On Organizing.  Notes from a Talk at Noe Valley Ministry Forum of Odd Mondays, Sept 25, 2006.  Mike Miller

Organizing is interesting in many ways, one of which is that almost anyone who is active in a community, in a union or in politics seems to know what it is.  I’ve been an organizer in many settings, including community, labor and politics, for the last 50 years. This is my understanding of organizing which is different from other people’s understanding of it.  

I’m going to talk about organizations that have people working for them who are called “organizers.”  Organizers are people who assist others to build organizations that can act effectively in the world.  Put another way, organizers assist people to build powerful organizations.  The organizer’s tools are:

· careful, empathic, probing to elicit the stories of hope, frustration and pain of the people; the emphasis here is on listening;

· challenging (or agitating) people so that they are stirred to act;

· thinking through with them what can be done, and;

· training them in the skills necessary to get done what they decide to do.

When I’m working as an organizer, issues are tools to build power.  There are plenty of examples of injustices and new ones arise all the time.  About any issue I ask, “Is it actionable?”  That is, is there something this group of people can meaningfully do about it.  If the answer to that question is affirmative, then I ask whether the problem—by which I mean the experience—of people is immediate and specific, and whether a proposed solution is immediate, specific, winnable and non-divisive among the specific group of people I’m trying to organize.   These are power-building criteria for selecting issues.  When you’re working with people whose principal or sole experience in dealing with “downtown” is one of defeat, you better pick something in which there’s a pretty quick win.  Otherwise people will return to their previous state of disengagement (often confused with apathy), saying, “ I told you—you can’t fight city hall.”  Particularly in low-income communities, I look for initial campaigns that can be won in a couple of months.  With some wins under their belts, the same people will later become involved in much larger campaigns with much lengthier timelines.

Frequently, initial organizers are outsiders, sociological strangers to the constituency in which they do their work.  Organizers have to win the trust of local people before they can use their tools.  The best way to get run out of Dodge is to agitate someone who isn’t interested in having you stir them up.

Let me say some things about what organizing does.  It:

· changes rules, regulations, laws, practices of dominant institutions to improve the lives of large numbers of people by use of the strategies of confrontation and negotiation; it uses such tactics as economic action—strikes and boycotts, mass disruption, lobbying, electoral activity, social embarrassment of public figures and others.  Symbolic action and use of mass media are relatively minor tactics in organizing;

· changes the relationship between previously powerless or relatively powerless people and those institutions;

· creates a new story in which regular (so-called average)people are the makers of history, as well as the “big names” that are on the nightly news or in history books;

· develops alternative institutions such as buying clubs, coops, credit unions, child-care pools, support groups and others capable of solving or ameliorating problems faced in daily life;

· establishes or enhances a sense of efficacy or powerfulness or civic self-confidence on the part of heretofore powerless people; 

· teaches skills of civic competence;

· overcomes historic divisions among people based on race, ethnicity, gender or other identities that create invidious distinctions among people;

· provides deep meaning for participants; secular and/or religious values of democracy, justice, equality and freedom become concrete and real in the lives of people;

· creates deep bonds of relationship among participants and a sense of solidarity with others engaged in struggle, and;

· makes people co-creators of their communities rather than consumers of policy alternatives created by someone else or passive objects acted upon by decision-makers.

I’d like to tell you some organizing stories that illustrate one or more of theses ideas.   Later we can discuss their meaning.

Lifeline Utility Rates

Prior to 1975, residential consumers paid the highest per unit price for gas and electricity.  The public utilities and their regulator, the Public Utilities Commission, rationalized this pricing policy on the basis of cost for the delivery of service.  The Electricity and Gas for People campaign (note that the letters are E & GP which we elaborated as “turn PG & E around”) In E & GP’s 1974/75 lifeline campaign this rate structure was turned on its head.  We won legislation that gave residential customers the lowest per unit price for gas and electricity.

The legislation that created this structure was stalled in the legislature.  Our campaign leaders met with our Sacramento lobbyist allies on two different occasions and proposed that we bring 1,000 citizen lobbyists to the capitol to push for the bill.  The Sacramento professionals told us that such an action could jeopardize sensitive negotiations going on and might adversely affect the fate of the bill.  The second time we heard this advice we rejected it.   From all around the Bay Area busloads of citizens descended on the capitol.  Each bus was divided into teams.  To the extent possible, each team was made us of people living in a particular legislator’s district.  Some teams were assigned to the leadership of the legislature.  A noon rally was scheduled at a Presbyterian church adjacent to the capitol mall.  As the day came close to the noon hour, more and more legislative aides came to our logistics table and said, “my boss would like to speak at your rally.”  By 1:30 that afternoon, the legislative logjam was broken.  We were congratulated on the wonderful job we’d done.  Had we listened to the professionals in Sacramento, we would not have done it.

Organizing operates outside the system, but inside the Constitution.  Insiders distrust it.  People used to solving problems over a cocktail or dinner, without confrontation or large numbers of people being engaged, don’t like organizing or, at best, distrust it.

The Longshoremen’s Hiring Hall

Prior to the 1934 longshore strike in San Francisco, men gathered in a shape-up on the waterfront for work.  So-called “straw bosses” would pick out those who would go to work.  Those picked gave a kick-back from their meager wages to the straw boss to get the job and to insure that he would pick them out at the next shape up several days later when the process repeated itself.   

By 1937, the International Longshoremen’s & Warehousemen’s Union (ILWU) had negotiated in its contract a provision that men would be rotationally dispatched from a hiring hall that was nominally operated jointly by labor and management but was in fact run by the union.  Men would put their names at the bottom of a list on a so-called “plug-in board.”  The names at the top would receive the work as it came in.  When a man was dispatched, everyone else would move up on the board until his name was at the top.  When a dispatched worker returned to the hall, he “plugged in” at the bottom of the list.  This rotational dispatch assured the equal distribution of work among the union’s members.

The hiring hall wasn’t about wages, hours or benefits.  It was about the relationship between workers and their employers.  It radically changed that relationship from one of subservience and dependence to one of equality and independence.

The Fremont Food Buying Club

People were getting stretched as inflation rose faster than their wages in the Carter Presidency years.  Someone in the neighborhood read about food buying clubs, and decided to start one.  After a number of individual conversations and several house meetings, a plan was agreed upon.  A driver and an assistant would do the shopping at wholesale outlets.  They would buy items for which there was sufficient demand from either a single household or several households together to make a bulk purchase possible.  The goods would be brought to the garage of one of the members from which they would be distributed.  Club members also divided up reading articles about food and learned some tricks to avoid the highest prices.  

Except for the owner of the garage and the owner of the pick-up or station wagon making the purchase run, everyone else chipped in a couple of dollars for gas and mileage.  Savings varied, of course, with household size.  Couples were saving $5.00-$7.00 a week; large families were saving as much as $20 a week.  

Mutual aid has a long and honored history in the struggles of oppressed people.  For reasons we can’t go into here, cooperatives generally didn’t take hold in the United States.  But mutual aid societies, cooperatives and similar forms are found throughout the world among working class and poor people.  Some, like the Mondragon Cooperatives in Spain, are known throughout the world and offer a whole alternative framework to capitalist economics.

The Building at Page and Clayton

When the landlord raised the rent by $50.00 a month, Mrs. Marie Washington immediately began organizing her fellow tenants to stop the rent hike.  When I asked her what she thought the chances were for winning, she looked at me and said, “Mike, we beat PG & E; of course we can beat this rotten landlord.”  She was a leader in the Electricity and Gas for People campaign, which had given birth to the multi-issue/multi-constituency Citizens Action League.

I’ve been involved in lots of rent strikes.  They are difficult to win.  But to Marie Washington, whose confidence in herself as an actor in the world soared after she participated in the E & GP campaign, what was her landlord after beating PG & E?

Eddie Wafford and Geneva Towers
Eddie Wafford was an Irish retired Teamster who'd lived in the neighborhood most of his life and a vice-president of the neighborhood improvement association.  When I met him he wouldn’t have anything to do with the mostly-African-American Geneva Towers or Sunnydale Housing Project.  But his organization joined the All Peoples’ Coalition because they recognized that they couldn’t get what they wanted for their people with the limited power of just their association.  

After All Peoples Coalition was born when issues came up from the association, they received support from the people in the Towers and the Housing Project.  They won some things they hadn’t otherwise been able to win.

A year later, Eddie rode a rented bus along with about 40 "Towers" residents to go with the Geneva Towers Tenant Association/All Peoples Coalition to picket at the suburban home of the Towers' landlord.  I sat next to him on the way back:

Me:

"Eddie, why did you came to the demonstration?"

Eddie:
"What do you mean, Mike?

Me:

"Well I remember how you used to talk about the people in the Towers."

Eddie:
"Oh, yeh, but that was before I knew any of them, and before they supported 

us with the garbage company.  How could we accept their support on our 

issue and not give them ours when it came to their issue?"

Me:

"When you put it that way, there's nothing to disagree with.  By the way, 

whose interests were served by your old way of thinking about the people in 

the Towers and Sunnydale?"

Eddie:
"What do you mean, Mike?"

Me:

"Think about it.  I'll give you a call Monday and we can talk more about it."

That was a pretty good approach to education dealing with racism.  I have to admit, I’m not its inventor.  Here’s the version from which I borrowed my approach.  It was told to me by an old-timer who’d worked for John L. Lewis during the depression of the 1930s organizing coal workers in Appalachia. 

Organizing Peabody Coal

Organizer :

"Wanna talk about the Mine Workers Union?" 

White Worker:
"Ain't you the Union let's in the niggers?"

When he heard that the organizer would take the white worker by the arm and walk with him until they saw a black worker.  

Organizer:

"See that fella over there?" (He points to a black worker.)

White Worker:
"Yeah."

Organizer:

"Who's he work for?"

White Worker:
"Peabody."

Organizer:

"Who do you work for?"

White Worker:
"Peabody."

Organizer:

"You think about it, and we'll talk some more later."
The United Mine Workers, it should be noted, organized black and white workers together in the same locals, and did not follow the segregated pattern that was typical of unions in the South.

They were there when I needed them; I’m not abandoning them now

In 1969, Mission Coalition Organization (MCO) took action on several issues of great interest to the Mission Merchants Association which was a member of the federation.  Frank Hunt, President of the Association, asked MCO for support.  Testimony before the City’s Board of Permit Appeals, accompanied by a large delegation from the neighborhood, stopped the further relocation of pawnshops from the South of Market area (where urban renewal was underway) to Mission Street.  A “pussycat” movie theater, showing pornographic films, was put out of business when MCO pickets carried cameras and took pictures of men buying tickets to go to the movie while a flyer was handed to them saying that their car licenses would be noted and the pictures sent to their homes.  (Actually there wasn’t any film in the cameras, but those in the line didn’t know that.)  The theater negotiated an agreement with MCO to resume business as a “family oriented” movie house.

In 1970, after a series of militant job opportunities-related direct action campaigns, a number of rent strikes and a threatened action against a major savings and loan company for red-lining, Mayor Joe Alioto considered dumping MCO as his negotiating partner for the Model Cities program.  To do so, he would have to get some of MCO’s more moderate member organizations to quit the federation.  When the Mayor’s representative visited Frank Hunt and asked him if he would consider leaving the MCO, Hunt told him, “When I needed those folks to help me and the merchants, they were there.  The Merchants Association couldn’t have done it without them.  Now I don’t agree with what they’re doing all the time, but I’m not going to leave them after all they’ve done for us.”  Frank Hunt was a Republican, and an Alioto supporter.  Alioto abandoned consideration of dropping MCO, and an agreement was subsequently reached which gave MCO de facto control of the Model Cities program in the Mission District.  

Being Like Jesus

In a workshop in Portland, Oregon, I did a role-play with leaders who were trying to negotiate decision-makers in the city establishment.  In the role-plays that I use in training sessions, I take the part of whomever people are going to deal with “downtown.”  In this case, the meeting was going to be with executives in a business enterprises; I really don’t remember now what or who they were.  But I do remember this:  no matter what I was doing to prepare the people for the evasions I knew they were going to meet, I could not get them to “cut the issue.”  By cutting the issue I mean getting a clear response to what they’re proposing.  Without clarity, there is confusion and people can’t act together when they are confused.

I always ask people to reflect on what we’re doing after an action of some kind or after a training session.  A reflection is an opportunity for people to connect the action at hand with deeply held values.  In this situation, there was discomfort in the room as people sought to deal with their anxieties over getting clarity with downtown. 

The people in the session were members of churches that were members of the Portland Organizing Project.  Church people often have a great deal of difficulty clarifying an issue because the people on the other side are at an advantage when there is lack of clarity. To get clarity, the negotiating committee would have to push for a “yes” or “no” response to their specific proposals.  In my role-playing, I was giving them “mush.”  

Then I was hit by a bolt of lightning.  I asked this question, “Is this an accurate version of Jesus’ dealing with the money lenders in the Temple?”:  “Jesus tiptoed into the Temple, tapped one of the money-lenders on the shoulder, and politely said to him, ‘excuse me sir, would you mind moving your table to a more appropriate place.’”  Of course everyone broke out laughing.  We crossed the hurdle of confrontation.

People want to be like Moses or like Jesus or like Tom Paine or like Mother Jones or like John L. Lewis or like Susan B. Anthony or like  Dolores Huerta or like Fanny Lou Hamer or like any of a number of heroes and heroines who they think of as different kinds of human beings from themselves.  Organizing finds the Moses or Jesus who is in each and every human being.

Credentials

A Denver organizing friend of mine says that the successful organizer has to earn the right to meddle.  In part, that means you have to establish yourself as someone who should be listened to.  You need credentials to operate in a community.   When you don’t have them, you have to earn them before you can move large numbers of people to act.

Here’s a story, told on himself as a young man, by Abner Mikva, once a 5-term member of Congress from Chicago, a Federal district court judge and counsel to the President during the Clinton administration.  At the time of this story, Mikva was a law student at the University of Chicago.

“There was a store-front, and the name Timothy O'Sullivan, Ward Committeeman, was painted on the front window. I walked in and I said ‘I'd like to volunteer to work for Adlai Stevenson and Douglas.’  This quintessential Chicago ward committeeman took the cigar out of his mouth and glared at me and said, ‘Who sent you?’ I said, ‘Nobody sent me.’ He put the cigar back in his mouth and he said, ‘We don't want nobody that nobody sent.’ This was the beginning of my political career in Chicago.”

Organizing:  A Profession?

These days there’s a lot of talk about professionalizing organizing.  There is merit to the idea that organizers should get decent pay, recognition for their unique talents and that they should develop ethical standards for their work.  But there’s also a dark side to professionalization.  

I want to warn against some of these tendencies:  

· esoteric language when plain English would do, 

· pay scales that create too great a gap in life experience between the organizer and the people with whom she or he works, 

· institutionalization in which the organizations of organizers become self-interested bodies whose turf wars, fights to win foundation grants, desire to recruit talent and other power considerations subvert the very purpose of organizing.
The purpose of organizing is to build people power so that people like you and me, and people like the people in the Mission District and Bayview Hunters Point and South of Market and the Sunset can make our country live up to the democratic ideals we now so arrogantly proclaim to the world and so deeply betray in our practices and institutional arrangements here at home and abroad.
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