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Scripts, Slide, Handouts, and Exercise
Brief Introduction to Community Organizing

Aaron Schutz

This document includes my first effort at creating a brief introduction to community organizing.  I am not completely happy with it, so it is presented as a contribution to a  larger discussion about how to do this and not as something I am arguing for.

The general, this introduction is designed around the idea that if people who already have some involvement in the community are going to understand the perspective of organizing, they first need to understand how it differs from the approaches they are already familiar with.  

I start with a version of Alinsky’s “Parable of the River.”  The story embodies some of the key ideas of organizing and provides a frame for the entire workshop around a contrast between how we usually approach social problems and how organizing conceptualizes them.

Then I discuss the different kinds of social change efforts that differ from organizing, discussing their limitations from the perspective of organizing.  I’m assuming, here, that it’s my job to “sell” neo-Alinsky organizing as an approach.

After this, I move to a small group exercise, where individual groups come up with their own:

1. Problem area

2. Issue

3. Target and Target interests.

I’ve only tried this workshop out in its current version once in an hour and a half session, and in a briefer earlier version once as part of a more comprehensive 6-hour workshop I helped coordinate in collaboration with eight of the major community organizing groups in Milwaukee.  
The limitations I saw in my first time were:

1. There needs to be more engagement and discussion much earlier in the workshop.  This won’t surprise anyone.  
2. The exercise focuses on “targets” but, as I should have known from my work teaching an organizing course, the small groups really didn’t even get to the issue of the “target” because they spent most of their time struggling with coming up with an issue (and what “counted” as an issue from this perspective).  So the exercise should be changed to focus on the issue, with a second discussion about targets and their interests if the workshop was given more time.

Note that this approach assumes that it is my job to teach a couple of key concepts to give something for listeners to “hang” these new ideas on.  My experience is that just having a dialogue about power or social change doesn’t really engage people in the kind of cognitive dissonance necessary to maintain a sense that what they are learning is new and different.  Maybe I’m wrong, but that’s my current sense.

Below you will find

1. The script for the introductory “Parable of the River” presentation.

2. The slide for the “Parable of the River” presentation.

3. The script for the discussion of key organizing concepts.

4. The handout version of the slides for the discussion of key organizing concepts.

5. The small group discussion assignment I gave.

PARABLE OF THE RIVER SCRIPT
A group of campers on a river notices that a baby in the water is drowning. After pulling the person ashore, the campers notice another baby in the river in need of help. Before long, the river is filled with drowning babies, and more rescuers are required to assist the initial rescuer. Unfortunately, some people are not saved, and some babies fall back into the river after they have been pulled ashore. At this time, one of the rescuers starts walking upstream

“Where are you going?” the other rescuers ask, disconcerted. The upstream rescuer replies, “I’m going upstream to see who’s throwing people into the river.”

The Lesson of this Parable:  Service vs. Organizing

· Causes not symptoms
· Agents not just neutral causes. Someone is throwing them in, or allowing them to fall in.  Someone is responsible (or should be held responsible).

Tragic choices.  
Saul Alinsky, who often told a version of this parable to help people understand what community organizing was also  used this story to make a further ethical point: ‘While the fisherman was so busy running along the bank to find the ultimate source of the problem, who was going to help those poor wretches who continued to float down the river?’”

Problem with this Parable

It shows those who are harmed as powerless victims. But people are rarely entirely powerless, and organizers never approach people as if they were babies. 
OVERHEAD FOR PARABLE OF THE RIVER, BELOW
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 [THIS IS THE HANDOUT VERSION OF OVERHEAD SLIDES FOR SCRIPT.  THE SCRIPT FOLLOWS THIS HANDOUT.]
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For more information and the complete lectures from my online community organizing course, go to www.educationaction.org. 

1. What is Community Organizing?

· Communities with limited power join together to collectively resist oppression and foster social justice, often through conflict with the powerful.

· “Organizers” play a support role, helping an organization grow and increase in POWER.

· “Leaders” direct the group and make decisions, remaining in close connection with the desires and beliefs of their constituencies.

2.  Activities That Look Like Organizing . . . But Aren’t:

· Court Cases

·  Organizing groups survive by acting, not by waiting for others to make decisions

·  Example: Education funding in WI

· Activism

·  “Doing” something without a strategy 

·  Example: Waving anti-war signs in Madison

    Activities that Aren’t Organizing (Cont.)

· Mobilizing

·  Strategic action without a long-term plan

·  Example: Recalling the Milwaukee County Executive

· Advocacy

· Speaking for others instead of trying to get those affected to fight for themselves and in coalition with allies.

· Community Development
· Emphasizes collaboration.

· Community improvement can be   accomplished through an essentially cooperative process.  

· Tends not to threaten the “powers that be.”
3.  Community Organizing Groups Don’t Provide Services
· Organizing groups that also provide services often have those services attacked during campaigns.

· Community Development groups don’t do much “organizing” for this reason.

· Groups that used to do both in Milwaukee had their funding eliminated years ago.

· CD and Organizing can serve complementary ends.

4.  Key Points to Remember:

· What you are given today can be taken away tomorrow, so

· Without POWER to fight over the LONG TERM, “wins” often don’t matter.  

Example: Scott Walker going back on his drug treatment promise.

5.  PROBLEMS vs. ISSUES
· PROBLEMS are vague and overwhelming

· Police brutality

· World hunger

· Bad schools

· ISSUES are specific and include a solution
· Requiring video cameras in all police cars

· Increasing support for Milwaukee food pantries by 5 million dollars

· Reducing class sizes in grades 1-3 to 16 students

6.  Good Issues:

· Can be felt in the “gut.”  Compare:

“We want more money for schools” to
“Cramming 35 little kids into one class is unjust.  We need smaller class sizes.”

· Are specific so that an organization knows what it’s looking for and what “winning” looks like.  

· Appeal to a large number of supporters.

· Don’t split your coalition.

7.  Organizers generally speak of two kinds of power:

· Organized People, and

· Organized Money
8.  POWER based in organized people requires:
· A collective identity (“We” need to be recognizable over the long term.) 

· Leaders ready to work over the long haul.

· Leaders who have a participant “base” to draw on when they need to act.

· Enough money to keep a group organized.

9.  POWERFUL organizations:

· Constantly seek new issues to address that:

· Force them to use their power

· “Stretch” them, forcing them to expand their capacity and base

· Have a long-term vision

· Will often be invited to the “table” before decisions are made.

10.  Locating a Target and Constituencies

A Target is

· The person or institution that can make the change you want

A Secondary Target is

· A powerful person who can influence the target

Your Constituency is

· The group of people you are trying to organize.

· Usually those who are most affected by the problem area you are focusing on.

WHAT ISN”T ORGANIZING SCRIPT
Legal Action


Lawyers are often quite important to those engaged in social action. Lawyers can get you out of jail, and they can help you overcome bureaucratic hurdles, among many other services. The problem comes when a social action strategy is designed primarily around a lawsuit.

 Wisconsin, provides a good example. For a number of years, a major lawsuit was working its way through the courts to force the state to provide more equal funding to impoverished schools. During this time, statewide organizing around education, as I understand it, largely subsided. By the time we essentially lost, little infrastructure had been created to fight on a political level for education. We had to start over largely from scratch. Lawsuits, then, can actually have a detrimental effect on organizing.

Activism


Activists like to “do things.” They get up in the morning and they go down to a main street and hold up some signs against the war. Or they march around in a picket line in front of a school. (Activists love rallies and picket lines.) Activists feel very good about how they are “fighting the power.” But in the absence of a coherent strategy, a coherent target, a process for maintaining a fight over an extended period of time, and an institutional structure for holding people together and mobilizing large numbers, they usually don’t accomplish much. People in power love activists, because they burn off energy for social action without really threatening anyone.

Of course, I am exaggerating a bit, here (as usual). But I’m not exaggerating as much as I wish I was.

Mobilizing


Mobilizers often accomplish something.

 They get pissed off about a particular issue or event, they get a lot of people out who are hopping mad, and they get some change made (for the better or for the worse). 

Like activists, they feel pretty good about what they have accomplished. 

But then they go home and go back to watching TV or whatever.

The problem with mobilizing is that, as I noted above, winning a single battle is often quite meaningless unless you are in the fight for the long term. 

In fact, mobilizers can actually make things worse without necessarily meaning to.

A good example happened in Milwaukee when our county executive pushed through a horrible pension payout rule that was going to cost the county and obscene amount of money. People got up in arms. They banded together to “throw out the bums, and they were successful in recalling the exec and some supervisors. 

What happened is that an extremely conservative executive as well as some conservative supervisors were elected in a majority democratic county. 

And then groups that “threw out the bums” pretty much dissolved as far as I can tell.

So no long-term structure was created through which an independent group of organized citizens might prevent a disaster like this from happening again in the future


Advocacy

(Slide is fine)

Community Development

Community development focuses not on taking power away from the powerful but instead on collaboration (often with the powerful) to improve communities.

Traditional Community Development

Driven by a “deficit” perspective on impoverished communities.  

Communities seem as if they are mostly made up of problems (often problem people) that need to be “fixed” by outside agencies.  

“Top-down” approach often led by outside organizations and/or professionals.

Asset-Based Community Development

Emphasizes that communities always contain many resources as well as challenges. 

Mobilizes resources already available in a community for its own improvement.  

More democratic, “bottom-up” process.

Common Elements of Community Development Approach

Both types of community development share the conviction that community improvement can be accomplished through an essentially cooperative process.  

Community development broadly understood, then, tends not to threaten the “powers that be.”

Community Organizing Small Group Exercise
Aaron Schutz

The goal of this exercise is to define a specific issue that you want to work on, and then to explore the characteristics of the “target” who can “make the change you want.  IT’S OKAY TO MAKE UP ANSWERS YOU DON’T HAVE.  THE THINKING PROCESS IS THE KEY.

I. PROBLEM and ISSUE

In organizing terms, an “issue” includes the specific solution you are proposing to a problem.  If you don’t know what you want, how will you know when you get it?

1. What is your problem area and issue, including the specific solution you are looking for? (Note—this will probably change as you learn more about your target and potential allies.)

II. TARGET

A “Target” is the person or institution that can make the change you want, who can put your solution into effect.  First you need to figure out who or what your target is.  And then you need to consider the characteristics of this target—characteristics that will help you figure out how to influence it.

1. Who or what is the key “target” for the issue you decided on above?  Why?

2. What is the target’s history on this issue and related issues?

3. What interest does the target have in opposing the change you want?  (These can include concrete interests like money and less concrete interests like pride and power.)

4. Who will probably support the target in opposing you?

5. What enemies of the target might support you?

6. What other social forces influence the target?  
The Parable of the River








