usual rally or picket to complain about this in general.  But instead leaders realized that the Walker’s promise actually gave them a powerful tool in this particular circumstance.

What they did was to get a large number of MICAH members together to visit their individual county board members and leave letters about their unhappiness with Walker’s decision. But they also brought big signs that said “SCOTT WALKER LIED”.  Walker tried to respond with the usual excuses, but MICAH members just kept emphasizing that he had LIED.  And he gave in to MICAH and restored the drug treatment funding only a week later.  No one wants to be called a liar, not when the evidence is against you.  Leaders refused to play the “game” on Walker’s turf.  They refused to take part in the argument he wanted to have about county funding and budget dollars and the like, which would just put people to sleep and that would get in the way of efforts to portray Walker as a bad politician.  Instead, they kept up their strategy of “polarizing” the issue and didn’t give him enough room to wiggle out of his promises.  In a small way, they operated outside of his “experience” as a savvy politician.

We’ve talked before about the radio station host who said racist things about Latinos, and the organizer’s recommendation about how to respond to this is another good example of working outside a target’s “experience.”  The radio station was well prepared to deal with the expected pickets.  But the station would not have been ready to deal with an attack on its ad revenues.  Nor would the car dealership, the station’s largest advertiser, have been ready for being “outed” publicly about its advertising spending, spending that it is used to treating as a private issue.  

An amusing example from Alinsky’s own organizing efforts came during a campaign in New York City.  Alinsky threatened the city with what he called a “Shit In.”  He threatened to have organization members go ---- airport, sit in the bathroom stalls, and refuse to come out.  This raised the specter of thousands of passengers from all around the world unable to go to the bathroom.  The target gave in.

Of course, there are real questions about whether Alinsky could have actually carried this tactic out.  Would it have been outside the “experience” of his members?  Would his members have been willing to actually make random people unrelated to their campaign (at least in any direct sense) suffer?  I doubt it.  So here Alinsky took a risk, making a threat that I think he knew he couldn’t actually carry out.  In this case, it seems to have worked.

In his second book about organizing, Rules for Radicals, Alinsky intentionally gave fewer examples of tactics.  He did this, he said, because he found out that too many organizers and leaders were using Reveille as a kind of sourcebook for tactic examples.  They’d get in trouble and riffle through the book for an idea of what to do.  The problem with this, Alinsky emphasized, was that each of the tactics he described in Reveille were designed specifically for the unique circumstances of a particular campaign.  You can’t simply transplant a tactic developed for one circumstance into another.  Instead, he constantly stressed, organizers need to be creative about how they develop their tactics, incredibly sensitive to the unique specifics they are facing at any particular time. 

So:


Be Creative!  

“TRICKS THE OTHER SIDE USES”
In Chapter 2, our text discusses a range of “tricks the other side uses” to derail the efforts of organizing groups to force a change.  These tricks are:

· “Let’s negotiate.”

· “You are invited to the ‘stakeholders’ meeting.”

· “I can get you on the Governor’s commission.”

· “Go work it out among yourselves.”

· “I’m the wrong person.”

· “This could affect your funding.”

· “You are reasonable but your allies aren’t.  Can’t we just deal with you?

The text does a nice job of discussing these tricks in a pretty concisely.  These tricks can actually be reduced to an even smaller number.  

Let’s Chat About It

Some of these tricks represent efforts to move your organization from acting to talking.  When organizations buy into this strategy, they make the mistake of thinking that the fact that they have a place at the table has anything to do with having real power to get one’s vision put into effect.  As our text notes, 

Negotiations, by definition, are what goes on between parties of equal power, each of which has something the other party wants and each of whom is prepared to give up something in order to get something.  If that is the real situation, then fine, keep negotiating.  In fact, most direct action campaigns do end up in some form of negotiation after the organization has actually won.  However, when the offer to negotiate comes early in the campaign, it is usually just a tactic to delay and divide you. (p. 19)

In essence, coming to the table to “chat” can stop groups from pursuing more effective actions that actually put pressure on a target.  Once you are “at the table” it can be hard to motivate your own people to act.  “We got a place at the table,” can be the response, “shouldn’t we give the dialogue time to work itself out?”  The same thing can happen with outside allies.  “You got a place at the table.  What more do you want?”  Momentum can bleed away and division can emerge.  

Furthermore, the opposition often has more data than you do, or can pretend they have more data.  For example, in the Scott Walker drug treatment funding example, Walker tried to argue that he just didn’t have the money.  Of course, he had money.  It was a question of priorities and about whether he was willing to raise tax money.  But if he could get the organization at the table to talk about the issue from his perspective, getting the organization all caught up with different budget lines, etc., he would have totally derailed them.  (The point is not that you don’t want to have such discussions; you just wan to have them on YOUR terms, in contexts where YOU are the expert telling him what to do).

So organizing groups need to be very careful about agreeing to chat.  There is nothing more powerful people like than keeping social action groups talking and talking and talking.  Talk literally is cheap.  As long as you are talking, you aren’t doing.  Talk can be useful, but only when you have the POWER to make your opinion matter.  Remember, if the opposition was going to be convinced by a rational argument, they already would have done what you wanted.  Organizations always try the “reasonable argument” approach first, before they move to more aggressive tactics.

It’s especially important to make sure that your organization and not the target has control over the schedule, location, and deadlines that give any set of meetings structure.  If you let them control it, they’ll make sure that nothing happens that will get in their way.  It’s a classic tactic of the powerful to tell you that they’ll meet with you, but you need to call their scheduler.  And then, somehow, the meeting keeps getting pushed back.  If you need to have a meeting, ALWAYS set a deadline and give a specific threat of what you will do if a meeting doesn’t happen within YOUR timeline.  And then, if they don’t come through, carry out your threat.  

Meeting to chat, especially if you are a part of something that looks prestigious (like a Governor’s panel) can also lead to splits within your coalition.  People who are on the panel can start to feel self-important, and they are all alone with really powerful people who have plenty of time to confuse the issue in their minds.  The powerful people have opportunities to misuse interactions that seem “private” for their own public ends.  And they may try to “buy” key leaders off in different ways.  This kind of loss of focus can happen to any of us, professors and community people both.  

Let’s Study the Problem

Look, most of the issues organizing groups work on aren’t “rocket science.”  As we know, one of the key criteria for a good issue is that it is very clear and that the current situation seems pretty obviously unjust.  You don’t want to get into an issue unless you have already done your homework.  So if you have done your job right, there is no reason to “study” the problem anymore.  Asking for more study is just a smokescreen for delay.  

And what will a report accomplish?  As we have seen, the “truth” by itself generally can’t get a powerful target to do what you want.  How many reports have been written with recommendations that were never put into effect?  Powerful people who don’t want to act love “blue ribbon” committees.  They make it look like you are doing something when you are actually not doing anything at all.  

My Hands are Tied

Again, if you have done your research you already know that this isn’t true.  You always want to make sure that the target you have chosen is the right person.  But even when you do this, powerful people will almost invariably tell you that they can’t really do what you want.  They’ll come up with all kinds of reasons why their “hands are tied.”  For example, in the drug treatment funding example Scott Walker used just this strategy, arguing that he didn’t have any extra money to allocate.  

Don’t be fooled.  And, more importantly, make sure that your members are educated well enough to understand that what the target is saying isn’t really true.  If the target really is telling the truth, then you’ve picked the wrong target, and you are in real trouble as far as your campaign is concerned.

I’ll Deal With You But Not Them

Powerful people will try to split your coalition in a range of different ways.  They’ll say bad things about your partner organizations (not infrequently telling each group the same thing about other groups).  They’ll say that they can’t deal with you at all if X person or X group is involved.  

You need to make decisions about your coalition before you ever move to action.  If you start letting the opposition decide who “you” are, you are in real trouble.  You need to make pragmatic decisions from the beginning about who will be included and who won’t.  

Sometimes you can’t control this.  For example, a few years ago there were enormous rallies in Seattle against the World Trade Organization.  A large number of social action groups worked for a number of years to prepare for this confrontation, and many people were trained in effective non-violent resistance tactics.  But one fairly small group (apparently from my home town of Eugene, Oregon), calling themselves “anarchists” showed up and started breaking shop windows and otherwise causing trouble.  And, of course, the media focused most of their attention on this small group, blowing a few broken shop windows totally out of proportion, and giving a “black eye” to all of the demonstrators.

(Again, we come to some limits of some kind of pure democracy.  You DON’T WANT EVERYONE to join with you.  Some people don’t agree with the majority of your constituency, or won’t follow the guidelines for tactics that you have developed, or are just the kind of people who disrupt meetings, etc.  Controlling who “we” are is a key part of being able to win. (troublemakers teaparty))

This Could Affect Your Funding (or Job, or Relationships, etc.)

We have already talked about the reasons why community service organizations generally don’t do “real” organizing in the sense we have been talking about it, here.  Powerful people are quick to remove any funding that they control from groups that cause problems for them.  This is why nearly all effective organizing groups do not take funding from the government and don’t run service programs that can be targeted for defunding.  

One example of this problem comes from the experience of an ACORN organizing group in New York City.  ACORN took over some neighborhood schools and really turned them around, creating a much more positive educational experience for the children attending them.  But then when ACORN tried to put pressure on the school district about other issues, one of the first things the district did was to threaten the funding of the ACORN schools.  They threatened the funding not because there was anything wrong educationally in these schools.  Instead they threatened their funding because ACORN threatened them.  And this created a real dilemma for ACORN.  On the one hand, they were proud of what they had done with these schools.  On the other hand, the need to defend funding for these schools hurt their efforts to pursue new campaigns over other education issues.

It’s not always about money.  There are many stories of people whose friends or parents have been called in an effort to try to influence them not to act.  In fact, I know of an example in Milwaukee where one school board member went to the boss of another school board member to try to get the boss’s assistance in making the offending member stop “causing problems.”  It didn’t work, but in another case it might have.  

This Isn’t My Problem, or, It’s (Your/Their) Fault

The aim of an organizing group is to make people with privilege give up some of their privilege to help those who need help.  From a pragmatic standpoint, then, organizing groups are less interested in tracing the actual “source” of particular problems than in finding targets with the resources to address the problem.  A target may say, “it’s not our fault” as a way to get out of doing something.  This often happens when groups are trying to help people who may be doing things that the society might approve of.  For example, a target might say, “it’s not my fault that people started taking drugs.”  And the target might recommend, instead, that groups focus more on personal responsibility.  Or a group trying to get more treatment for addicts instead of jail time might get the response that we shouldn’t “reward” people for breaking the law.  

Whatever you might think of these arguments, the aim of progressive community organizing is to MAKE THE POWERFUL TAKE RESPONSIBILITY for a range of social challenges.  While richer people in the suburbs may not individually be responsible for inner city poverty, for example, the argument of progressive organizing groups is that they need to TAKE responsibility and share some of their privileges to help alleviate this problem.  A key goal of these organizations, as I noted at the beginning of this course, is to shift our focus from the plight of individuals to the structural forces that result in the suffering of entire communities.  This approach shifts the idea of who is at “fault” without necessarily removing the importance for individual people to take responsibility for the conditions of their lives.  To some extent, it represents an effort to shift the boundaries in our society that separate “us” from “them,” that separate “we suburbanites” from “those people in the inner city.”  And these kind of shifts usually happen only when the people most affected by these structural challenges (like racism, segregation, employment discrimination, etc.) generate enough POWER to make their dreams a reality.  The privileged have already given most if not all of what they are going to give out of altruism.  

In general, then, organizers don’t care as much about who caused a particular problem (although this is usually important information) as they do about locating some target that they can get to solve this problem.

In the end, however, most of the techniques we have been discussing are relatively neutral.  And, in fact, conservative groups have used them quite effectively to expand prisons, reduce drug treatment funding, and more.  In the end, you must decide yourself how you will use these tools I have been teaching, if you use them at all. 

THE STRATEGY CHART

A sample of the strategy chart used by the well-known Midwest Academy training program is on page 33 of our textbook.  This chart is often used by a range of real organizers to make sense of a particular campaign.  In order, the chart lists:

· Goals

· Organizational Considerations

· Constituents, Allies, and Opponents

· Targets

· Tactics

You can see how this moves from the initial considerations about why a particular issue is being pursued, what the pursuit of this issue will do for the organization in terms of building POWER and only then moves to more specifics about what the organization will do in order to win.  As I have repeatedly argued throughout this semester, questions about how an issue will lead to increased organizational POWER come FIRST  (see “long-term goals” in the “Goals” column, and question #2 about “ways you want your organization to be strengthened” in the “Organizational Considerations” column).  

Within each of the columns are listed a set of questions that are meant to help you frame your campaign in more specific terms.  In general terms, these questions capture most of what I will ask you to do on the final exam.  If you are able to make sense of and answer these questions for a specific issue campaign, then you should do well.  You should read this chapter especially carefully because there is a lot of detail in here that I can’t cover, here, and it does a nice job of restating much of what I have already said about “constituencies” and “targets.”  On page 44 there is an example of a filled-out strategy chart.  While I’m not going to be asking exactly the same questions, so there is more detail in some areas than I will request, and less detail in others, if you can put something like this together you should be in pretty good shape.  

PRACTICE STRATEGY EXAM
For our purposes, I have streamlined the idea of a strategy into the following chart:

1. What’s your Problem?

2. What’s your Issue?

3. Who/What’s your Target?

4. You’ve met with the target and said “pretty please” and the target said “no.”  So now it’s time to move to more direct pressure tactics.  To be successful, you need to plan ahead and imagine what kinds of “tricks” the opposition may play on you.  So I want you to come up with an initial tactic that makes the most sense given the specifics of this issue and this target.  And then I want you to imagine what the two most likely responses your target might make to try to stop you from winning.  And then I want you to imagine what specific tactics you might propose to respond to their response.  

5. Discuss why your first tactic and one of your second tactics makes sense given the criteria for tactics that we have discussed

In outline, what I am asking for in #4 looks like this:


[image: image1]
So you will start by proposing a specific tactic to begin with in an effort to put pressure on the target.  And you need to be able to explain why THIS tactic is the right one to use in THIS SPECIFIC case.  Then you will propose two ways that the opposition might respond to this tactic, and should be able to justify WHY you think the opposition might do these things.  Then, finally, you will propose one tactic for each of these possible responses that seem like they are the most effective ways to put you back in the driver’s seat, so to speak.  And you need to be able to explain WHY these tactics are effective replies to each of the opposition’s efforts to stop you from winning.  

The point, here, is to start thinking like the target instead of just like the aggrieved group.  You need to be prepared ahead of time for what the target may do.  If you are not prepared, then you may be caught off balance.  For example, if the target offers to let you join a task force, and you have not prepared your leaders for this, then you will not know what to do and they may end up giving power to the opposition.  You need to respond in a manner that gives you the upper hand.  In some cases, for example, you might agree to a meeting with a powerful person’s staff if you set a deadline right up front and have a clear statement about what will happen if the meeting doesn’t take place.  In other cases, you would not want to agree to a meeting, and instead would want to accuse the target of stonewalling.  In this case, you can’t simply “accuse” the target, you need to develop some specific tactic that will highlight this stonewalling and put pressure on the target to stop.  

It is crucial that you are able to explain why a particular opposition response is likely or why a particular tactic is recommended in THIS PARTICULAR CASE.  Be creative.  Have fun (if possible . . .).  

Because this is just practice, I don’t want these practice exams to be longer than 1000 words.  Be brief and just give the outlines of your argument.  You will have a chance to give more detail in the final exam.  NOTE: YOU CANNOT USE THE ISSUE CHOSEN FOR THIS PRACTICE EXAM IN THE ACTUAL FINAL EXAM.  So if you have a specific issue that you particularly want to discuss in more detail, choose something else for this practice.  The goal, here, is to get you to think these issues through a few times, so that you slowly develop a strong understanding of the different concepts we are discussing. 

ASSIGNMENT SCHEDULE
1. Post your Practice Exam on the forum by Wednesday at 4:30.

2. Post a critical response of not less than 500 words examining the plusses and minuses that you see in the Practice Exam posted by another student in the class by Saturday at 4:30.

3. The Final Exam will be available 


















Practice Mini-Strategy Plan: Anticipating the Opposition’s Response





What Effective Tactic Might Reply to This Second Imagined Response?





What Effective Tactic Might Reply to This First Imagined Response?





Another Possible Opposition Response





One Possible Opposition Response





Your Organization’s First Tactic








