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Community organizing is “hot” now. While some may think of it as little more than
anartifact from the 1960s, it is both older and more contemporary. It has roots dat-
ing backatleast to the late nineteenth century and continues today with a vibrancy
and variety of expressions uncommon for such conservative times. Efforts from
community development corporations to national organizing networks prolifer-
ateand expand widely. Foundations reflect and fuel this growth. After funding indi-
vidual-oriented efforts in the 1980s and then family-oriented ones in the 1990s,
many foundations turned in the late 1990s to community as the locus and vehicle of
critical social initiatives. Theorists were ahead of foundations regarding the salience
ofcommunity work. New Social Movement theory instructs that community-based
organizing both in cultural and geographic communities has become the domi-
nant form of resistance and social change since the 1960s.' These theorists argue
that organizing at the community level proliferates widely in a postindustrial world,
asindustrial forms of organizing around labor and class become less salient. Com-
munitarian theorists underscore the growing clamor for community and connec-
tion as aresult of our decontextualizing global order.> More recently, the critique
of Skocpol argues against the professionally managed advocacy organizations, often
based in Washington, D.C., that dominate contemporary civic life and have taken
the place of more participatory, membership-based, federated forms of local
engagernent.’ Whether theorists see the membership-based community efforts
about which we write as proliferating, declining, or displaced, attention increas-
ingly focuses on their importance. For scholars, however, the challenge is to get
below general observations to a closer look at the complexity, competing ideolo-
gies, and variety within community organizing that are revealed in the longitudi-
nalanalyses and case studies offered in this volume.

This chapter underscores not only the proliferation and diversity but also the
disconnects and limits of community organizing. It first discusses the varied types
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of community organizing that have persisted over time and asserts some
lessons learned from them. In addition, this chapter focuses on several iy,
tensions in the field of community-based social change. The first is the

between different traditions and visions of community-based work. One, m,
referred to as community organizing or social action, makes demands on both pub-
lic-sector and private-sector targets. It seeks greater social intervention, improveg
conditions, and social, urban, and economic programs. It uses mobilization ang the
power of people to work toward change. It offers an extrapolitical or extraparli,

mentary approach, because it (1) lacks the necessary power to have its claigps _szw
and power exercised through official channels and/or (2) seeksa mﬁzmmﬁaaﬁ
change in the social, political, and economic structure. Its opposition can be 3 Tneans
anda vision, a strategy as well as an alternative worldview. To achieve broader ends
it employs a variety of tactics, from directaction to negotiation and Partnering with
those in power. In contrast, other organizations work within a framework called
community development, which focuses on improving communities through a vagi.
ety of self-help or service programs. These programs may be financed from the oy-
side, but their goal is to improve local conditions through local solutions. They too
may have broader objectives, as with oppositional groups, but it is more commuop
for them to follow a pluralist politics that seeks to win incremental victories and
deliver services within a context of current power relationships or modestly shifi-
ing ones. We will discuss other ways of classifying organizations later, but it isimpor-
tant to point out the diversity and coexistence of a range of political stances within
what can be described as community organizing,

A second tension emerges from an examination of the results of progressive
cornmunity organizations. There are many of these throughout the United States,
as illustrated later in this chapter, that work on a variety of social and economic
issues. The larger of these organizations have the capacity to organize multicity
carmpaigns, and some have a strong regional presence. Some of the organizations
have long traditions; organizations affiliated with the Industrial Areas Foundation
(IAF) date back to the late 193 0s. However, despite local successes this work hasnot
significantly impacted the wider national agenda or translated into the traditional
political arena. Except for coordinated national networks with broad agendas such
as ACORN, which has been in existence for more than thirty years but has grown
remarkably with the recent interest in community-based initiatives, progressive
work on the ground remains at the level of the local community, sometimes at the
regional level, but rarely contributes to the national agenda in a significant way.

A third tension results from the fragmentation of the field of community
organizing. Though the political context has been stacked against these organiza-
tions, in part their limited success results from the absence of connection between
them. The many progressive initiatives have not been able to find ways to unite into
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roader social movementor coalition for social justice. This might have a lot to
with differing origins, traditions, suspicions between leaderships, differences in
social bases, and competition for limited funds. However, until these divisions

are addressed more effectively, the progressive tendencies within the community

| sector remain largely limited to thelocal arena.

Finally, there is an ongoing tension between local community organizing and
social movements. These movements have played a key role in opening political
c%onc:mamm for avariety of local organizing activities. The early work of Alinsky
in Chicago would not have succeeded if it had not been for the militancy of the
industrial labor movernent. Similarly, in the 1960s, Alinsky’s work built on the
strength of the civil rights movement. On the other hand, once in place, local
organizations have had difficulty connecting to wider social movements. For exam-
ple, there has been little connection between the wave of youth activism linked to
anticorporate globalization and progressive local organizations. This disconnect,
Jike some of the other tensions noted earlier, poses challenges to the field of com-
munity organizingat the sarne time the field is experiencing a significant revival.
We will explore these tensions later in this chapter.

TYPES OF COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

Inthe interest of sharpening the discourse, we have drawn upon the two dominant
approaches usually cited in the literature: community development and social
action. OF course, these dominant types overlap and interact within and between
organizations. Nor is this a static situation. Organizations change dominant strate-
gies over time, not uncommonly from social action to community development.
The work of one affects the other, even if unintentionally. For example, the very
existence of social action efforts can give community development initiatives more
room to maneuver and often more funding for their work. Nevertheless, in general
atany given moment organizing efforts tend to prefer community development or
social action. Ina nutshell, social action represents an engagement in the struggle
for social change through organizing people to pressure government or private
bodies. Central to this perspective is an oppositional politics and the use of conflict
strategies and tactics.’ This kind of organizing may challenge social inequalities and
oppressive power by offering an alternative politics, a critique of current conditions
and power relations. Or it may focus on specific winnable local demands. In con-
trast, community development assumes a shared interest in society. It seeks pri-
marily to bring together diverse community interests in a common process that
contributes to the well-being of the community as a whole.’ It often results in
a strengthened sense of community, referred to as community building, and/or
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delivers tangible community projects such as housing or social services.s The ge
velopment approach is best illustrated by efforts to strengthen the local (usy =-
neighborhood) economy through either neighborhood protection efforts or BM 4
contemporary community development corporations (CDCs) and groups :M
Habitat for Humanity, which build affordable housing for low-incorne tenants apg
homeowners.” Community building focuses less on service del ivery and econopy;
improvement and more on developing community identity and connection, En
itis currently seen as more connected to the community development strate %
community building is viewed now as important by both perspectives. %

Of course there is much more complexity in the world of community organj;-
ing than appears in any simple dualism. For examnple, aside from the differences
between cormmunity developrent and social action approaches, community-based
efforts range from small, poorly funded, informal, local organizations focused opa
single issue and/or cultural identity to large, much better funded, more formalized
regional and national networks of community organizing efforts working of“
number of broad issues that seek national impact. Boyte criticizes staff-dominated
citizen action groups that primarily canvass “members” and remain without sub-
stantial roots in communnities or impact on community institutions. Despite the
diversity and divisions in the field, this chapter is guided by a single critical assump-
tion: for community organizing to have a true social change orientation, both direc-
tionsare simultaneously required. Organizing isabout both building community
and engaging in a wider struggle for social and economic Jjustice. We will condude
with an approach that recognizes the limits of the action/development duality and
asks how each contributes to building social integration or opposition.

ESSENTIAL LESSONS FROM THE PAST

A few lessons must suffice, but they are essential to contextualizing conternporary
discourse about the practice of organizing, First, community organizing has along
history. Community organizing has been an ongoing, integral, and significant part
of civil life for more than a century. Peo ple continue to choose in astounding numbers
to participate in voluntary-sector, civil society activity, including community orga-
nizing and development projects. This is a historical phenomenon. Americans tumn
most easily to community organizations at the grassroots level to build community,
participate in public life, and meet individual and collective needs. With the devolu-
tion of the nation state and the shifting of public responsibility to nonprofits and
community groups, this may be even truer today than it wasa hundred years ago.’
Second, community organizing cuts across various political stances and strate-
gies. Although almost all community organizing is a public activity that brings peo-
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Mv_A.u Bm&ﬁn to discuss and determine their collective welfare, it is not inherently rad-
ical, liberal, conservative, or reactionary. Nor is it inherently democratic and inclu-
siveor authoritarian and parochial. It is above all an extrapolitical activity, a strategy
gsed by different segments of the population to serve certain interests, achieve specific
momw. andadvance clear or ill-defined ideologies and political perspectives. For exam-
ple, right-wing groups have flourished in the past few decades as social action groups.
The form an organizing project takes depends on a host of factors, especially the
ideology and goals of its leadership, the goals and needs of the constituency being
prganized, the sources of funding, and the broader social ecology is which the effort
is situated. We should never assume that just because an effort is a community or-
ganization that it inherently seeks progressive social change. Nor should we accept
daims that community-based efforts are not political—that they are just about build-
ing relations and partnerships to better serve their communities. All community work
is political, that is, about power, whether the community efforts are explicit or
implicit, in tentional or not, about their political nature. In order to understand the
full range of community organizing efforts, we use a definition of power that reflects
poth pluralist and conflict theory. Lipsitz says that “power in the modern world is not
justa matter of allocation of resources, it is also a matter of legitimation.”® Winning
victories and a place at the bargaining table is essential to community organizing
efforts. They want to influence policies, programs, and governance. But for those with
amore oppositional orientation (discussed later), building a larger power bloc and
mobilizing constituen ts and allies requires challenging the basic legitimacy and prac-
tice of those in power, as well as providing alternatives to it.

Third, the relationship between local community organizing and national (or
international) social movementactivity is critical to understanding the origins,
nature, and success of local efforts and the importance of social action community
organizing. Often local efforts serve as the building blocks of broader movements,
what sociologists call social movement organizations (SMOs). These SMOs can
provide the democratic spaces, organizational opportunities, skill development,
and political education critical to broader movement building. Like social move-
ments they serve a significant political role by (1) pushing new issues onto the pub-
lic stage, (2) legitimizing previously ignored claims, (3) having these claims cause
divisions in the larger society and with more formalized political institutions and
processes, and (4) forcing political parties and other institutions to address these
heretofore ignored grievances. By opposition we mean both contestation for power
with elites and activity that seeks to build an alternative to existing structures and
relations. I't extends beyond issues of governing and governance to influencing far
broader social change.

Social movements provide opportunities, direction, and support for such local
efforts. Even more than community organization, they have the power to force
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claims, politics, strategies, and tactics onto not only the local but also the state
national political stage, thereby legitimizing and catapulting them beyond :MMM_
tional barriers. Consider the civil rights movernent, which began based op gen 2
ations of prior local work as well as local efforts after World War IT. It mnmia”,
national proportions and spawned, directly and indirectly, organizing effort at nso
time such as the New Left, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee gh
the Black Power movement, not to mention later efforts around the mmrw. and
power of women, other ethnic and racial minorities, gays and lesbians, apq 50
forth." The social ecology and strategies of the civil rights movement were not lip-
ited to official channels, at either the local or national level. As with all successfy}
movements, however, its impact was much greater than the sum ofitslacal parts, It
is this heritage of and interaction with social movement opposition that recently
has been dropped out of the discourse related to community Organizing.

Fourth, community organizing efforts develop in a broad context that heavily
influences the effort as well as the overall dominant form of community OIganizing
inany era. Social movements are one critical part of that broad context. The socia]
ecology in which an organizing effort is situated heavily influences its daily practice
and long-term objectives. That context includes the local neighborhood or cultura}
community; the city, suburb, or rural environment; the metropolitan ares; the state;
the nation; and the globe, all contributing to a multilevel social ecology of commu-
nity organizing. They all reflect varied levels, which both situate and influence com-
munity-based efforts. Clearly, local conditions directly nurture, spawn, and limit
community organizing projects. The participants (organizersand members) anda
myriad of conditions at the grassroots level cornbine to mold consistently unique
onmmiN:.Hm experiences. But while community oxganizing projects have asignificant
nature and existence at the local level, they are also products of a broader context
that extends to national and even international political-economic developrnents.
Inlarge degree, the macro political-economic context heavily influences the goals
and strategies, the general tenor, the type of organizing selected, and the likelihood
of success of local efforts.

THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTEXT: A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Throughout the twentieth century, dominant forms of community organizing
emerged in different eras. The liberal reform political economy of the Progressive
Era, the period from approximately 1900 through 1917, responded positively to the
impulse for reform at national, state, city, and community levels. Although other
types of community organizing existed in this period, it was the integrated ap-
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wuom% that blended community development and social action—exemplified in
the best of the social settlement houses—which dominated the era.

In the Great Depression of the 1930s the community development approach
had much less salience and support. As capitalism collapsed, as one reform solu-
tion after another failed to halt the economic depression, the social action type,
most notably the urban populist work of Saul Alinsky in the Back of the Yards
neighborhood in Chicago, came to dominate grassroots activity. The hotly debated
and precarious political econormy of the era legitimated citizen action and politi-
calferment at the factory as well as the communities where workers lived. Alinsky’s
work drew on the militant organizing in the 1930s and 1940s derived from the union
and radical movements. It proposed to “rub raw people’s resentments” as a way to
get themn involved and fight the established powers.” Conflict was not the only strat-
egy and tactic used by Alinsky and his staff. Community building, developing rela-
tionships in the community, and winning trust and support through “one-on-one”
encounters were also important parts of the work. Opposition almost always
includes a broad variety of tactics. Conflict is one of many means community
members and organizers use to win power. But it was central to Alinsky’s strategy.

In the post~World War Il era the conservative cold war economy stifled social
action and encouraged more accommodationist forms of community development,
both at home and abroad. Of course, community development efforts, such as
homeowners and property associations, had a long history. But conservative eras,
such as that created by the cold war politics of the postwar era, tied this necessity
for neighborhood associations to a reactionary politics. Segregationist goals were
intertwined with community betterment, interconnecting the protection of prop-
erty values witha politics of neighborhood exclusion.”

The relationship between the national political economy and community
organizing is not aone-way street where the dominant form of community orga-
nizing is determined by the national political economy of an era. The historical
process is a much more complex dialectic. In the 1960s and the first part of the
1970s, when the social action type of community organizing came to dominate
again, the national political economy both produced the change and was the prod-
uct of it. The grassroots resistance of the southern civil rights movemnent, the stu-
dent New Left, and the rebellion in black urban slums pushed the national political
econormy left, expanded the political discourse to legitimate grassroots resistance,
and demanded the passage of social legislation to address the needs of the poor and
people of color. The interconnection between the broader social movement and
local-based community organizing was clear and critical. The shift in political econ-
omy at the national level, expanded with Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and War
on Poverty programs, encouraged both social action and community development
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approaches, though social action infused almost every effort. On the heels of th
developments Boyte heralded a “backyard revolution” in the making," 3
Itis this interpenetration between the national political economy angd
B.c.EQ organizing that comes across so vividly in the history of communj i
nizing efforts. The legacy of Alinsky organizing, the civil rights movement and
New Left are examples of oppositional social action strategy grounded _.=. :wrn
mm:.ﬂonSQ and direct action. We will see that with the period of Hmmﬁcw”._.. 3
beginning in the late 1970s, new practices that were more embedded in _uuonn_:m
of governance and service delivery began to dominate. T

q orga-

CONTEXTUALIZING CONTEMPORARY PRACTICE

The importance of the national, even global, political economy in shaping th
nature of community organizing is evident in the past few decades, owwmammm mm
(1) the proliferation of the community organizations with a variety of Sm:.“_wnn”
and practices, (2) the increasing importance of the community developmentand
community-building approach, and (3) the widespread adoption by most comn-
munity-based efforts of more moderate strategies and the dramatic decline in
salience of oppositional strategies and conflict tactics. Throughout the 1980s and
1990s the legacy of social action community organizing diminished." These
changes take on even greater significance in light of the broad proliferation of corn-
B.ciQ efforts and even broader interest in the practice and potential of commu-
nity organizing.

In the 1980s the United States made a clear turn to neoconservative politics at

the national level. The twelve years of Reagan/Bush policy from 1981 to 1993 pro-
:.58& aneoconservative agenda grounded in promoting corporate interests and
right-wing programs, policies, and discourse. Responding to the heightened
demands of an emerging global economy and the challenged status of U.S. corpo-
Sn.mo:m in it, neoconservatives sought to cut social costs. They went after labor
unions, government programs, and claimant movements; they shifted even the lim-
ited political dialogue about human needs completely to corporate needs; they dele-
gitimized the public sector and publiclife and pushed people into increasingly
private spheres and private conceptions of the good life. "

In the neoconservative decades of the 1980s and 1990s, the impact of national
context on local organizing was enormous. A wide variety of effor ts continued to
promote democratic resistance and left insurgency, but it was the neoconservative
political economy that largely determined the direction of most community or1-
ganizing during the decade, moderating thern and pushing them away from oppo-
sitional strategies. In fact, the load shedding of public responsibility by the national
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moﬁﬂaamg foisted new burdens as well as opportunities on local groups. The dra-
matic increase of nonprofit organizations in the past three decades, including but
pot limited to community-based efforts, is a manifestation of this national policy.
Clearly the proliferation of community work since the late 1970s should be seen as
an outgrowth of 1960s activism and a growing desire for democratic participation.
gut the proliferation of such community work must also be understood as well as
a by-product of neoconservative politics and policies.

Rinku Seniargues that three contextual trends have had a major impact on pro-
gressive organizing since the 1970s. These are “the resurgence of conservative move-
mentsand the power gained by such movements in the United States since the early
1970s; the character and organization of the new economy, which is distinguished
by the rising use of neo-liberal policies and contingent workers; and the continued
and unyielding role of racismand sexism in the organization of society”"

This chapter will focus on the first contextual trend. The emergence of the neo-
conservative movement and neoliberalism (the more global variant of neoconser-
vatism in the United States) as the ideology that defines social and economic policies
hashad a contradictory impact on the community sector. The increased importance
of community organizations for economic and urban development is a reflection
of the processes of globalization and the consequent rearrangement of power at both
the national and the local level. Local restructuring is at stake because the nation-
state has revised its traditional role and functions. Consequently, the regulation func-
tion of the state has been redefined, relying on market and related competition, as
well as local nonprofit associations for provision of goods and services.

There are many different paths from what Jessop describes as the shift from the
Keynesian Wel fare National State (KWNS) to Schumpeterian Workfare Postna-
tional Regimes (SWPR).* But regardless of the specific route, all subordinate social
policy to economic policy with downward pressures on working conditions, and
allseek to get people to become “enterprising subjects” and less dependent on state
welfare prograrms. They diminish national governments, place greater emphasis on
local, regional, and supranational levels of government, and accord new powers to
social par tnerships with related processes of negotiation.

The combination of extensive use of public-private and other partnerships and
the involvement of diverse stakeholders in building agreements for how to adjust
to the international competitive realities is coupled with expansion and support
for the third sectorand the social economy. The neoliberal ideology places markets
at the center and implies that they should be open and, as far as possible, “liberated
from all Forms of state interference* Both governments and foundations have
policies that have promoted local entrepreneurial strategies both private and social,
aswell as accommodating investment through private-public partnerships. The
process is contradictory insofar as these bodies have been active in promoting and
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supporting community organizations. And it is paradoxical that these Organiz._
tions have moved into a vacuum created by the cutting of public services while als
having to respond to the deteriorating social and economic conditions®

In the United States, the Reagan-Bush-Clinton period recast the role of the
state, and the agent of social change was redefined from the people and the govery.
ment to the corporations.” The government launched unprecedented attacks on
the power of trade unions and the poor in order to minimize social costs and sup-
port corporate allies in the competitive globalized market. In addition, the ful] force
of the technological revolution transformed the industrial core of the United Stateg
into decaying centers of unemployment and despair. Community organizatiops,
faced with mounting social problems such as poverty and unemployment, apd
without resources, were forced to be innovative; they created new forms of support
and social solidarity. Food banks, shelters for the homeless, self-help organizations,
and economic initiatives aimed at meeting basic needs and urban revitalization
emerged. In some cases, such as community economic development, new forma)
partnerships were established, drawing community organizations and other actors
into a consensus-building process, often with banks and o ther businesses formerly
seen in the social action model as the cause of community problerns. The com-
munity efforts of the 19805 and 19905 tended to lose their explicit political edgeand

found a new place alongside gover nment and the private sector in reconstructing
social and economic provision.

MODERATION OF COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

In the 19805 and 1990s, the dorninant community organizing practice becarne com-
munity development** Ina social action model, power is the goal, a valuable com-
modity that enables people and their communities to getthings done. Neo-Alinsky
organizations, for example, try to “give people a thirst for power.”® Recent models of
community development define power in terms of technical skills or as untapped
capacities resting within the community—internal power, which the community
already possesses but needs to develop or access. Community work focuses on build-
ing relationships in the neighborhoods, developing partnerships with the powerful,
using consensus strategies and tactics in order to actualize community capacity. This
is important and valuable work that has tended in the past two decades, not always
by choice, to adopt more conservative, businesslike strategies and tactics. As economic
support for social services and solving social problems declined due to opposition at
the federal level and shrinking tax bases at the local level, and as political discourse
in the nation revolved around free-market solutions to all problerns, many commu-
nity organizing efforts moved more into the business of economic development®
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This trend was nowhere more evident than in the rapid growth and spread of
community development corporations (CDCs), which dominated the field om.noB-
munity organizing from the early 1980s through the mid-1990s. CDCs began in H.rm
j960s and experienceda “second wave” in the 1970s, when cummw E.m Carter admin-
istration they became central components of the limited, but significant, federally
assisted neighborhood development movement. Beginning around 1980, however,
CDCs found government support drastically cut. A new, third wave of CDCs mm.<m_-
oped in the privatization campaigns of the Reagan years and were forced _w;.o
becoming much more businesslike than their predecessors. They had to exhibit
pusiness talent and development skills once thought to be the exclusive province
of the for-profit sector.”*

The bottom line for most CDCs, as with seemingly everything else in these
decades, was economic success. The primary goals were to “correct the market’s fail-
ure to provide jobs and services to the community,”as well as help build a nonwhite
middle class by developing highly specific and measurable development projects in
which neighborhood people could work for their own economic betterment.* Most
avoided political controversy, were dominated by professionals with a technical ori-
entation, had narrow memberships bases, and rejected social action activity.
Although market dernands forced most CDCs to become so oriented to economic
success that they were not able to sustain their social action work, they did not always
give up on these goals by choice. They were often forced into it, and then adapted
toit. This was true of social action organizers as well. Neo-Alinsky organizer Shel
Trapp saw a natural progression in his work. First, organizations defend the neigh-
borhood; then they take an “offensive” stance. “That’s when you start to link devel-
opment with organizing”*” Robert Rivera, an IAF organizer, put it similarly: “There
are two types of organizing. One that is for, the other is against. Now you have to be
for something. It's a different style of organizing.™ But at play in the 1980s was more
than a “life cycle” of organizing. Community economic development and building
community partnerships with local economic and political elites became the domi-
nant form of comm unity organizing because of the demands and constraints of
organizingina neoconservative political economy. Of course many efforts held on
to conflict strategies and tactics, even while combining them with economic devel-
opment projects, especially older efforts with roots in the politics of the “sixties”
such as ACORN, National People’s Action, and the Center for Third World Or-
ganizing. But the pressures against social action turned most away. From the late
19705 to the mid-1990s, community economic development seemed to become vir-
tually synonymous with community organizing.

Of course, while CDCs have become to a large extent private market develop-
ersand followed a path of consensus development and the conservative trend in
local work, a fuller picture of the relationship between CDCs and community
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organizing is more complicated. As noted previously, CDCs have a complex hig.
tory with multiple generations recognized in the literature, and these have shapeq
the vision that they carry into their practice of community development. » They
often began, for example, as organizing efforts. DeFilippis describes those created ip
the late 1970s and early 19805 as emerging out of protest movements. “They [sec.
ond-generation CDCjs| emerged out of localized problems and conflicts, and it was
not ideologically inconsistent to deal with local-scale problems as a developer rather
than an adversarial activist.* With the transformation of the relationship betwee,
the state and community organizations, described earlier, there was greater pres-
sureon CDCs to take on a state replacement role and become the key local Service
provider.*

In the past decade, while community economic development work has re-
mained significant, a new community-building emphasis developed in responsein
large part to the discovery of worsening community conditions and relationships,
especially in but certainly not limited to poor and minority communities. Com-
munitarian authors such as Putnam and Etzionj argue for the rebuilding of “socja)
capital” as a means of fe-creating civil society.™ The emphasis is on the localasa
way of creating participation of citizens in socially oriented networks. Similarly,
Kretzmann and McKnight construct an important perspective combining com-
munity building and community development that is based on the analysis that
the prospect for outside help is bleak because of budgetary constrain ts and that
significant community development can take place only when local people and
local institutions discover and invest their own resources and efforts. The basic goal
is to mobilize assets to build community involving “virtually the entire community
in the complex process of regeneration.”®

From a social action perspective, this version of community building empha-
sizes consensus and collaborative strategies, de-emphasizes community tensions,
and ignores the causes of many comm unity problerns. It usually does not deal with
underlying structural and contextual issues that caused community problerns, such
as banks that redline the community, corporations that abandon it, absentee land-
lords who run it down, or private and public policy that undermines it. The new
community building posits itself as an alternative to both the social work model,
which for McKnight* reduces citizens to clients, and to the Alinsky/social action
model, which Kretzmann and McKnight'* dismiss as grounded in community
deficits and problems rather than community assets. As with Mike Eichler’s “con-
sensus organizing” strategy, there is a basic understanding that the context of the
1980s and 1990s required new models of organizing that could be “sold as a real
conservative program.”*

' Returning to Sen’s observation on the changing context, we can see two impor-
tant elements. Changes in work have important consequences for asset-based prac-
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tice. With the loss of regular work and the precarious employment that replaced it,
the hours of work have becorne redefined, and they are predictable. Working in
part-time low-wage sectors destabilizes family life because members often have
to balance several jobs with irregular hours. Asa consequence, there is neither the
time nor the energy to participate in such new forms of community life. The avail-
ability of predictable time shapes the possibilities for voluntary commitments. With
the restructuring of wage labor, this is not a realistic option for many members,
particularly of low-income communities. From a social action perspective, the pre-
scriptions of McKnight and the others create an idealized and decontextualized
view of community. Similarly, when a ferninist analysis is added, the idea of com-
munityasa voluntary means of caring becomes problematic. Feminists have argued
that women who participate in the labor market have a double day, with both
domestic and wage labor. Currently with the realignment of state services and
the appropriation of them in the community, this further increases the demand
on women, who traditionally have provided much of local direct and unwaged
services.”

Social action groups have been affected as well by the moderating influence of
the conservative context. Most neopopuilist, political activist community organiz-
ing efforts during the 19805 and early 1990s adopted more moderate strategies and
a more moderated version of oppositional politics. Battle lines shifted. “To a sur-
prising extent the grass roots no longer ‘fight the power. They fight for a share of
the power. Sometimes they win a sizable share. .. . [Sometimes they] team up with
the established elite that they once derided and that once spurned them.”*® Even
National People’s Action (NPA), another organizing network based in Chicago, one
criticized by some organizers as too confrontational, opposed in the early 1990s
being “outin the streets making symbolic statements, when you can be in the
boardroom negotiating specific agreements that win for neighborhoods.™”

Consider the evolution of the Industrial Areas Foundation, the direct descen-
dant of Alinsky organizing, which currently has about sixty-two organizing projects
around the nation, butitis in Texas where the [AF network is the strongest.
Throughout the state, in San Antonio, Houston, El Paso, Austin, Fort Worth, and
the Rio Grande Valley, IAF organizers and active members struggle for utility reform,
improved public education, government acco untability, health care for the indigent,
and basic public services, including water and sewers for the “colonias.” Most visi-
bly, they organize “get out the vote” efforts to promote bond packages to help IAF
neighborhoods, hold “accountability sessions” to keep politicians publicly in line
with JAF objectives, encourage voter registration, and work to improve “alliance
schools” by halting the dropout rate, stopping drug use and violence, and getting
parents more involved. More quietly, in the day-in and day-out practice of com-
munity organizing, they serve as “schools of public life” empowering neighborhood

— s T
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residents by giving thern an opportunity to do something about publicissues that
have “frustrated {them] all their lives™°

IAF organizations do all this remarkably well, as 5»3‘.0@.:58583 have

noted. Applebome proposed in 1988 that the IAF Network is “in ways .r:.ma and
small .. .changing politics in Texas*' Mary Beth Rogers, who served as .&:mm of wﬁm
to former Texas governor Ann Richards, concluded that "rm IAF mmo.nm in Texas “are
virtually the only organizations in America that are enticing working poor people
to participate in politics.”* Mark Warren’s more Hnnnum study of the Texas IAF,
written within the social capital discourse, is equally flattering. Emw.ﬂms.mamm the H.GSM
IAF as an impressive example of “community vE_n:u.m to revitalize American
democracy”* Without doubt its achievernents and victories have been many.

But it is not a static organization. While still following much of the Alinsky style
of organizing, the IAF adapted a new organizing strategy in the .Gm% and 1990s to
meet the needs of new constituents and the demands and openings of a new con-
servative context. Whereas most CDCs look for consensus, IAF groups .Fnsm on the
importance of “standing for the whole™* Of course, many in power still .mnmbym as
a radical protest group,and even during Alinsky’s lifetime some IAF .m:o_mna. w:.nr
as The Woodlawn Organization, shifted from “conflict to coexistence. .ﬂa. HQBE.E
a strong, progressive, and democratic voice; m.n is a powerful oﬂmmEN.mcoz <.;~_.
dynamic leaders, a large mass base, a confrontational style,and chmswEm_ funding.
But in a conservative context this success came with costs. The ?b&:m. tended to
be more for moderate projects such as building civic capacity in wc.vrn schools.
Moreover, the more moderate strategy encouraged IAF oammuimn.m to distance 925
selves from radicals and social movements. Whereas the SH_.% >_:_w5\ took pride in
being a radical, in the IAF radicals are seen as alienated outsiders. HVH now m_h..oa
makes a fetish of its commitment to moderates,’ noted veteran organizer and trainer
Mike Miller. The strategy of moderation, the commitment to Bo&mnmwo.m_ the
grounding of IAT efforts in mainstream religious institutions, anda mmmﬁ_:om.&
power that emphasizes building relationships may have led, however, n.o a politics
that limits the parameters of IAF’s work and its overall long-term mmm.ncéanmm“

Of course, organizations cannot “do it all.”Insucha complex recipe, nmwmnw_a.
in a conservative context, other features of organizing pull energy and maEEM:
away from social action community organizing. In addition, muammﬁa.m.mon mw_aum mw
opment, traditional community building, and demands for mﬂ.o::ﬁmgrs\a .
hard for organizations to find the flexibility to carry outanaction mmgm_m. m<~.n .5
ACORN, which has done a better job of both continuing its progressive politics
and using direct action tactics, one staff member, commenting on the Oogﬂum
hensive Community Initiative in the South Bronx in which >mO.WZ was fun i
by the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation to“do it all,” noted, “It’s a real struggh
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to not compromise our work culture to fit [this project]. We spend a lot of time
making sure that our culture stays intact. . .. Direct action is our culture.”*

REINSERTING OPPOSITION

Itis no paradox neoconservatives call for neighborhood-based solutions and
“emnpowerment” of citizens; they know well that these are less expensive strategies
for problems that require costly national and global solutions and neighborhood-
based initiatives. Without the existence of a social movement able to push the
national political discourse left, win funding for social programs and redistribu-
tional policies, and struggle for state power, we can expect, at best, incremental
change from the top and important but modest victories at the grass roots. What-
ever the context ahead, community organizing, even with its limits, will remain
essential: as schools of democracy and progressive citizenship; as seeds of larger
resistance efforts; as demonstrations of the persistence of public life in an increas-
ingly private world; as the vehicles of struggle in which we win victories, develop
skills, forge identity, and legitimate opposition; and as potential grassroots compo-
nents of the next major social justice movement. To play such roles, however, com-
munity organizing must both build on and go beyond the contemporary context.
Itmustbenefit from the new skills and strategies learned in the past generation and
challenge the neoconservative political economy, which heavily shaped organizing
inthe past decades. While the history of community organizing makes clear that
mational context is fundamental, it also instructs that opposition—ideological and
direct action challenges—is essential to push the context, policies, and programs
toward meeting basic hurman needs and implementing more democratic processes.
Take, for example, the work of ACORN and its recent successes around both
predatory lending and predatory tax preparation. Using a national network now
located in some sixty-five cities, towns, and rural areas, as well as new efforts in
Canada and Peru, ACORN continues to use a variety of strategies and tactics to
move the issues that most affect its primarily low-income constituents, issues for
which ACORN can get funding support and on which it can win, and issues around
which ACORN can generally build the organization while keeping closely tethered
toitsoverall identity as part of a larger social justice movement. In the predatory
lending campaign, ACORN brought a number of major financial businesses,
including Household Finance Corporation, one of the largest banking and lend-
ing agencies in the world, to the bargaining table through a variety of tactics such
asbroad participation by community members in direct actions at Household cor-
Porate sites, board meetings, and the homes of members of the board of directors;
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publicrelations in local and national media, including newspapers, radio, and te].
evision; legislative initiatives at the local, state, and national levels; nmm&ﬂo@ cam.
paigns at multiple levels; and shareholder strategies. ACORN was able to win
significant victories with Ameriquest, Citigroup, and Household Finance, all major
financial institutions.”

ACORN also demonstrated a variety of strategies and tactics in a national cam-
paign around the exploitation by commercial tax preparers of low-income resj.
dents eligible for the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), who are encouraged tq
take, at often exorbitant interest rates, a Refund Anticipation Loan (RAL)in order
to get their tax refund quicker. Research by the Brookings Institution concluded
thatin 2001 0f the $32.4 billion in refunds under the EITC program targeted at the
working poor some $1.9 billion went to commercial tax preparers.® RALS are usy.
rious short-term loans that charge an annual percentage rate of anywhere from 67
to 774 percent.” ACORN, which noticed this problem was affecting its members,
determined that H&R Block and Jackson-Hewitt offices were actively operatingin
the same low-incorne communities that ACORN was organizing. ACORN met with
policy analysts who had done work on this issue, secured funding from the Mar-
guerite Casey Foundation for a direct action campaign targeting H&R Block and
Jackson-Hewitt, and utilized similar tactics as in the predatory lending Campaign.
Especially effective was ACORN's ability asa national network of local community
efforts to mobilize protests in the winter of 2004, during the early part of tax season,
at somne fifty offices of H&R Block on the same day and on more than one occa-
sion. The turnout of members participating in the actions varied, but the chant-
ing, aggressive dermands, anger against the injustice of these predatory practices,
bad vcv:nmmm. in national and local media, and the fact that those protesting were
community people all got Block’s attention. While the results of the campaign are
still uncertain, the fact that H&R Block signed a negotiated agreement with
ACORN within five months of the first protest points to the power of ACORN’s
social action organizing, [t demonstrates the effectiveness of directaction strate-
giesand tactics, when coupled with a national network and a relatively steadfast
ideological commitment to fighting against class and race inequity and for a more
democratic and egalitarian society.

BRIDGING THE DIVIDES

Another significant challenge for contemporary community organizing is to
address the fragmentation that exists not only between community development
and building ap proaches, on the one hand, and social action efforts, on the other,
but also between grassroots community organizing efforts themselves, as well as
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petween community organizing efforts and contemporary social movements. If
community organizing is to have an impact greater than the sum of its parts, these
divides must be addressed.

The first divide is the disconnection between community organizing efforts
themselves, undermining their overall impact. Until very recently the national and
regional networks—IAF, ACORN, Gamaliel, National People’s Action, PICO
National Network, and others—essentially acted as though they were ignoring each
other. Most of them ignored comparable organizing in the workplace or efforts
around culture and identity rather than geography. Increasingly, local efforts
steeped in the development and service tradition do form coalitions with each
other—for example, around homelessness, AIDS, or domestic violence—but this
isless common with thesocial action efforts. More recently connections have
improved. The national networks have been working with labor unions around liv-
ing wage, immigrant, and get-out-the-vote campaigns. ACORN has close ties with
the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) in Texas and Louisiana. More-
over, ACORN and Gamaliel have been working together in an inside-outside rela-
tionship in metropolitan areas where ACORN continues to organize in inner-city
neighborhoods and Gamaliel focuses on inner-suburban communities with simi-
lar problems. But historically and still predominantly today these organizing efforts
tend to work alone, ignoring the work of counterparts and, at their worst, putting
down the efforts of the others. This tension has a long history and results from solid
choices about where to putscarce resources and the obvioas limits of coalition
work. There are also ideological and practice divisions, not to mention competi-
tion for limited funding. But what seems to keep them apart as well are narrow
issues of turf, organizational maintenance, personalities, and sometimes even a tra-
dition of arrogance bred by a political culture hardened to outsiders. As the world
and its challenges become larger and more integrated, community organizations
are rethinking this isolation. The very fact that globalization foists its social prob-
lems onto communities that are unable to handle them underscores the need for
larger, more powerful organizations to confront them.® This point is not lost on
the national networks, especially ones like IAF and ACORN that have been around
for more than a generation. ACORN, for example, has doubled its number of locals
since 2003, an extraordinary rate of growth. Nevertheless, the divides that separate
organizing efforts remain wide and daunting.

The second divide is with social movements. As the challenges to community
organizations become greater, the need for connection with contemporary social
moverments becomes more obvious. Local organizing, with all its benefits, has its
limits, especially in our globalizing context. Our world is increasingly characterized
by centralization of power and decentralization of production.’ Economic power
concentratesas the task of cleaning up the mess of neoliberal policy and economic
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globalization fragments. Unless organizing can both build on and surpass a localist
focus, the result could be internally directed local democracies and corporate contrgl
of everything else. New community developers recognize the local basis of demge.
racy. They are correct in their encouragement of participation in the building of
“civil society.” There is a base of people with expertise who participate in a wide varj.
ety of community activities. But the local is only the beginning, and a single cory,.
munity organization or even a single national network, no matter how effective, js
terribly overmatched by the size and power of corporations and governments,
Democracy has to build outward and confront the wider agenda that has been upj.
versally accepted by corporate leaders and politicians of all stripes. Clearly, the oppo-
sition has to be constructed from the ground up, but it must also connect to globy|
concerns and developments and especially to oppositional movements working for
social change. Unlike some who think the nation-state has been surpassed by the
new global economy,” and therefore is inappropriate as a target of organizing, we
propose, along with others, that community efforts need to expand their work
beyond the local to put the state back in to regulating corporate practice and ensuy-
ing the welfare of its citizens.” Problerns lived locally are connected internationally
and mediated by governments. In the United States those public bodies tend to be
weak and underfunded, so groups like ACORN have had more recent success tar-
geting private cor porations. Nevertheless, the connections between public and pri-
vate are there to be made. Appropriate alliances and demands have to be made to
build effective politics at all levels. Public policy remains essential to any long-term
social justice agenda. Community organizing with a social action politics has the
greatest potential to articulate demands and promote allian ces, which reach beyond
the local community.

The best way to do so is to mend the huge disconnect and divide between
community organizing efforts and contemporary social movements. Consider the
youth/antiglobalization social movement, a strong force prior to September 1, 200,
and the war in Iraq. Asimpressive as they were, the Battlein Seattleand the A16
demonstration in Washington, D.C., needed to be grounded in actual organizing
and daily practice. Itis no wonder community organizers, especially those in the
national networks, dismissed contermporary social mmovement activists because they
were “not really organizers” and “don’t have a base.” Organizers were critical of
antiglobalization road show politics in which confrontations at international meet-
ings becarme played out without much ongoing programmatic activity. We propose
that politicized community organizations can serve as bridges between mass events
and between mass events and local alliance-building and popular education. Politi-
cized community organizations such as ACORN can serve as day-to-day, on-the-
ground organizing opportunities for those first engaged and mobilized by the larger
social movernent. At the sarme time, we need wider political organizations to pro-
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mote demands and alternative visions that can sustain local struggles. Some like
ACORN propose an alliance of community organizing with labor organizing and
dlectoral politics, as seen in their work with the SEIU and the Working Families Party
in New York. Effective community organizing needs a national, even an international,
social movement, just as this broader movement depends on grassroots organizing.
As noted earlier, this is a key lesson in the history of community organizing. The
dialectical relationship between social movements and local organizing is essential
to understanding both the potentialand the limits of local work.

The third divide is between the community development and social action
models of organizing. The action and development models and the related litera-
ture examine practice elements and strategies. The politics tends to be limited to
what canbe described as “pragmatic reformism,” that is, improving social condi-
tions within the boundaries of what exists. How can community organizing move
beyond thisand contribute to greater social change and a politics of redistribution
that underscores the United States as a shared, democratic, and inclusive commu-
nity? Theissue is complex; it is not easy to separate limited gains from long-term
social change because engagement in the “real world” inevitably leads to pushing
for specific victories. The difference between those practices that are limited to
specific gains and those thatsee practice as part of a process of wider social change
is due to factors such as intention, vision, process, and alliances. Both action and
development can contribute to social change or can play a role in maintaining the
status quo. Both can also have a lasting impact by changing the consciousness of
the groups they serve, thus creating conditions for mobilization for social and polit-
ical change.

The renewal of activism in the current period challenges the split between social
action and development. The mobilizations on issues of international trade have
brought together actors and organizations from a variety of social and political
movements. The mobilizations that received extensive media coverage represent
oneaspect of theiractivities. There has been extensive local organizing at the
core. Younger activists, interviewed by Shragge, did not split along the action-
development divide but saw their work, whether it was developmental such as loan
funds or collective gardens or organizing labor or fighting corporate power, as being
in opposition to the relations of power in the society dominated by the interests of
large international capital.* Similarly, the literature on this new wave of activism
does not distinguish between action and development but examines the common-
ality of opposition.” The Link that facilitates these approaches to organizing has
been the blending of social movernents and local or community organizing. Ac-
tivists becomne organizers at the local level and find local activities that allow for the
expression of their oppositional politics. This is not new. The social movements of
the 1960s and the 19705 produced similar results as first the student movement and
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Tuble 8.1. Redefining Community Practice Models

Integration Overlapping Practices Opposition
Development  Service provision and Service provision at Building alternatives
development initiatives  the local level that create new
based on professional democratic or
leadership and a nonmarket economics,
consensus model new practices that are
Tradition: asset “prefigurative”
building (eg., Tradition: feminist
McKnight) services or green urban
development (collective
community gardens)
Action Pluralist pressure Organizing people in

Social movement
organizing and critical
consciousness,
challenging the
legitimacy of existing
power relations
Tradition: Social move-
ment organizing—
locally (e.g., antiglobal-
ization activism)

group organizing
Tradition: pluralist
pressure groups (eg.,
Alinsky)

a neighborhood to
pressure for local
improvements

'\ Soure: Eric Shiragge, Social Activism and Social Cha

nge: Lessons for Community and Local Organizing
1} {Guelph, Ontario: Broadview Press, 2003), 198.
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as a whole® In addition, local work must be connected to broader social Move.
ments and coalitions thatare part of a struggle for social change. Gutierrez and
Lewis, for instance, understand specific activities by feminist organizers at the local
level as tied to the broader social movement.* Table 8.1 illustrates the dimensions of
integration and opposition along with the action and development approaches ang
traditions in order to illustrate each approach. The quadrants have to be understogg
as types that show the general orientation of practice. The day-to-day reality is more
complex. However, community organizing has to move beyond the traditiong]
divides and become part of both a wider opposition movernent and its local face,

CONCLUSION

This chapter makes a case for community organizing that is willing to build oppo-
sition, use confrontation as part of its diverse arsenal of strategies and tactics, and
emphasize organizing that begins at the local level and builds outward. The argy
ment for more than two decades has been that social action is passé. This critique
camne first from neoconservatives outside of the field of organizing. If you risk social
action, your organization will pay the price of being marginalized and defunded,
This is alwaysa risk. Grassroots social change is never easy; it is inherently an auda-
cious act. But we think several factors create the conditions that make opposition
more acceptable and more effective. Economic competition and uncertainty have
left many with little stake in the status quo. The contradictions of our conternpo-
rary world—the growing class inequalities, the revival of ethnocultural hatreds,
heightened repression, the increased salience of right-wing regimes, and the con-
tinued wanion degradation of the Earth, to name but a few—continue to mount,
The tyranny of the “marketplace™ and pursuit of the corporate agenda have been
arrogant and successful. People have fundamental needs that are unmet and which
the new community development cannot meet. Support for the neoliberal order is
fragile; chinks in the armor, let alone a major crisis, could engage many people. A
combination of uncertainty and a lack of legitimization of the social order creates
conditions for opposition and contestation. Challenges to the existing order, in the
national campaigns of ACORN and in the earlier antiglobalization protests in Seat-
tle and Washington, D.C,, confront the corporate proponents of social moderation,
which fear the expanded social costs of democratic dissent and economic democ-
racy. Even with the events of Septernber 11, 2001, and the turn to even more con-
servative regimes since 2000, including the Bush victory in 2004, it seerns limited
and shortsighted for organizers, activists, and community-based service providers
not to seriously consider the potential of reinserting social action in their work as
away to build a broader opposition and alternative politics.
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