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In recent decades, efforts to promote “empowerment” have sprung 
up in an increasingly diverse collection of human service arenas and 
across the social sciences. Areas include:

• Public health1

• Health care2

• Community psychology3

• Business management4

• Social work5

• Education6

• International development7

• Economics8

• Community development,9 and more.

The term is widely used as a “buzzword.”10 But what does it mean to 
“empower”?

In the simplest sense, the word brings together the Latin root “em-,” 
meaning to “put in or into, bring to a certain state,”11 and “power,” 
“the ability or capacity to do something or act in a particular way.”12 
So, “empowering,” in a very general sense, means “enabling” an 
 individual or a group to do something. What exactly is enabled, how-
ever, varies quite radically across fields, contexts, situations, and the 
like. In fact, there are growing complaints that the term is used so 
vaguely that it often doesn’t mean much at all, becoming a kind of 
generalized, unanalyzed, unalloyed good.

This brief text does not seek a single definition of “empowerment,” 
nor do I believe there is one to be found. Instead, I map out a range of 
ways that people can be empowered.

The text does have a bias. While there is no correct answer to the 
question of empowerment, I am critical of the way the term has lost its 
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early, more radical meanings. As is common with concepts like this, 
it has become tempered over time as more palatable definitions have 
been embraced by the status quo. While I do not mean to tell people 
in particular situations what they should do, I do focus readers on 
the importance of at least considering more collective and conflictual 
forms of empowerment that are closer to its earlier uses. My point is 
not that more revolutionary visions are always relevant but that they 
increasingly tend to be ignored in favor of approaches that don’t “rock 
the boat.” One goal of this text is to reinvigorate these conceptions of 
empowerment that were more prevalent earlier and to make it more 
difficult for people to use the term in a facile way that avoids at least 
acknowledging more radical understandings.

In this introduction, I begin by laying out the history of the uses of 
“empowerment” over the last few decades in the social science and 
human service fields. Then I discuss the tensions of the very idea of 
“empowering” other people before turning to a general overview of 
the layout of this book.

The history of “Empowerment”: the journey from radical 
collective action

“Empowerment” emerged out of the reverberations of the social move-
ments of the 1960s and first appeared “in the context of various social 
protest movements.” From its beginnings

theories of empowerment that developed in the United States 
[were] anchored in a philosophy that [gave] priority to the points of 
view held by oppressed peoples, enabling them not only to express 
themselves, but also to gain power and overcome…domination.

By the 1980s, the term was used to inform “research and intervention 
concerning marginalized groups such as African Americans, women, 
gays and lesbians, and people with disabilities.”13 But while it has 
been used by practitioners and scholars “seeking collective responses 
to deeply entrenched structures,”14 the most radical aspects of the 
long 1960s had faded by 1980 into the conservative resurgence of the 
 Reagan revolution, and the cooption of the term had already begun as 
it was absorbed by institutions and service fields.

Understandings of empowerment have drawn from a range of texts 
and scholarly traditions beyond and alongside these movements, in-
cluding Freudian psychology and Gandhi’s practice of nonviolent 
social action. However, Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 
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appearing in English in 1968, is broadly recognized as a key touch-
stone.15 An adult educator, Freire told the story in Pedagogy of his 
efforts to develop critical consciousness among peasants in Latin 
America. Instead of a “banking” form of learning, which involved 
pouring knowledge into students’ and clients’ heads, this was a dia-
logic approach, where students and teachers learned along with each 
other. Freire’s work came together with the civil rights movement, the 
many “power” movements, the second-wave women’s movement, and 
more, joining long-standing progressive traditions of active learn-
ing in education and elsewhere. “Empowerment’s” early explicitly 
 socio-political connotations were reflected in Pedagogy’s final chapter, 
which explored how Freire’s ideas might be used to inform an authen-
tically democratic national revolution.

Following a similar process at different times in different fields and 
locations, the work of people working in status quo institutions pro-
gressively blunted the radical edge of the term. The history of Freire 
himself is paradigmatic. He became enormously famous in the field 
of education and beyond after the publication of Pedagogy. But this 
involved largely jettisoning the revolutionary last chapter. To simplify 
a complex story, Freire joined John Dewey from the early 20th century 
as a father-figure for progressive educators who wanted to foster dem-
ocratic schools and critical consciousness. His vision of active learning 
remained transformative, but ideas about fundamentally confronting 
the structure of oppressive institutions and even tyrannical national 
regimes faded. And this process of status quo cooptation took place 
across the range of fields where “empowerment” had become a central 
part of the terminology.

A diversity of conceptions emerged from this process of at least par-
tial pablumization. De-radicalization resulted in part from the many 
different demands of the contexts and fields of use. For example, busi-
ness management must balance the idea of employee empowerment—
providing employees with more autonomy—with the fundamental fact 
that the actual goals employees are aiming for are not usually under 
their control. Not surprisingly, empowerment was never a particularly 
radical idea in business. Substance abuse counselors seek to help peo-
ple gain control individually over their own craving for drugs and al-
cohol, and generally avoid organizing groups to contest the systems 
that make it difficult to get treatment in the first place. Thus, a range 
of practitioners were attracted by the idea of “empowering” citizens 
and clients, and others but operated realistically within arenas where 
contention over power was not admissible. Further, the term entered 
fields like education or health care, where the focus had always been 
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on improving the lives of individuals. In these and other spaces, em-
powerment took on a flavor of individual “enabling.”

More comprehensive visions of collective empowerment have been 
maintained in a few relatively marginal arenas. While they may not 
 actually use the word, community organizers in the tradition of Saul 
Alinsky, for example, bring communities together and “empower” 
them to fight for social change.16 Less conflictually, projects  promoting 
deliberative democracy seek to create spaces where people can discuss 
issues reasonably and come up with collaborative solutions—this has 
become quite popular as “empowerment” in international develop-
ment and in schools.

The fact is that most practitioners and scholars are imbedded in 
fields and institutions that have little interest in “revolutionary” ac-
tion and change. Schools don’t want students to rebel. International 
development schemes don’t actually want to foster contentious social 
movements. Organizations serving poor women have no incentive to 
encourage attacks on the institutions that pay social workers’ salaries. 
And so on. In fact, this story of cooption of terms is an extraordinarily 
long and repetitive one as the radical aspects of different concepts fall 
away in common speech.17 Empowerment for social transformation 
becomes empowerment to get a job, or to stop taking drugs, or to save 
more money.

The history of the use of the term in social work is emblematic. In the 
1980s, “empowerment” came along with the history of radicalism at 
the end of the long 1960s and 1970s. Initially, programs in “community 
organization” were created that included training people to confront 
unequal power as collectives, drawing from the Alinsky tradition of or-
ganizing. However, as a realm dominated by graduate  degree-holding, 
middle-class professionals working in established governmental and 
nonprofit institutions, the field had historically shied away from con-
flictual forms of empowerment from its early beginnings in places like 
Jane Addams’s turn-of-the-20th-century Hull House. This brief dal-
liance with conflict subsided only a few years later, when, with the 
exception of a few universities, “community organization” largely dis-
appeared from the field to be replaced by a client-centered, sometimes 
collaborative and group-centered vision of empowerment.18 Part of 
this aversion to conflict emerged out of the core middle-class culture 
of the field of social work and the need for middle-class students to get 
jobs. At the same time, nonprofit institutions that engaged in conflict 
with the powers that be were almost invariably sanctioned by the pow-
erful.19 Nonprofits engaging in “community organization,” or “com-
munity organizing,” as it is termed elsewhere, were de-funded, and 
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universities pulled back from controversial teachings. The jobs in the 
field were in psychotherapy, not organizing.

Even when “community organization” was in fashion, critics like 
the key formulator of organizing, Alinsky, were unimpressed by so-
cial work’s institutional moves in his direction. He complained bitterly 
about the field’s aversion to real conflict when he talked about (and to) 
social workers.20

In similar ways, avoidance of conflict and contention predomi-
nated in other arenas. Some areas of more radical collective action 
remain in the social sciences among scholars of social movements and 
organizing. In a few corners, more radical visions have re-emerged, 
like the Special Interest Group in Grassroots Youth and Community 
Organizing in the American Educational Research Association, or at 
moments in particular spaces in international development. On the 
whole, however, “empowerment” has become defanged. Those push-
ing back against this tendency remain minority voices, at best.

This can be seen as a story of loss and decline, and it is by many.21 It 
can also be seen as a fairly natural process. To expect a word to change 
an institution or a field is, I think, to misunderstand how power on 
a range of levels operates in the first place, an issue addressed in the 
chapters that follow. Just giving people a word and hoping this will 
somehow lead to change reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of 
the very idea of empowerment and its constant interaction with the 
forces of the status quo and what one might call “disempowerment.” 
We inevitably struggle over the definitions and uses of the terms that 
define our work in a diverse set of contexts, and this is part and parcel 
of larger fights for and against change.

Further, radical visions are not always relevant. And people do 
not always want to be “empowered” in revolutionary ways. It is, in 
fact, empowering in some ways to learn science, or to “kick the habit” 
of smoking, or to join quiet collaborative groups working on local 
challenges.

It is not my place to tell readers the “truth” about empowerment. 
Instead, I seek to lay out a wide range of options that include the more 
contested ones. Readers must decide what is more or less useful in 
their own contexts and situations.

Ultimately, “empowerment”—the process of transmitting power 
to or generating power with people—is an inherently contested pro-
cess. The range of human experience it seeks to capture is too broad 
to permit any single easy “answer.” “Em-powerment” is a critical term 
because it seems to represent a key hinge point among the social sci-
ence and human services fields, or among families and communities, 
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and power. To accept that one has taken on the task of empowerment 
means that one must get right with one’s own relationship with power. 
How much risk are you willing to take, and for whom? What are you 
willing to give up? What do you really want to accomplish?

Given that the term “power” remains embedded in it, “empower-
ment” may be more difficult to coopt than some other terms. It may 
be (I hope) that the inherently unstable and potentially radical idea of 
power may continually destabilize efforts to fundamentally and per-
manently de-radicalize “empowerment.”

Why empowerment?

Most of us, to one extent or another, seek at times to “empower” those 
we work with. As an educator, I come to class to improve my students 
in some way. As a father, I try to prepare my children for a world I 
cannot fully predict. As a writer, I seek to transform the thinking 
and actions of some of my readers. My home field is education, and I 
will often use education as a core example in this text. And all educa-
tion assumes some lack in our students.22 Otherwise, why teach? The 
same could be said of social work, or business management, or public 
health, or even political theorists who seek new and more empowering 
ways to engage with citizens, and so on. We act and write into a per-
ceived “lack.” Otherwise, why write or act?

This is not an easy thing for many of us to admit—for it seems to 
treat those we work with or speak to as “lesser than” us in some way. 
But it does not need to. Everyone brings an extraordinary amount to 
any encounter. My students, for example, may know an enormous 
amount about their communities, knowledge that I lack.23 What I 
can provide are theories and strategies for community empowerment, 
some of which, at least, they lack. “Lack” is a relative term, although 
professionals do not always acknowledge this. Everyone is ignorant 
about something. The best education, pedagogues like Dewey and 
Freire tell us, brings what is most relevant about what a teacher knows 
together with the important knowledge and skills students bring.

Nonetheless, education is a good case to examine because, as edu-
cational philosophers like Dewey, political philosophers like Hannah 
Arendt, and others have long worried, there is always the danger that 
teaching can become coercion.24 There is a fine line between helping 
others become empowered and telling others what it means for them 
to be empowered without reference to the values, goals, and interests 
they bring with them. In fact, if we are going to engage with others in 
“empowering” ways, we cannot avoid negotiating this tension-filled 
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continuum between what they may want and what we may think they 
need. If someone comes to us for “empowerment,” or if we decide 
someone else needs empowering, we ultimately play some part in de-
ciding what empowerment means. We are making some decision about 
“who” someone else should “be.” Even the most radical educators, like 
Myles Horton of the Highlander School that created the citizenship 
schools of the civil rights movement, and Freire, agree that teachers 
(and you could replace this word with “social workers” or “scholars”) 
must know something that the student (reader, client, citizen) does 
not.25 As we will see in examples like that of the anarchist Occupy 
Movement, even the most collaborative work toward empowerment 
invariably contains strains of this issue of what we will call the power 
over aspect of empowerment.

Further, however dangerous an idea, decisions not to empower in 
some way are decisions nonetheless. Children and adults will be edu-
cated in one way or another, by families, or communities, or schools, 
or institutions. If we don’t make decisions about how we will work 
together, we will be together in one way or another regardless. We can 
decide who to be, how to teach, what to tell and not tell, or we can just 
let others tell us and others who to be. There is no fully neutral middle 
ground. It is into this tension that the term “empowerment” comes.

Yes, people are creative, and people often develop quite creative 
strategies for action, drawing on the cultural and social and concrete 
resources they already have. They can “empower” themselves, to some 
extent. In terms of more conflictual action, for example, sometimes, 
resentment boils over, and people sometimes act quite effectively in-
dividually and collectively to foster change. People learn together and 
from their interactions with the world. They don’t need “community 
organizers” or “social workers,” or scholars of social movements and 
the like.

At the same time, however, without access to many strategies al-
ready developed by those who have faced power in the past, too often, 
people end up reinventing the wheel again and again, making mistakes 
that those before them have already overcome.

In fact, practices of collective, conflictual empowerment, espe-
cially, are usually actively hidden from us by institutions and indi-
viduals seeking (sometimes without intending to) to maintain the 
status quo. Teachings and documentaries about the civil rights move-
ment are paradigmatic. The underlying strategic thinking of leaders 
like Martin Luther King and Ella Baker remains obscure when we 
watch newsreels of black children assaulted by dogs and firehoses in 
 Birmingham, for example. Why did the civil rights activists choose 
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to do that? How did they make this situation come into being? What 
mistakes had they made earlier that they learned from (e.g., King’s 
largely forgotten  earlier failure in Albany, Georgia, that was a dry run 
for  Birmingham)? We celebrate without understanding. In fact, we ac-
tively sanitize  writings of leaders like Martin Luther King or Gandhi, 
celebrating, for example, inoffensive snippets of “I Have a Dream” 
while ignoring King’s stress elsewhere in the same speech on the move-
ment’s “marvelous new militancy.”26

Left without knowledge of specific, strategic, pragmatic strategies 
from the past, we are left to our own devices. We simply don’t know 
what to do in many cases. We don’t know how to develop a new move-
ment. We don’t know how to fight city hall. We feel hopeless or be-
come hopeless after our early efforts to make change are stymied. 
Our “leaders” too often have no actual followers and do not embody 
effective strategies of leadership. We don’t know how to stand up to 
bullies.

Choosing not to empower is as problematic as choosing to em-
power. Both are choices. This text seeks to help readers make better 
choices.

Public work: building the “World”

Theorists like Arendt and Dewey emphasize that we live in a world of 
“things,” like mountains, cities, buildings, cars, other people, cultures, 
and more, which guide our actions and that our actions respond to.27 
Our environment forms us into who we are. Increasingly, we live in a 
humanly created world of things (although events like hurricanes can 
reveal how tenuous this human world can be), and so, we act within 
a world that is largely of our own creation. One of the general goals 
of empowerment in all its forms is to affect this “world” in some way. 
We write new laws, or build affordable housing, or construct walls to 
keep out immigrants, or generate new cultural concepts like the 99% 
vs. the 1%, and more. In other words, one of the key ways in which 
we seek to change our society for the better is by changing concrete 
and cultural structures that make some actions, outcomes, and even 
kinds of persons more likely than others. To the extent that forms of 
empowerment involve a critique of aspects of the world we live within, 
it contains a call for us to change it.

Empowerment can allow us to participate with others in what 
Harry Boyte calls “public work.”28 We can join together to create 
new social structures, like laws; or concrete objects, like light rail, 
that allow people in segregated communities access to jobs in higher 
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income ones; or new cultural norms, like the fall and then recent 
rise of public support for gun control legislation in the U.S.29 In-
stead of empowering people to accept and manage the world as it 
is (e.g., helping drug addicts to abstain), we can develop skills for 
working to change key structures (like passing a law mandating 
treatment instead of prisons for many nonviolent drug offenses), 
and these changes can then fundamentally change the experiences 
of sometimes quite broad swathes of our population. Some public 
work takes relatively abstract ideas like “solitary confinement is tor-
ture” and transforms these into concrete changes, like passing a reg-
ulation that bans solitary confinement. As the result of the focused 
“public work” of a wide range of GLBT+ actors across our society 
who struggled for intertwined cultural and legal changes, gay mar-
riage has gone from morally unacceptable to unremarkably normal 
among a broad spectrum of the population of the U.S. While Boyte 
tends to limit his concept of public work to efforts done in collabo-
ration (see  Chapter 6), social movements and community organiz-
ing efforts (see  Chapters 8 and 9) often accomplish their public work 
through conflict with the powerful.

Of course, this is not a simple process. As Dewey noted, every new 
solution creates a new problem.30 In fact, if we are not careful, we 
can make a situation worse. Traffic engineers tell us, for  example, 
that building more roads doesn’t actually reduce traffic. Instead, 
 counter-intuitively, it simply encourages people to drive more and 
to live farther away from their worksites, leading to more smog, 
 further segregation of populations from each other, and more.31 
 Thinking about empowerment is a key place to begin stepping into 
this  tension-filled, always uncertain arena of transformation.

The structure of this book

In what follows, in Chapter 2, I begin by laying out a set of conceptual 
continuums of power. If we are to understand what any particular ap-
proach to empowerment accomplishes, then we must first have some 
way of talking about power. Because the literature on power is so vast, 
this has required a great deal of simplification. Ultimately, I found that 
the perspectives on power most useful to this project were those devel-
oped by people actually engaged in active efforts to empower others. 
The key writers are what I term activist/scholars. They are scholars in 
the sense that they produce academic work, but their key focus is on 
the way their conceptions practically inform empowerment projects of 
different kinds.
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The different continuums, explained in detail in Chapter 2, are:

Types: moving from power to—to—power with—to—power over
Spaces: moving from open—to—invited—to—closed
Forms: moving from visible—to—hidden—to—invisible
Amounts: moving from zero-sum/limited/win-lose—to—non-zero-sum/

generative/win-win

To keep the terms distinct in the text and prevent an overprolifera-
tion of “scare” quotation marks, I have italicized them wherever they 
appear.

For example, the Types continuum moves from individual power to 
to collaborative power with to hierarchical power over. Already, one can 
see choices that need to be made. For example, many feminist scholars 
reject power over because they believe it simply extends existing forms 
of zero-sum patriarchal power. Instead, they promote more collabora-
tive (power with) forms of generative power. Alinsky, on the other hand, 
believed that the “little guy” needed to grab hold of whatever power over 
he could get. He understood the usefulness of generative approaches to 
power (aspects of community organizing itself can be seen as examples 
of generative power) but thought those who rejected power over were 
simply naïve. If you don’t take zero-sum power from the powerful, you 
will be left helpless to make the changes you want for your community. 
Already, then, one can see some of the tensions that emerge when one 
starts comparing different approaches to empowerment.

Each succeeding chapter then explores one of the categories of em-
powerment, with the exception of Chapter 4, which provides a case 
study of the Occupy Movement. The text concludes with an explora-
tion of the idea of “ecologies” or “systems” of empowerment in which 
a wide range of different forms work with and against each other.

From across the voluminous literature on empowerment, I found the 
following five perspectives most illustrative of the options available:

• Individual empowerment,
• Collaborative empowerment,
• Counterscript,
• Solidarity, and
• Civil resistance.

With the possible exception of “counterscript,” they move progres-
sively from less to more conflictual and broad-based forms of power, 
from individuals learning to make their way with the world as it exists 
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to mass movements of people fighting for profound social change. 
Again, I do not argue that one is better in some simple way than the 
others. In fact, I show how the later forms of empowerment are often 
dependent upon the earlier ones. All of the collective forms of empow-
erment, for example, assume that individuals are learning the prac-
tices that make strategies possible.

The boundaries between these different conceptions of empower-
ment are porous at best. While these categories coalesced in my work 
as the most relevant, they do not pretend to capture every possible 
approach to empowerment. For example, I could have added a section 
for “anarchist” approaches to power. But I decided to embed anarchist 
ideals implicitly in the “collaboration” section instead. Ultimately, 
I  tried to balance the tension between providing too many different 
conceptions and too few to provide a starting point for those who may 
wish to explore one or more of these areas in more detail—perhaps 
following back some of my references.

In the most general sense, these different kinds of empowerment are 
treated as ideals which never appear in any purity, given the enormous 
complexity and shifting contextual nature of reality. For example, 
I discuss collaboration as an ideal that struggles with conceptions of 
leadership but acknowledge that all (or nearly all) significant forms of 
collaboration do, in fact, have leaders in one way or another. Further, 
the actual models of action that I discuss, for example, Alinsky-based 
community organizing in the solidarity chapter and momentum ap-
proaches in the civil resistance chapter, are not the only models for 
action within a broad understanding of solidarity and civil resistance. 
These and many other specific examples scattered through the text allow 
us to examine some of the plusses and minuses of each overall concep-
tion of empowerment in more detail, illuminating some of the practical 
implications of different ways of thinking about empowerment.

The text comes with some other limitations. First of all, the focus 
is U.S.-centric. I refer to contexts in other countries but have not at-
tempted to capture the full range of international empowerment 
efforts, which would add examples and strategies like the Landless 
People’s Movement in Brazil or the Zapatistas in Latin America.32

Second, I do not attempt to capture the literature on the relation-
ships between social media and collective action. There simply was not 
time nor space to capture this rapidly shifting field, and others better 
equipped have already done so.33

Finally, this volume treats empowerment as a set of practices. One 
can empower people with resources as well. How far, for example, 
do Medicaid and food stamps in America go toward “empowering” 
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people without ever engaging with them directly around strategies and 
practices? Examples of efforts focused on what one might call more 
“structural” empowerment include projects in international develop-
ment that promote the creation of micro-credit banks and even direct 
transfer programs that give people money they can use in whatever way 
they wish to empower themselves.34 People can also develop institutions 
that give them power. For example, the city of Porto Alegre created 
a famous participatory budgeting system that allows everyday people 
to contribute to decisions about how public money will be spent.35 Of 
course, one could ask questions about where resources and institutional 
structures like this come from and how they are sustained. Without 
the “power” to force the powerful to provide or maintain them, recipi-
ents of non-practice-based empowerment are in some sense dependent 
upon the “kindness of strangers,” whose resources can be taken away at 
any time. In any case, in this text, empowerment is limited to what one 
might term fundamentally “educational” practices—one learns from 
or with others to do something one could not do before.

It is important to emphasize again that empowerment is never a neu-
tral activity, something especially true of the more conflictual forms. 
“Empowering” people can be perilous for all involved. Outcomes are 
always uncertain. Books with titles like When We Fight We Win are 
actually dangerous, supporting fantasies that we live in some pre-
dictable, controllable world.36 When we fight, we often lose, and this 
can bring heavy sanctions: expulsion, job loss, and even violence. In 
fact, this often happens. We don’t hear as much about movements that 
fail, like the decades of failed efforts to create durable farm-worker’s 
unions in California before the rightly celebrated successes of Cesar 
Chavez’s National Farm Workers Union (NFW) in the 1960s. Nor do 
we watch movies about the tragic disintegration of the NFW later on 
as Chavez purged anyone with any hint of disloyalty and reached for 
almost cultish levels of control.37 We don’t hear much about the long 
simmering black organizing in the South that prepared the ground for 
the civil rights movement in the 1950s.38 We are usually told about the 
“wins,” not the losses. In America, especially, we seem more interested 
in “winners” than “losers.” And as we move toward more conflictual 
forms of empowerment in the chapters that follow, the dangers for par-
ticipants grow. If we don’t make the possibility—the likelihood—of 
failure and destructive consequences clear to those we engage with, we 
put them at risk.

Furthermore, “power” is a neutral term. One cannot control how 
people will use the capacities they gain. Progressive teachers may end 
up (accidentally) empowering neo-Nazis in their classrooms. This is 
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simply unavoidable. Some approaches to power, e.g., collaboration, 
may contain a kind of ethics within them (that everyone is treated 
equally, for example). But actors can always appropriate ideas and 
practices in myriad ways, enhancing, for example, the inevitable ma-
nipulation that always exists within real collaborative contexts or tak-
ing obscured leadership roles for themselves that were not authorized 
by the group. Thus, empowerment requires a level of trust in those one 
works with, and there may be groups one is not willing to empower at 
all. I focus on “progressive” examples here, largely because they are 
what I have the most knowledge about. But the text could instead have 
focused more on groups like the Tea Party, or the National Rifle As-
sociation, or the efforts of the Koch brothers to teach Alinsky-based 
community organizing to conservative activists,39 or the election cam-
paign of Donald Trump.

Conclusion

We live in a world where those with less social power constantly 
struggle to survive and, in different ways, to push back against the 
people and institutions that oppress them, however they define this— 
individually and collectively. Empowerment, in the sense meant here, 
takes place in a vast range of spaces: in families, churches, schools, 
hospitals, businesses, in alleyway interactions with social workers, 
and more. We live in a world in which those who already have power 
are often the ones most likely to be taught how to gain yet more. We 
need to understand, as best we can, what our efforts to “empower” 
might achieve or fail to accomplish. What do we hope we will accom-
plish when we:

• play circle games with children in shiny preschools that cost as 
much as Harvard, or

• meet with other “addicts” in a 12-step group, or
• teach fifty fourth-graders in a grimy classroom how to bubble in 

test forms, or
• come together in a park to challenge the 1%, or
• lead the fight to keep an incinerator out of a neighborhood, or
• build a neighborhood organization to fight gentrification, or
• cajole homeless veterans to come to God, or
• help a patient learn to walk again after a spinal injury, or
• show kids how to survive as they trudge through muddy forests, or
• listen to well-insured clients emptying their souls (perhaps creat-

ing them), from a rummage-sale couch in a poorly lit office?
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Even…seasoned activists often see power as sinister and unchanging. 
Such a one-dimensional perspective can paralyze effective analysis 
and action. In reality, power is both dynamic and multidimensional, 
changing according to context, circumstances, and interest.

—VeneKlasen and Miller1

At the core of em-power-ment is “power,” and the aim of this book 
is to explore the kinds of power that different approaches to em-
powerment provide. But power, itself, is what Steven Lukes calls 
an  impossible-to-firmly describe, “essentially contested” concept.2 
Scholars and practitioners and ordinary people define it in an aston-
ishingly wide range of ways. At the same time, as the epigraph notes, 
there can be a tendency to deny this diversity; even “seasoned activ-
ists” tend to frame power as unchanging and “one-dimensional.” As 
with my treatment of empowerment itself, then, instead of attempt-
ing to arrive at a single definition, I look to a series of continuums of 
power. These continuums allow us to compare the kinds of power 
gained in each model of empowerment. If we can understand what 
kinds of power different approaches foster, we can choose more prag-
matically what form of empowerment may be most relevant for a par-
ticular context.

After looking across wide-ranging debates about power, I made two 
decisions:

First, I committed to relative simplicity and clarity over nuance 
and complexity. Out of the extraordinary diversity of descriptions of 
power, I have drawn together what seem to constitute a collection of 
“good enough” conceptions. They capture a spectrum of understand-
ings adequate to illuminate diversity while retaining sufficient simplic-
ity to inform very specific kinds of action.

2 Continuums of power
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Second, because this is a book meant to inform concrete action, I 
privileged conceptions of power developed to inform practice. These 
understandings were constructed by practitioner/scholars or activ-
ist/scholars and not what one might consider “pure” academics. In 
 essence I looked to thinkers whose core identities are those of actors 
rather than as analysts. In contrast with most academics, practitioner/
scholars develop tools for actually doing things in the world, and then 
test and modify these tools in action amidst efforts to make change. 
The conceptions of power drawn upon here, then, are used to actually 
inform concrete interventions in the world.

It is important to stress that what I provide in this book are a series 
of abstractions—conceptual models of empowerment and of power—
that always fail to describe the complex richness of reality. As Donella 
Meadows notes, “everything we think about the world is a model.” 
While these models may “have strong congruence with the world,” 
they always “fall far short of representing the world fully.”3 Another 
way to say this is that “the map is not the territory,” and different maps 
(topographical, abstract subway, street level) illuminate some aspects 
of the world while obscuring others. If we take our models too seri-
ously, if we forget that the world is ineffably complex and unpredict-
able, we will inevitably be led into error. Abstractions cannot tell one 
what to do in some actual context. But they do provide guides, rules 
of thumb, for making decisions and for thinking through the conun-
drums that we face.

The field of international development has done some of the most 
important work both thinking through models of power and applying 
these ideas to actual contexts. Increasingly, aid providers discovered 
that top-down projects that tried to tell local people what to do were 
often ineffective. Instead, they came to understand that only local 
people knew the actual terrain. So aid agencies and others have in-
creasingly become convinced that for aid to work, local people need 
to be empowered, one way or another, to make decisions about how 
aid will be used.4

Originally a relatively radical concept in development, ideas of 
 empowerment have followed the same paths as in other fields. Estab-
lished aid agencies, international NGOs, and aid giving and receiving 
nations don’t really want to rock the boat. Few aid providers want 
their resources used to overthrow regimes, for example. Like every-
where else, the status quo operates in tension with an openness to 
empowerment.

Despite this reality, some of those focused on exploring differ-
ent conceptions of empowerment in development have attempted to 
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maintain a grasp on more radical visions even as they usually assist 
with less contentious forms of local action. They have sought to re-
tain a sense of the wide range of possible understandings of empow-
erment and to engage local people in these ideas, even if the realities 
of a particular context may mean that more radical action is not a 
real option at the moment. And they have developed workshops to 
teach people about these understandings of power so that actors gain 
understandings of what they are (and are not) attempting to accom-
plish at any time. In fact, a key goal of these power workshops is to 
push local actors to think more complexly about power, to at least 
open the possibility that they may pursue more fundamental forms 
of change, so that they might contest more deeply what they perceive 
as oppressive aspects of their status quo. In a sense, local partners are 
“empowered” with rich understandings of power, giving them tools 
to choose the kinds of empowerment most relevant to their current 
situation.

Scholar/practitioners of power

I look primarily here to two key writers on the relationship between 
power and international development: John Gaventa and Jo  Rowlands, 
both currently holding positions at the Institute for Development 
Studies (IDS) at Sussex University.

Gaventa’s work draws from a wide range of work in academia 
about power.5 In fact, he completed his dissertation under the 
guidance of the most celebrated contemporary theorist of power, 
 Stephen Lukes, in the 1980s. Gaventa was not originally a professor, 
however. Instead, he worked for 20 years at the Highlander Center, 
one of the most important centers of activist thinking and  training 
in the U.S. Under the leadership of Myles Horton, Highlander 
worked with  unions in the 1930s, with the civil rights movement in 
the 1960s (the citizenship schools were developed there), and with 
environmental justice groups in Appalachia, among many, many 
other social  movements and social action groups.6 In the 1990s, 
Gaventa moved to IDS where he continues to work with a wide 
range of other key scholars on relationships between power and in-
ternational development.

His colleague at IDS, Rowlands, developed a more explicitly femi-
nist perspective on power in her work with women in Honduras.

Informed by Rowlands and Gaventa’s work, among others, differ-
ent groups at IDS and elsewhere have continued to conduct trainings 
and direct projects on empowerment and power around the world.7 
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Rowlands’s and Gaventa’s conceptions, then, have provided a prac-
tical base for understanding how concepts of power can actually be 
used to affect and inform action in the real world.

While Gaventa and Rowlands provide the core conceptions of power 
that inform this book, I also look to other key scholar/ practitioners 
to round out these theories. I especially draw from Starhawk’s 
 feminist conceptions of collaboration or power with as well as the 
power within every individual, Alinsky’s efforts to gain power over 
through community organizing, and Gene Sharp’s work advising 
and informing nonviolent resistance efforts to change public pol-
icy and even overthrow dictatorships around the world using power 
with. Finally, I look to the extensive debate about power that has 
taken place in more  rarified realms of academic feminism over the 
last few decades,8  often referring readers to Amy Allen’s useful over-
views.9 This feminist work on power, which also informs Gaventa 
and  Rowlands, often draws deeply from complex post-structuralist 
conceptions of invisible power that explores, in part, the way power 
forms us into particular kinds of selves, transforming not just what 
we do but “who” we are, especially influenced by the writings of 
Michel Foucault.10

Continuums of power: Types, Spaces, Forms, and Sources

What follows integrates these different conceptions into a series of 
continuums. While Gaventa and Rowlands’s work provides the foun-
dation, I have also adapted aspects of the other visions, arriving at 
four key continuums of power11:

1  Types (moving from individual, to collaborative, to hierarchical)
2  Spaces (moving from open, to invited, to closed)
3  Forms (which capture the structures and social processes through 

which power operates)
4  Sources (zero-sum/win-lose vs. generative/win-win power)

While one could, of course, land anywhere on these continuums, for 
clarity of analysis, following Gaventa, I focus on three points on each 
line (only two in the last continuum).

It is important to note that different points on the continuums may 
be experienced as more empowering to some and less, or even dis-
empowering to others. Perhaps the best example is the comparison 
between Alinsky’s focus on gaining zero-sum power over through com-
munity organizing and Sharp’s focus on producing generative power 
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with through civil resistance. Following Alinsky’s approach, local 
communities fight to get into closed spaces ruled by the powerful so 
that they can grasp their own portion of the power over generated 
there. But Sharp sees Alinsky’s search for power over as simply repli-
cating existing forms of domination. Sharp’s argument fits with that 
of many feminist scholars, who reject power over because of the ways 
it recreates the patriarchal forms of empowerment they are trying to 
overcome. In contrast with Alinsky, Sharp and many feminists sup-
port efforts to create generative power through collaborative projects 
of power with in conflicts with the powerful. What seems empowering 
to Alinsky, then, is potentially disempowering and even destructive to 
Sharp and many feminists.12

The different continuums are difficult to collapse together and 
challenging to easily compare with each other because they can make 
fundamentally different assumptions about the nature of the social 
world. For example, the Types continuum conceptualizes human be-
ings as if they were independent individuals making decisions about 
how they will act in the world. Within this understanding, an iden-
tifiable and separate “I” can decide to use power over to control the 
actions of others. Individual persons are the agents in this continuum. 
In contrast, the concept of invisible power captures the ways people 
are deeply imbedded in a socio-historical cultural context. Within the 
invisible approach to understanding human agency, groups of peo-
ple act in particular ways because their cultural practices lead them 
to. Empowerment in the realm of invisible power requires a critique 
of the cultural forces that form people into recognizable human ac-
tors. This involves an interrogation of the social practices that make 
us “who” we and others are, a “suspicion” that the ideas and ways 
of acting that we have formerly taken as obviously true may actu-
ally be oppressive in some way.13 If I change your culture, I change 
“who” you are and how you think. In other words, under the Types 
continuum the world is made up of individual actors, while, on the 
Forms continuum, invisible understandings of power make it difficult 
to speak of independent action separate from the cultural practices 
that individuals are made up of. Much ink has been spilled trying 
to reconcile these different understandings of human agency—e.g., 
are agents independent actors or culturally driven “dupes”? However, 
it seems likely that the tension between these conceptions represent 
fundamentally undecidable paradoxes of human agency. Again, this 
is why power is an “essentially contested” concept. Different ways of 
making sense of agency seem to describe different aspects that remain 
central in our understandings of what it means to be an actor in the 
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world. It is important to understand, then, that I use these multiple 
conceptions at the same time without trying to resolve all the tensions 
between them.14

Note that I occasionally speak in a general sense of the “powerful” 
and the (relatively) “powerless,” using these terms as shorthand to de-
scribe those who hold more or less hierarchical control over the condi-
tions of their lives—reflecting their levels of resources, their influence 
over institutional hierarchies, etc.

I have placed the terms relating to continuums of power into italics 
to set them off from the rest of the text.

Types of Power

The Types continuum, taken from writers like Rowlands and  Starhawk, 
is implicit in much writing on empowerment.15

Types range from:

• Power to do or power to: the capacity of individuals to act and af-
fect the world. This is the most common understanding of power 
in education, for example.

• Power with: the capacity of collaborative groups to affect the 
world. In this type, people work “with” others as relative equals 
to make change. Along with those noted earlier, Dewey’s and 
Arendt’s writings are central to this conception. Power with is also 
central for most feminist visions of power.16

• Power over: the capacity of individuals and groups and institu-
tions to coerce or force others to do their bidding.

In some sense, all of these, but especially power to and power with, 
are grounded in power within which “has to do with a persons’ sense 
of self-worth and self-knowledge…the capacity to imagine and have 
hope…[affirming] the common human search for dignity and fulfill-
ment.”17 Power within runs underneath the entire continuum.

This continuum is one of the simplest and perhaps most prob-
lematic. As I noted, it treats individuals, at least provisionally, as 
if they were relatively free, autonomous agents. Today, nearly all 
scholars of power accept that people are socially constructed, made 
up of the cultural practices given to us by our experiences in fam-
ilies, communities, institutions, and society. The Types continuum 
is palatable, then, only when one pairs it with the Forms contin-
uum, discussed later, which acknowledges this social construction 
( Figure 2.1). AU: Please 
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Spaces of Power

The Spaces continuum, adapted from Gaventa, ranges from

• Open: everyone can enter and participate; to
• Invited: where the “powerful” (those with “power over”) allow peo-

ple to come into spaces they control; to
• Closed: realms that ordinary people are excluded from, where 

the powerful make decisions. These are the “smoke filled rooms” 
where politicians, donors, leaders of powerful groups, and the like 
negotiate terms with each other.

Gaventa uses the term claimed/created instead of “open.” For the 
purposes of this text, however, it is more useful to see claiming 
and creating as activities that can take place at any point on this 
continuum, in any of the spaces. Similar to power within on the 
Types  continuum, created/claimed runs beneath the entire contin-
uum. The relatively powerless, for example, often create their own 
claimed, closed spaces where they can develop their own “hidden 
transcripts of resistance.”18 They emerge from these spaces into 
open and invited realms that are largely under the control of the 
powerful and must use the strategies they have developed in closed 
spaces to claim some power in the public even if they cannot fully 
take them over.

As we will see, many different approaches to empowerment involve 
claiming aspects of spaces—not only closed, but also open and in-
vited. For example, open spaces are often places where the realities of 
power are hidden and where one can feel like one is speaking into a 
void (as if you were shouting into a crowd) or where one’s words will 

Power to Power with Power over

Types of power are grounded in individual Power within

Figure 2.1  The continuum of Types of power.
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be recorded and used against you. You can talk and speak, but no 
one is listening, or the wrong people are listening. Chapter 4, how-
ever, shows how the Occupy Movement wrested a private park from 
the powerful for a time and counter-intuitively claimed a (mostly) 
open space where everyone could speak and where participants felt 
empowered in some ways. Alinsky’s community organizing vision, in 
contrast, involves efforts to break into and claim some of the power 
from the powerful within their existing closed spaces. From Alinsky’s 
perspective, gaining power, becoming truly empowered, requires 
capturing a place at the usually inaccessible “table” where the pow-
erful negotiate decisions. Thus, claiming and creating can take place 
in a wide range of kinds of spaces, depending upon the approach to 
empowerment we are discussing. Some spaces are inaccessible, some 
are developed to foster safety in oppressive circumstances by the 
powerless, and many are created by the powerful so they can work 
together and negotiate decisions outside of the view of ordinary peo-
ple (Figure 2.2).

The addition of the term open also allows open and closed to serve 
as simple proxies for the broad ideas of public and private, respec-
tively, without needing to add yet more conceptual baggage.19 The 
“public/private” distinction and its relation to the political has been 
central to feminist thinking for decades. Much feminist work like that 
of Rowlands, Starhawk, and others has involved complicating and de- 
patriarchalizing our conceptions of public and private and politics, 
and this has produced a wide range of conceptions and arguments. In 
the terms used here, feminist scholars and activists have often fought 
to bring issues out from largely closed private or personal spaces into 
the public where they can then be contested and rethought. Unless 
otherwise noted, open and closed will be used largely interchangeably 
with public and private in this text. 

Open Invited Closed

Spaces Anywhere on the Line can be Created or Claimed

Figure 2.2  The continuum of Spaces of power.
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Forms of Power

For our purposes, the Forms continuum is forked instead of moving 
in a straight line.

The starting point is:

1  Visible: the formal rules that actors are supposed to follow (in the 
political realm, for example). For example, in most civics classes, 
students learn about rules of US government like voting and the 
separation of powers. The visible rules can be misleading, how-
ever, because the powerful may not actually follow them or may 
deploy them in counter-intuitive ways.

2  Then actors can gain power in two directions, often both at the 
same time:
a Hidden: how structures and institutions, and those who con-

trol those institutions affect the world through processes 
not visible to most people. “Capitalism” is a kind of hidden 
structure, for example. While structures always have some 
independent existence, they are also usually responsive to 
actions of the powerful. The powerful who hold some level 
of control over institutions usually operate in closed spaces 
where hidden processes are deployed in negotiations. Or-
dinary people who don’t understand these processes can’t 
participate effectively even if they break into and claim parts 
of these closed spaces. You cannot turn on a car unless you 
know that a particular key controls it. You can watch power 
operating right in front of you but not understand how to 
intervene in it. It has only partially been revealed to you. Vis-
ible rules may mostly be illusions that obscure how hidden 
power really operates.

b Invisible: moving along the other vector, captures what, for 
simplicity, I term cultural power. As Gaventa notes, the rel-
ative invisibility of cultural practices means that “significant 
problems and issues are kept from the decision-making ta-
ble.”20 Our culture constructs our very identities and tells us 
“who” we are, what is possible and impossible, what is good 
and bad, and the like. “Invisible” power can be “the most in-
sidious point on this continuum” because, as Gaventa writes, 
it determines what issues emerge as important and defines 
what is “normal, acceptable, and safe.”21 Many feminist 
scholars look to Foucault, often mediated by Judith Butler 
and others, for strategies to transform patriarchy that has 
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been internalized as a result of these forces in the identities 
and positions of women.22

Gaventa placed these three points on a straight line like the others. But 
in this case hidden and invisible power seem fundamentally different 
from each other. Gaventa argues one can rearrange the relationships 
between power in different ways depending on one’s purposes, and I 
have done that here. Thus, Forms are laid out on a forked continuum 
where one could easily gain (or lose) both hidden and invisible power 
at the same time.

Note again that simply revealing hidden power is often insufficient 
to allow people to intervene in it. It is possible to perceive the operation 
of hidden power (powerful people in corporations affecting political 
decisions, for example) and still not understand how this power works. 
Similarly, you can break into one of the closed spaces of the power-
ful and still find oneself relatively powerless because while you may 
be able to see power operating, you may not really understand how 
it operates. You may not, for example, understand the strategies that 
the powerful use to negotiate with each other. Unless you learn these 
mechanisms yourself, you may find yourself unable to participate as 
equals. That is why, as we will see, one of the aims of  Alinsky-based 
community organizing is to teach people how the existing hidden 
power process really works.

For its part, invisible power often operates in extraordinarily 
complex and subtle ways. Cultural power is not static or uniform, 
with micro- and macro-conflicts constantly occurring below the 
level of actors’ consciousness.23 For example, different aspects of 
the media may be competing to tell you different “truths” about 
the world, and you may not even notice how they constantly alter 
or challenge your perspective, sometimes in almost imperceptible 
ways. I discuss the workings of invisible power in most detail in 
the chapter on what I call “counterscript” approaches to empow-
erment. Gaventa and this paper necessarily simplify this concept 
the most.

It is important to emphasize that all efforts to foster power affect 
the invisible spectrum of power to some extent. As Dewey empha-
sized more than a century ago, to learn something, anything, is to 
change who we are, and changes in our environment reverberate back 
onto our “selves” in ways that we can never fully predict or even un-
derstand.24 Thus, all empowerment is always also an intervention in 
the selves of others, ourselves, and our social and cultural practices 
(Figure 2.3). 
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Amounts of Power

A core question that has long reverberated through discussions of 
power involves the very substance of power. Is power available in 
some limited amount, or is it something that people can come to-
gether and create over time? Both conceptions have some truth to 
them.

1  Zero-sum or limited or win-lose power is conceptualized as a re-
stricted amount of some kind of substance. If I get more of this 
power, then you necessarily get less. Power, in this sense, cannot 
be created, and therefore it is “zero-sum.” It always adds to the 
same amount. This conception of power is most useful when talk-
ing about distinctions between the relatively powerful and pow-
erless. The powerful have control over resources like money or 
institutions that the relatively powerless may desire to wrest away 
from them or claim.

2  Non-zero-sum or generative or win-win conceptions see power as 
something that can be constantly created, usually by groups of 
people working together. Deliberative democrats and many fem-
inist scholars have emphasized, for example, how collaboration 
between people can allow them to develop more resources and 
capacities than they could alone or by taking from each other. 
Feminists operating from a generative perspective have frequently 
attacked the zero-sum vision of power as fundamentally patriar-
chal. Gene Sharp’s vision of civil resistance envisions masses of 
people working together to create power that can confront the 
powerful and reduce popular support for them instead of trying 
to take their positions of power away from them as Alinsky rec-
ommends (Figure 2.4).

Invisible

Visible

Hidden

Figure 2.3  The forked continuum of Forms of power. The starting point, here, 
is in the middle.
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Bringing these conceptions together

Again, all of these continuums operate somewhat independently of 
and in tension with each other within the approaches to empowerment 
discussed in the chapters that follow. Power over, for example, can op-
erate in closed, invited, or even open spaces. I have already discussed 
how invisible power is always operating along with the other concep-
tions. At the same time, because they are on continuums, the different 
forms of power often conflict with each other, sometimes in complex 
ways that I can’t fully capture. For example, you cannot have a space 
that is fully open to all and yet also closed to some participants at the 
same time, and power dependent upon closed spaces for its effective-
ness will operate in different ways than power operating in the open. 
The example of the Occupy Movement discussed in Chapter 4 will 
show how complex this can be, since much of the action took place in 
a space was open to most people but at least implicitly closed to par-
ticular groups. Occupy’s somewhat unique form of almost complete 
but not total openness deeply affected the kinds of power that could 
effectively be deployed there.

Key questions for each approach to empowerment that I discuss, 
then, are: what kinds of power does each promote or fail to promote? 
How do the conceptions of power and empowerment relate to each 
other? How do different forms of empowerment conflict on the kinds 
of power they promote or reject?
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Many human services fields, ranging from education to health care 
to counseling psychology, focus on individual empowerment. Occupa-
tional therapists, for example, can help individuals re-learn daily tasks 
like brushing teeth; mental health counselors help individuals recover 
from trauma; workforce education seeks to help individuals gain job 
skills; public health workers try to get people to wash their hands…. 
In many cases individual empowerment is seen by most members of 
a field as the equivalent of empowerment writ large. Practitioners 
 fundamentally seek to help individuals gain capacities to change their 
lives, even if the practice is sometimes done collectively in support 
groups, classrooms, and the like. 

Schooling is perhaps the best example of an effort to “empower” 
others by providing them discrete capacities.1 A key scholar of 
“ empowerment” in education, Jim Cummins, argues, for example, 
that “students who are empowered by their school experiences” are 
those who “develop the ability, confidence, and motivation to succeed 
 academically.”2 Empowerment, among education scholars and educa-
tors, is often equated with individual academic achievement.

The assumption behind most schooling is that education can pro-
vide capacities that will equip individuals to improve their lives and 
overcome barriers learners may face. At one time in America, schools 
were seen by many as places for a broad preparation for adulthood 
and citizenship. But today schools have become increasingly linked in 
 policy-makers’ minds to the economy, while educational scholarship 
similarly focuses on job-related skills. Despite critiques from the mar-
gins, in America, especially, a focus on empowerment through work in 
the capitalist economy has taken command of the field, with high stakes 
assessments that narrow the curriculum to topics and practices seen 
most relevant to employment. This feeds into a larger and increasingly 
dominant neoliberal vision of human agency across the world. In the 

3 Individual empowerment
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“neoliberal” vision, individual success results from action and choices 
in the capitalist system. Those with the most skills are supposed to win 
the race to be able to choose their work and improve their economic 
lot.3 Neoliberalism essentially assumes that schooling is a neutral tool 
to promote equality—that everyone can learn skills and succeed.

There is much to be said for the individual approach in a wide range 
of fields. A disabled person losing use of their legs can be extremely 
empowered by learning to operate a wheelchair. There is no way one 
can work as a scientist unless one learns science. There is a great deal 
of evidence that workforce development, training people for jobs, 
not surprisingly, does increase the income of students, albeit often 
“modestly.”4 More broadly, there is even evidence that traditional, in-
dividually focused, forms of education have an impact on the civic 
participation of youth, increasing political participation and public 
engagement.5

Individual education does not only involve building capacities of 
individuals to do things in the world. At its best (or for some at its most 
problematic) it can be self-transformative. Beyond schooling, this can 
involve efforts like counseling for survivors of domestic violence where 
individuals learn to transform their intimate relationships, others can 
be helped to resist internalized oppressions like addiction or trauma.6 
In fact, all effective individual empowerment efforts alter “who” one 
“is” to one extent or another.7 They involve the use of what I have 
termed invisible power to alter the fundamental social habits that 
make us who we are. At best, we don’t just learn science, we become 
a scientist, internalizing the complex social practices that allow us to 
operate in the field. We don’t simply “kick the habit,” but we learn to 
“be” an addict in a new way as someone who doesn’t drink or take 
harmful drugs. Self-transformation is the core focus of fields like coun-
seling and similar strategies.

One can find a few examples of efforts in institutions to help indi-
viduals to survive within explicitly oppressive contexts. The  American 
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), for example, teaches youth how to 
respond to police harassment.8 Most of this kind of work, however, 
 almost certainly takes place within families and communities, espe-
cially inmarginalized groups like African Americans and gays and 
lesbians. Here, people learn practices of resilience for surviving and 
hopefully flourishing within an oppressive society.9

It is also important to acknowledge that individual learning and 
transformation is at the base of all empowerment. All other approaches 
to empowerment depend on individuals who have learned the prac-
tices required for them to be able to work together in particular ways. 
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For me to be with you in a particular way, at least part of the task is 
a transformation of the skills and capacities each of us brings to the 
encounter.

And yet traditional schooling is also a perfect example of the limits of 
the individual vision of empowerment. We have known for a long time 
that schooling largely performs a reproductive function in society.10 
Only a very small number of students ever overcome the structural 
and social and institutional barriers that prevent them from improving 
their economic lot, in the most basic sense, from the class level of the 
family they were born into.11 Those whose parents were scientists are 
much more likely to become scientists or similar professionals them-
selves. Those with privilege will use that privilege to make sure their 
children succeed over those with fewer resources. In America at least, 
when children are provided only with schooling, those who are born 
into poverty remain poor. Those few who “escape” provide just the 
smallest evidence that success is possible without disproving what an 
enormous range of research has shown is the neoliberal lie. At least so 
far, the idea of individual empowerment through schooling serves a 
kind of Horatio Alger myth about success, when in fact income mobil-
ity in America has remained flat at best. Education serves in part as a 
kind of placebo drug, purporting to empower people to move beyond 
their “place” while actually maintaining the power structures as they 
are. (Note, by the way, that it is possible that the most empowering 
purely individual interventions may really be structural, e.g., the kinds 
of empowerment I am not discussing here. These might include income 
transfer programs, for example, that target poverty by handing out 
money, or changes in laws that, for example, provide new options that 
allow nonviolent youth offenders to avoid the destructive impact of 
detention.)

Some less privileged individuals may eventually gain access to 
spaces of power that are closed to others, and they may even learn 
how hidden power operates in these closed spaces, gaining some level 
of power over through influence or money or institutional control. But 
individual success generally requires people to progressively take on 
the values and practices of others in those spaces, to subject them-
selves to invisible power.12 For others to work with you, you generally 
need to be recognized as one of “them,” a legitimate member of their 
community. People too often lose their “selves” or subject themselves 
to great internal conflicts in order to gain this kind of power over. Thus 
emerge the concerns of some feminists and political theorists, among 
others, that gaining power can simply turn people into some form of 
the powerful other, fostering a new generation of oppressors.
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Some in education see it as their role to bring what is sometimes 
called “critical theory” into the classroom. Many critics of neoliberal 
education, for example, have called for education that helps students 
understand how the power structures and processes operate in  hidden 
and invisible ways in the world around them, preventing individual 
“success” and suppressing social change.13 They show, often through 
case studies of unequal power, how the powerful deploy their power 
over in closed spaces using hidden strategies to maintain and extend the 
neoliberal status quo. Or they try to show how society and institutions 
affect students, altering who they believe they are and what they think 
is possible, in invisible ways. However, such teaching is limited when 
it remains a form of individual empowerment, for it is not clear what 
isolated individuals can do to change this situation. In fact, students 
too often feel disempowered by critical analysis: “Wow, the world sucks 
more than I thought.” This is a catch-22 of learning about power with-
out concurrently learning strategies to act for social change.14

Examples can be found, of course, where individuals have success-
fully catalyzed social change. Individuals who gain power can resist 
the tendency to become like the oppressor and act to help others. This 
seems especially true when actors are supported in their more public 
efforts by others in closed spaces of power with that are controlled by 
the less powerful, like families or dialogue groups. In these alternative 
spaces (which take us to the chapters on collective empowerment that 
follow), individuals are helped to navigate the tensions between their 
home discourse and the discourses of power in established spaces and 
institutions. Patricia Hill Collins, for example, talks of a black female 
colleague who, as an individual administrator, “was committed to 
‘working the cracks’ and changing the workplace by persistent use of 
her insider knowledge.”15 If enough individuals are able to break their 
way into the formerly closed spaces controlled by the powerful, they 
may sometimes be able to change oppressive rules or create an influ-
ential “counterscript.” There is little evidence that even large numbers 
of isolated individuals can make such changes in any reliable manner, 
however. It is only when people, especially less privileged people, can 
join with others as some kind of collective that they are able to gener-
ate coherent, broad-based action for change.

There are some cases where a single person can make a significant 
difference to a large number of others. In education, for example, a re-
cent paper indicated that having a single black teacher in third, fourth, 
or fifth grades might reduce a black students’ chance of  dropping out 
in high school.16 It can matter when individuals act qua individuals, 
and legitimate criticisms of individual forms of empowerment should 
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not blind us to this. The reality, as always, is complex and not always 
predicable.

In fact, in rare cases an individual act can even produce broad 
change by itself. For example, a California student wore a t-shirt stat-
ing, “Nobody Knows I’m a Lesbian.” The school told her to remove 
it, but she sued and won a settlement, forcing a dress code change.17 
While appealing to coercive “power over” in the courts, and likely 
grounded in work with others, the action itself challenged cultural 
standards. (Not surprisingly, institutions often sanction “controver-
sial” art and speech.)

There is a real danger in focusing on individual empowerment if 
the aim is structural change in society. Individual energy consumption 
and recycling come to mind. An individual approach is to have people 
purchase LED bulbs or recycle their cans. The challenge is at least 
twofold. First, as Gernot Wagner notes, there is what psychology calls 
the “single action bias.” Human beings tend to engage in one positive 
action to address a threat (like climate change, for example) and then 
treat this as sufficient. Asking people to recycle a can or purchase a 
low-energy bulb often triggers the “single action bias,” and reduces 
the chance that they will do something additional, something more 
effective. Telling students that recycling matters may nourish our re-
spect for the planet, but it may also serve to restrict collective efforts 
necessary for real change. (In fact, Wagner, an economist for the Na-
tional Resources Defense Fund, ran the numbers and concluded that 
even if everyone recycled all the time, the planet “wouldn’t notice.”) 
Second, the challenge of “rebound” emerges. When I do something 
positive then I think I can do more of something negative (I now have 
low-energy bulbs, so I don’t have to worry about turning my lights off 
so much). My refusal of a plastic bag “compensates for other environ-
mental sins during the day.” For these and other reasons, providing 
people with individual “solutions” to broad social problems can have 
the result of actually disempowering the larger society by reducing the 
truly effective, and usually, I would argue, collective, actions that peo-
ple are willing to participate in. (It may be that the only people who 
can act effectively as individuals are rich folks like Bill Gates.) As then 
candidate Barack Obama colloquially pointed out at one point: “Well, 
the truth is…we can’t solve global warming because I f---ing changed 
light bulbs in my house. It’s because of something collective.”18

Many critical pedagogues of different stripes do want to push stu-
dents to move farther down the Types of empowerment continuum, 
toward more collaborative forms of power with, hoping to equip them 
to resist forms of power over. Usually the model for this kind of power 
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with is the kind of collaboration discussed in Chapter 5, with the pos-
sibilities and, as I note, significant limitations this approach brings.19 
Ultimately, however, as Elizabeth Ellsworth noted almost 30 years ago, 
discussions of action beyond intellectual critique in critical-theory-like 
writings, in education at least, generally remain vague at best.20 “Crit-
ical” classrooms may educate collaboratively, but rarely show how col-
laboration might be used as a strategy for action. While a few scholars 
in education have begun to explore the possibilities of the kind of com-
munity organizing discussed in Chapter 7 and the forms of civil resist-
ance addressed in Chapter 8, such ideas rarely filter their way down to 
everyday students. And even if they did, educators imbedded within the 
institution of a school are in no position to help students rebel against 
this institution and others without threatening their own employment. 
As a result, instruction about more conflictual approaches to social 
action are rare in standard classrooms, although work on youth organ-
izing has begun to grow in less surveilled spaces outside of schools.21

It is also important to understand the potential psychic damage ef-
forts to “empower” individuals with new practices can do. As scholars 
of invisible power constantly emphasize, learning a new collection of 
social practices is not a neutral activity.22 I already noted how effec-
tive initiation into a discourse or new way of being changes “who” 
one is to one extent or another.23 But when learners’ home cultures 
differ from the dominant practices of society, successfully becoming 
“empowered” with practices can be traumatic. Middle-class educa-
tion, for example, seeks to initiate people into the middle-class culture 
that dominates the realms of white-collar industry and work. But this 
process can generate deep conflicts for students from nondominant 
cultures, degrading power within that is grounded in their home cul-
tures and communities.24 The core convictions and practices of the 
home cultures of more marginalized groups often conflict in complex 
ways with the new ones of the middle-class. Thus, educational em-
powerment best empowers students who arrive already initiated into 
dominant practices while at least partially disempowering those from 
nondominant cultures. These internal conflicts increase the challenges 
nondominant students face when they try to succeed in dominant in-
stitutions. Alfred Lubrano, for example, interviewed over a hundred 
adults from working-class backgrounds who had attended college. He 
found that they were left in a kind of “limbo,” where they were never 
entirely comfortable in middle-class settings, but also found they 
didn’t fit in their working-class cultures and families anymore.25 They 
could not perform a middle-class identity as authentically as people 
who grew up with this, but also couldn’t “go home” again after they 
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were transformed in some ways by these new ways of thinking and 
acting. Some level of self-transformation is necessary when one par-
ticipates in any form of empowerment, but individual empowerment 
focuses especially on this transformation.

As I noted in the introduction, the term “empowerment” began as 
a description of radical collective social engagement and has  become 
progressively transformed into a vision of individual change. In 
many fields this was a reversion to the mean, since “empowerment” 
in these arenas, like the field of education, has always been focused 
on individual change and “improvement.” Further, it is no accident 
that  individual forms of empowerment have colonized and pushed 
out alternate definitions of “empowerment.” Institutions do not want 
their clients to challenge them. Empowering people to act collectively 
is more likely than empowerment of otherwise isolated individuals 
to produce challenges to the status quo. And isolated individuals 
are much easier to control than groups or even masses of people as 
 discussed in  Chapters 7 and 8. Best to keep “them” quiet.

When I ask students in my college-level community organizing class 
how many of them ever had a problem, went to an adult to ask what 
to do, and were advised to get together with others to seek change, 
almost no one ever raises their hands. In all their years of k-12 school-
ing, almost no one has been initiated by an educational institution into 
group practices for social action beyond relatively friendly collabora-
tion (Chapter 5) and teamwork in sports.

Again, these individual forms of empowerment seem ill-equipped to 
foster social, structural change. The forces of racism and sexism and 
more continue to operate in workplaces, for example, even if people 
are better equipped as individuals to deal with them. Someone who 
learns to use a wheelchair still can’t go to the second floor if there 
are only stairs. The job of domestic violence victims is made immeas-
urably more difficult by the continued existence of social structures 
and institutions that hide or even maintain patriarchal privilege and 
violence. Only rarely, and usually when supported by others in their 
communities, can individuals succeed and make change without com-
pletely losing their “selves.”

Learning the workings of hidden and invisible power in the world 
and the machinations of the powerful who make their decisions in 
closed spaces is unlikely to be very empowering by itself. Relatively 
isolated individuals who start out as fairly powerless in socioeconomic 
terms cannot easily make social changes without joining together with 
others. Nonetheless, individual understanding can provide a base for 
joint action using strategies described in the chapters that follow. 
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The Occupy Wall Street movement, described here, provides a com-
mon touchstone example for the rest of this overview of empowerment 
strategies. Occupy is especially relevant for our purposes because it 
embodies a somewhat unique collection of social practices, reflecting, 
as we will see, important issues that run across the models that follow. 
For example, it provides one of the most comprehensive examples of 
an effort to develop a relatively pure form of power with that inten-
tionally avoided power over in its resistance to neoliberal capitalism.1 
It sought to bring into being a utopian form of democratic mutual re-
spect and support. At the same time, internally it inevitably embodied 
components of what it critiqued: especially forms of hierarchical lead-
ership, or power over. Deeply hopeful and contradictory at the same 
time, it connects in different ways to all the different approaches at 
the same time.

On September 17, 2011, “a small band of hardy protesters moved 
into [Zuccotti Park, near Wall Street] and remained for two months.”2 
Soon it became an “upheaval…that burst out of nowhere, like the 
volcano that famously erupted from a farmer’s cornfield in Mexico”3 
spreading across the U.S. (and beyond), drawing on models developed 
earlier in the Arab Spring, in European anti-capitalist protests, and 
more. It used a range of creative strategies like hand motions in group 
dialogues to represent agreement and disagreement. The “mic check” 
became widely known, a practice in which the entire community re-
peated what a speaker was saying so everyone could hear, allowing 
dialogue and disagreement across groups that could include more 
than a thousand. Occupy encampments across the nation and even in-
ternationally became little communities of mutual self-help, with free 
kitchens, libraries, health care, sanitation, and more. Occupy tried to 
prefigure a new kind of democratic society in opposition to the neolib-
eral world of capitalist competition represented by the canyons of Wall 
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Street around Zuccotti Park. Participants engaged in a wide range of 
actions to intervene in the inequalities of capitalism, seeking to dis-
rupt the workings of the financial system and challenge dominant 
conceptions of neoliberalism. At the same time, it sought to embody 
new and anti-neoliberal ways of being together as a kind of “beloved 
community” of equal collaborators. Like many such movements, it 
emerged without warning, and then subsided, leaving new networks 
and understandings, but also confusion at its disappearance among 
participants and observers.

To outsiders and to many latecomers, Occupy seemed to represent 
a magical spontaneous explosion of creative collaborative democ-
racy. It was sparked in part by a slick poster produced by the maga-
zine Adbusters of a ballerina balanced on the famous bull sculpture 
of Wall Street. At the top, the poster asked, “what is our demand?” 
At the bottom, it answered, “#OccupyWallStreet. September 17th. 
Bring tent.”4

But in fact Occupy was highly planned—if also somewhat self- 
organizing—by different modules of leaders pursuing similar ends. 
An established group of activists that called themselves the “Trans 
World Order” built the OccupyWallSt.org website. Others joined 
in. A New York General Assembly held assemblies under a tree in 
 Tompkins Square Park in the East Village, and working groups de-
veloped the infrastructure for the movement.5 A Process Committee 
came up with a manual of guidelines for facilitating deliberation and 
decision- making across a large group,6 informed by efforts like the 
almost contemporary Spanish anti-austerity movement, 15M, and 
examples like the earlier Clamshell antinuclear Alliance, the Arab 
Spring, and more. After the movement got going, practices were soon 
added to by participants, who developed hand signals to allow people 
to represent their stance on a proposal, different roles for facilitators, 
etc.: fingers “twinkling” up for yes, down for no, crossed arms for a 
“block,” and the like. In other words, Occupy did not simply happen, 
nor was it simply called into being by a poster produced by Adbusters, 
Occupy built thoughtfully on what had been achieved earlier, drawing 
on existing networks of activists with ongoing, usually quite strong 
relationships to each other. As Tufecki and others have shown, this 
process was reflective of the many other similar movements that have 
emerged in this new social media environment. 7

Occupy was a “prefigurative” form of protest in that it sought to 
demonstrate in practice how society should be. Despite limitations, 
the encampments became models of sharing and mutual support, with 
free meals, emergency care, and always a library. Members refused 
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to compromise their values in ways that might undermine a future 
true democracy of this kind.8 Thus, while Occupy joined in very lim-
ited ways with more traditional institutions, e.g., unions, it “refused 
any pragmatic use of means that might pollute the process so that 
the end would be contaminated.”9 Partly as a result, it could never 
agree on any specific demands. In the terms of this text, it sought a 
relatively pure form of power with, seeking to foster a radical equality 
among participants and rejecting any hint of power over. Like most 
such movements (as I discuss in the momentum section), it exploded 
without warning, and then subsided, suppressed by the state and over-
whelmed by eventual burnout. But in its moment, participants experi-
enced it as a kind of utopia of free collaboration and mutual support 
outside the capitalist system.

Occupy almost never presented specific, collective demands, re-
fusing to suppress the individual, unique voices and perspectives of 
members. It followed a modified consensus process, requiring “90% 
as a rule of thumb” to make decisions in the New York, Zuccotti Park 
encampment. Many more traditional social movement scholars and 
activists attacked this purist approach because despite some large 
marches, it limited forms of direct confrontation with the powerful 
(although the powerful engaged in confrontations with Occupy) and 
resisted the evolution of the movement into more structured institu-
tional forms, like those that eventually guided the civil rights move-
ment.10 Critics, including some participants, despaired at the loss of 
potential as the movement subsided, overwhelmed by burnout and the 
intervention of the state.11 But overall, participants held on to their 
vision of a better world in the face of these criticisms.

Occupy claimed to represent the voice(s) of the 99%. But in fact the 
majority were at the top of that range: middle and upper-middle class, 
either highly educated or in college; the vast majority were white.12 
While presenting its demands as universal, Occupy members tended 
to focus on their own self-interests like college debt and the decline of 
the middle class, not the needs of the poor or incarcerated, and ended 
up in unfortunate conflicts with the homeless.13 As Gould-Wartofsky 
found,

in spite of the elaborate mechanisms in place to empower the 
disempowered and ensure the equal participation of all, it was 
becoming clear that the college-educated and more affluent 
 occupiers—above all the bearded white men among them—had 
already assumed (or been ceded) positions of power, influence, 
and informal leadership as the ‘coordinators.’14
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A People of Color working group tried to bring broader perspectives 
into the movement, but their reception was limited at best.

Although Occupy operated as if it did not have leaders, most ac-
knowledged that an informal leadership did exist and deeply influ-
enced the effort,15 as seen in the roles of initial planners. In his extensive 
study of multiple encampments, Gould-Wartofsky found that

Occupy was never devoid of leaders, for the unequal distribution 
of time and autonomy, of capabilities and political capital, made 
some more “leaderful” than others. Those who participated most 
actively in the decision-making process tended to be those with 
the time, the know-how, and the networks that were the unspoken 
arbiters of power and influence. By contrast, those with the most 
at stake in the outcome tended to be those with the least time and 
the least wherewithal to participate in that process. In this way, in-
equality was built into the very structure of the occupation, yield-
ing a disjuncture between the principle and the practice of direct 
democracy.16

In addition, facilitators of mass meetings, necessary for making the 
elaborate discourse system operate, inevitably controlled the topics ad-
dressed. To a greater or lesser extent, facilitators controlled the framing 
of issues, chose speakers, and more.17 But participants never investi-
gated how, or publicly acknowledged that this leadership operated. 
“The consensus process…tended to paper over such difficulties, as it did 
the entrenched differences that obtained among the generally assem-
bled ‘99 percent.’”18 As I note in the next chapter, this reflects a central 
tension that collaborative forms of empowerment have with leadership. 
While collaborative approaches often do include forms of leadership, 
the ideal is one of radical equality. Conceptually, then, collaboration 
resists strong leadership that might suppress the individual voices of 
participants representing strong leadership as non- democratic, even 
though, in many cases, it struggles to survive without it.

Despite a few small practical achievements (e.g., banks pulling back 
new consumer charges), the impact of the movement was almost en-
tirely on the “invisible” aspects of society. Most importantly, the terms 
the “1%” and the “99%” became powerful discursive tools for  keeping 
the focus on increasing inequality: it has infected the media, the 
 political realm, and more. While some have asserted that Occupy was 
a failure, this intervention in national and international discourse re-
mains a major accomplishment. At the same time, it reflects the limita-
tions of efforts to maintain deliberative purity and prefigure a utopian 
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society. Participants did later bring their connections and learning to 
the Bernie Sanders democratic nomination campaign, showing that 
learning through these experiences can reverberate over time.19

The example of the Occupy movement reflects the possibilities and 
limitations involved in dreams of a pure collaborative democracy. It 
represents a utopian effort, at least somewhat successful, to create a 
space of true democratic equality, while also illuminating the prob-
lems such efforts tend to run into. It embodies some of the best argu-
ments of those who promote collaborative democracy and provides 
a context from which to critique these ideals from the perspective of 
those promoting more hierarchical collective efforts.

The rest of the book refers repeatedly back to different aspects of 
the Occupy Movement, showing how different aspects of this complex 
experiment provide lessons for the different models of empowerment I 
discuss. The Occupy experience reveals possibilities and limitations in 
different approaches. It is especially important for discussions of the 
tensions between democracy and leadership in collective action efforts 
of different kinds. For example, Occupy’s practices embodied explicit 
critiques of “solidarity” oriented forms of empowerment (Chapter 7) 
that are grounded in the work of strong leaders. At the same time, 
the movement provides a rich case study of the conundrums faced by 
leader-phobic forms of collaboration (Chapter 5) and of somewhat 
anarchistic social movements (Chapter 8). Occupy ultimately focused 
not on winning specific issues but instead on challenging the basic 
ways people conceptualize wealth and power. The movement success-
fully challenged and altered key social understandings and symbols 
that people use daily to orient their action and make sense of their 
world. It disseminated powerful concepts like “the 1%.” It built new 
popular understandings about the challenges of global capitalism, en-
couraging people to frame this as a struggle of the many against the 
power of a few extraordinarily wealthy people and corporations. In 
Chapter 6, I term this a “counterscript” approach to cultural trans-
formation. Finally, participants sought to prefigure, through their 
 ongoing participation in Occupy, an alternative to neoliberal patterns 
of a capitalist society driven by individual self-interests and competi-
tion. They  experimented with new collaborative tools for a new soci-
ety ( Chapter 5), coming together as equals and openly sharing their 
resources. Participants carved a space out of the public realm for 
an ultimately evanescent new community built on respect and trust 
and mutual support. What they achieved and failed to achieve in this 
grand trial of anarchist practice illuminates what we can expect to 
accomplish in similar efforts in the future. 
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Among progressives, especially in education, and across the human 
services the second most influential approach to empowerment is col-
laboration.1 In fact, Roderick Watts, Matthew Diemer, and Adam 
Voight found that “if there is a single term that captures critical con-
sciousness development in the Freirian tradition, it is group discus-
sion.”2 This seems to be reflected in other fields as well, like counseling 
or health care. 

We should not be surprised. Collaboration in its purest form in-
volves ongoing dialogue across the different perspectives of partic-
ipants. It welcomes disagreements, but is usually conceptualized as 
shying away from conflict. In most of its forms, collaboration does not 
seek to threaten the powers-that-be. In fact, the powerful are often in-
vited to participate in dialogue. Decisions can be made, but only if the 
perspectives of participants are not suppressed in the process.

Here, I discuss collaboration mostly in its “ideal” form, a form that 
is never entirely achieved anywhere in the real world. In fact, one can 
find innumerable forms of discursive democracy that range from this 
ideal to the outskirts of forms of solidarity discussed in Chapter 7. 
Many different creative models of collaboration have emerged in a 
range of different arenas, each balancing purity and pragmatism in 
different ways. Graham Smith, for example, uncovered 57 different 
collaborative “democratic innovations.”3

In the ideal, everyone’s participation in a collaborative space should 
be valued in some way. A powerful example comes from Dewey’s early 
Laboratory School, where a tone-deaf child provided the final com-
ponent that made a piece of music written by classmates stronger.4 
Not being able to experience music in some traditional way was not 
allowed to be a barrier to equal participation.

Decision-making within collaborative spaces is always a challenge. 
Again, in reality a range of approaches to decision-making fit more 
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or less comfortably within this vision, ranging from strict consensus, 
to general if not universal agreement, to Robert’s Rules of Order. As 
one moves toward more structured forms, however, one shifts away 
from the ideal of full equality toward solidarity (see Chapter 7); a hier-
archy of leaders increasingly emerges and individual perspectives are 
suppressed.

In the ideal, a deliberative space would persist over time. Decisions 
(or agreements) would be made, people would learn from these de-
cisions, more dialogue would take place, people would change their 
minds, and new decisions would then be made again in an ongoing 
process of learning and dialogue. Any action creates new issues that 
need to be addressed. At each point the voices of different people 
might take more or less precedence, but over time everyone becomes 
included. If there are leaders, different people may become leaders 
at different times. People can work together on particular actions 
without ever collapsing the differences in perspective that lead each 
person to see these actions in different ways and contribute to the 
 action in different ways. In the ideal the space moves on, never ar-
riving at a  final conclusion that forces a closing down of the multiple 
 perspectives in play.5

In reality, however, the outcome of collaborative dialogue is often 
some form of solidarity. Voting, for example, often concludes collabo-
rative efforts, even though voting requires some people to be excluded 
from a decision by the majority. Voting requires the group to coalesce 
around a single “answer” that tamps down the perspectives of many 
participants. Once a vote is taken, we really move into the realm of 
solidarity, discussed in Chapter 7. One can think of a collaborative 
effort by a community to decide whether a collection of houses will be 
condemned for a project. Regardless of how inclusive the dialogue is, 
once the decision is taken, those living in those homes must live with 
the consequences of the power over leveraged by it. Similarly, a small 
randomly chosen group of citizens in the invited space of the British 
Columbia Citizens’ Assembly (BCCA) decided on the  wording of a 
referendum meant to reform the voting system in British  Columbia. 
But once decided upon, the actual group of citizens could only 
choose yes or no.6

Collaborative empowerment generally assumes that if people en-
gage respectfully with each other (which can mean different things 
to different people), they can reach at least tentative, “good enough” 
agreements. The general strategy for decision-making is the modified 
consensus, where, as in Occupy, only a relatively small group can dis-
agree for a decision to go forward, and where sometimes a very small 
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number—perhaps even one person—can decide not just that they 
disagree but that they are going to actually “block” a decision.7 The 
 Occupy Movement provides an example where a collaborative group 
was able, in different ways, to contest the institutions of modern cap-
italism in marches and demonstrations under these conditions, albeit 
lacking any specific demands that would require some voices to win 
out over others.

While collaboration is open to internal disagreement, the philoso-
pher Hannah Arendt emphasized that this cannot go so far that indi-
viduals no longer really understand each other’s perspectives, or the 
space of dialogue will fracture.8 Thus, collaboration tends to shy away 
from overt conflict, especially conflict that is not easily remediable by 
reasoned conversation or by culturally acceptable forms of dialogue 
that will not split the space apart. Central to deliberation is the idea 
that every participant is open to and really listening to the perspec-
tives of others in that space.

What exactly it means to be listening in some authentic way is a 
contextual, culturally dependent issue, however.9 Early scholars of de-
liberative democracy assumed that dialogue should be guided by rea-
son or logic, but increasingly writers from a range of groups pointed 
out that in many cultures experiences and emotions are just as im-
portant as particular understandings of logic. Further, what counts as 
“logical” may differ across cultures and groups. Thus, as diversity in-
creases in collaborative groups so does tension not just about what to 
decide upon but even on what will “count” as a legitimate contribution 
to the group. This can be a great challenge to maintaining diversity 
within a dialogue. Will the “tone deaf” child be “heard”?10 Will the 
more aggressive stance of some working-class factory workers be ac-
cepted as democratic contributions in a group of quietly “reasonable” 
 middle-class environmentalists?11

Leadership is a key problem for collaboration. Idealized collabora-
tive democracy “does not treat leaders kindly” because the “superior 
influence of leaders violates the strict criteria for political equality.”12 
In fact, Kenneth Ruscio argued that “fear of leadership is a basic jus-
tification” for this form.13 We saw how in Occupy the group was only 
able to act as if it were leaderless, even though researchers found that 
many participants knew there were leaders, by simply ignoring this 
issue entirely.

In fact, even the most consensual group generally has “leaders” of 
some kind. If a group does not choose leaders, self-appointed leaders, 
like the facilitators or leaders of different affinity groups in the Occupy 
example, will gain control or become un-appointed spokespersons.14 
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And this can be the worst possible solution, because those who al-
ready hold more power over—institutional, social, cultural, and the 
like—are the ones most likely to become leaders and spokespersons: 
the “white men with beards” in Occupy. As Jo Freeman argued in 
the classic statement about this issue for the  second-wave women’s 
movement, acting as if one could operate without leaders is simply 
“a way of masking power” (power over in our terms) which is taken 
illegitimately because no legitimate way to hold power over has been 
created.15

Collaborative practitioners have tried to solve this challenge of lead-
ership in different ways. The ancient Athenians chose some leaders 
at random and in rotation.16 In the Dewey School, the group usually 
chose leaders whose expertise seemed to be the most relevant.17 Some 
feminist groups let different people be leaders in rotation while expe-
rienced leaders mentored novice ones.18 A core challenge, however, 
is that any form of leadership really starts to move groups towards 
the arena of solidarity, where some individuals begin to speak for at 
least parts of the group in one way or another. Some level of solidarity 
begins to coalesce, and individual uniqueness begins to become less 
important. This is anathema to the collaborative ideal.

Scholars of deliberative democracy have increasingly realized that 
another dilemma of this form arises from the need for facilitators. 
Amid such complex contexts, with people coming from so many dif-
ferent perspectives and cultural ways of speaking, it is increasingly 
clear that you cannot have anything approaching an adequate delib-
erative space in many cases without facilitators.19 Facilitators make 
sure that everyone is heard, that some people don’t dominate, that 
minority perspectives are considered, that the dialogue keeps moving 
forward instead of bogging down to the point that people just leave 
out of disgust, and the like.20 One scholar discovered the importance 
of facilitation through an experience with a high school community 
struggling collaboratively to address violence. Working “in a group 
with students, parents, teachers, the school board, frustrated neigh-
bors, social workers, [and] the police” he found that

most groups do not know how to solve tough problems on their 
own. They do not know how to build a shared framework of 
 understanding—they seldom even recognize its significance. [In 
some cases] they dread conflict and discomfort and…try hard to 
avoid it. Yet, by avoiding struggle to integrate one another’s per-
spectives, the members of such a group greatly diminish their own 
participation to be effective.
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They didn’t know how to integrate complex data, personalities, dif-
ferent cultural ways of interacting, different roles of experts and lay 
people, and more. “They need[ed] a facilitator.”21

Yet, when facilitators exist, they inevitably take on leadership roles. 
Tufecki showed, for example, how facilitators were critical for the sur-
vival of Occupy, but held a great deal of unacknowledged leadership 
power, something that could not be avoided, but was never directly 
dealt with. Yet little work has been done by discursive democracy 
scholars to really explore how facilitators can be leaders and non- 
leaders at the same time. Facilitation scholars have explored this, but 
the broader group of deliberative democracy scholars has not really 
internalized these issues into their broader vision of what counts as an 
adequate collaborative democratic space.22 What does “good” facili-
tation look like? What does illegitimate facilitation look like? Facili-
tators must intervene to make some speech possible and other speech 
impossible, but how can we know when this is a “leadership” act and 
when it really shouldn’t be considered as such?

Jane Mansbridge and her colleagues noted in a recent summary 
statement about the field of deliberative democracy that collaboration 
also faces an enormous challenge of scale when it attempts to made de-
cisions relevant to large groups of people.23 Occupy attempted to solve 
this problem of communication in large groups with its hand motions 
and other strategies. But in many ways this didn’t address the core 
issue for collaboration. If we have a group the size of a classroom, we 
may be able to talk about a problem and come to some  tension-filled 
agreement on an action. While we may commit an action, participants 
who have gotten to know each other will understand the multiple 
 perspectives on that action, to some extent, and we can keep acting 
as we discover the results of our actions. But as the spaces get larger, 
people increasingly lose an understanding of others’ unique perspec-
tives. One person cannot understand and respond to the unique per-
spectives of more than a relatively small number of others. What other 
people “mean” by what they say and do is dependent upon who they 
“are.” In Occupy, for example, however much they may have talked in 
small groups, outside of their large group meetings, there was no way 
individuals could understand what most other individuals “meant” 
when they twinkled their fingers up to indicate agreement on some-
thing. To understand someone’s stance, I need to actually know them 
as a person in some way. But once we get to regions the size even of 
substantial neighborhoods (and, of course, much sooner than that), 
we (leaders, participants) can, at best, only interpret or even invent 
what a collection of individuals as imaginary collective might think.24 
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The ideal of collaboration, then, faces what Jane Mansbridge called a 
“paradox of size,” something increasingly recognized by scholars of 
deliberative democracy as a fundamental challenge to collaborative 
democracy efforts larger than a large classroom or a small school.

One interesting strategy for addressing the challenge of scale in-
volves the creation of what Smith and others term “mini publics,” 
where a small randomly chosen group is brought together to deliberate 
on issues as a proxy for the large group of citizens they “represent.”25 
“Mini publics” engage a diverse group of citizens with a wide range of 
different perspectives on the status quo together in a situation of rel-
ative equality (carefully moderated by facilitators). Because they are 
chosen randomly, the hope is that they can represent the diversity of 
perspectives in society while retaining the ability to really listen to a 
small number of others in the group.

Other approaches address the challenge of scale by forming a wide 
range of small groups discussing a common topic. An interesting model 
is the “everyday democracy” approach, which creates a large number 
of what they used to call small “study circles” where people are invited 
across the ideological spectrum and other aspects of diversity.26 Over 
a period of a few weeks, facilitators work to help members of these 
groups understand the different perspectives each brings with them 
about an issue. Then all the groups often come together at the end for 
an action summit where they explore whether they can work together 
on common action items. Of course, at this point the challenge of scale 
re-emerges; but the hope is that enough understanding has been built 
in the small group that dialogue in the larger group will become more 
productive. And there is some evidence that this can result in commu-
nity change around basic issues. For example, prior to one collection 
of study circles around school funding, a school bond proposal failed 
in a district. After everyday democracy, the bond passed. In Texas, a 
similar series of deliberations led to an increase from 52% to 83% of 
those willing to support renewable energy.27

The participation of the powerful is often an issue for collaborative 
efforts. It is an open question how much it is legitimate, for example, to 
use the term “empowerment” in collaborative management and busi-
ness settings, even though this is common, because those empowered 
are provided with tools to accomplish what the bosses wish, not what 
the participants might seek themselves. As the scholars and activists 
of solidarity (Chapter 7) are quick to emphasize, the powerful almost 
always “collaborate” on projects only when they mostly know what 
they want in the end and know that the collaboration won’t prevent 
them from doing what they have planned (although, of course, there 
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is always the possibility their minds might be changed). Freire gave a 
somewhat utopian description of what a fully democratic social revo-
lution might look like in the last chapter of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 
but this vision was dependent upon leaders who were willing to, or 
who the people could somehow force to, take on the roles of relatively 
pure facilitators. The Occupy Movement was able to claim its open 
space only by excluding the 1% (and its minions), as they defined the 
powerful, from the process.

By itself, in relatively small venues, collaboration can produce impor-
tant effects of empowerment. It is an effective tool for fostering individ-
ual transformation, both power to and power within, as individuals work 
with others to transform their perspectives, gain skills and knowledge, 
and more. Freire became such an important educational scholar in part 
because of the usefulness of his collaborative vision in the basic tasks 
of the classroom. One could think of grassroots 12-step anti-addiction 
groups, or the consciousness-raising groups of the second-wave wom-
en’s movement, where some (privileged) women learned in dialogue 
with each other for the first time that they were, in fact, oppressed. In 
addition, initiation into collaborative practices more generally seems to 
improve overall civic engagement. Students who were “able to discuss 
political and social issues” in an “open” way in class show improve-
ments ranging from the amount they vote to political engagement, un-
derstandings of “the fundamental workings of democracy,” and more.28

Collaboration can be a powerful tool for some kinds of joint action. 
Projects include community gardens, science projects, sports, and more. 
Boyte promotes collaborative efforts in larger arenas like universities, 
within professions, and more, as examples of what he terms “public 
work,” where people come together to change and improve their world.29

For example, at the right moments, collaborative work can produce 
significant changes in otherwise hierarchical settings. Starting in the 
1990s the Casey Foundation supported scattered efforts by key stake-
holders in the juvenile justice system in counties across the U.S. to 
reduce the widespread pattern of placing high percentages of youth 
of color in detention.30 An example of the disparities they addressed 
can be seen in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where, today, black youth are 
sent to detention at a rate 15 times higher than that of white youth. 
Simply being sent to detention, regardless of the reason, is harmful, 
increasing, for example, the chance that youth will end up incarcer-
ated later in life.31 Like most collaborative efforts to transform policy, 
this involved invited spaces that included some community members 
but the impact was largely controlled by agency leaders who were the 
ones that could make major decisions. It did not, to my knowledge, 
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generally include as equals the youth who were most affected by deten-
tion policies.32 Committees were made up of a small number of  selected 
“stakeholders” that implicitly were meant to represent the wider com-
munity  interest. Casey provided a range of supports for committees 
that came together across different agencies in these  counties like the 
police,  the district attorney’s office, the public defender’s  office, and 
more. The results of Casey’s collaborations were impressive in some 
cases. One county  actually reduced its disparity to zero by changing 
a range of its practices which were increasingly understood to be bi-
ased. In the best cases, then, this kind of collaborative work to change 
aspects of the “world” can be enormously effective.

At the same time, however, the focus on collaboration meant that 
Casey could only work with counties that already agreed that action 
on detention was important. They had to be invited in. And Casey 
ended up dissolving partnerships when the political winds changed, as 
when a “get tough on crime” attitude began to prevail in one county. 
In one partnership only one segment of the justice system was open to 
change, and so changes were limited to that arena.

Ultimately, Casey faced the challenge that most efforts to promote 
collaborative change encounter. Unless key (powerful) stakeholders—
those who ultimately control decisions—actively welcome opportu-
nities to work for substantial change, you are unlikely to get much 
traction even if you are backed by the resources of a large foundation. 
But authentic openness to new perspectives and substantive change 
can be relatively rare and is often fleeting. The status quo, as in the bu-
reaucratic hierarchies encountered by the Casey Foundation, gener-
ally serves and reflects the perspectives and interests of those with the 
most power to the detriment of others. As proponents of the solidarity 
approach to empowerment (Chapter 7) often emphasize, a purely col-
laborative strategy faces the catch-22 that those who are the most pow-
erful are also usually those with the most to lose if changes are made.33

Ultimately, then, collaborative democracy seems to provide lim-
ited resources to fight for structural change. Collaborative groups 
like community development dialogues or the BCCA or the Casey 
Foundation effort only have the power over to make change that the 
powerful has given to them by “the kindness of strangers” (and they 
can always take it away). The form generally lacks concrete tools for 
wresting this power away by itself. In fact, invited spaces like the “lis-
tening sessions” put on by politicians are notorious for the way they 
draw on the appearance of participation when the “listener” only has 
to hear what they want to hear (and perhaps wanted to hear in the first 
place)—if they are listening at all.
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Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge unusual examples 
where collaborative efforts did drive significant and concrete changes 
through conflicts with the powerful. ACT-UP, a famous AIDS action 
group, was a rare example of a group that successfully challenged the 
powerful directly while maintaining a strongly power with structure. 
With an anarchistic, fluid style, actions were democratically agreed 
upon in spaces closed off from the powerful. For example, in the “Send 
in the Clowns” demonstration, activists dressed as clowns showed up 
at a Regan-appointed Civil Rights Commission meeting about AIDS. 
Their clowning performances ridiculed members’ homophobia so 
effectively that it never met about AIDS again.34 ACT-UP members 
claimed this open space and intervened in the Commission’s hidden 
discourse, revealing the bankruptcy beneath its apparent “technical” 
veneer, while maintaining their unique performative identities through-
out the collaborative planning and action.35 Their interventions into 
the public realm sought to change the perspective of the wider public 
about gay people (pursuing a “civil resistance” approach discussed in 
Chapter 8) and sought to influence specific powerful people (similar in 
this way to the “solidarity” approach discussed in Chapter 7).

Ultimately, collaboration can lead to change in a variety of ways. 
Collaborative participation changes how participants understand 
themselves. It can enhance power to and power within. And mass par-
ticipation can affect the larger culture more effectively than individ-
uals alone. Think of the difference between the individual “Lesbian” 
t-shirt and the collaborative Occupy’s much greater impact with the 
slogan of the “1%.” Deliberative groups can sometimes claim invited 
spaces, as Occupy did with Zuccotti Park, or even parts of closed 
spaces (e.g., at one point ACT-UP invaded a doctor’s private confer-
ence). ACT-UP and Occupy both showed that it is possible for deliber-
ative groups to confront the “hidden” machinations of the powerful in 
different ways without collapsing into solidarity.

The institutions that human services professionals work in tend to 
be amenable to collaboration because it is less likely to devolve into 
conflict and confrontations with the powerful. In the ideal, no one’s 
perspective at the table (be it open, invited, or closed) is ruled out of 
bounds, and action is generally only possible when most everyone 
agrees. Because individuals represent themselves and not groups, 
conflict between groups in solidarity, as discussed in Chapter 7, is 
generally if not always ruled out of bounds. Facilitators are often 
provided by those in power to ensure that the dialogue stays within 
carefully constructed limits. And collaboration can be made even less 
conflictual by the fact that within institutional structures it generally 
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takes place within spaces to which specific people are invited by the 
powers-that-be. Those who might cause distress (or that may just 
 disagree…) are intentionally kept outside of the door. Collaboration, 
 variously understood, then, is generally a safe form of collective action 
for status quo institutions. 
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All actions affect the social and cultural practices of communities and 
societies and individuals (even if minimally) at the same time as they 
make other more concrete changes. Something as prosaic as learning 
to drive a car changes how an individual perceives distance, for exam-
ple, and simply the existence of cars and highways (instead of covered 
wagons and rutted paths) will affect how a society perceives distance.1 
However, counterscript efforts, (a term taken from Gutierrez, Rymes, 
and Larson),2 focus on intervening in in people’s self-understandings 
and culture. Counterscript can range from individual action to mass 
movements, i.e., from an illicit graffiti artist to the Occupy Movement. 
A broad range of writers have explored different conceptions of coun-
terscript.3 Ordinary people and activists often develop counterscript 
strategies out of their own experience, cultural practices, and insti-
tutional resources, combining these with lessons from experienced 
activists.4 Individual empowerment efforts like education are funda-
mentally counterscript interventions, providing new skills, ways of 
acting, and self-understandings. In the realm of social movements, a 
key theoretical tool used by scholars is what David Snow and his col-
leagues called “frame analysis,” which explores how collective action 
can be affected by and can affect cultural understandings of what is 
true or possible.5 Occupy’s major impact, for example, was not on con-
crete policies but instead on the cultural framing of inequality in the 
U.S. with its idea of the “99%.” As I noted earlier, cultural patterns are 
in some ways like other objects in our world that we can change and 
that will then change us in return.

This chapter fits somewhat uncomfortably within the structure 
of this book.6 While Chapters 3, 5, 7, and 8 examine different, rel-
atively discrete approaches to action, this chapter shifts the focus to 
the outcomes of different forms of action. Understanding how people 
have sought to intervene in shared social practices is crucial for fully 

6 Counterscript
An interlude
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understanding the complexity of the workings of empowerment more 
broadly. It is worth taking a few pages to address this complexity di-
rectly. Further, writings on activism and organizing sometimes focus 
on changing concrete aspects of our world, like laws or the built envi-
ronment, while downplaying the importance of directly addressing the 
cultural norms and practices that guide our action and tell us “who” 
we should be. As we will see, “civil resistance” (Chapter 8) represents 
one exception to this pattern with its focus on changing the attitudes 
of the broader public on some common issue. Counterscript, however, 
emerges as important in a broader range of efforts and contexts.

In the most general sense, conflicts between different cultural 
“scripts” are going on in society all the time. Often this is uncon-
scious. Mikhail Bakhtin, for example, speaks of the constant con-
flict occurring between genres of discourse in all speech, like when a 
working-class register of resistance breaks through a more standard 
academic lecture in a few words in a sentence.7 Foucault describes the 
constant micro-conflicts taking place in human interactions.8 And 
Pierre Bourdieu shows how the more and less powerful constantly shift 
between seemingly prosaic cultural positions to maintain dominance. 
This can be as simple as poor people starting to drink whiskey to look 
more “rich,” leading rich people to shift away to craft beer in order to 
maintain their status and the status of their cultural practices.9

Multiple discourses always operate in a classroom or any other 
space—overlapping, somewhat independent of, or conflicting with 
each other. In classrooms, for example, Gutierrez, Rymes, and Larson 
argue that a student “counterscript” can exist “parallel to the teach-
er’s script…[, and] is often sparked by unexpected and random asso-
ciations made between the two scripts.”10 In one of their examples, a 
counterscript emerged when a group of mostly students of color in 
a classroom were told by their white teacher that they were ignorant 
because they didn’t know the answers determined by the established 
curriculum. Students responded with “chance associations, or ‘mis-
readings,’ of the teacher’s script.”11 They engaged with the dominant 
text, but ridiculed it or took it over to discuss issues they were inter-
ested in, drawing on their own knowledge and culture.

In Gugierrez, Rymes, and Larson’s study, this play usually did not 
directly challenge the teacher. At moments, however, students tried 
to claim some equality of control in the normally teacher- controlled, 
invited, space of the classroom. At one point, for example, a student 
asked the teacher a direct question, drawing on the student’s alterna-
tive knowledge. When the teacher chose to respond to the  student’s 
perspective, the two scripts came into momentary conflict. The contact 
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was fleeting, however. The teacher used his power to bring the dia-
logue “quickly to a close, ending his willingness to engage with stu-
dents’ very different understandings of the material.”12

Ultimately, both students and the teacher held only partial under-
standings of the power conflict that was going on, and much remained 
in the background. The students were likely much more conscious of 
the visible, hidden, and invisible power that held them, while the teacher 
may not have understood as well the myriad ways he was embedded 
in school social practices that to some extent controlled his action 
and determined what “counted” as being a “teacher” in that space.13 
The invisible power of discourse, the visible power of the hand of the 
teacher and the clock, and the hidden power of the institution that de-
fined, for example, what counted as an official part of the curriculum, 
interacted with each other and maintained each other. This kind of 
pattern plays out in many spaces where different people and those in 
different hierarchical positions come in contact.

Sometimes a more intentional and strategic counterscript emerges 
from those with less power. James Scott shows how the oppressed of-
ten create their own closed and claimed spaces, where they develop 
“hidden transcripts of resistance” to deploy against the powerful.14 
He gives an Ethiopian proverb: “when the great lord passes the wise 
peasant bows deeply and silently farts.”15 In this case, the standard 
left to right movement in the Types continuum is reversed. Ordinary 
people work in their own closed spaces and then emerge into the open 
and into the invited spaces to contest (often surreptitiously) the na-
ture of the “real” as defined by the scripts of the powerful. Keeping 
this counterscript contained, Scott argues, requires the powerful (e.g., 
teachers, administrators) to expend a great deal of energy constantly 
asserting their dominance, as the teacher did in Gutierrez, Larson, 
and Rhyme’s classroom. Many of the rituals exerted on students by 
schools, Scott would argue, represent symbolic efforts to repress the 
counterscript. By forcing the dominant structure to organize itself to 
suppress this counterscript, Scott insists “that everyday resistance can 
and does have large-scale structural consequences.”16

More direct efforts to intervene in culture, often through art and 
theater, can illuminate otherwise unseen aspects of the practical world 
and change people’s sense of themselves. Augusto Boal’s Theater of 
the Oppressed, indebted to Freire, provides a famous example. Among 
many other approaches, theaters of the oppressed can bring audience 
members into skits about social issues, working with them to come 
up with solutions and reframe their social positions.17 Similarly, a 
broad range of “culture jammers…imitate and satirize commercial 
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messages” to undermine them.18 For example, Reverend Billy and 
the “Church of Stop-Shopping” satirize forms of Pentecostal reli-
gion, invading high-end toy stores and banks and malls and ridicul-
ing consumption by shoppers and clients by treating it as a religious 
experience.19 This snippet comes from a sermon inside a train station 
where Reverend Billy seeks to open the eyes of riders with humor and 
truth and cognitive dissonance:

Blessed are the consumers!
May your Amazon delivery drones, full of the latest video games, 

fly into the sun!
Blessed are you who confuse consumerism with freedom!
You will be delighted to discover the difference.
Blessed are the workers inside corporations. You’re always in a 

hurry.
You’re never on time. You’re always late!….
Blessed are the executives of Monsanto!
You’ve got to stop trying to copyright life.20

Mainstream media also intervenes in culture. It is hard to know, for 
example, what impact the popular, groundbreaking TV show Will 
and Grace, with its major gay actors and its complex, tension-filled 
relationship with homophobia, had on gay rights in America.21 These 
strategies often operate in open spaces that everyone can access and in-
volve both power to (individual artists) and/or power with (e.g., aspects 
of Boal’s theater of the oppressed) or both (Reverend Billy’s religious 
happenings).

Overt counterscript efforts are part of many if not most social 
action efforts—including the student movements of the 1930s and 
1960s, the civil rights movement, ACT-UP, and more.22 A poster de-
veloped by the magazine Adbusters helped launch Occupy, and Oc-
cupy participants used art in many ways in their encampments and 
demonstrations. For example, participants surrounded the Zuccotti 
encampment with  giant plastic yellow “Occupy” police tape to poke 
fun at the police who were trying to push them out. A sign at the Berlin 
Occupy site where artworks were being made made clear what the art 
was for: “THIS IS NOT OUR /THIS IS YOUR 

.”23 Similar examples can be found in most solidarity-focused 
organizing and civil resistance efforts (see Chapters 7 and 8). The 
newspaper of the multifaceted National Farm Workers union (NFW), 
for example, included many cartoons and stories, while the NFW’s 
Teatro Campesino celebrated workers and ridiculed owners. With its 
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farm-worker actors, “the Teatro became a voice for the voiceless, giv-
ing Chicano  audiences…a sense of belonging in a society that had ig-
nored and suppressed them for generations.”24

Counterscript work spans the continuum between visible and invisi-
ble power and provides openings for action to even the least equipped 
individuals, like the girl with the “Lesbian” t-shirt. Ultimately, it seeks 
to alter the language of society and the self-understandings of social 
actors.
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When people are organized, …they move into the central  decision- 
making tables downtown and say, “We are people, and damn it, you’re 
going to listen to us!”

—Saul Alinsky (1968), The Democratic Promise1

Another way to think about empowerment is what I term solidarity. 
Whereas collaborative efforts celebrate the uniqueness of each partic-
ipant, solidarity-focused groups seek to present a united front in pub-
lic. They represent themselves in a single voice, as they try to fight their 
way into the “closed” spaces controlled by the powerful. They seek a 
place at these “central decision-making tables,” in Alinsky’s terms, 
from the epigraph earlier, attempting to become relatively equal play-
ers. While, in the ideal, collaboration rejects power over and works 
to generate new power with in deliberations, the solidarity approach 
treats power as relatively zero-sum and seeks to take power away from 
the powerful, gaining its own modicum of power over.

Note, again, that collaboration sometimes implicitly accepts the 
 importance of power over, aiming for a decision that becomes  binding 
on all involved. And solidarity efforts generally support internal 
forms of deliberation in determining what they will seek and how they 
will seek it before a group coalesces around a decision. In some ways 
then, collaboration and solidarity become two sides of the same coin. 
However, solidarity-focused actors do not apologize for their search 
for power over—it is a legitimate, central, intentional goal and not just 
a tension-filled compromise position.

This focus on acquiring power over not only affects how solidarity 
groups operate internally but how they view the world. For example, 
Alinsky, the key formulator of the solidarity tradition, complained that 
collaborative groups could be extremely naïve. He termed the kind of 
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“agreements” achieved in spaces where people acted as if they were 
equal but actually held unequal power this way: “when one side gets 
the power and the other side gets reconciled to it, then we have reconcil-
iation.”2 He didn’t believe that the status quo would usually give up sig-
nificant power easily. Most real changes, he argued, generally requires 
overt conflict, as the powerful begin to see that they may need to give 
up some of their power over. “Only in the frictionless vacuum of a non-
existent abstract world,” Alinsky argued, “can movement or change oc-
cur without that abrasive friction of conflict.”3 Only through solidarity, 
by coming together across fractures between groups and contesting the 
powerful as a collective did he think that the relatively powerless had 
much chance at making real change on the issues that really mattered.

While many academics have written about the solidarity approach,4 
many of the key writers in this tradition and in the Civil Resistance ap-
proach that follows are what I call practitioner/scholars: writing about 
and trying to make sense of what they are actually doing as they do it. 
It is to the latter that I generally look.5

Two prominent contexts in which solidarity emerges on the Left are 
labor unionism and community organizing, although there are others. 
The commitments of labor and community organizing are similar, but 
I focus for a concrete example of solidarity, here, on the neo-Alinsky 
tradition of community organizing because that is where my back-
ground is strongest.6 The neo-Alinsky approach illuminates impor-
tant issues within the broader “solidarity” vision of social action.

Note that while many of my arguments would apply to many 
 solidarity-based groups, I am interested here only in those efforts 
that are grounded in the deliberative dialogue of Chapter 6. In other 
words, I focus only on relatively democratic solidarity. The military, 
for example, represents a hierarchical approach to solidarity. There 
are many non- or less-democratic solidarity groups. Perhaps the most 
 well-known are called “astroturf” groups (to distinguish them from 
“grassroots”), created by the wealthy (sometimes actually hiring 
professional  actors) to act as if they represent a group of concerned 
citizens.7 While my examples tend to be from the left or relatively mod-
erate spaces of the political spectrum, there are substantial solidarity 
organizations of different types on the right as well, although these 
tend to be less grounded in democratic forms of decision- making. 
These include the National Rifle Association and the National Right 
to Life Committee. In fact, many conservatives are well versed in 
the  Alinsky tradition, with the conservative Koch billionaire broth-
ers recently sponsoring a series of workshops teaching a version of 
 Alinsky-based organizing to right-wing activists.8
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Alinsky did not invent organizing, nor is his the only perspective on 
how to build power on the community level, but he was one of the first 
to formulate a clear framework. His first major organization, the Back 
of the Yards Community Council (BYCC), was created in one of the 
most oppressed areas of Chicago during the 1930s. He had been hired 
by a professor at the University of Chicago to create youth support 
organization on the collaborative model. But Alinsky was drawn, in-
stead, to the titanic labor union battle taking place at the time between 
community workers and the enormous stockyards and canning plants 
at the core of the neighborhood that employed nearly everyone. After 
spending a great deal of time with the union organizers, he decided to 
create a community counterpart to the labor union in the Back of the 
Yards. Years later he described the Back of the Yards this way: it

was the nadir of all slums in America. People were crushed and 
demoralized, either jobless or getting starvation wages, diseased, 
living in filthy, rotting, unheated shanties, with barely enough 
food and clothing to keep alive. And it was a cesspool of hate; the 
Poles, Slovaks, Germans, Negroes, Mexicans and Lithuanians all 
hated each other and all of them hated the Irish, who returned the 
sentiment in spades.9

Collaboration begins with the assumption that people are coming to-
gether to discuss, in some reasonable way, how to move forward on 
a common project. Alinsky’s approach also assumes a great deal of 
dialogue is necessary to come together for action. However, he also 
emphasizes the importance of self-interest in encouraging people to 
work with others they might disdain. In the Back of the Yards, for ex-
ample, Alinsky did not start by trying to get people to dialogue across 
their disagreements to overcome their distaste for each other. Instead, 
he worked to show them why they needed each other by presenting 
them with a common enemy and goal—in this case the stockyards and 
the benefits a union would provide. Instead of appealing to objectiv-
ity, he did the opposite, seeking in his organizing work to “rub raw 
the resentments of the people of the community; fan the latent hostili-
ties of many of the people” against the powerful, who were oppressing 
them, “to the point of overt expression.”10 Once engaged in a common 
project based on mutual need, he believed, would the people come to 
know each other as human beings and form relationships across com-
munity chasms. The process of organizing would engage them with 
each other in dialogue, often collaborative dialogue, and shift their 
perspectives.
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The focus of solidarity organizing is on the pragmatic task of com-
ing to sufficient agreement to allow the group to emerge into the public 
realm and make demands in a single voice. Alinsky’s experience was 
that through this process people formed relationships, came to see 
each other as individuals, and became willing to make compromises 
with each other even if they did not actually change their perspectives 
in any deep way. 

No one had really believed Alinsky could bring the leaders of the 
Back of the Yards community together into a single organization. 
So when he managed it, drawing in the powerful Catholic Church as 
well, the stockyards finally gave in and allowed the first union in their 
history. Out of this experience, along with efforts to create organiz-
ing groups in different locations across the Midwest, Alinsky wrote 
Reveille for Radicals, which codified the lessons he had learned and 
launched community organizing as a coherent approach in America.11

By self-interest, it is important to emphasize that organizers are 
not referring to selfishness. They want people who are driven by some 
deep-seated reasons to participate, but not people who are just out 
to get something for themselves. The latter would not make effective 
community leaders for obvious reasons. Organizers might start by re-
cruiting “selfish” people, but unless these people become transformed 
through their experience with others and begin to seek what is best 
for their community, not just for themselves, they will not be healthy 
participants for the organization. Alinsky told the story of David and 
Roger who were recruited because they wanted more people to pur-
chase things from their stores but who, through personal experience 
with the real horrors of child poverty, came to see the needs of the 
community as central to their own self-interests as well.12 Only then 
did they become productive leaders of the organization. Moving mem-
bers in this direction is, in part, the job of an organizer, discussed later.

Collaboration shies away from substantive leadership because 
 leadership dilutes its commitment to fully equal participation and 
 control. The solidarity tradition, in contrast, focuses almost entirely 
on leaders and leadership. Deeply conscious of the “paradox of size,” 
organizing seeks ways to legitimately determine who “counts” as a 
leader in the community. As Alinsky noted, “it is obviously impossi-
ble to get all of the people to talk with one another. The only way that 
you can reach people is through their own representatives or their own 
leaders.”13 In Alinsky’s day, when communities were filled with strong 
religious and ethnic organizations, leaders were often those who were 
already seen as representing in some way the interests of their follow-
ers.  Organizers would go around and talk to people to figure out who 
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they really looked up to, and then try to recruit these leaders. Today, 
when communities are more fractured, organizers still seek these “na-
tive” leaders, but have also developed strategies to develop new leaders 
who have a relationship with a following. One key strategy is the “one 
on one” interview.14 In essence, prospective leaders go around and in-
terview people in whatever group they come from. Theylearn the per-
spectives, desires, and beliefs of those they would represent while also 
developing relationships with them. The goal in both approaches is to 
develop a coterie of leaders who are explicitly acknowledged as leaders 
by those who both follow and guide them.

Note that organizing does not completely solve the problem of 
scale—it only mitigates it. It is called “community” organizing be-
cause it generally organizes around spaces small enough for individu-
als to know some of their leaders on a personal basis and the leaders 
can come to know their fellows. They often represent groups of con-
gregations in a city or sections of a city, staying small enough to main-
tain this connection. There were organizations that operated on a 
more national level like ACORN and National People’s Action, but 
they generally operated as federations of organizations, and national 
leadership were necessarily somewhat distant from local people.15 
Something similar could be said of the civil rights movement, since 
most actions happened in specific places, like Birmingham, with King 
often coming in late in the game to communities already organized by 
local leaders and organizers.16

Community organizing groups in the ideal are literally rooted in 
their communities. Like trees, the trunk of leaders draws on its roots 
of community members spread across the neighborhood. This tight 
connection between leader and follower, in the ideal, integrates this 
form of empowerment into its local arena.

Ultimately, in the ideal at least, community organizing groups are 
deliberative democratic communities made up of “representative” 
leaders who have relationships with followers from a range of different 
communities. Since leaders bring the perspectives of their followers 
into the space with them and then can bring their followers with them 
to social actions, this approach allows a large amount of power with to 
come together around a manageable group of deliberators. There is al-
most always a group of elected officers in these groups, but internally, 
again in the ideal, the work operates in a mostly deliberative manner 
as people work out what they can come to solidarity around and then 
what they can agree to do about these issues. Organizing groups do 
also usually come together in mass meetings as well to vote on key ac-
tions and the like, but most of the work is done beforehand by leaders 
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and the votes are often by acclamation. This was Alinsky’s pragmatic 
response to the challenge of scale.

It is important to acknowledge that when groups like Occupy come 
together as members of the 99%, they are also necessarily made up 
of representatives of the larger community—although they do not ac-
knowledge this. They only include those who have the privilege of time 
and the interest to show up. These are unaccountable representatives. 
So from the beginning any collaborative effort that seeks to act on 
behalf of a larger community, to act as its “representative,” is already 
made up of community leadership. While the solidarity model chooses 
leaders somewhat informally, there is at least a logic of accountable 
representation at work. The leadership role of actors in organizing is 
foregrounded, not disguised.

Collaboration struggles with the role of facilitators. In contrast, 
“organizers,” who essentially act as facilitators, are “baked in” to the 
Alinsky tradition from the beginning. They are the paid staff who do 
the grunt work to keep an otherwise volunteer community organizing 
group working. Alinsky was originally trained as an ethnographer, and 
the job of organizers is to first immerse themselves into the community 
life to the extent that they are swept “into a close” and deeply informed 
“identification” with it, projecting themselves “into its plight.”17 “The 
foundation of a People’s Organization,” Alinsky argued,

is in the communal life of the local people. Therefore the first stage 
in the building of a People’s Organization is the understanding 
of the life of a community, not only in terms of the individual’s 
experiences, habits, values, and objectives, but also from the point 
of view of collective habits, experiences, customs, controls, and 
values of the whole group—the community traditions.18

In fact, Alinsky-based groups are very sensitive to the cultural prac-
tices of participants. Some communities may be more hierarchical 
than others. Some are more quick to act than others. And the like. 
Organizers teach their members lessons about the power public, fram-
ing this in language that fits with their existing culture. They seek to 
develop solidarity and draw members into collective action while de-
veloping mutually supportive relationships, treading lightly other on 
local community practices. In contrast, learning deliberative democ-
racy, as in Dewey’s Laboratory School, or as described by Friere, can 
be an intensive intervention into people’s social practices.19 Thus, there 
may be less imposition of invisible power on participants involved in 
most Alinsky-based training.
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Because organizing groups are made up of leaders, a core aim of 
organizers is to develop new leaders. As Marshall Ganz notes, organ-
izers “help leaders enhance their skills, articulate their values, and 
formulate their commitments, and then they work to develop a rela-
tionship of mutual responsibility and accountability between a con-
stituency and its leaders.”20

Beyond developing new leaders, organizers play a gamut of 
 traditional facilitator roles, engaging people together in mutually 
 supportive ways. They work to make people heard, attempt to tamp 
down those who might try to dominate, and the like.

Organizers are also teachers. They train leaders in strategy and ini-
tiate them into what they call the skills of public action and citizenship. 
Instead of providing relatively abstract examples and ideas, or case 
studies from other contexts, as a “critical theory-” oriented educator 
might, they follow Freire and Dewey and educate amidst group action 
against the powerful. They facilitate reflection on actions, and scaffold 
leaders toward new understandings of social change and skills for so-
cial action. While there are stand-alone trainings, very little learning 
takes place in a traditional classroom-like setting.21

Individual transformation is not an explicit goal of organizing, but 
organizers argue that transformation is a common outcome of partici-
pation and implicitly part of the job of organizers as they move groups 
into action. Dick Harmon stressed that “the organizer is an intimate 
partner in that transformation of persons.”22 As group members work 
together, they “get to know each other as human beings…. Prejudices 
are broken down and human attitudes are generated in this new rela-
tionship.” An effective group engages in reflection after a conflict with 
someone powerful. Through dialogue,

the people begin to discover that each…[participant has similar] 
feelings…. And what happens when people share those feelings, is 
the discovery that they are in the fight together…. Their privatiza-
tion begins to break down [, and this] is the beginning of solidar-
ity…. Life starts to get a hell of a lot more vivid and meaningful.23

The organizer Shel Trapp remembered, “See, I tried changing people 
for seven years as a minister. Nobody ever fucking changed from one 
of my sermons, I can guarantee you that. But the number of people 
I’ve seen change dramatically” in organizing….24

Early organizations start small by winning a few limited victo-
ries that prove to members that they can, in fact, wrest some small 
modicum of power over from the powerful. These early efforts are the 
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most important training grounds for leaders, equipping them with the 
knowledge and skills necessary to take on larger campaigns. Organ-
izers help leaders learn the language of “hidden” power, so that when 
they do manage to break into the closed spaces controlled by the pow-
erful and take their place at the tables where decisions are made, they 
can act effectively. Organizers “develop accurate confidence and com-
petence in a person so that he can effectively negotiate his way among 
the power institutions which affect his life.”25

Confrontations with the powerful often take the form of set pieces, 
like theater. Leaders are given roles to play, learning how to engage 
with the stratagems of the powerful from organizers. Because the 
responses of the powerful are unpredictable, they role-play different 
possible reactions in private. Because “the people” almost never, even 
in solidarity, have the power to force the powerful to do anything, or-
ganizers try to put the powerful off balance with what Alinsky called 
“mass jujitsu.” Organizations conduct collective actions outside of 
the experience of the powerful. The powerful are faced with condi-
tions they are not prepared for, react badly, and then have to deal 
with the results of their own actions. An example of this outside of the 
 Alinsky tradition came accidentally during the Chicano Movement 
of the 1970s. Students on a peaceful school walkout were attacked vi-
ciously by the police when they wouldn’t disperse. The police weren’t 
prepared to respond and reacted badly. TV showed images of youth 
being clubbed in the streets. While one might initially think this was 
terrible (and in one sense, of course, it was), from an organizing stand-
point, it was helpful. “Rebelling” students became public victims. This 
brought wavering and even oppositional members of the community 
into active support.26 “The real action,” Alinsky stressed, “is in the 
enemy’s reaction,” because, ultimately, “a winning tactic depends on 
the other side blundering into the trap you set for them.” And he was 
“a past master at goading the other side to lose its cool.”27 In another 
example, one time, “in the middle of the Depression,” Alinsky “nee-
dled the Chicago Democratic machine into canceling the free-milk 
program for poor kids, thus bringing a national furor down on them-
selves, retreating in short order and losing the skirmish.”28 We know 
this often doesn’t work, but it can, especially if prepared for.

The organizer is driven by a desire to build power among the rela-
tively powerless (however the organizer defines this), and so, organ-
izers avoid taking stands on the most relevant issues to work on. It is 
the job of organizers to facilitate the desires and hopes of the commu-
nity, not to push their own agenda, addressing issues that “people are 
genuinely struggling with.”29 The ethic of the organizer is to support 
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the goals of the community unless these seem ethically unacceptable. 
At some point, the only option (aside from some gentle intervention) 
is to quit. The organizer “wants to draw out of the people their feel-
ings, their reflection, so the pieces of answers” an organizer provides 
“whet the people’s curiosity and their appetite for more action.”30 In 
fact, through modeling it is hoped that leaders learn to act as quasi- 
organizers themselves “so the skills spread progressively among a 
continually expanding group of people.”31 This organizer role is well 
defined in the tradition, and leaders should be well versed in it so that 
it’s clear when an organizer is acting legitimately. Nonetheless, it is 
generally accepted, albeit uncomfortably, that organizers do inevita-
bly play a quasi-leadership role. They have a great deal of influence 
over the direction the organization will move, strategically and other-
wise, and constantly need to decide how much of this influence they 
will use. Organizing groups accept that there is no such thing as a pure 
facilitator who does not also exert some leadership powers, whether 
the person means to or not.

Note that these general roles of organizers are essentially the same 
in the solidarity tradition and in the civil resistance tradition discussed 
in Chapter 8, although the specific strategies promoted are different. 
Also, in the civil resistance tradition, there does not generally seem 
to be such a strict distinction between leader and organizer. Leaders 
often move back and forth into and from organizer roles, and may mix 
these roles. For example, Cesar Chavez in the National Farm Workers 
Union (NFW) was both a leader of the organization and an organizer 
at the same time.

In collaborative groups, in the ideal at least, collaboration is both 
the process and the goal of the engagement. While many efforts do 
conclude in decisions that have the force of power over, this is a com-
promise, not a feature of the approach. It was for this reason that 
Occupy, for example, could never arrive at any demands. While the 
process of collaboration is a central part of organizing activity, or-
ganizers see it as preparation for emergence into spaces where the or-
ganization will attempt to put pressure on the powerful, which could 
be open spaces, or invited spaces the group creates itself or attempts 
to take over, or closed spaces of the powerful the group forces its way 
into. Collaboration, then, is one of a range of different practices used 
internally in addition to strict uses of Roberts Rules of Order, voting 
to make decisions, role-playing to prepare for confrontations with the 
powerful, and the like. Collaborative practice is important in organiz-
ing groups, but it serves as a tool, not an overarching ethic that drives 
action. The ultimate goal of organizing, to coalesce into solidarity 
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around demands for some portion of zero-sum power over, has strong 
effects on what happens inside such groups as they prepare for this 
move to solidarity.

Within a solidarity organization (in its own self-created, closed 
arena) it is completely legitimate that relatively free dialogues of some 
form take place about how issues will be “cut” and how leaders will 
represent the organization. A collective voice can coalesce in a range of 
interactions within an organization—in informal discussions between 
members, more formal meetings of subcommittees, etc. As one comes 
closer to actual emergence into the realm of power, however, fluidity 
progressively closes down, to the point where, in role-plays, leaders 
practice how to embody the collective “voice” of the  organization in 
the realms beyond. Some communities will foster more internal dia-
logue, some much less.32

This focus on solidarity and conflict is complicated by the fact that 
relationships with powerful people are still relationships. Leaders of 
organizing groups do often attempt to develop individual relation-
ships with those they are also involved in confronting. The hope is to 
recruit them to the organization’s side and to give them reasons beyond 
self-interest to listen to the concerns of the organizing group. These 
relationships are often crucial in generating policy “wins” that might 
not otherwise have occurred without the combination of personal and 
public relationships. Mere conflict is often not enough and can even 
alienate the opposition to the point that it is unwilling to compromise. 
In fact, organizing groups will often seek opportunities for collabora-
tion with the powerful, when this is possible. However, collaboration 
with the powerful is generally only possible when organizations hold 
and can continually demonstrate counterbalancing power. Holding 
power and maintaining the capacity to engage in conflict is crucial in 
ensuring that the powerful stay at the table. While there is an effort to 
foster a kind of public “friendship,” a motto of organizing groups is 
that they have no “permanent friends, no permanent enemies.” They 
are always willing to leave the table and turn to more confrontational 
strategies when they discover their voice is not being listened to. In the 
realm of the powerful, the ability to demonstrate power is usually a 
requirement for engaging in effective collaboration, and is absolutely 
required for more self-interest focused negotiations.

Because of their very different logics of action, collaborative and 
 solidarity-oriented groups can have great difficulty working with each 
other. The Occupy Movement tried to work together with groups like 
unions, but the movement’s failure to ever formulate the kind of con-
crete demands that unions wanted drove them apart. Fred Rose studied 
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efforts by unions and collaborative groups to work together and found 
that participants in the collaboration-focused groups often felt op-
pressed unless they were allowed to say what they thought regardless 
of the context. In contrast, union leaders demanded conformity to the 
“party line” in more public settings. At one point a member of a collabo-
rative group got up at a meeting with the powerful and contradicted the 
agreed-upon stance. Confronted by the union, the collaborative group 
didn’t seem to understand the problem with everyone being able to have 
their own voice. Not surprisingly, the alliance broke up soon after.33 
 Solidarity proponents argue that groups can only hope to prevail in 
fights with the powerful if participants are willing to give up their unique 
perspectives when they emerge into what I term the “power public.”

Certainly there are examples like ACT-UP that demonstrate the ca-
pacity for non-solidarity-based strategies to win out against the pow-
erful, but in general there is some truth to the idea that efforts to grasp 
zero-sum power over are often doomed to failure without some com-
mitment to solidarity.34

In fact, the powerful understand well how important solidarity is for 
the less powerful. One key strategy the powerful use is to try to split 
communities into squabbling factions. This is how they kept the Back 
of the Yards powerless for so many decades.

A central aim of solidarity groups is to win meaningful changes in 
their members’ lives. Each win overcomes hopelessness. As the group’s 
reputation expands, more members and leaders are drawn in. A com-
munity increasingly sees that it can “fight city hall.” Community 
 organizing groups aim to become the voice of the community so that 
powerful individuals and groups will consult with them before taking 
actions that affect their communities. They seek to gain a permanent 
place at the table in the closed spaces where most decisions are made, 
while continuing conflict in open spaces to maintain their strength.

Alinsky promoted organizing as a direct response to what he saw 
as the naïve tradition of collaborative democracy. For Occupy, “au-
thentic” democracy could not (or should not) suppress the multiple 
perspectives of its participants. For Alinsky, in contrast, democracy 
involves legitimate (if only sometimes collaborative) joint action be-
tween leaders seeking to act in solidarity, speaking in a single voice, 
and grasping for power over.

It is important, however, to understand that Alinsky was as interested 
in fostering democracy as he was in the final power over. In some ways, 
fights over issues were as much tools for allowing the emergence of local 
democracy as they were separate goals of their own. Sounding much 
like Dewey and Freire, for example, he argued that when people are
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organized, they get to know each other’s point of view; they reach 
compromises on many of their differences, they learn that many 
opinions which they entertained solely as their own are shared 
by others, and they discover that many problems which they had 
thought of only as ‘their’ problems are common to all.

In fact, he argued that the actual decisions of an organization were less 
important than the goal of “getting people interested and participat-
ing in a democratic way.”35 At its core, for organizers in this tradition, 
community organizing aims to develop “a healthy, active, participat-
ing, interested, self-confident people who, through their participation 
and interest, become informed, educated, and above all develop faith 
in themselves, their fellow men, and the future.”36 Alinsky worried 
that unless people had access to participation in strong forms of local 
democracy they would be fodder for demagogues. Alinsky believed 
that if you could bring leaders together to fight for common aims, you 
would reconstruct the nature of local communities and build a more 
healthy civic realm for all, bridging fractures in the political and social 
realm. In its own way, then, Alinsky’s vision was as “prefigurative” 
as Occupy. The world it prefigured was simply different. It sought to 
model an equally authentic, effective form of distributed democracy 
for those who were marginalized in American society.

A range of groups and networks support community-based organiz-
ing groups around the nation, including the Industrial Areas Founda-
tion, the Gamaliel Foundation, PICO, National People’s Action, and 
more. Growing numbers of youth organizing efforts have emerged 
outside of schools and traditional youth-serving organizations.37 One 
rarely finds solidarity-oriented work happening in traditional human 
service fields or institutions, however, because the process can threaten 
the structure of these institutions themselves as well as the positions 
of the powerful who generally fund them. Many nonprofits have found 
themselves defunded when they dared to engage in solidarity work 
(or in the civil resistance work discussed next). But the tendency of 
 Alinsky and other organizers to disparage social workers and the like 
seems unfair. It seems unreasonable to critique workers for avoiding 
activities that would simply get them fired, and that would not end up 
resulting in robust organizing efforts in any case. Instead, organizing 
projects are generally self-funded by participants and by sympathetic 
foundations.

Overall, the solidarity approach moves along the continuums of 
power in a range of ways very different from those of individual and 
collaborative visions of empowerment. Perhaps most obviously, the 
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solidarity approach seeks access to closed spaces controlled by the 
powerful and teaches members the hidden practices of the powerful 
so that the people can negotiate with them as equals when they claim 
their seat at the table. Solidarity is often grounded in power with but 
seeks to gain power over. In this way, it seeks to transform how the 
powerful negotiate with the relatively powerless and helps the formerly 
powerless to see themselves as potentially powerful. At the same time, 
organizing represents a fundamental intervention into the invisible 
 oppressive forces of society. Through its wins and public demonstra-
tions of power it seeks to transform understandings of what is possible 
and what is not, about “who” people are and what capacities they have.
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Civil Resistance draws on but transforms components of all the afore-
mentioned forms, adding ideas from social movements. Mark Engler, 
Paul Engler, and Carlos Saavedra use the term “momentum” to de-
scribe what I believe represents one of the most sophisticated ways to 
put civil resistance into actual practice, and I use their term largely 
 interchangeably with civil resistance.1 (Much of the literature on 
nonviolent resistance also overlaps with writing on civil resistance.)2 
Again, many of the key writers on civil resistance are practitioner/ 
activist/scholars, and I focus on these here.3

As in the solidarity chapter, where I chose community organizing 
as an illustrative example, here, I look to the specific tenets of the mo-
mentum approach to civil resistance as an example of civil resistance 
more broadly. While groups have pursued a myriad of pragmatic con-
ceptions of civil resistance that diverge in a range of ways from the mo-
mentum vision, the specific tenets of momentum illuminate important 
strengths and weaknesses of the range of approaches that fit loosely 
within the civil resistance umbrella.

While this section focuses on civil resistance, which distinguishes 
itself from social movements, I often refer to aspects of momentum 
efforts as “movements” because movement approaches form part of a 
wider momentum concept.

It is useful to examine social movements before moving to more 
diverse conceptions of civil resistance. Traditionally, in the academic 
literature, the concept of “social movement” captures a wide range 
of efforts that share some basic characteristics. While most involve 
more structure than is visible from the outside (e.g., the organizing 
group that created the Occupy Movement and its system of facilita-
tion), they are often conceptualized as relatively unpredictable mass 
conflagrations that spring up to contest some oppressive aspect of 
society. In contrast with solidarity, most people participate without 
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formal membership in any discrete organization. Movements draw on 
multiple approaches to social action, with multiple “camps” of partic-
ipants loosely coupled together into a common effort. And differences 
in style, goals, beliefs, and the like can create tensions. Unlike solidar-
ity institutions, which are “made” in part by organizers, movement 
moments seem to simply “happen,” even if they are partially planned 
for by different affinity groups, as in Occupy. Movements cannot be 
predicted with any certainty, often surprising even those who partici-
pate. The literature on social movements is vast but largely academic.4 
It tends to describe what happens but does not illuminate many strat-
egies for making movements happen.

Proponents of movements have often attacked the solidarity tradi-
tion, and vice versa—there is little love lost between those associating 
themselves with these conceptions. (Key exceptions are new forms of 
“social movement unionism,” where unions work on common issues 
with community groups.)5 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward 
(also activists and academics) famously dismissed solidarity-based ef-
forts as incapable of developing sufficient power for substantial social 
change. Real power, they argued, requires mass “strike waves, sit-ins…
[and] other forms of civil disobedience.” The system, they believed, 
would only change if there was so much disruption that the powerful 
had to make concessions to tamp this down. Examples include the 
voting rights bill during the civil rights movement and the ascendance 
of unions during the 1930s and 1940s. They noted that a movement 
has a “rare and fleeting character. It erupts, flowers, and withers, all 
in a moment.” So, movement activists need to act quickly, and not 
worry so much about coordination. Cloward and Piven’s motto was 
“Get people what you can, while you can.”6 Their recommendations 
for how to do this, however, remained vague.

Alinsky and those associated with his vision, for their part, have 
often disparaged social movements. Alinsky, for example, critiqued 
Martin Luther King’s SCLC for not creating “a stable, disciplined, 
power organization.”7 Even today, as Heidi Swarts noted, community 
organizers still see movements as “transitory…naïve, idealistic…[and] 
ineffective.”8

The “momentum” approach seeks to overcome the limitations of 
relatively unstructured social movements by drawing a new hybrid 
“ momentum” model out of a range of historical examples and experi-
ences of both movement and solidarity approaches. Engler and Engler 
and Carlos Saavedra draw on the writings and work of an eclectic collec-
tion of examples, scholars, and practitioner/scholars, including the Otpor 
movement in Serbia, the civil rights movement, Alinsky, Bill Moyer, etc.9
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First, in the momentum model, in the ideal, a group of leaders 
emerges early on that has some justification to represent the affected 
group. Leaders can be those who do the initial work, as in the  Harvard 
sit-in described later. Or leaders can emerge out of early localized 
fights for change, as King did in the year-long struggle in  Montgomery. 
Or they can be recognized as key leaders of previous efforts, as in the 
Serbian Otpor movement or the US Dreamer movement. Or, as in 
 Occupy, they present themselves as experienced or early adopters of 
an approach to action developed elsewhere that they hope others will 
join.

Second, this collection of leaders agrees on what Engler and Engler 
and Saavedra call the DNA of the momentum effort. Instead of de-
fining specific tactics, which will emerge creatively in local arenas de-
veloped by local leaders, the DNA defines the explicitly stated hidden 
core culture of the effort. Think of the structure of deliberation and 
hand gestures in Occupy. They defined what kinds of actions would 
and would not be acceptable—e.g., that the movement would gener-
ally be nonviolent (and what this means).This culture includes under-
standings of the kind of efforts that are likely to put the opposition 
off-guard (what Alinsky and Sharp called jujitsu).10

The dangers of the lack of a common DNA is shown by the history 
of the anti-Vietnam War movement. Despite huge demonstrations and 
thousands of creative tactics, scholars generally agree that because of 
a range of strategic mistakes and fractious actions, their ability to stop 
the war was limited, and activists were often “played” by President 
Nixon. In fact, burning the flag or denigrating the military or dressing 
oddly and acting like hippies often alienated the working class, whose 
children were dying in the highest numbers.11

Third, the leadership encourages participants to create “trigger 
events.” Instead of waiting for a movement moment, they try to create 
one. For example, a group of Harvard students held a “sit in” in the 
administration building, demanding a living wage for campus staff. 
Leaders had done their research, built interest and relationships, and 
tried earlier efforts like petitions. They sought to use the sit-in as an-
other trigger action. In this case, it worked. Senator Ted Kennedy 
unexpectedly showed up. “Organizers outside decided to escalate by 
setting up a tent city” making “the occupation dramatically more vis-
ible.” And the local movement “took off” breaking “into the national 
media.”12 Eventually they won, and the movement spread to at least 
40 other campuses. The lunch counter sit-ins launched by black col-
lege students during the civil rights movement were another famous 
trigger action, spreading across the nation.13
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Note that this diverges significantly from the collaborative approach. 
Momentum efforts have distinct leaders and make clear demands. As 
in the solidarity approach, a diverse range of discursive strategies are 
used within organizations to make decisions, and such decisions are 
critical to the success of the civil resistance effort. Deliberation re-
mains the center of the structure of decision-making but is not reli-
giously followed. Civil resistance efforts are much more pragmatic and 
focused on social change than collaborative efforts like  Occupy, which 
attempted to constantly be the change it wanted to see.

Fourth comes absorption. Movement moments are evanescent, so, 
momentum leaders collect the contact information of everyone they 
can at big actions and provide ways for people to move up the “lad-
der” of participation. Active participation can range from talking to 
friends to giving money online to coming to actions to becoming lead-
ers. Mass trainings are critical, catching potential leaders before they 
go off in their own potentially problematic directions and integrating 
them into the movement. Shared DNA allows the development of very 
loosely related but not “loose cannon” organizations.14 The momen-
tum approach allows a shift away from the rooted vision of community 
organizing, which focuses on forming strong communities in particu-
lar places. Instead, one grows seeds of local groups attached relatively 
loosely attached to the larger organization, holding unpredictable ac-
tions in a wide range of locations. Leaders in this vision are defined 
more by their skills and their ability to creatively find ways to mobilize 
groups of people to act and less, as in the case of the Alinsky-based 
model, on their connection to some specific group of followers.

Sharp emphasizes that the aims of momentum efforts are funda-
mentally different from those of a solidarity effort.15 Alinsky-based 
solidarity organizations seek to break their way into the closed spaces 
of the powerful with leaders who are conversant with the hidden pro-
cedures and processes that the powerful use to make decisions. The 
solidarity tradition sees power as something the powerful own and that 
the people are trying to take away. Sharp criticized what he called 
this “monolithic” vision of power. His own approach focused on 
how “social” power comes from the bottom. As seen in Figure 8.1, 
what he called social power in civil resistance is held by the people, 
as power with. If they withhold their collective support, the powerful 
can no longer rule and must either adjust to the new reality by chang-
ing their positions; be voted out of office; or, in countries under non- 
democratic rulers, be deposed.16 In fact, in a study of civil resistance 
actions around the world, Erica Chenoweth found that powerholders 
almost always give in when just 3.5% of the population become active 
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supporters. Solidarity proponents seek a space at the table at the tip 
of the pyramid; civil resistance proponents keep an eye on the polls (as 
do politicians) and try to shift the way the political wind is blowing.

Especially under conditions of oppressive governments, interna-
tionally, Sharp’s vision conceptualizes the powerful as dependent on 
“pillars of support” from a range of institutions and from the people. 
As officers, managers, and everyday workers refuse to allow their in-
stitutions to operate (in oppressive dictatorships, the police and the 
military are critical), the pillars weaken and the powerful find the con-
trol levers they press no longer get the response from institutions.

A plurality of social power actions creatively contest the ruling in-
visible and hidden structures of power operate unpredictably across a 
wide scale. The DNA of the movement and untraceable lines of rela-
tionships connect these different actions. This means that the move-
ment aspect of the civil resistance approach is, again, sometimes tied 
in shallower ways to local communities. A distinction is made in or-
ganizing between “mobilizing” and “organizing.” “Mobilizing” in-
volves using creative tactics and publicity to attract people to actions. 
“Organizing” involves reaching out to the followers of community or-
ganizing leaders, pulling (in theory) a relatively dependable group of 
actors into key actions. Because civil resistance tends to lean towards 
the “mobilizing” approach, conceptually, at least, it floats more shal-
lowly on the surface of individual communities. Civil resistance efforts 
do not need to have the same kind of substantial membership that 
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Figure 8.1  Flows of power. Adapted from ibid., 13–14.



Civil resistance 83

organizing groups do. Flexibility and fluidity can come with a price of 
permanence and depth.

Note that the form of action in civil resistance can range from di-
verse forms of collaboration to fairly strict hierarchy to voting and 
more. Although civil resistance authors generally celebrate collabo-
ration, the focus is on the entire system of resistance and not on any 
particular pure approach to engagement. Unlike Occupy, momentum 
efforts do generally come to agreement on demands, for example. Ul-
timately, it is the focus on influencing bottom-up social power, not 
monolithic top-down power, that most distinguishes civil resistance 
from the Alinsky approach.

Momentum proponents use jujitsu actions to illuminate problems in 
the status quo, seeking to shift attitudes in the population from oppo-
sition to neutral, from neutral to active supporters, etc. This generates 
“polarization” because, while popular support may shift in the direc-
tion of the movement, those who are losing generally become more re-
actionary and aggressive. In the specific case of the women’s suffrage 
movement, broad support for women’s right to vote increased, while 
the small group of those most opposed intensified in its resistance 
(and we can see these not-insignificant pockets of misogyny today). 
Similarly, in the civil rights movement, the public was riveted by and 
increasingly rejected the violent apartheid in the South in response to 
images of water cannons and dogs turned on children. At the same 
time, these demonstrations were also “a major boon for…[the] Ku Klux 
Klan.” The increasing success of the movement provided support for 
racist politicians in some areas. “One historian called the two years 
after the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act a “period of terrorism,” 
with the burning of more than “two thousand black churches.”17 The 
point is not to celebrate horrifying occurrences but to understand that 
they can represent indicators of the success of civil resistance and not 
failure. (They can also represent disastrous failure—one never knows 
for certain in the moment). The destructive actions of reactionaries 
can help shift the population toward active support for the movement’s 
perspective. But a great deal depends upon how members of the civil 
resistance groups act. Violence perpetrated by momentum groups can, 
for example, justify reactionary actions to the larger public and reduce 
popular support. Civil resistance efforts need to be extremely careful 
about the image they present.

A perfect example today is the case of immigration reform. The 
work of the Dreamer movement, among others, has slowly shifted 
public perception of immigrants despite the broad rhetoric against 
them in the political realm. From 1993 (a nadir of support) to now, 
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the percentage of people against increased immigration has decreased 
from 65% to 35%, support for increased immigration has increased 
from 6% to 24%, and support for Obama era policies has moved from 
6% to 24%.18 These are enormous shifts and have continued through-
out the Trump administration. At the same time, the vehemence of re-
sistance among those opposed has increased in volume. With respect 
to the “dreamers,” brought here illegally as children, support for per-
manent residency has increased to over 70% in different polls, again 
major shifts, driven, the Dreamer movement would argue, by their in-
tense work in civil resistance. In fact, as I write prior to the midterm 
elections, a group of Republicans, many in districts with high numbers 
of immigrants, is trying to force a vote on immigration reform to save 
their seats amidst resistance from a leadership that fears a backlash 
from the polarized minority.19

The momentum approach can be confusing for those coming from 
the solidarity tradition because, like the solidarity approach, it also 
fights for discrete wins on issues. Gandhi sought to overturn the salt 
tax through his salt march. King sought to alter the status of African 
Americans in Birmingham. However, the actual agreements reached 
were often dissatisfying. Criticisms of these outcomes misunderstand 
the real goals of momentum efforts. The fight in Birmingham was 
centrally a tool to demonstrate to the public the depths of depravity 
Southern racists would stoop. The actual agreement reached was lit-
tle more than window-dressing—a goal to justify the civil resistance 
action. While the solidarity tradition also seeks wider aims than just 
winning—conflict, for example, fosters local democracy and draws 
more participants—the specific achievements are more important to 
solidarity proponents than momentum proponents. The focus of a sol-
idarity group is to grasp some of their own monolithic “power over,” 
not to eventually pull the pillars down with Sharp’s social “power 
with.”

In fact, Engler and Engler argue that public acts of sacrifice (acts 
in the open) are critical to shifting public perception. They note that 
“a common misconception…[is that such sacrifice] is necessarily 
focused on touching the heart of the opponent.” Instead, “sacrifice 
helps to address two of the great problems of public backlash and the 
danger of swift and severe repression.” It generates public empathy 
and turns “crackdowns…into unexpected assets.”20 The goal is to af-
fect bystanders, not the direct opposition, which may, in fact, become 
increasingly reactionary. Alinsky misunderstood this in critiques of 
the civil rights movement. He celebrated the “moral victory” and 
“public relations” triumph of King,21 but attacked the movement 
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overall for intensifying reactionary responses. Alinsky didn’t under-
stand that, for good or ill, this kind of often vicious reaction was 
integral to the civil resistance model: an inevitable result of success 
and hopefully a driver for even more success in terms of increases in 
popular support.

Recent research on the effect of “facts” and rational argument on 
beliefs could be seen as a threat to the momentum approach to so-
cial change. Studies show that people become firmer in their initial 
beliefs when presented with information that contradicts them.22 But 
momentum leaders respond to this challenge by “wrapping them-
selves in the flag,” if you will. They base their efforts on commonly 
held commitments, like free speech, the right to equal treatment, and 
the like. Instead of asking for change, for example, they appeal to a 
return to the “true” core of American society. They appeal, as the 
civil rights movement did, to the Constitution and the Declaration of 
Independence. It is no accident that some conservative legal scholars 
similarly represent their perspective as “originalism” or that there are 
now “constitutional conservatives.”23 On the Left, writing in 1982, for 
example, Bill Moyer argued that “social movements must be based on 
widely held universal values.” They must “place their social movement 
in the center of society” to “gain the support of the majority.” This 
includes standing up for “the culture’s fundamental values, such as 
justice, democracy, civil and human rights, security, and freedom” by 
showing how “the vested interests that use public office and corporate 
institutions in ways that violate these principles.”24

Moyer developed a vision of a long-term process that can bring ac-
tors with very different understandings of change together in a com-
mon effort, what Engler and Engler call an “ecology.” A key challenge, 
as we have seen, is that those committed to different approaches to 
action may not respect each other. Solidarity groups sometimes 
 disparage movement-like efforts, and vice-versa. Those promoting 
collaboration denigrate efforts to coalesce into solidarity and grasp 
power over.  Multiple proponents of different forms of empowerment 
attack  advocacy groups that dare to speak for the oppressed instead 
of with them. Moyer tried to help activists understand that different 
approaches are necessary for long-term success. Figure 8.2 shows 
 Moyer’s diagram of the shifting level of contributions made by differ-
ent groups.

Figure 8.2 shows how institutional reform groups initially seek to 
make change but are not radical enough to “raise hell” (column 1). They 
have much to lose after working often for years to achieve whatever 
 positions they have and are disparaged by the “rebels,” who, in fact, 
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often have less to lose. A momentum effort begins when what Moyer 
calls “rebels” either respond to or create trigger events that bring out 
large groups of protesters (column 4). When this explosion inevitably 
declines, the rebels assume that they have failed (column 6). But they 
may have initiated an ongoing shift in public opinion, as happened 
in the gay rights movement and may be happening with immigration. 
Even as mass participation declines, reform and other groups continue 
their work, and the public continues to transform its perspective over 
time, having the issue finally brought into relief. New trigger events 
keep the issue alive, along with media efforts and more. As rebel partic-
ipation declines, institutional reform groups take advantage of shifting 
public opinion and drive specific changes in policy (Columns 7 and 8), 
becoming the holders and defenders of the vision long-term as the 
 pillars of support under the powerful weaken. These reformers seem 
to take advantage of the work of the rebels as the rebels themselves are 
sidelined. In a sense, the reform components of these initially margin-
alized reform groups (or newly formed ones) become new  pillars, and 
some members are allowed (inevitably also coopted to some extent) 
into the top of the pyramid. In the end, the perspective of the public 
is transformed and at least some concrete changes have been attained. 
The women suffrage movement was not simply about vote, for exam-
ple. It was one step toward the larger transformation in the position of 
women in America, and the League of Women voters came out of one 
of the Suffrage organizations.
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Figure 8.2  The participation of four major activist roles. Ibid., 84–85.
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The gay rights movement is a good example. Legal efforts to make 
gay sex illegal, and then the AIDS crisis and the deaths of thousands, 
generated explosions of activism like those led by ACT-UP.25 As pub-
lic opinion shifted in their direction, however, more reform-minded 
groups began to take responsibility for the AIDS fight and ACT-UP 
faded as a movement. Reform and advocacy groups were able to ne-
gotiate with the health-industrial complex to extend on early successes 
of activists, even as ACT-UP members despaired at the loss of the “be-
loved community.”26 Again, Moyer’s model implies that this tension is 
somewhat inevitable and must be understood and accepted if change 
is to happen. In some cases, this integration can happen more seam-
lessly, however, as when the M15 movement in Spain, which informed 
the structure of Occupy, agreed to form its own political party.27

In general, civil resistance is grounded in a pragmatic sense in forms 
of collaboration but draws practically from a wide range of practices. 
Leadership, as in the solidarity tradition, is central to this pragmatic 
vision, and these leaders often play the roles of organizer and leader 
at the same time. The movement oriented aspects of civil resistance 
aim at power with, but the full ecology of the approach usually inte-
grates itself into the system eventually, gaining power over in ways that 
the initial instigators may find distasteful. In fact, when the movement 
fails to shift to more power over aspects of the ecology, this can in-
dicate a real potential loss of power, as when Occupy failed to make 
any demands, or when the Egyptians Tahrir Square activists in the 
Arab Spring failed to put forward their own governance structures 
and thus were overwhelmed by the Islamic Brotherhood.28 Civil resist-
ance, when it is most successful, seems to maintain multiple streams 
of action, drawing across multiple approaches to empowerment. As 
King did in Birmingham with images of children battered by water 
cannons, power is generated most fundamentally by intervening in 
different creative ways in the invisible cultural understandings of soci-
ety in an effort to dissolve support for the status quo and force those 
dependent on this popular support to change their ways.
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There is, I have argued in these pages, not one but instead a whole 
series of different approaches to empowerment, a few of which I have 
described, often through examples of specific models of action, Each 
form has a particular relationship with “power.” Appendix 1 lays out 
some differences between different forms of empowerment in a sche-
matic table. Individual empowerment, not surprisingly, focuses on 
power to, and excludes most other forms of power. Collaboration adds 
power with, but in the ideal embodies an ethic that prevents it from 
moving to power over. Its central ethic is one of discursive equality—
everyone’s voice should be valued the same—and this ethic can seem, 
as in Occupy, to hamper efforts to seek forms of power that might 
directly contest the powerful. In fact, collaboration struggles with the 
realities of power, resisting stronger forms of leadership.

To some extent, solidarity represents a kind of rebuke to collabora-
tion. It is grounded  in the very leadership that makes collaborators 
nervous, and it intentionally seeks power over, collapsing myriad par-
ticipant voices into a single voice to demand change from the power-
ful. Where collaboration has a tense relationship with facilitation as 
an inevitable form of leadership, solidarity in the model of community 
organizing (and union organizing as well) embraces the facilitative and 
sometimes leader-like role of the organizer who keeps the entire system 
running. Yet, inside its groups organizing groups often deeply value 
collaboration as a process for determining how and when and about 
what they will act. Solidarity proponents see strict collaborators like 
those in Occupy as romantics, unwilling to face up to the realities of 
zero-sum power and the need to directly contest the powerful. Whether 
power is zero-sum or not, solidarity proponents argue that many of the 
powerful act as if it were. If the relatively powerless are not willing to 
grasp at their portion of power over, they are doomed to oppression by 
it. Solidarity groups create closed spaces where participants they work 
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together, and they teach their leaders the language of hidden power be-
fore emerging into the public to fight in open spaces to contest control 
in invited and closed spaces.

Counterscript runs across all of the different forms of empower-
ment in that any change in the world brings with it some change in the 
invisible social practices that people carry with them and that direct 
institutions. Each of the forms of power engages in counterscript in 
different ways. And counterscript is sometimes the central aim of ac-
tion, as with ACT-UP and the “send in the clowns” demonstration. At 
momentscounterscript focused efforts can represent some of the most 
powerful and, as with Occupy’s slogan of “the 99%,” most enduring 
effects even after the context they emerged from have dissolved.

Civil resistance is grounded in the social movement vision of organ-
izing. Among the “rebels” that launch or intensify the early fights for 
change, organization is much more fluid and unpredictable than in 
the solidarity tradition. The focus is on gaining increasing power with, 
often in creative actions that may seek specific outcomes. In the end, 
momentum efforts are grounded in a counterscript strategy, seeking 
to shift the social perspective of the wider population and reduce the 
power of those who might think that they hold the levers of power over 
in society. It uses power with to reveal the myth of power over. By itself, 
as in Occupy, the capacity of civil resistance “rebels” to sustain change 
is limited. It is by becoming part of an ecology with other forms of 
empowerment, especially more or less accountable “reform” groups 
in the solidarity tradition, that change precipitated by the “rebels” is 
able to solidify.

These different forms cannot easily be fit together. However, it is 
also clear that by themselves each individual strategy is limited. In 
fact, a group of prominent scholars whose work focuses on collabo-
ration has increasingly latched onto the idea of a “discursive system,” 
sometimes using Engler and Engler’s term “ecology” as the only way 
collaborative democracy could possibly operate as part of an actual 
governance system. Drawing from a “systems” conception of democ-
racy allows deliberative democrats to look beyond standard forms of 
collaboration and celebrate aspects of empowerment that might seem 
opposed to deliberation. “Highly partisan rhetoric,” for example, 
could be seen as contributing to a deliberative vision of empowerment 
if it were a component of a larger, centrally deliberative system. A 
manifesto written by many of the most prominent proponents of delib-
erative democracy even acknowledges that when seen from a systemic 
standpoint “two wrongs can make a right. Two venues, both with 
deliberative deficiencies, can each make up for the deficiencies of the 
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other.” In other words, whether a practice is empowering is deeply de-
pendent upon the milieu of institutions and social practices it operates 
within. “Conversely, an institution that looks deliberatively exemplary 
on its own…can look less beneficial in a systemic perspective when 
it displaces other useful deliberative institutions, such as partisan or 
social movement bodies.”1 From a pragmatic standpoint, to know if a 
particular effort is “empowering” in the manner one values, one must 
look at how it operates within its environment.

For example, recent scholars have increasingly emphasized the ex-
tent to which many blacks in the South during the civil rights move-
ment were armed with guns and even used them on occasion. Scholars 
argue that the visible nonviolent aspects were able to succeed in part 
because racist individuals and institutions knew that any violence 
on their part might lead to a violent response, that there were con-
cealed guns. In other words, nonviolence may have been in some sense 
dependent, counter-intuitively, upon a commitment to armed self- 
defense that rarely emerged into the vision of the media but was well 
understood by actors on the ground. The potential for violent response 
was important in maintaining the safety of the nonviolent protesters.2 
Nonviolence worked in part because this approach operated in an 
ecology that included armed blacks ready to “shoot back.” Similarly, 
there is some evidence that King was able to win some concessions 
because he looked moderate in the context of violent riots exploding 
in urban centers around the U.S. An empowerment effort in this sense 
never operates in isolation.

Fundamentally, this group of discursive democracy scholars argues 
that you cannot know what will count as empowering until you un-
derstand the ecology in which a particular intervention operates. This 
makes it even more important to understand what different empow-
erment practices do and do not “do,” because only by understanding 
this can we discern how different efforts affect each other in a com-
plex, tension-filled environment. “A systemic approach allows us to 
see more clearly where a system might be improved, and recommend 
institutions or other innovations that could supplement the system in 
areas of weakness.”3

This “discursive system” or “ecological” perspective is an important 
addition to efforts to understand which forms of empowerment to en-
gage in at any point. Hopefully an ecology perspective can help actors 
move beyond the conflict over ethics and goals that seem to infuse 
some of these discussions. At the same time, there is something to be 
said for purity. While certainly, it could have been improved, it is an 
open question whether Occupy could have accomplished what it did or 
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created the human networks that emerged from it, had it given up on 
its utopian vision of a new society. Would ACT-UP have been as pow-
erful if it had known ahead of time that it was going to have to cede 
its control to the reformist groups that it existed partially as a critique 
of? Certainly some, like David Graeber (who was involved in Occupy’s 
creation), still believe that the Occupy vision of a more collaboratively 
based society is possible. Overall, the ecological vision is a critical con-
ceptual tool for spreading forms of empowerment more widely and 
more reliably. But you will not necessarily be able to convince propo-
nents of one or another specific form about this, and each approach 
does have compelling arguments in favor of it.

This text was written in part for people working on the ground, as 
it were. But it is not a textbook, nor does it provide a series of easy-
to-follow blueprints for how to engage in empowerment in different 
contexts. Instead the goal has been more modest. The fact is that dif-
ferent forms of empowerment in institutions, e.g., in schools, are rarely 
considered in any comprehensive fashion. Empowerment is implied in 
everything educators do, for example, but, with the partial exception 
of writings on social justice, we rarely think in any explicit way about 
what kind of empowerment we are trying to foster. Standard visions of 
individual empowerment are so embedded in the practices of most ed-
ucators, from teachers to pastors to youth workers to social workers, 
that there is little need to even use the term. But I have tried to show 
that the individual approach is very limited as an empowerment tool. 
Of course, the other forms of empowerment are also limited, each in 
their own way. But too frequently, we fail to even try them out.

The more we understand about the possibilities and limitations of 
each approach, the more we will be able to choose in coherent ways 
what we want to accomplish. Of course, those who work in institutions 
face real risks if they start encouraging people to resist these institu-
tions, and institutions are likely to sanction such efforts. This is the 
lesson that solidarity, momentum, and other similar approaches teach 
us. More generally, because one never knows what will happen, action 
is always risky. What risks are we willing to take?

Practitioners are often honestly limited by their placement in insti-
tutions in the forms of empowerment they can promote. There is no 
need to apologize for this. I work in an institution myself and have 
faced my own limits in a university about what can be taught (and how 
much we can talk about what is taught) to our students. Readers must 
decide for themselves what they can and cannot do in the contexts they 
find themselves. So, in the end, this little book is an appeal to think 
more creatively and broadly about how we can engage those we work 
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with in “empowerment,” an appeal to think more critically about what 
can and cannot be done where we are. And perhaps an appeal to seek 
out new spaces where new forms of empowerment can be fostered.

Are we satisfied with how our educational practices currently pro-
vide skills for action? What kinds of practices will our learners need 
to survive in the world? Is it enough in marginalized communities, for 
example, for a very small number of individuals to “succeed,” while 
they are torn, often in traumatic ways from their communities? What 
kinds of skills are we ethically called to teach? These are critical ques-
tions, especially in the polarized world we live in today. Can we help 
our students turn this polarization into an opportunity? Or will we let 
the moment slip by?

Let me conclude with two brief examples. King began his fight 
for civil rights with a house full of guns in Montgomery. He and his 
community brought much to the table, with a long history of social 
struggle. But they needed to be educated in nonviolence and other civil 
resistance strategies by Bayard Rustin and others.4 Similarly, James 
Farmer went to Nashville during the civil rights movement to create 
a school for nonviolence, and his students eventually spread across 
the South teaching the Gandhian gospel.5 What would the civil rights 
movement have looked like without Rustin’s and Farmer’s and oth-
ers’ teachings? What would the civil rights movement have looked like 
without those who were willing to take the risk to empower? 
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Table A.1 compares different forms of empowerment. The goal is to 
help scholars and practitioners think in more detailed terms about 
what they can achieve with different approaches, with the understand-
ing that there are more ways to think about empowerment than those 
schematized here. Looking across the three continuums of power re-
veal that different empowerment models represent fundamentally dif-
ferent arguments about the nature of power and social struggle. For 
example, in the ideal, despite many differences, collaboration is more 
convergent with civil resistance in their focus on “power with.” Both 
collaboration and civil resistance, in its “rebel” stage, are opposed to 
the Alinskyan effort to take “power over.” And yet, remember that 
most effective collaborative efforts do likely end in a decision that 
contradicts the logic of the form, and civil resistance succeeds in part 
when the “rebels” lose out to the other members of the ecology of ac-
tion. What we see are a myriad of connections, conflicts, and dangers 
that run among and across these forms.  

Appendix

Table A.1  Comparing Kinds of Power Generated by Different Approaches 
to Empowerment

Types Power To Power With Power Over

Individual Focus
Collaboration x Focus Rejects
Solidarity x x Focus
Civil Resistance x Focus Part of ecology. BUT 

rejected by social 
movement, Sharp-
informed component

(Continued)
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Spaces Open Invited Closed

Individual X x Unlikely to claim
Collaboration x x
Solidarity x x
Civil Resistance x Focus

Focus
X 

Forms Visible Hidden Invisible

Individual x x Limited
Collaboration Focus           Limited x
Solidarity x Focus
Civil Resistance x Part of ecology. 

but rejected by 
social 
movement, 
Sharp-informed 
component

Focus
x




