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“Grassroots organizing is our best hope. If you're serious about
making change from the bottom up, read Stand Up! and pass it on.”

—Representative Keith Ellison

Each of us faces a moment of truth—at a time of crisis, do we stand up and
speak out or retreat into our private lives? This book is for those frustrated by
what they see happening in the world but not sure what they can do about it.

Veteran organizer Gordon Whitman shows that we have the power we
need to create a racially and economically just society. But it won't happen if
we stay on the sidelines sharing social media posts and signing online peti-
tions. We win only if we're willing to join other people in the kind of face-to-
face organizing that has powered every successful social movement in history.
Whitman describes five types of conversations that enable people to build
organizations that can solve local problems and confront the greatest chal-
lenges facing our country—from gun violence to climate change. The beok is
a road map for standing up to the bullies who've hijacked our democracy and
divided us against each other.

Find your voice, make it heard, create lasting change. and live your pur-
pose in the world!

“A manual for a multiracial movement that combats racism and economic
inequality as two sides of the same coin, Stand Up! is a road map for moving
from resisting to governing.”

—Heather McGhee, President, Demos

“Stand Up! is just the kind of book we need right now. This is a guide for work-
ing people who want to make a difference.”

—Mary Kay Henry. International President, Service Employees International Union

Gordon Whitman's book is a summation of years of great organizing and an
invaluable resource for anyone who is ready for action.”

—Ai-jen Poo, Executive Director, National Domestic Workers Alliance,
and anthor of The Age of Dignity

'ﬁ GORDON WHNITMAN is deputy director of Faith in Action (formerly FICO
" MNational Network], with a membership of 3,000 faith institutions and 2.5 million
pecple. As a community organizer, legal services lawyern and stratagist, he helps
working families build strong and effective multiracial community organizations,
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Praise for Stand Up!

“Stand Up! is full of good sense about how people with the most on
the line can use their leverage to create change.”
—Carlos Saavedra Diaz, cofounder of Movimiento Cosecha and Lead
Trainer, Ayni Institute

“Gordon Whitman has done what organizers almost never do: turned
his years of practice into a valuable resource for engagement, learning,
and action.”

—Marshall Ganz, Senior Lecturer in Public Policy, Kennedy School of
Government

““Who belongs?’ is the most important question of our time. Adopting
this as a challenge, Stand Up! charts a way toward a more inclusive
society through five necessary conversations. Part organizing strat-
egy, part research, part biography, and part history lesson, Stand Up!
is an important guide for our troubled times.”

—Professor john a. powell, University of California, Berkeley, Director,
Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive Society

“Stand Up! presents a framework for change that is both practical and
inspiring. Group-based, grassroots organizing is the most powerful
way you can effect change, and Whitman provides a clear descrip-
tion and explanation of the organizing tools you need to stand up with
others in your community.”

—Ezra Levin, Co-Executive Director, Indivisible

“Stand Up! is a terrific guide for those who want to make this a more
just world.”
—Heather Booth, organizer and founder of Midwest Academy

“Upset about the state of the world? Unsure what you can do about
it? Read this book! You will be a changed person and more prepared
than ever to help change the world.”

—George Goehl, Codirector, People’s Action

“Whitman’s book is a must-read antidote for anyone who is struggling
to understand how to live a life of purpose or anyone who feels the
calling but is not sure what to do.”

—Professor Hahrie Han, University of California, Santa Barbara
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“We need to bring everything we know about people-led social change
to the table—that's why Stand Up! is such an important book for this
moment. It is a must-read for organizers working to develop leaders,
build multiracial teams, and win campaigns.”

—Saru Jayaraman, cofounder of Restaurant Opportunities Centers United
and Director, Food Labor Research Center, University of California,
Berkeley

“If you believe now is the time to resist, then this book about orga-
nizing and building lasting power is for you. Stand Up! links our
work across the issues of racism, economic inequality, and climate
change. It gives me hope and the tools to build a society in which
everyone belongs and can thrive.”

—Lindsey Allen, Executive Director, Rainforest Action Network

“Equal parts how-to and inspiration, Stand Up! shows how to build
democratic multiracial organizations that are both humane and ef-
fective.”

—Scott Reed, Executive Director, Faith in Action

“Gordon Whitman has given a gift to all of us who yearn to bring

people together across lines of difference to redeem the soul of our

nation. Stand Up! offers both a sacred call to action and a path

forward.”

—Rabbi Jonah Dov Pesner, Director, Religious Action Center of Reform
Judaism

“For those interested in fighting for the social justice so desperately
needed in our world today, Stand Up! teaches how to build power to
make impactful change, combining examples of successful organiz-
ing efforts, specific steps to developing power, and a compassionate
reflection on the real challenges to social change work.”

—Professor Paul Speer, Vanderbilt University
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PREFACE

I started writing Stand Up! before the fateful 2016 election. I
wanted to boil down what I've learned about social change from
working as a community organizer for over twenty-five years.
I wanted to explain how to make a difference in a system that
seems to be stacked against us and why to dedicate your life to
social change. This preface explains why I wrote the book and
some of the experience on which it’s based.

Opening Our Hearts

Chances are, we don’t know each other. I don’t know how
you've decided to live your life, your hopes and dreams, or
the suffering you've experienced. But were in the same boat.
I have a stake in whether you decide to get involved and speak
out. Whether we're awake to it or not, were facing off together
against the same wealthy families and large corporations that
have too much influence over our lives. Too often, their inter-
ests are to remove as much oil and gas from the ground, auto-
mate as much work to reduce labor costs, and divide us as much
as necessary to hold on to their power. We cannot trust good
intentions or our democratic institutions to protect us. All we
have to fall back on is each other and our capacity to work
together to create a better society. That rests not on technology
or brainpower but on our ability to see each other as brothers
and sisters, even if we've never met: to love others as we love
ourselves.
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Vi Preface

I felt this sense of human kinship and interdependence on
February 6, 2017, as I stood with 150 people gathered in Phoenix
to pray for Guadalupe Garcia de Rayos as she said good-bye to
her two children and entered a federal immigration building.
The next day she was deported to a country she had left twenty-
one years before at age fourteen. The photo of Guadalupe’s dis-
traught face as she looked through the grated window of a van
taking her away was haunting. It reminded me of how I felt
watching Tajai Rice being handcuffed and locked in the back of
a squad car while her brother bled to death in a Cleveland park
where hed gone to play and hearing Sandra Bland being told by
a White Texas State Trooper that hed “light her up” for asking
why shed been stopped.

Whether we see this pain in person or on social media, it can
break our hearts—if we crack them open wide enough. We're
programmed to resist oppression—our own and that of those
we love. It makes us angry to see another person treated as less
than human. We know that our humanity doesn’t flow from the
lightness or darkness of our skin, the ID in our pocket, or the
money in our paycheck. When we feel injus-
tice, it provokes an instinct to fight back, to
resist. Still, we wonder whether anything can

We know that our
humanity doesn’t

flow from the lightness
be done. After we react to a Facebook post
or darkness of our

skin, the ID in our or repeat a hashtag, what comes next? How

pocket, or the money ~ 40 We convert our anger and frustration into

in our paycheck. action that makes a difference, especially if
the system seems rigged?

For the past two decades, I've had a job teaching and agitating
people to come together to improve their communities and the
country. I've helped build some of the most effective grassroots
organizations in the United States. The organization I work
for—Faith in Action (formerly PICO National Network)—
equips tens of thousands of people every year with tools to fight
racial and economic injustice. We teach the art and science of
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Preface vii

community organizing—the steps a person can take to become
a leader for change. We show people how to put the values they
care most about into action. The multiracial, people-led organi-
zations in our network have won hundreds of victories, includ-
ing raising wages, expanding access to high-quality affordable
health care, reforming sentencing laws, and reducing gun vio-
lence—creating better lives for millions of people.

Since 2008 (in the shadow of the financial crisis), we've
seen more people showing up at meetings wanting to tackle
bigger issues and take greater risks. In August 2013, fifteen
men and women spent twenty-one days walking through the
blazing heat of the Central Valley in California to build sup-
port for immigration reform. Their pilgrimage for citizenship
began with a Catholic mass in Sacramento. It ended 285 miles
later with a three-thousand-person rally in Bakersfield (from
which the cover image is taken). It followed (in reverse) the
route Cesar Chavez took on the historic 1965 farmworkers’
march. More than eighteen thousand people participated in
the events along the way. Thousands more walked in pilgrim-
ages in other states. The willingness of people to walk for
weeks and the scale of the response surprised some people.
But I see it as a sign that people are growing more committed
to fighting for social justice.

We're all impacted by the overlapping crises facing our soci-
ety, but the shock waves hit some people before others. Those
who experience injustice most directly are often acting first and
taking the greatest risks. Theyre putting their bodies on the
line to show that there is a better path forward. This is what a
small group of young people did when they took to the streets
of Ferguson to protest Michael Brown’s killing, chanting “We're
young, were strong, we're marching all night long” Many met
for the first time watching as Michael lay bleeding in the street.
They faced down military weapons, tanks, and tear gas and
relentlessly told the Ferguson story through social media. Their
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viii Preface

courage created a moral crisis—a moment of truth—that has
rippled through every community in the United States.

Since the 2016 election, people from all walks of life have come
together to resist Trump administration policies targeting and
scapegoating immigrants, Muslims, people of color, the LGBTQ
community, and women. Black Lives Matter activists and faith
leaders have ramped up efforts to end cash bail and elect respon-
sible prosecutors who will stop trying children as adults and
reduce the number of people behind bars. Low-wage workers
have continued to press for higher wages and a union through
Fight for $15. Dreamers have been organizing to keep their legal
status and protect their parents from deportation. These, and
hundreds of other grassroots campaigns that have gotten less
notice, give us a glimpse of what’s possible when people organize.

But even when you combine all the social justice organizing
taking place across different networks, issues, and movements
in the United States, it doesn’t match the forces were up against.
Our opponents are on the wrong side of history and humanity.
But they have enormous resources. They have a web of insti-
tutions that stretches from think tanks, super PACs, and lob-
byists in Washington, DC, to radio and television stations and
activist groups in every state. The richest families in America
have made government more responsive to money than people.
To counterbalance their influence, we the people need to cre-
ate a level of sustained mobilization, disruption, and grassroots
political influence not seen on the side of social justice in the
country since the 1960s. That’s why I wrote Stand Up!

My Story

I learned the most important lessons about organizing from
women and men whod spent their lives fighting the dictator-
ship of Augusto Pinochet in Chile. In 1990, during the transi-
tion from the dictatorship to an elected government in Chile,
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Preface ix

I lived with my wife, Julia Paley, in a neighborhood with dirt
streets and hand-built houses on the outskirts of Santiago, the
country’s capital. I spent my days working with a grassroots
health collective that had been organizing for years to resist
and defeat Pinochet. It was sobering to realize that during those
years, the decision to go to a meeting meant risking being tor-
tured or killed. You might not know people’s real names at these
meetings (many used pseudonyms to protect themselves and
others), but youd better know them well enough to trust them
with your life. The last thing you wanted was to rely on good
intentions or go into battle alongside people without having
deep relationships with them. I watched how seasoned leaders
brought new people in by valuing their knowledge and expe-
rience, and how they worked with people under intense stress
to form groups that took concrete action in the community. I
learned how clarifying it is to know exactly who your opponent
is and understand that you’re in a life-and-death struggle. I came
back to the United States clear about how important it is for all
of us to have organizations that we control and can use both to
protect ourselves and our families and to reshape society.

My path into a life of social change had been shaped by two
ideas that my parents taught me when I was young. The first
was a Holocaust lesson that you needed power to survive. If you
were powerless, then people who hated you could kill you and
your family and destroy your culture. The second was that each
of us is created in God’s image, so you treat people with respect
whatever their race, religion, gender, or background.

My mother told me stories about growing up in Mattapan, a
neighborhood in Boston. I was struck by the idea that you could
walk to the grocery store, see neighbors along the way, and if
you didn’t have enough money, get what you needed on credit.
It may have been an idealized views; still, it seemed so differ-
ent from the anonymous suburban life we had. I could feel my
mother’s sadness at losing that sense of community.
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X Preface

She and my father explained what happened to her neigh-
borhood in a way that pointed toward actions taken by pow-
erful institutions. They said that Brahmin (White Protestant
elite) bankers held deposits from Irish families who didn’t
want Black people living in their neighborhoods. So the bank-
ers drew a red line on a map around Mattapan and other neigh-
borhoods where Jews and Blacks lived. They said that these
were the only neighborhoods in which Black families could
borrow money to buy homes in. This redlining kept White
ethnic neighborhoods and suburbs White. Jewish homeown-
ers were not allowed to sell their homes directly to Black fami-
lies. They had to go through middlemen. Banks and real estate
speculators were able to profit off this scheme through block-
busting. They would scare Jewish families into selling at fire-
sale prices and then resell the same homes over and over—at
inflated prices. The loans were federally insured, so bankers
and real estate agents made more money when homes were
foreclosed and then resold.

The story my parents told me about Mattapan fed into the
larger narrative of what could happen if you didn't have power
or were despised. When I moved to Philadelphia in 1982 for
college, I didn't fully understand redlining and blockbusting in
Mattapan or the fires in Boston and fights over school busing
that I'd watched on the news growing up. But I had an orienta-
tion toward the world.

In Philadelphia, during the deep Reagan recession, I saw a
lot of people living on the streets and thousands of abandoned
houses. That contradiction conflicted with what I'd been taught
about valuing people and about problems being solvable. As
a freshman, I led my first organizing campaign (Students for
a Sensible Calendar) to persuade the university to change the
school calendar so that the first day of classes wouldn't fall on
the Jewish high holiday of Rosh Hashanah. Later, Desmond Tutu
visited campus, and a good friend and I started Jewish Students
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Preface xi

Against Apartheid. We joined a twenty-day sleep-in outside the
college president’s office to press the university to sell stock in
companies doing business with South Africa. From the mun-
dane to the global, these experiences helped me overcome shy-
ness, which had made me want to hide in the back of classrooms
in high school. Campus organizing gave me a taste of what it felt
like to operate with other people in the world. But it also left me
wondering how it was that we could fight small wrongs against
my own community and great ones a world away but do nothing
about the apartheid that defined the city I lived in.

After college, I worked for a network of community organi-
zations that developed housing and employment in Philadelphia
neighborhoods. During my job interview, I heard the word orga-
nizer connected to paid work for the first time. I learned to ana-
lyze data showing mortgage lending discrimination and organize
community groups into antiredlining coalitions. We won lend-
ing agreements with banks worth millions of dollars. At the time,
I didn’t connect the work I was doing to the stories Id grown
up with. But looking back, I can see that I found purpose in
doing something about the redlining and blockbusting that had
destroyed my mother’s neighborhood. It was the first time T had a
glimpse of what being powerful felt like.

When I was first learning to be an organizer, one of the peo-
ple I worked for, who was African American, helped me see
how much privilege I had walking into a room as a White man,
how my race and gender shaped people’s willingness to respect
what I had to say. But I was also told by others that if you were
bringing people together across racial lines to make changes
on issues that affected their families and communities—Ilike
affordable housing, better schools, and safer streets—you didn’t
need to spend a lot of time talking explicitly about race. Other
organizations could focus on intergroup dialogue. We were
uniting people from different races to make changes that they
could see in their lives.
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Xii Preface

The underlying anxiety about focusing on race and racism
was that it would make it harder to hold multiracial groups
together. Then, as now, many White-led organizations that
see themselves as progressive emphasize class over race. They
believe that this will keep working-class Whites in the fold.
But, something else is going on in this thinking. Looking back,
I'm sure that I felt emotional satisfaction in being a White per-
son who was able to bring people together across race to make
changes in the community, without having to talk about race
or my own privilege. And that made me miss something larger
and more important that was happening in my own identity
and in the groups and communities I was working with.

For several years, I worked as an organizer with a trilingual
Catholic parish in a working-class Philadelphia neighborhood
that had been devastated by the collapse of the textile industry.
When we started organizing, White, Latino, and Vietnamese
leaders in the church met separately to talk about community
issues. The Spanish-language meetings attracted the most peo-
ple, and while the neighborhood problems that people raised
in them were similar to those raised by White and Vietnam-
ese parishioners, we also heard many stories of people having
felt like second-class citizens when they first began attending
church. In the White meetings, people expressed thinly veiled
racial anxiety and anger about losing control of their neigh-
borhood. In the Vietnamese meetings, parents worried about
losing their children to what they saw as an American urban
culture of drugs and gangs. The separate meetings created space
for people to talk honestly and find their voice. But when we
brought people together, we skipped over the racial subtext in
each set of meetings and went straight to the neighborhood
issues that people shared in common.

At the first big public meeting we held with city officials—
focused on abandoned homes on one of the streets facing the
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Preface Xiii

church and car break-ins during services—we translated what
was being said in English into Vietnamese and Spanish. Near
the beginning of the meeting, a man sitting in the pew in front
of me shouted, “My brother died in Vietnam; I'm not going to
put up with this crap” and then walked out. Ideas about race
were on everyone’s minds. But I wasn’t equipped to go beyond
the edges of a real discussion about how race was playing out
in the parish and neighborhood—and in people’s hearts. And I
wasn't sure that was my job.

In hindsight, I can see that our inability to create space for a
direct conversation about racism and racial anxiety—felt but
not always spoken—made it harder to unify the parish. It lim-
ited what we were able to accomplish. We had a tactical alliance
among Anglo, Latino, and some Vietnamese members focused
on vacant houses and drug corners. But we weren't able to directly
confront how city officials were pitting neighborhoods and racial
groups against one another for scarce resources. We focused on
symptoms, not causes. Not having the language and space to talk
frankly about race and racism held us back from confronting how
the neighborhood was being abandoned—so that it could even-
tually be redeveloped for the benefit of an entirely different set of
White people, who had money and time to burn.

My ability to choose whether or not to talk about race and
racism was part of the privilege attached to being White in
American society. This privilege is toxic to making progress on
social justice. Talking explicitly about people’s experience with
racism and privilege may mean harder conversations. But it in-
creases the chances that people will show up fully. It makes rac-
ism the responsibility of everyone, not just people of color. If we
see how racism is being used to divide us and set us against each
other, if we talk honestly about how it lives in our hearts, then
we have a chance to build the trust needed for people to work
together to create a more just and humane society.
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Xiv Preface

In Stand Up!1 discuss many of the most pressing issues fac-
ing American society and the world. Underlying all of them is
a question of who belongs and whose voice counts. As Pope
Francis has said, “The only future worth building includes
everyone.”!
problems caused by the concentration of wealth and power
onto ordinary people who are trying to make their way in the
world—targeting our brothers and sisters for blame simply
because of their race, religion, and gender. To build a better
world we need to construct a movement that makes space
for everyone’s suffering and hopes, regardless of background,
while also acknowledging the specific trauma and pain caused
by racial, gender, and other forms of discrimination and exclu-
sion that plague our society.

The underlying message of this book is that each of us mat-
ters. Our opinions need to be heard—and can be heard, but
only if we stop watching from the sidelines, open our hearts
wider, stand up, come together, and get organized. I hope that
Stand Up! can serve as a useful tool for people (and ideally,
groups of people) to reflect on their place in the process of
social change. As chapter 5 argues, reading and reflecting on
books, articles, and other writings can be a useful part of a pro-
cess of collective action. At the same time, it is important to
underline that the ideas and advice in this book are a shadow
of the actual experience of fighting for justice in the world. We
learn organizing by doing it, and everything we know about
organizing is the fruit of those who've had the courage to stand
up and wrestle a better world into existence.

Yet every day we see more attempts to pin social
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INTRODUCTION

A Survival Guide

Each of us faces a moment of truth when we have a chance to
take a risk for something larger than ourselves. Sometimes the
knock at our door asking us to stand up, get involved, speak out,
take leadership, do something is so faint we miss it. Other times
we hear the knock but aren’t sure how to respond. Is it really for
me? Am I the right person? Won't someone else step forward?

Stand Up! is a guide to answering the knock at your door
asking you to join other people to change the world. It’s about
tinding your life’s purpose in social change. The principles and
practices in the book will help you solve local problems in your
community and participate in confronting the greatest chal-
lenges facing our society. Stand Up! explains what each of us
needs to know—and be able to do—to survive and thrive in a
world that feels like it’s spinning out of control. This introduc-
tion condenses the main points of the book, beginning with a
story that illustrates the connection between standing up and
survival.

The knock at Mario Sepulveda’s door was unmistakable.
It came as a deafening explosion of falling rocks. On August
5, 2010, Mario was operating a front-end loader, deep in a
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2 STAND UP!

one-hundred-year-old copper mine in Northern Chile. After
years of neglect—which had led to scores of workers losing
limbs and lives—the mine finally collapsed, trapping Mario
and thirty-two other miners two thousand feet underground.

In the minutes that followed the collapse, some men ran to
a small reinforced shelter near the bottom of the mine. With-
out thinking ahead, they broke into an emergency food supply
cabinet and began eating the meager supply of food meant to
keep two dozen miners fed for just two days. Other miners went
searching for their comrades. Once the mine settled, a small
group, including Mario, explored narrow passageways looking
fruitlessly for a way out. The shift supervisor took off his white
hard hat and told the others that he was no longer their boss.
Now they were all in charge.

Amid the fear and confusion, Mario began organizing the
other miners. Hed seen the massive slab of rock blocking their
escape. Later, he told Héctor Tobar, author of Deep Down Dark:
The Untold Stories of 33 Men Buried in a Chilean Mine, and the
Miracle That Set Them Free, “At that moment I put death in my
head and decided I would live with it”" Mario told the men
(women weren't allowed to work in the mine) that they might
be underground for weeks. They needed to ration their cookies
and condensed milk. Once they accounted for all thirty-three
miners, he reminded them that that number was the age at
which Jesus was crucified, a sign that they were meant to live.
He encouraged them to organize daily prayer meetings, which
brought the men closer and helped them overcome the frictions
of being buried alive with little hope of rescue.

Mario was not alone in taking leadership. One of the most
important actions that he and the shift supervisor took was to
give every man a role—from setting up lighting to mimic day
and night, to carting water and caring for the sick. The men
organized daily meetings where they debated and voted on life-
and-death decisions about rationing their food and organizing
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Introduction: A Survival Guide 3

their living space. Above ground, their mothers, sisters and
wives organized to put pressure on the Chilean government,
which dragged its feet before mounting a full-scale rescue. The
miners’ survival was a team effort.

Yet Mario’s decision to stand up on the first day likely saved
his own and the other men’s lives. By carefully rationing their
meager supply of food, they were able to survive for weeks on
daily crumbs. As important, by organizing themselves, they pre-
served their humanity. They sustained the belief that they would
ultimately escape their underground tomb. When some men
gave up hope, others pushed them to keep fighting to stay alive.

Few of us will experience the extreme deprivation faced by
the Chilean miners during their sixty-nine days underground.
Yet the challenges they overcame—finding a way to share
scarce resources, keeping hope alive despite repeated setbacks,
not lashing out at the people around them—are similar to those
we grapple with in our own lives. And, like the miners, we all
ultimately depend on one another for our survival.

Humans can be shortsighted and cruel. Like the men who
ripped open packets of cookies theyd need for weeks, we act
without thinking through the consequences. We put the mighty
dollar above the value of human life—allowing people to work
in a death trap to keep profits flowing. We allow problems to
fester, prejudice to divide us from people whose fate we share.
Yet at our best we're social beings wired to work together to
solve problems. We feel in our bones the need to look out for
one another. As Pope Francis has said, “For all our limitations,
gestures of generosity, solidarity and care cannot but well up
within us, since we were made for love.”?

Martin Luther King, Jr. captured this tension in our human-
ity in his sermon on Luke 11:5-13. A man knocks at his neigh-
bor’s door at midnight asking for three loaves of bread. The man
wants the bread to feed a hungry traveler who's arrived at his
home. The neighbor with the bread says, “The door is already
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locked, and my children and I are in bed. I can’t get up and give
you anything (Luke 11:7)” When it’s clear that the man seeking
the bread won't stop knocking, the neighbor relents. King says
that midnight is a time of despair. The traveler is seeking not
just the sustenance of bread but the hope that dawn will come.?
Like us, the characters in the parable are interdependent. But
they must still choose whether to respond or to retreat. The
hungry traveler brings to the surface a battle between selfish-
ness and solidarity, which simmers inside all our hearts and
comes to a boil at moments of crisis.

A Guide to Surviving a World on Fire

Today, in one way or another, our lives are being made less
secure by three interconnected crises—growing economic
inequality, hardening racism, and accelerating climate change.
These are the equivalent of the falling rocks and darkness that
put the Chilean miners to the test. Like the mine collapse, the
changes that are pulling our society and planet apart are not
simply the result of unfortunate accidents. They flow from
decades of disinvestment from people and communities. They
are the result of intentional political decisions that have pitted
us against each other and concentrated wealth and power in the
hands of a small number of people at the expense of our safety
and well-being.

Just as the miners had to face the reality that there was no
simple way out of the mine (one of the many safety violations
found was the lack of ladders for miners to climb up ventilation
shafts), we need to recognize that conditions are not going to

All we have to fallback €t better by themselves. No one is coming

onisoneanother,our  t0 save us. There'll be no hero on a white
human capacity to horse. There is no app, no high-tech solu-
organize ourselves to tion. All we have to fall back on is one

create a better society.  another, our human capacity to organize
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ourselves to create a better society. As with Mario Sepulveda
and the three men in the parable, the first choice that each of us
must make at this moment of truth is whether to engage in the
world or retreat into our private lives. On this question hinges
the quality of our lives and the future of humanity.

In their book Hillbilly Nationalists, Urban Race Rebels, and
Black Power: Community Organizing in Radical Times, Amy
Sonnie and James Tracy tell a story about Jean Tepperman,
who at eighteen years old attended the famous 1963 March on
Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Years later—after a lifetime
spent organizing—Jean remembered that she hesitated for a
moment when a speaker asked people to take a step forward if
they were willing to commit their lives to the struggle for racial
justice. “Could she really make that promise? She recall[ed] the
color and texture of the pavement under her feet as she paused,
then stepped forward™

Stepping into social change—for a moment or a lifetime—is
never simple. It's hard to give up on the idea that we can take
care of things by ourselves, without making waves or being
vulnerable to other people. Many of us, especially men, have
been taught that living a good life means being self-sufficient,
that we should aim for control and accept our fate. But if we’re
smart, we learn to depend on other people—not just family and
friends but strangers. We grow as humans by trusting others
and feeling the love that follows. We're like a driver stuck on the
median as cars whiz by. We must put our life in other people’s
hands to make our way forward in the world. That’s why Mario
had to face his own mortality and dependence on his brother
miners before he could lead.

Once we decide to stand up and speak out, were entering a
world of wolves, of powerful forces that want us to keep quiet or
disappear. They will not give up their privilege without a fight.
We need to bring all the wisdom we have about how to make
change. We cannot rely on good intentions or use Band-Aids to
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We cannot rely on treat the symptoms but not the sickness. We
good intentions or need to bring people who are on the sidelines
use Band-Aids to into public life so we have enough people power

treat the symptoms

to win. We need organizations and movements
but not the sickness.

with leverage to negotiate changes in the laws
and policies that shape our lives. We need to be able to govern
the communities, states, and countries in which we live. That
political work can be aided by technology. But it succeeds only if
it’s rooted in the kind of face-to-face relationships that have sus-
tained every social movement in history.

The primary point of this book is that we have all the power
we need to create a just and fair society. People who profit off
misery tell us to suck it up: “This is just the way it is. You can’t
fight city hall. Your voice is irrelevant.” What those in power are
telling us is a lie, no truer than the idea that some people are
worth more than others. There is almost nothing we cannot
change—if we choose to get involved, if we open our hearts to
others, if we see that this isn’t about helping another person but
about our own liberation, if we don't try to do it alone, if we
learn from those who've risked their lives to fight oppression,
if we have the courage to confront people in power even when
we're uncertain or scared.

Beyond Cynicism

To shift the balance of power in our society, many more peo-
ple need to let go of the idea that nothing can be done or that they
have nothing to offer. When we hesitate to engage in politics as
more than dissatisfied voters, we end up handing our power to
those who are already powerful. We live in a society that tells
us that we’re on our own, even as a small number of corporate
executives exercise outsized control over our lives. Over the
past forty years, the people who run the largest companies in

Stand Up 2.indb 6 10/2717 8:36 AM



Introduction: A Survival Guide 7

the world have succeeded in depressing wages for most work-
ers, increasing profits, and shrinking government as a safety net
in hard times. These changes have caused great suffering and
shorter life spans.” They’ve also cut us adrift from each other.
We distrust not only big institutions but also one another and
ourselves. We seek community but doubt it exists. We want our
voices to be heard but question if anything can change. We hear
how money has corrupted politics, but that just reinforces our
disgust with the system.

I wrote this book as a tool to help interrupt this cycle of cyni-
cism. I want to demystify social change so that we see it as some-
thing that we’re all meant to do as humans. We have to view our
engagement with the world—with all its problems—as how we
live out our purpose in life. When we organize, we act as our
best selves. We experience being an agent of change rather than
an object of someone else’s imagination. We overcome divi-
sion and despair. We solve problems that need not exist. This is
about more than just being good people. It's about our survival.
In a society where wealth is ever more concentrated and the
planet is at risk, opting out is not an option. If we don’t act now,
our lives and those of our children and their children will be
immeasurably diminished. It will become increasingly hard to
afford higher education, find stable work, and walk the streets
without fear of violence.

Ella Baker—the organizing conscience of the civil rights
movement—said about her work. “My basic sense of it has al-
ways been to get people to understand that in the long run they
themselves are the only protection they have against violence
and injustice” That means nurturing people’s capacity to lead
their own organizations. As she said, “Strong people do not
need strong leaders.”°

Stand Up! offers a tested step-by-step framework for be-
coming an effective social-change leader and building better
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organizations. It’s designed to motivate more people to dive
in and take greater risks. It’s a call to experience the power
and purpose that comes from joining other people to create a
world in which we can all belong and thrive. If you are already
involved in social change, the book is meant to help deepen
your commitment—to answer the question, How do I make a
life out of this justice work and bring others with me?

Five Conversations That Can Change the World—
and Our Lives

Stand Up! is structured around five conversations that can
help people build and lead powerful organizations. Our capac-
ity to talk with one another is the most reliable tool we have
for changing the world. We all know the
difference between a lecture and a con-
versation. When we talk at people rather
than with them, most people will take a
pass. Some may show up again or respond
to the action we asked them to take, but their commitment is

Our capacity to talk with
one another is the most

reliable tool we have for
changing the world.

unlikely to grow. Any results will probably be short-lived. We
need to engage in dialogue with people if we want to see them
develop into leaders or to build organizations that can persist
against powerful foes.

Conversations take time and can be difficult. They’re power-
ful because they create a “pool of shared meaning” that makes
it possible for people to think together.” The choices we make
about strategy and tactics are better when they stem from dia-
logue. People feel a sense of ownership and responsibility for
them. Social change boils down to building durable human
relationships that make it possible for large numbers of peo-
ple to act with power and purpose—which is why Stand Up! is
structured around conversations.
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First Conversation: Purpose—Preparing Emotionally
for the Fight of Your Life

The first conversation is with our own hearts to reflect on our
purpose in the world. Why am I here on this earth? And what
will I leave behind? For many of us, this is a conversation we have
with God: What do you ask of me? What lessons should I take
from the suffering and grace that I've experienced in my life? For
others, this conversation is about wrestling with the meaning of
our lives and the difference we want to make in the world.

The starting place for all social change is internal transforma-
tion. The process of opening our life up to the world—of find-
ing our place in a larger movement for change—is mysterious.
It requires shedding layers of stories we were told growing up
about how were supposed to behave and what our proper place is
in society based on our gender, skin color, religion, sexual orien-
tation, or nationality. We realize the truth of what is happening in
the world and what is expected of us in fits and starts. We have an
experience that causes us pain or embarrassment. We feel a sense
of personal power that we don’t want to go away. We hear some-
thing from someone we love or respect that captures our imagi-
nation. Someone pushes us to stand up for something. We react
emotionally to a situation and find ourselves involved in a fight
that we thought had nothing to do with us.

Oppression persists because people who benefit from it are
willing to fight so hard to keep their privileged position in an
unjust order. Organizing against injustice requires emotional
strength to steel us for a long road filled with disappointment
and delay. We need to be clear about what we value enough
to struggle for. Commitment that comes from clarity of pur-
pose is the most powerful resource we have against determined
enemies. Nelson Mandela brought tears to our eyes when he
walked out of prison in 1990 after twenty-seven years, on his
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own two feet. We witnessed a man who had the fortitude to
never give in and never give up. When we’re clear about our
purpose, and who stands behind us, there is almost nothing we
cannot accomplish. We're ready to build a movement.

Second Conversation: Story—Building Relationships
That Move People to Action

The next step, the second conversation, is sharing our story
with another person and hearing his or hers. Stories are the basic
building block of social change. Our stories capture the unique
set of experiences, people, and beliefs that have shaped our lives.
They’re how we explain our values and emotional commitments
to other people—and how we connect our lives to theirs and to
history. When I hear your story, I see you. When we find some-
thing in common in our stories—which we always do, no matter
how different we may seem—it creates the emotional connec-
tion we need to begin walking together on a path to justice.

Because stories are how we make sense of the world, they’re
the best way to persuade people to look at things differently.
We read a book or hear a speech, and years later the one thing
we remember is the nugget of a story. People who take time
to reflect on the experiences that have shaped their lives and
crystalize those experiences into emotionally powerful stories
are able to persuade and motivate people to do almost any-
thing. Fr. Jesus Nieto, a Catholic priest in Oakland and a clergy
leader in Faith in Action, tells of coming from Mexico to the
United States packed tightly with two other people in the trunk
of a car. He emigrated in order to reunite with his father. That
image of a boy, who would grow up to be a parish priest, strug-
gling to breathe in a car trunk is powerful. It puts us in an emo-
tional space, and tells us what we need to know, to engage in
a serious conversation about making US immigration policy
more humane.
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Third Conversation: Team—Finding a Home Base
in a Movement for Change

The third conversation is with a team of sisters and brothers
we can work with to change the world. Social change is a team
sport, carried out alongside people whom we trust with our
lives. The best way to stay on the wagon of justice is to be part
of a group that meets regularly. What we can get done in the
world, and the personal transformation we experience along
the way, hinges on the quality of the conversations we have with
people we're working with daily to create change. Small groups
that build trust and a shared focus have driven social change
through history. They make it possible for people to sit down
at segregated lunch counters and occupy policed streets with
impunity and refuse to be moved. In contrast, large organiza-
tions without smaller spaces tend to treat people as cogs work-
ing in a larger wheel rather than agents of social change.

It takes hard work and honesty to make social justice teams
work. Small groups succeed when they create shared norms,
build trust through frank conversations, adopt ambitious goals,
create clear roles for people, and make important decisions
together. With these ingredients, it’s possible to organize large
numbers of teams that can function effectively without depend-
ing on lots of paid staff. Within groups, people can follow a pro-
cess of sharing stories, reflecting on text, and acting together
that helps teams both get things done and be transformative for
their members.

Fourth Conversation: Base—Recruiting a Following
You Need to Lead

The fourth conversation is with a base of people—in
schools, neighborhoods, congregations, workplaces, and social
networks—who make us leaders and hold us accountable.
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Millions of people are waiting to be invited to create a better
world. I began this book by saying that each of us has to make
a deeply personal decision about whether, and how, to engage
in the world. I used the image of a knock at our door as a met-
aphor for that choice of whether to stand up or pull back in a
crisis. If you're this far into Stand Up! I want to be clear that
it’s not enough to answer the door; you need to go out and
knock on another person’s door. When we decide to engage in
social change, we're saying yes to the messy work of organiz-
ing other people. To go back to King’s sermon, the protagonist
in Luke 11:5-13 is neither the midnight traveler nor the reluc-
tant neighbor. It’s the person courageous enough to knock on
another person’s door at midnight and ask for social sustenance.
It doesn’t matter if no one answers or if the door gets slammed
in our face. The question is whether we have the fortitude—like
Nelson Mandela—to keep going until we find someone willing
to join in.

The key variable in the mathematics of social change is the
number of people we invite to participate. When people are
asked to volunteer or contribute to a cause by a friend or neigh-
bor, they tend to respond at surprisingly high rates. When I
hear people explain how they first got involved in an organiza-
tion, they almost always begin their story with someone they
knew, or a person sent by someone they knew, coming to talk
to them. It seems too simple, but the surest way to get people
off the sidelines and into the fray is to ask them directly, espe-
cially if the person doing the asking is known to them. Flyers
and Facebook posts don’t cut it. People need to hear that some-
one they trust wants them at the table.

Fifth Conversation: Power—Winning Social Change

The fifth conversation is with the powers that be to unmask
who is benefiting from the pain we see in the community and
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in society and who has the ability to relieve it and then to begin
negotiating change. This conversation helps us begin to figure
out how much power we need to overcome the interests that are
holding injustice in place. We're talking about direct, face-to-
face contact that engages our senses—allowing us to see, hear,
touch, and smell the people who are making the decisions that
shape our lives.

This visceral contact is not always easy to make happen (al-
though it is often less difficult than we think), but it’s essen-
tial. It gives us a taste of power. People realize their influence in
the world by experiencing their ability to make change, not by
being told they are powerful. Engaging with people who lead
institutions and systems helps strip away the layers of deference
that lead us to hand over our lives, and those of our loved ones,
to people with aims other than our well-being. It also forces us
to be brutally honest about how politics works.

Most people—especially those who have long experienced
being told by others what to do at work and in their lives—
have doubts about their power. Organizing changes that. Faith
in Action has years of research showing that the more people
participate in face-to-face meetings with mayors, city coun-
cil members, bank executives, and other decision makers, the
more they find their own voices as leaders. They are more likely
to attend future meetings, accept bigger roles in organizations,
and feel more of a sense of agency.® In contrast, when people
attend a rally or big meeting, it can help an organization show
its strength and get results, but it doesn’t necessarily translate
into their continuing to participate, chairing a meeting, or feel-
ing like they have the ability to make changes in their commu-
nity or society.

Local organizing that directly engages powerful institutions
in our communities is valuable not only because it addresses
some of the most important decisions that shape our lives and
gives us experience with politics but also because it creates
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precedent and momentum for larger-scale victories. We need
to build campaigns and movements from the ground up. At the
base of the pyramid are local efforts through which people work
together for changes that they can see and feel in their lives. At
the next level are bigger campaigns to change public policies in
cities or states. At the top are large-scale movements that seek to
fundamentally reshape the rules and culture of the society, like
abolishing slavery, ending child labor, and providing health care
for all. These changes reshape the flow of the river. They can
take decades and generations to make happen—but they begin
with people wading into the water in their own communities.’

These five conversations—with yourself, other people, your
team, your base, and the powers that be—will help you figure
out what a larger movement for change needs from you person-
ally. They show you how to be a leader with a following, engage
other people, build and sustain organizations and movements,
and take action that turns the impossible into the possible and
the possible into the inevitable.

Each conversation has a different purpose. Each takes place
with different people at distinct moments in a cycle of building
an organization. Each involves a different emotional orienta-
tion. Together, they make it possible to spin a web of relation-
ships strong enough to confront the people who are feeding off
injustice. The five conversations—and the principles and prac-
tices embedded in them—can serve as cornerstones of a life-
long commitment to social justice.

The primary audience for Stand Up! is people who are frus-
trated by what they see happening in the world and want to
get more involved in change. The book also has a message for
people who lead community, labor, and other social justice
organizations. It’s an argument that we need to redesign the
architecture of social change in the United States. The organi-
zations that should be our tools for building better lives expect
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too little of us. Too often they act as if we live in a postracial
society. They skate on the surface rather than engage in real
talk about race, gender, class, and identity that is necessary
to build trust so people can work together across differences.
They ignore our spirituality and our search for purpose and
belonging, mistakenly imagining that wanting more money or
the stuff it buys is the only thing that motivates us. Too many
organizations assume that taking “action” online or making a
small donation is the most that can be asked of people facing
disaster. That leaves too many of us clapping or booing from
the sidelines. We need organizations that ask us to bring our
whole selves to the table; that see us as ends, not means; that are
organized around members searching for meaning rather than
issues searching for support. With that in mind, here’s how the
book is organized.

Structure of the Book

Chapter 1 tells a short story that summarizes how the five-
conversation framework in Stand Up! can be used to protect
the people and things we care most about. Chapter 2 explains
how inequality works; who's profiting from it; why the crises of
hyperinequality, racial exclusion, and climate change matter to
all our lives; and what we can do about them. This is the con-
text of a world on fire, which makes answering the knock at
the door for social change and organizing so important at this
moment. Chapter 3 shows why wrestling with our purpose is a
first step to becoming effective leaders for change. This chapter
is designed both to help us deepen our personal commitment
to social change and to build organizations around which peo-
ple can build their lives. Chapter 4 is about story, how we get
clear about our unique story, use storytelling to build organi-
zations rooted in strong relationships, and organize to tell new
stories that pave the way for greater racial and economic justice.
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Chapter 5 focuses on finding and sustaining a team that we can
work with to change the world. Chapter 6 explains the con-
versations we can use to build a base of people to whom we’re
accountable, which is the fundamental work of bringing more
and more people into social change. Chapter 7 is about engag-
ing the powers that be. It's a guide to winning fights, big and
small, and building a movement to reverse the inequality and
racism in American society. It includes a discussion of orga-
nizing strategy and tactics and examples of (mostly successful)
campaigns. The conclusion discusses ways to apply the ideas
and practices in the book to your life and work.
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Pulling It All Together

This short chapter offers an example of how the five conver-
sations can fit together in a tangible way to help us win change
that matters for our lives.

My son has special needs. Parenting him has felt like a full-
time organizing job for me and my wife, Julia. It’s been a driv-
ing purpose in our lives. When Isaiah was young, we struggled
to have the kind of back-and-forth conversations with him
that came naturally with his twin sister. When he was eigh-
teen months old—after being told by one of the best children’s
hospitals that his hearing was fine—we finally got him the
right test, which showed that he was hearing impaired. Then,
at age three, he was diagnosed with pervasive developmental
disorder—not otherwise specified. That means being on the
autism spectrum. To get him the help he needed to learn to
communicate and connect, we had an endless set of fights with
insurance companies, schools, and hospitals. At one point, we
held a family sit-in outside of the office of the director of spe-
cial education in Ann Arbor, Michigan. It’s taken everything
I've learned as a legal service lawyer and community organizer
to raise my son.

17
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We got a lot of help along the way. The Pennsylvania Med-
icaid program helped him get his first hearing aids. The Phila-
delphia Early Intervention system made it possible for him to
attend a school for the deaf to learn to understand language
and speak. Doctors and therapists taught us how to raise a child
with autism. By the time Isaiah had finished elementary school
and gone through many hours of therapy, hed become a social
being. He was still awkward, but hed learned to engage with
other people and show his brilliant mind and caring heart to the
world. Still, wed dreaded middle school.

What made the difference and helped him have his best
school years was a special program at his neighborhood mid-
dle school. The program gave intensive support to students
with autism, while making it possible for them to participate
fully in regular classes. But when Isaiah was in seventh grade,
he came home from school one day and told me that hed over-
heard his teacher and teaching assistant talking about budget
cuts to the autism program. (Despite being hearing impaired,
my son has a knack for eavesdropping on other people’s conver-
sations.) He told his teacher to talk with me, saying that I was a
good organizer and could help. I thanked him for the compli-
ment but did nothing.

Although I earn a living agitating people to stand up and
fight for their families and communities, I almost missed this
knock at my own door. I had taken for granted that my son
would get what he needed. I had tossed the invitations to spe-
cial education parent meetings. I couldn’t tell you who was on
the school board.

A week later, another parent sent out an e-mail asking us to
attend the next day’s school board meeting to speak out against
the budget proposal. Taking a distracted break from respond-
ing to e-mail at work, I clicked the link to the budget document,
which showed the proposal to cut seven of the twelve aides in the
program. That triggered the anger I feel when it seems that people
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who are weak or different are being picked on. But I wouldn’t
have given the e-mail a second look or signed up to speak if
Isaiah hadn’t primed me the week before—if he hadn't essentially
reminded me to reflect on my purpose in life (first conversation).

The next day, I joined six other parents of children with
autism at my first school board meeting in my county. Most of
us met for the first time as we waited to testify. I wrote notes
about what I would say and put the folded paper in my pocket.
It stayed there. We listened to parents from a preschool pro-
gram that was facing an increase in tuition. They had on match-
ing T-shirts with their message and told stories about what
higher costs would mean for their kids. Then the clerk said that
the time for public testimony was over. Not a single one of us
autism program parents had a chance to say a word.

In my first job as a community organizer, I'd spent my days
talking to parents about what they hoped for their children and
thought about the public schools in their neighborhood. I was
in my late twenties and knew little about being a parent. Mamie
Nichols, a renowned neighborhood leader in Philadelphia, told
me that there were two systems you never trust your children
to: the school system and the health system. You have to be vig-
ilant with both. I didn’t fully understand what she meant until
I had my own children, especially one with special needs. And
then I knew.

I'd learned as an organizer that it was a recipe for frustra-
tion for individual parents to speak at school board meetings.
One parent after another would go up to the microphone, tell
a heartbreaking story, and then be met with stone silence from
the board members. Next. Next. Next. Still, years later, sitting at
the school board meeting in my own town, I felt disappointed
to not be able to speak about the cuts to my son’s program. It felt
like wed let our kids down.

Then I heard the voice in my head that says every problem
has a solution. I remembered that I was an organizer. I asked
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the other parents to join me in the hallway. We circled up and
began a round of introductions, which included telling our sto-
ries. That story sharing (second conversation) made all the dif-
ference. One mother told about how her son had threatened to
commit suicide at his old school, where he was essentially being
punished for his autism. But now that he was in the autism pro-
gram, he was finally doing well because of the help of aides and
a teacher who understood what it meant to be on the autism

spectrum. By the time wed made it around
By the time we’d made

it around the circle,
we'd experienced
emotions that began
to bond us.

the circle, wed experienced emotions that
began to bond us. It was clear that we had a
lot in common and had a lot at stake in stop-
ping the budget cuts.

I asked people to do two things: one,
come to my house the next week for a parent meeting, and two,
go back into the board meeting, wait until it ended, and then ask
the school board president for a meeting. During the next six
weeks, eight to ten parents met weekly at our house. We became
a team (third conversation). We drank together and shared sto-
ries about our children that made us cry. We put out a short
report on the history of the autism program. We learned that
the program existed because parents had demanded it. Theyd
been upset that their children were being isolated in special
education classrooms, a problem that is still all too common.

Before Congress passed the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) in 1975, most children with disabili-
ties were excluded from public education. They were placed in
institutions or special schools, where they received little or no
instruction. With the IDEA, Congress created a right to a free
and appropriate public education for students with disabilities.
But it provided only part of the funding. This makes special
education programs a constant target of budget cuts by local
school districts. Without setting out to, we joined a long history
of organizing against the segregation of people with disabilities.
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And we were coming up against the structural challenge of how
special education is funded in the United States.

The next thing we did was to build a base (fourth conversa-
tion). We reached out to other parents, beginning with those
who would be directly affected by the proposed budget cuts.
Our first public action was to send a letter to the school board
signed by more than half of the sixty families with children in
the autism program. But we knew we needed a bigger base to
win. So we started having conversations with parents of chil-
dren in other special education programs. We shifted how we
talked about what we wanted to make it clear that we were in
solidarity with parents whose children needed different kinds
of services. Later, when the fight got hotter, we organized a
Change.org petition that more than a thousand people signed.
Not only did the petition site send e-mails to each of the school
board members every time someone signed, but the comments
signers left helped us identify people who could testify at hear-
ings. The support from neighbors—many of whom hadn't
known that we had a son in special education—was moving.

We began to engage the powers that be (fifth conversation).
We met multiple times with each board member and with key
school district staff. After the school board president told us
that she wouldn’t reverse the proposed cuts, we went pub-
lic. We shifted our message. Wed been making policy argu-
ments about the program being a success that saved the district
money it would otherwise have spent sending children with
autism to private schools. Now we delivered a blunt message
that the board was picking on children with autism. We held
a rally on the school district steps. We essentially took over a
school board meeting to tell our stories. And we made cuts to
the autism program an issue in the school board election that
was taking place at the time. We generated a lot of local media
coverage, including a story on the evening news on which my
son publicly “came out” as having autism.
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At one point, a school board member who was on the fence
called us to see if we would be open to a compromise. The
group was initially split on how to respond to the offer. But the
work wed done to build trust helped us reach a group decision
to keep fighting to remove all the cuts from the budget.

Later in the spring, after watching the school board vote four
to one to restore the full funding, we stood together outside the
school district building for nearly an hour, celebrating and tell-
ing stories. It was late, and we all had to get home to put our kids
to bed, yet the pull of the community that wed created together
was strong. Six weeks before we'd been strangers; now we cared
about one another. For the first time, I felt like I belonged in the
place I lived. And I was glad that I was able to answer my own
son’s knock at the door.

Our fight to save the autism program was a small example of
what people can achieve when they organize. I took for granted
the education my son was receiving because I didn’t understand
the history of parents fighting for the program
in the first place. Nor did I know about the
political dynamics in the school district that
put my child’s education at risk. We all have
tights like this that need to be waged in the
communities in which we live. Our capac-
ity to fix problems close to home is a foun-
dation for a functioning democracy. At the same time, we're
in, or need to be in, bigger battles with more entrenched and
powerful interests. Whether we’re trying to stop budget cuts

Our fight to save the
autism program was
a small example of
what people can
achieve when

they organize.

in our communities, save the planet from ruin, or end policies
that create financial incentives to put more and more people of
color behind bars, we need to be clear-eyed about what we're
up against and what it will take to prevail. That is what the next
chapter is about.
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Understanding Who's Profiting from
Injustice and What Can Be Done about It

To stop an injustice, we have to first understand who is prof-
iting from it. Human suffering, misery, and oppression that fall
systematically on people based on their class, race, gender, sex-
ual orientation, religion, or disability are no accidents. Despite
what were often told, and perhaps want to believe, extreme
social inequality happens by design. It results from conscious
decisions that promote the profits, status, and power of some
people over what is good and necessary for the vast majority
of us.

When something is by design, it can be changed. The most
important question facing any community or society is how
much inequality it will tolerate. The answer is in our hands. It
results from political struggle. But that struggle is never just
about who gets what or who can profit from the labor of oth-
ers. It comes back to whose humanity is taken for granted and
who has to fight to live a dignified life. This is why coming
out—asserting your humanity and forcing society to recognize
it—has been part of every social struggle in history and why
engaging in social change is so important to living out your pur-
pose rather than being a pawn in someone else’s imagination.

23
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This chapter explains why racial and economic inequal-
ity is increasing, who is benefiting, and what it will take to
change course. The first section of the chapter provides a sim-
ple framework for how inequality works and how it can be
dismantled. The second section provides a brief overview of
the historical struggle for racial and economic justice in the
United States and the backlash we've experienced over the past
four decades. The third section reviews the difficult moment
we’re in today, with inequality, racism, and climate change
fueling one another. The final section discusses how we can
break vicious cycles like the one we're in. The chapter pro-
vides context for the principles and practices in the rest of the
book and a way of thinking that can be used to get to the root
causes of injustices in our communities. A main point is that
we need to be brutally honest about what we’re up against but
also clear about our power to create a world in which every-
one is included and able to thrive.

How Inequality Works

I've found Doug Massey’s book Categorically Unequal:
The American Stratification System helpful in clarifying how
inequality works and why it’s so hard to fight against. Massey
says that the amount and character of inequality varies across
societies and human history but that it always “boils down” to
two basic steps. First, societies place people into social groups
based on characteristics they’re either born with (e.g., skin
color or sex assigned at birth) or acquire during their lives (e.g.,
where they live or what work they do) and rank these groups
on a scale of value. These social groups and their ranking are
always fundamentally arbitrary. Second, societies distribute
resources, opportunities, and authority based on social cate-
gories. This process of dividing and distributing works only if
enough people believe that the social groups into which they
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and others have been placed and ranked are natural and that
inequality is a logical result of human differences.'

When we stop and think, we know this is not true. We know
that each human is unique. We understand ethically and emo-
tionally that people have intrinsic dignity. But seeing people as
precious individuals requires energy, especially when we feel
insecure or scared. Our brains are wired to cut corners. We
use simple categories and stories to make sense of complex sit-
uations. Against all evidence of human variation, we take the
mental shortcut of categorizing people into groups. Once we
know a person’s group marker—race, gender, religion, neigh-
borhood, job—we think we have that person’s story.

Our human tendency to categorize makes us easy targets for
the false idea that not only are social categories real, but some
groups are more worthy than others. They

L Once a group of
can be ranked. This “hierarchy of human 9grotip

» . people’s humanity
value” is a source of much of the pain . . -
is diminished or

and suffering in human societies. Once a obliterated, it's possible
group of people’s humanity is diminished ¢4 exploit them and
or obliterated, it’s possible to exploit them  geny them what they
and deny them what they need to thrive. need to thrive.
Genocide and slavery are the most extreme

examples. The wealth of the United States was amassed from
lands stolen from Native Americans and labor stolen from
African slaves and their descendants. To justify this theft, the
most distinguished scholars and theologians of their time
spread absurd ideas about the inferiority of people based on
their skin color. After slavery was abolished, White elites still
needed low-wage agricultural workers to sustain their for-
tunes. They still wanted to keep Black and White workers from
allying. They relied on the same false ideas about race to dic-
tate where and under what circumstances African Americans
could work, live, travel, and study. They even replicated a new
version of slavery through convict leasing programs.
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A small elite gains most of the benefits from racial discrimi-
nation. As Ibram X. Kendi explains in Stamped from the Begin-
ning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America, racism
is not the unfortunate result of backward ideas. The reverse is
true. Elites produce racist ideas about human superiority and
inferiority to justify racial oppression. Racism is so pernicious
because it fuels a vicious cycle. When people are excluded
from resources and denied a say, it reinforces the belief that
they matter less. As inequality becomes more extreme or peo-
ple with privilege feel more threatened, the blame on individu-
als for unequal social outcomes intensifies. That is why White
supremacy is spreading today rather than fading away. We can-
not make society more fair and equitable without defeating the
idea that some people are worth more than others nor eradi-
cate racism without changing the economic and political rules
that fuel its existence.

This double work is what we mean by social change. Whether
it’s climate change, mass incarceration, gun violence, or the diz-
zying number of other issues competing for our attention, the
work is the same. Organizing is always done with two hands:
one focused on crushing the lie that some people are more
equal than others and the other on changing the rules of soci-
ety (government and corporate policies, collective bargaining
agreements, legislation, and constitutions) to more equitably
distribute resources and opportunities. One of the best exam-
ples we have of this kind of struggle that fused demands for
dignity and economic equity was the 1968 Memphis Sanitation
Strike.

| Am a Man—The Memphis Sanitation Strike

On February 1, 1968, Echol Cole and Robert Walker had fin-
ished hauling trash out of the yards of White families in East
Memphis. It was raining hard, and they were riding in the back
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of a decrepit garbage truck when its compactor malfunctioned,
crushing them to death. Ten days later, their coworkers—thir-
teen hundred Black sanitation workers—walked off the job to
demand safe working conditions, living wages, and union rec-
ognition. While they had many grievances, their underlying
demand was to be treated as human beings.?

The city’s power structure rejected the idea that Black men,
who did the dirtiest, worst-paid work, could have a union.
Memphis mayor Henry Loeb refused to negotiate. The city’s
main newspaper stood with Mayor Loeb. It published a tor-
rent of hateful, racist cartoons and articles against the strike.
The police attacked the sanitation workers and their support-
ers as they marched through downtown Memphis. The police
went on to lash out at the entire Black community, rampaging
through Black neighborhoods, breaking into homes, and beat-
ing up anyone they caught on the streets.

The police violence turned a labor dispute into a mass move-
ment to end White supremacy in Memphis. The sanitation
workers began carrying large “I AM A MAN?” signs. Like the
message of Black Lives Matter, the signs crystalized a rebel-
lion of the heart and feet against a lifetime of dehumanization.
Clergy stepped forward to support the workers. Black women
organized a boycott of downtown businesses that brought
Memphis to its knees. Martin Luther King, Jr., came. The strike
became a symbol of his quest to eradicate America’s sin of pov-
erty in a land of plenty.

Dr. King was murdered on day fifty-four of the strike, on
his second trip to Memphis to support the strikers. The night
before, hed told the sanitation workers and their supporters,
“Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its
place. But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do
God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And
I've looked over. And I've seen the Promised Land. I may not
get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a
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people, will get to the Promised Land. And I'm happy, tonight.
I'm not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine
eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.” Yet, even
with King’s blood on the hands of the city, Mayor Loeb refused
to relent. It took another two weeks—and the pressure from a
grief-stricken Coretta Scott King—before Memphis finally rec-
ognized the right of Black workers to have a union.

It was no accident that the sanitation workers began their
strike to renegotiate their employment contract with the City
of Memphis and ended up marching with I AM A MAN signs.
Whites in Memphis referred to Black sanitation workers as
buzzards. The experience of being treated as less than human
was inseparable from poverty wages and life-threatening
working conditions. The Memphis workers rebelled against
a caste system—a false hierarchy of human value—expressly
designed to maintain a large pool of low-wage Black and White
workers in the South.

White Southern landowners had put in place the harshest
elements of Jim Crow to keep wages low by crushing interracial
organizing between White and Black farmers. As Martin Luther
King, Jr., explained in his “How Long, Not Long” speech at the
conclusion at the march from Selma to Montgomery in 1965,
“To meet this threat, the southern aristocracy began immedi-
ately to engineer this development of a segregated society . . .
direct[ing] the placement on the books of the South of laws that
made it a crime for Negroes and whites to come together as
equals at any level. And that did it. That crippled and eventually
destroyed the Populist Movement of the nineteenth century.”*

Ideas about the inferiority and superiority of people don’t
need to be written into the law to facilitate oppression. Before
the sanitation strike, the City of Memphis categorized work-
ers who hauled trash “unclassified” hourly employees without
civil service protections. Unlike “classified” employees—driv-
ers and supervisors—unclassified workers could be fired at will
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and weren’t paid if rain prevented trash collection. Nothing in
Memphis law said that Black workers had no rights, but the sys-
tem was designed that way.

Today, undocumented immigrants face similar exploita-
tion. Supposedly racially neutral laws deny immigrants—who
are primarily dark-skinned men and women from Mexico and
Central America, as well as Africa and Asia—legal status and
employment rights. Businesses are able to extract extra profit
from these workers’ labor by paying them less and providing
no benefits. We can see another version of exploitation in the
increasing practice of police departments overarresting Blacks
and Latinos for petty infractions and then sucking money out
of their pockets to fund local government. This was a key griev-
ance that fueled the uprising in Ferguson, Missouri. And it
flowed directly from the successful efforts of Rex Sinquefield, a
Saint Louis billionaire, to limit the ability of local governments
in the state to raise funds through property taxes. We need to
look beyond the official rules to the actual results. If opportu-
nity and oppression are distributed along a color line, then we're
living in a caste society—in which everyone is somewhere in a
hierarchy.

White Privilege

One privilege of being White in American society is the abil-
ity to imagine that you live outside a racial hierarchy. People
who are White can fall into the trap of acting as if race is just
about people who are marginalized. Yet all of us are located
somewhere on the scale of human value that structures society.
It applies to everyone, whether you're at the bottom, middle,
or top. It’s important to acknowledge where you fit, especially
if youre on the winning end of an uneven field. People who
are able to walk into a room and be seen and respected because
of what they look like carry a valuable unstated and unearned
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privilege with them. It takes hard, persistent work to reveal and
eliminate this privilege in our organizations and society. Erro-
neous ideas about human value, about makers and takers, about
who is lazy and who works hard, are deeply embedded not just
in our culture but in our minds and relationships with one
another. They create invisible walls that some people crash into
while others walk through.

None of this takes away from the importance of cultural
identity to our lives. The problem comes when we rank groups
or imagine that social categories are immutable. Ideas about
human value are fluid and shifting and can be countered. But
this is some of the hardest social change work. People will fight
to the death to hold on to their place within a social order, even
if it is near the very bottom. Elites have long used race to divide
and control working people. They've gifted poor Whites small
privileges and the idea that whatever troubles they face, they
can know that at least they sit higher in the pecking order than
people of color. This is also why people who challenge the hier-
archy, by complaining about their assigned place or by living
their lives as they see fit, are so often met by violence.

How We Got Here

Opportunity Structures

When we say that people have the power to reshape society, we
have plenty of historical evidence. One of the best examples is
the fifty-year period that followed World War I. During these
decades, labor organizing, a revolution in federal policy, eco-
nomic growth, and the civil rights movement reinforced one
another to drive down inequality in the United States to historic
lows. This social progress flowed directly from organizing led
by women and men who were fighting for their own freedom.
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In Capital in the 21st Century, Thomas Piketty explains that
the decline in economic inequality in the United States and
Western Europe during this time was unprecedented. Inequal-
ity had increased steadily throughout the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. But it shrank dramatically after World War 1.
Piketty says that this reversal resulted from a combination of
(1) shocks caused by the two world wars and the Great Depres-
sion, which wiped out the inheritances of many wealthy fami-
lies, and (2) policies that the United States and other developed
countries adopted to reduce inequality. These policies were
the fruit of relentless labor and civil rights organizing. They
included progressive taxation, social welfare programs, collec-
tive bargaining, and massive investments in education.’

Yet many federal programs that helped working people raise
their living standards and build wealth shortchanged African
Americans. Southern states won provisions in Social Security
and wage and hour laws that excluded domestic and agricul-
tural workers, who were predominantly people of color. Fed-
eral housing programs subsidized homeownership but allowed
real estate agents to keep Black families out of growing sub-
urbs, locking them into overpriced rental housing in segregated
cities. As Ta-Nehisi Coates shows in his article “The Case for
Reparations,” these policies haven’t just disadvantaged African
Americans. They’ve enabled White elites to generate enormous
economic benefit from redlining, blockbusting, and access to
low-wage labor.®

My family benefited from the two-tier opportunity struc-
tures created during the years before and after World War II.
My grandparents came to the United States in the 1910s fleeing
religious oppression in Eastern Europe. Like many Jews who
immigrated during these years, they had little education and
few resources. They settled near the East Coast ports through
which theyd entered, happy to be safe. They had the good

Stand Up 2.indb 31 10/2717 8:36 AM



32 STAND UP!

fortune of arriving just before anti-immigrant forces succeeded
in closing the doors to America in an effort to keep the coun-
try Anglo Saxon. In the years after WWII, white-skinned Jews,
Italians, and Irish were allowed to “become” White. Federal
housing, highway, and education policies made it possible for
them to buy homes in the suburbs, attend college, and enjoy the
economic and social privileges of White identity in American
society and pass into the middle class.

I first experienced the intersection of history, social class, and
race while trying to make sense of the differences in how people
acted in my father’s family. My father was one of six children,
five boys and one girl. His family ran a hat store and lost their
home to foreclosure during the depression. His three oldest
brothers fought in WWII and came back to working-class jobs.
His sister, who was disabled, worked at the checkout counter
at a bargain store late into her life. My father and his younger
brother were too young to fight in WWII but the perfect age to
benefit from the postwar opportunity structure. They went to
college and graduate school. My father became a judge, and his
brother a banker.

My parents’ path into a secure middle-class life, and the doors
it opened for me and my brothers, were aided by their white
skin and policies that made it possible for people who came of
age during this period in US history to achieve a measure of
prosperity. My parents saw themselves as living in the shadow
of the Holocaust. They taught my brothers and me the cata-
strophic consequences of not having power. They were proud
when their rabbi went south to march with Dr. King. Their lived
experience and the hope that they had seen in the civil rights
movement gave them a belief that things would continue to get
better. Racial and gender barriers would continue to fall.

But that belief in progress turned out to be wrong. For very
specific historical reasons, social mobility and racial progress
ground to a halt in the early 1970s. The civil rights movement
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dismantled the legal architecture of segregation. It seared a
commitment to racial justice into the hearts of millions of peo-
ple of all races. It gave us models of collective action that we still
rely on today. But it left in place the economic and human con-
sequences of centuries of exploitation and discrimination—not
just the great gap in family wealth but also a series of racial fault
lines running through the nation’s imagination and institutions:
political parties, labor unions, government agencies, advocacy
organizations, and media. Those divisions opened the door for
a sustained effort to roll back the social welfare, labor, and civil
rights victories that had made it possible for so many Americans
to achieve economic security.

Reconcentrating Wealth and Power

Seven months after the Memphis strike ended, Richard Nixon
was elected president and the backlash against the civil rights
movement began in earnest. Nixon, followed by Reagan and
a generation of political operatives, used coded “dog-whistle”
language, such as “forced busing,” “tough on crime,” “war on
drugs,” and “welfare queens” to speak to the racial anxieties of
White voters.” They didn't just mobilize Whites to oppose racial
equity. They associated most government action, from welfare
to spending on education to taxes, as benefiting Blacks and
Latinos over Whites. Rather than pushing back on these efforts
to divide people by race, many Democratic politicians followed
suit. For example, Bill Clinton used coded appeals around wel-
fare and crime to try to hold on to White working-class voters.

The rightward shift in American politics wasn’t the result
of only manipulation by presidential candidates and politi-
cal operatives. As Lisa McGirr shows in her book Suburban
Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right, it was also
powered by a conservative grassroots movement. This move-
ment gained strength in booming suburbs and exurbs in the
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South and West in places like Orange County, California (where
McGirr’s book is based). These areas had ironically grown pros-
perous from federal spending on highways, housing, and the
Cold War defense industry. White middle-class residents found
community and purpose in right-wing organizations and evan-
gelical churches. Some people who became politically active
were motivated by resentment of the growing influence of the
federal government in local affairs, others by their concerns
over abortion and homosexuality, and many by racial anxiety
about law and order. What they coalesced around was a shared
disgust toward liberalism as a threat to their way of life—a
reminder that for good and bad, the most powerful movements
provide not only an outlet for anger but a way of making sense
of the world that gives shape to our lives.®

The impact that McGirr’s suburban warriors had on Amer-
ican society was magnified by a handful of the wealthiest fam-
ilies and largest corporations in the United States. In 1971,
Lewis Powell (whom Nixon later appointed to the Supreme
Court) wrote a memo to the US Chamber of Commerce. He
urged CEOs to get off the sidelines and invest their money
and time in building institutions to defend the free enterprise
system—which is what they did. In the years following the
Powell memo, a small group of billionaires—including David
and Charles Koch (oil, gas, and chemicals), Richard Mellon
Scaife (banking and oil), and Joseph Coors (beer)—built a net-
work of think tanks, policy organizations, and lobbyists, along
with radio and television stations. These institutions linked
grassroots activists together and connected them to ideas that
would shape how millions of Americans saw the world.

The institutions created in the wake of the Powell memo
advanced a generation of public policies that concentrated
wealth and influence in the hands of a small number of rich
people and large corporations. They cut federal tax rates for
the wealthiest Americans and shrank the revenue available to
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government at all levels. They removed usury caps on interest
rates, paving the way for an explosion in payday and other pred-
atory lending. This sucked investments out of manufacturing
and other productive activities. Trade laws, supported by both
parties, allowed multinational corporations to ship investment
and jobs overseas. This left a legacy of vacant factories and
hollowed-out main streets across the Midwest and South.

The corporate leaders who dreamed of unlimited wealth
and power played a long game. They understood that hold-
ing labor and regulatory costs down and spreading their pro-
duction across the globe was sustainable only if they tilted the
democratic playing field in the United States. They used the
courts to eliminate almost all restrictions on spending money
to influence elections. They used racial gerrymandering to pack
African Americans into the smallest possible number of voting
districts and voter ID laws to create a modern-day poll tax to
decrease voting among people with the least resources. They
gutted laws that made it possible for workers to organize, driv-
ing private-sector labor unions to the brink of extinction, and
then mounted a sustained campaign to destroy public-sector
unions. By 2015, the percentage of US workers able to bargain
collectively—a right that Dr. King died trying to advance—had
fallen from 28 percent in 1968 to just 11 percent.’

In 2016, the Koch brothers alone had 1,200 staff in 107 offices
nationwide. They spent nearly a billion dollars yearly to advo-
cate for low-tax, low-regulatory, antidemocracy policies that sup-
port their oil and gas investments and financial speculation.'® Art
Pope, one of the wealthiest men in North Carolina, spent tens
of millions of dollars on a decade-long effort to take control of
the state’s legislature and governor’s mansion." Wealthy fami-
lies and national corporate-funded political organizations have
followed the same playbook in state after state. They’ve spent
massive amounts of money on politics and created new orga-
nizations designed to shape public opinion and win elections.
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They’ve won policy changes that limit voting, shrink taxes, and
cut spending on social services and education.

Much of what we experience as unsettling in our lives—
job insecurity, deeper recessions, more debt, racial tension,
extreme disinvestment in some areas and rapid gentrification in
others, and polarized entertainment-style politics—flows from
changes won by the conservative movement over the past forty
years. These changes were made to benefit a small number of
extremely wealthy people. They were accomplished by making
our political institutions less democratic and by changing our
culture and how we see and relate to one another. As a result,
today we find ourselves in a vicious cycle of rising inequality,
racism, and climate change that will take extraordinary effort
to reverse.

A Vicious Cycle

Economic Inequality

The United States is now the most unequal developed country
in the world. Inequality is back to levels not seen in a hundred
years. The top 10 percent of earners now capture more than
half the income produced each year. Senior executives in US
companies consume an increasingly big piece of the total sala-
ries and wages paid by their firms. CEOs at the country’s largest
corporations now earn three hundred times more than their
average-paid workers ($16 million compared to $53,000). The
gap was just twenty to one in 1965." It takes a typical CEO less
than two hours to earn what his or her minimum-wage employ-
ees earn working full time for a year, less than two weeks to
exceed a lifetime of work at low wages. Thomas Piketty says that
as CEOs continue to amass huge fortunes, we’ll soon return to
a time when most of the wealthy owe their privileged place in
society to having inherited fortunes."
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But staggering inequality has not changed things just for the
rich. We now have the lowest level of social mobility of any devel-
oped country. “Parents’ income has become an almost perfect
predictor of university access” in the United States, according
to Piketty."* And social mobility is likely to
decline even further as higher education
costs are increasingly shifted from the gov-
ernment onto students and families. Today,
young people in the United States haveless . o parents than
of a chance of doing better economically any previous generation
than their parents than any previous gen- o their peers in any

Today, young people in
the United States have
less of a chance of doing
better economically

eration or their peers in any other devel-  other developed country.
oped country. The implications of Piketty’s

analysis for our future are sobering. He says that unless we're
willing to tax capital and make massive investments in educa-
tion and training, inequality will continue to escalate—and our
society will become increasingly unstable.'

Hardening of Racial Hierarchy

America is being pulled apart not just from the hollowing
out of the middle class and the growing gulf between the in-
creasingly idle rich and multiple-job-working poor. Yes, work-
ing people of all races—including older White people living
at or near poverty—are experiencing deteriorating health and
declining life expectancy. But at the same time, the racial divide
is growing. This dynamic is creating confusion and anxiety that
are easily exploited by demagogues. The tendency to pit people
of different races against one another cannot be overcome with-
out acknowledging both falling living standards for most people
and growing racial disparities. African Americans and Latinos
started with less and have been subjected to more exploitation.
The financial crisis destroyed trillions of dollars of wealth held
by American families. But the greatest damage was done to
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communities of color. In 2010, the New York Times published an
article with the headline “Blacks in Memphis Lose Decades of
Economic Gains.” Black families in the city were disproportion-
ately losing their homes and life savings and being driven into
poverty by the Great Recession.'® Foreclosure rates in Memphis
were seven times higher in Black than White neighborhoods.
In 2014, the poverty rate in Shelby County, where Memphis is
located, exceeded the level at the time of the sanitation strike
in 1968. Nationally, in 2013, more than half of all Black house-
holds in the United States had less than $11,000 in net assets; for
Latinos, it was $13,700; for Whites, it was $141,900—with the
racial gap in wealth at record highs."”

Underneath disparities in wealth are disparities in the value
placed on lives. In 2015, the Guardian, a British newspaper, cre-
ated the Counted, a website that tracks all police killings in the
United States. The number of killings in 2016 hit 1,093. The site
points out that “U.S. police kill more people in days than other
countries do in years.”'® Reading through the stories attached to
each person killed is sad. There are stories of hundreds of young
African American and Latino men shot by the police but also
many Whites, a reminder of our shared fate when we tolerate
injustice. No US government agency has ever made the effort
to collect this data—a sign of the impunity attached to police
violence. So we don’t know whether racially motivated police
killings have increased or decreased. We do know that the pat-
tern of racial disparities in police killings is as old as the coun-
try. If the number is increasing, we should not be surprised. As
our country pulls apart economically and socially, people of all
races feel greater insecurity. We can anticipate a rise in racism
and violence associated with policing where, when, and how
people of color can move in the world.

What we do have precise and chilling data about is the massive
criminalization of African Americans and Latinos in the United
States over the past forty years. Law-and-order messaging used
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to mobilize White voters was not just symbolic. It helped shift
the role of government from one of providing economic secu-
rity to working people to one of supposedly keeping us safe
from crime and terrorism."” With a decline in spending on
education came prison building. After holding steady for many
decades, the rate of Americans behind bars began skyrocketing
in the mid-1970s. In her book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incar-
ceration in the Age of Colorblindness, Michelle Alexander shows
how mass incarceration replaced Jim Crow as a way to con-
trol and exploit African Americans. Between 1980 and 2015,
the number of people under the control of the criminal justice
system (jail, prison, parole, and probation) increased from 1.8
million to more than 7 million.”® That’s a fourfold increase, with
African Americans and Latinos arrested and jailed at far greater
rates than Whites for similar crimes. This unprecedented crim-
inalization entangled a generation of youth of color in the crim-
inal justice system. One in three Americans now have criminal
records.”" Even after people complete their sentences, they are
likely to face a host of barriers that make it difficult to obtain
work and reintegrate into the community.

One of the tragedies in America today is the mistaken belief
that racial inequality is a sad but inevitable condition of our
society. This myth manifests itself in the tone of pity that runs
through media coverage of racial issues.
Despite what the media news may sug-
gest, we have the power to create a society
in which race doesn’t determine destiny.
Ending racial exploitation means overcom-
ing powerful interests that benefit from the
hypersegregation of our metropolitan areas
and our low-wage, low-tax economy. Change will come from the
leadership of people who most directly experience injustice, as
it did in Memphis and through the civil rights years. Then and
now, the choice for White Americans is whether to look away

One of the tragedies

in America today is

the mistaken belief

that racial inequality

is a sad but inevitable
condition of our society.
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with indifference or pity or to be part of a shared movement to
build a society that is not based on racial oppression.

It is important to recognize that what we're experiencing as
a society is not only a matter of excluding some people from
the American Dream. Dehumanization begins with those most
marginalized but inevitably extends to almost all of us. We walk
into stores and see rows of machines that have replaced peo-
ple. We find ourselves on the phone in autobot mazes trying
desperately to press the right button to get to a human being.
Our lives and agency in the world get devalued. And we become
more distrustful, not just of institutions, but of one another. It’s
not just our public institutions that have been privatized but
also our pain.

If we avoid challenging the implicit idea that some people are
worth more than others—and the exploitation that feeds it—
we have little chance of addressing the other challenges facing
our society and planet. It’s too easy for those who grip tightly
to the status quo to use ideas about race to divide and conquer.
And if we allow inequality to grow on the trajectory it is on, we
can expect that the rationalizations that blame people for their
situations will only become more virulent. That is what makes
this a vicious cycle that we all have a stake in interrupting. And
it’s all the more difficult because of how economic inequality
and racism are fueling and being fueled by climate change.

Climate Change

Bill McKibben has inspired a generation of people to orga-
nize against climate change. People often ask him, “How can
I prepare myself for climate change?” His answer: “Live any-
place with a strong community” The follow-on question is
often “Where do we find those communities?” McKibben’s re-
sponse: “You make them.** There are many technical strate-
gies for responding to climate change, but they all hinge on
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our capacity to organize. Many grassroots organizations today
are creating models and momentum for a broader response.
People are coming together to press their local and state gov-
ernments to be honest about the current impact and future
threat of climate change and take steps to mitigate the poten-
tial damage. They’re demanding that cities require buildings
to be retrofitted for greater energy efficiency, set deadlines
for ending their reliance on dirty energy, and switch to clean
municipal-run power companies. And they’re running corpo-
rate campaigns to force utility companies to transition faster to
solar and wind energy.

Climate change is not rocket science. The main reason the
US and global response has fallen so short is that many inves-
tors and CEOs are amassing huge fortunes by extracting car-
bon. If the companies that are burning gas, oil, and coal had to
pay for the damage they do to the atmosphere, much of these
substances would stay in the ground. Instead, energy compa-
nies receive nearly a trillion dollars a year in subsidies.”® We
have options—including a tax on carbon—that would inter-
rupt the vicious cycle of climate change. But any solution
requires fundamentally restructuring our economy. As Naomi
Klein argues in This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Cli-
mate, a people-driven response to climate change is the best
opportunity we have to shift power away from the billionaires
and create a new economy based on good, well-paying jobs.**

The hitch is that the people, corporations, and nations that
currently believe they possess the right to extract fossil fuels
regardless of the consequences would lose trillions of dollars in
wealth. They are not going to give that up without a massive
tight. So what we have is a question of power. Do we have the
courage and political power to restructure our economy in a
way that saves lives and communities and perhaps the planet,
even if it causes some people to lose their dreams of infinite
wealth? These are similar foes and the same challenge we face
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in confronting racism and creating a more economically equal
society. Which brings us back to organizing and what we know
about how to replace vicious cycles with virtuous ones.

Coming Out

We can interrupt vicious cycles of inequality. Humans may
tend toward snap judgments, but we’re also programmed to
resist our own and other people’s oppression. When we see one
another’s humanity and recognize that were part of the same
human family, we bend toward justice. This is why “coming
out”—making yourself seen as “fully human”—is so important
to social justice struggles. This is what the LGBTQ community
did to win marriage equality and reshape American attitudes
about sexual orientation and what Memphis workers did when
they went from being “buzzards” to Black men on strike.

We see this demand for dignity among immigrant youth,
whove come out as “undocumented and unafraid” They've
created an identity as Dreamers. They've risked deportation
to make people see immigrants as human. They’ve put their
future on the line to protest the hypocrisy of relying on other
people’s labor yet denying their existence. Carlos Saavedra,
who founded United We Dream and now leads Cosecha, tells
the story of immigrant youth donating blood together during
a blood shortage in Boston. They created a moral crisis over
whether the Red Cross would reject their blood simply because
they didn't have legal status. They forced people to see the
humanity of immigrants and showed the absurdity of a system
that turns its back on people who want to contribute to society.

Formerly incarcerated men and women are walking a similar
path. They're establishing a public identity as returning citizens.
They’re stepping forward to challenge policies that lock people
with criminal records out of jobs, homes, and voting booths.
Like Dreamers, LGBTQ activists, and the sanitation workers,
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they’re embracing an identity used to justify discrimination
against them to undermine the stigma and build a movement
to change unjust rules.

People need to be courageous to stand up to institutions
and ways of thinking that have pushed them down. In one of
the best turnabouts in the Bible, Joseph—who’s been thrown
into a pit to die by his brothers and then twice imprisoned—is
hauled out of jail to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams. Figuring out
what dreams about seven fat cows followed by seven emaciated
cows and seven plump stalks of grain followed by seven that
are blighted mean in an agricultural society seems easy. Joseph’s
real challenge is emotional. He is a person whose life has been
destroyed by others, who has seen firsthand how people can be
crushed for speaking their minds. He sits, to quote Pope Francis,
at the “bottom of the pile”**—an incarcerated criminal alien.
How could he summon the courage to instruct Pharaoh to
take the steps to save society from ruin? And yet, that is what
Joseph does. He doesn't stop at analysis. He tells Pharaoh that
the only path to survival is to completely restructure Egyptian
society. He lays out the blueprint—including a massive new
tax system. And for good measure, Joseph takes responsibility
to lead the whole operation.

Faced with our own crises, we could use a dose of Joseph’s
courage. In Laudato Si, Pope Francis says, “As often occurs in
periods of deep crisis, which require bold decisions, we are
tempted to think that what is happening is not entirely clear”
Joseph does none of that. At least on the outside, he has pure
confidence that it’s possible to change everything. Like Joseph,
we need to resist the caution that serves as a green light for the
powerful to plunder. We need to have the courage to see a dif-
ferent world and bring it into existence.

Joseph is a reminder that those who—Ilike the Memphis san-
itation workers—society most tries to toss aside hold the keys
to our collective survival. Joseph tells Pharaoh that he is acting
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as an instrument of God, who has given him the ability to inter-
pret dreams. And because Pharaoh sees God acting through
Joseph, he entrusts this man of low social status with the king-
dom. This is an example of how faith can mediate change not
only by making it possible for people to speak truth to power
but by providing the confidence to believe that change is possi-
ble. Martin Luther King, Jr., and the clergy in Memphis played
this indispensable role in the sanitation strike, and Pope Francis
is doing this in our time.

The silver lining in this moment is that everywhere people
are searching for meaning and connection. People are waking
up. They're willing to act with courage. Joseph did not just save
Egypt from famine and lift himself from prison to riches. He
used his power to heal, to protect his family from starvation and
bring them to live in his new country. His greatest courage was
not in standing before Pharaoh but in choosing to forgive his
brothers for trying to kill him.”” Just as inequality is never only
about who gets what but always about who counts, we amass
the political power to change the course of history only if we
change how we see and relate to one another. We must act as
our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers. That is the only path to free-
dom. But, like Moses and the Memphis workers, we have to be
willing to keep the pressure on against all opposition. This takes
commitment and clarity of purpose (the focus of chapter 3).
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Purpose

Preparing Emotionally for
the Fight of Your Life

Why dedicate our lives to social change? Surely there’s an
easier path to a good life?

People get involved in social change for many reasons. We
see problems in our community that need to be addressed.
We care about an issue that affects our life. We want to help
others. We want to feel a connection to people. But deciding
to get more deeply involved, take on leadership, or make a life-
time commitment to fighting for justice takes a different level of
motivation. This choice is more about emotion than logic. The
payoff for deepening our commitment is less about a specific
issue than the opportunity to feel included and respected, to
know that we matter and that our lives have meaning. It’s less
about helping other people than about our own freedom.

The first conversation that helps us clarify our purpose is
important because it makes it possible for us to join others to
take on the most entrenched forces of injustice. If we know that
this is how we’re meant to be living our lives, then we can persist
against opposition. We can motivate those around us. We can
build the deep, trusting relationships people need to go into a
fight together. That’s why the first conversation in social change
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needs to be with ourselves about the purpose of our lives. One
of the biggest mistakes people make when working for justice
is to skip over their own internal revolution. Personal commit-
ment is what helps us work through the obstacles that beset
even the best organizing strategies, campaigns, and tactics.

This chapter on purpose has three sections. The first looks at
the emotional and spiritual work that can help clarify our pur-
pose in life and deepen our commitment. The second section
provides practical advice for applying what we’ve learned about
managing our emotions to lead meetings, trainings, and events
that deepen other people’s commitment and bring the most
out of them. The third section lays out a framework for using
these facilitation tools and ideas about emotional commitment
to build purpose-driven organizations and movements around
which people can make sense of the world and create meaning-
ful lives.

Clarifying What's on the Line

When I was learning to be a community organizer in Phil-
adelphia, I met a woman named Rosie Mateo. She worked as a
crossing guard in a neighborhood where people drove to buy
drugs, day and night. The dealers owned every corner—but
not hers. It was across from an elementary school, where I was
working with parents to fight for better education for their chil-
dren. Rosie knew everyone. She didn’t just stop traffic—she
hugged children and their parents as they crossed from one
side of the street to the other. She was a human connector—the
kind of person I was taught as an organizer to get close to. In a
neighborhood where drug dealing made people afraid to leave
their homes—Iet alone go to meetings—parents whose trust I
needed trusted her.

But as much as I tried to get her to participate, and as often
as she told me that all the boys and girls at the school were her
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children, she hung back. Dressed in her crossing guard uni-
form, shed stop by meetings and sit at the edge of the room.
Most parents saw the school as a haven in a neighborhood that
had spun out of control. They wanted to work together to make
the streets safer for their children. Rosie had young grandchil-
dren living in the neighborhood, which seemed like plenty of
self-interest to me. It frustrated me that she wouldn’t join the
circle. When I asked her why, shed say that she would do any-
thing for her (450) children who attended the school, but these
meetings were for the parents, not for her.

At one point, without planning to, I asked Rosie whether she
was afraid out there on the corner. Her first response was “No,
no.” But as we continued to talk, she told me how it scared her
to spend hours out on the street, watching all the drug dealing
and the shootings. She explained how no other crossing guards
would agree to take the other corners. She cried, and her fear
shook me.

Rosie’s willingness to be honest about her own fear broke the
wall shed put up between herself and the parents at the school.
Once she could participate for her own sake, Rosie pulled her
chair up at the next meeting and she never looked back. She
kept talking about all her children—but now began acting like
her own life was on the line. Her fierceness and devotion helped
set the parent group in motion. It was amazing to see the energy
released when Rosie realized she was in the room for her own
well-being and not just to help others.

I didn’t have the clarity then to share how I was feeling. I
felt out of place—shunned by the teachers at the school and
confused in the neighborhood. I walked past mothers push-
ing strollers, young men selling drugs, cops, and burnt-out
houses. I'd constantly look down at the index cards I carried
to make sure I was knocking on the right door. I was ignorant
about the social codes, unsure how to dress, overwhelmed by
the stimuli, and barely aware of the privilege that allowed me
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to float in and out of the neighborhood. But something drove
me to be there, to hit my goal of twenty face-to-face one-on-
one meetings every week. I wanted this organization to suc-
ceed more than anything. The conversation I had with Rosie,
and what it unlocked for her and did for the group, helped
me begin to see that organizing required something differ-
ent and more difficult from me. I wasn’t there to help other
people. My work wasn't just, or even primarily, about finding
and connecting people or using my brain to teach them how
to change policies. I started to understand that this work of
repairing the world began in confronting the emotional stuff
in our hearts. And at the time, my heart was the part of me
that I least knew how to use.

Rosie’s breakthrough illustrates the role that emotion plays in
clarifying our purpose and preparing us to act. Rosie had to feel
and express her fear before she could lead. Our path into social
change doesn’t always start with facts. It begins with regret,
rage, anger, fear, despair, sadness, love, compassion, and all the
other emotions that make us human. As Mario Sepulveda said
about his decision to stand up and lead in the collapsed Chilean
mine, “At that moment I put death in my head and decided I
would live with it*

One of the classic stories of social change in the Bible is
Nehemiah’s effort to rebuild Jerusalem. Nehemiah learns that
the people who remain in the city are “in great trouble and
shame. The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are
destroyed by fire” (Neh. 1:3). Before he approaches the king for
materials to restore the city, Nehemiah says, “As soon as I heard
these words I sat down and wept and mourned for days and I
continued fasting and praying before the God of heaven” (Neh.
1:4). Feeling the pain of a city in ruins gives Nehemiah, and ulti-
mately the whole community, the courage to face what will end
up being violent opposition. Like Rosie, rather than bottling up
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pain and shame, Nehemiah turns these emotions into the pri-
mary resources out of which he rebuilds the city.

The experience of acknowledging our fear, sadness, and
other emotions clarifies what we have at stake. Even when the
knock at midnight seems like a plea to help
another person, it's always about our own
freedom. We clarify our purpose in life,
and the commitment that flows from that
clarity, by reflecting on what we personally
have at stake in changing unjust systems.
Michael Walzer writes in Exodus and Revolution that the bib-
lical story of Exodus teaches us three lessons about freedom:
“[Flirst, that wherever you live, it is probably Egypt [i.e., a place
where you are not free]; second, that there is a better place, a
world more attractive, a promised land; and third, that ‘the way
to the land is through the wilderness. There is no way to get

Even when the knock

at midnight seems like

a plea to help another
person, it's always about
our own freedom.

from here to there except by joining together and marching.”
We don’t get to a better world by trying to help other people. We
do it by walking together.

Yet many of us first come into social change through doors
labeled “service” or “advocacy.” We see people in pain, children
who need tutoring, vacant lots to be cleaned. We say, “Yes,
here I am?” I had first visited Rosie’s neighborhood ten years
before I met her. As a freshman in college, I went to work at a
soup kitchen run by lay Catholic volunteers. I returned as a legal
service lawyer to represent people who were being drained of
what little they had by debt collectors, who turned $30 debts
into $300 legal demands. One day, I went to a client’s home to
have her sign a legal document. After she signed, she took me
to her backyard to show me the garbage from the abandoned
house next door. It had piled up to her fence and brought rats
into her home. She told me that shed been trying for months to
get the city to do something. The smell was overwhelming. At
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that moment I knew that I needed to leave my legal aid job to
stand alongside people at fences like this, not sit across a desk
trying to solve people’s problems. What mattered most wouldn’t
walk into my cramped legal office. I wanted to build organiza-
tions with people, to do what I'd been taught during the year
I spent living and working in Chile at the end of the Pinochet
dictatorship. That’s when I decided to figure out how to become
a community organizer.

My client’s house was a block from Rosie’s corner. When I
came back the next time, it was as an organizer. Yet, as my expe-
rience with Rosie showed, I still had a long way to go. I had
been brought up to believe that it was important to be active in
the community and to be helpful to those in need. Too often,
though, I've seen people make the mistake of expecting that ser-
vice alone can cure the underlying illness. And sometimes when
were engaged in trying to tear out the roots of injustice, the
urge to help solve another person’s problem (rather than walk-
ing alongside the person as a coconspirator) trips us up. It keeps
us from bringing our full selves—and our own liberation—into
the fight.

Henry David Thoreau—who cherished solitude but was
nonetheless socially active in the Underground Railroad—said,
“If T knew for a certainty that a man was coming to my house
with the conscious design of doing me good, I should run for my
life”® Those are strong words for those of us who knock on peo-
ple’s doors. There is a difference between trying to save another
person from oppression versus challenging a person to stand
up and walk toward freedom. But the line is not always easy to
grasp. As is often the case when things get murky, the answer
usually lies in connecting honestly with people. We can follow
Michael Walzer’s point about the relevance of Exodus for our
own lives by asking ourselves, How am I experiencing Egypt in
my own life? What would the promised land really look like for
me? Whom can I walk with to get there?
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Practical Exercise

There is no magic recipe for clarifying your purpose and what
you have at stake in a fight, but there are ways of getting closer.
Try this: Put aside for a moment your opinions, however
strongly you feel them, about what is wrong in the world and
what needs to change. Put aside the people whom you want to
help, however noble that urge may be. Write down what you
personally need from the change you want to bring about.
What would it mean for your life? Without judging your own
response, ask and answer this question three times in a row. Be
as honest as possible, even if you think the answer isn’t some-
thing you’re supposed to say. You're aiming at the kind of shift
that Rosie experienced. You should get clearer each time.

Our values are shaped by our experiences and the stories we
tell about them. Often what we most need is to be included, to
find a sense of connection with other people, to know that our
lives matter. When we find our purpose in life, we have the com-
mitment to act in the face of uncertainty and explain to others
why they should trust us with their lives. Rosie’s resolve to stay
on the corner despite the danger was tied to a deep religious
belief. Her willingness to take the next
step—to join others to attack the under-
lying problems facing her community—

When we find our
purpose in life, we have
the commitment to act
in the face of uncertainty
and explain to others
why they should trust

us with their lives.

depended on seeing organizing as part of
her purpose. For Rosie, that flowed from
her understanding of what God wanted for
her. That’s true for many people. For oth-
ers, our purpose flows from the difference
we want to make in the world, what we want to leave behind
when we’re gone. Our commitment hinges on how aligned the
work were doing is with our understanding of our purpose.
If we know this is what we’re meant to be and do, it’s hard to
knock us off course.
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That’s why creating space in our organizations for conver-
sation about purpose is so important. For some people, the
moment when we know we're called to a lifetime commitment
to social justice falls like a ton of stone on our heads. For most of
us, the breakthrough moments aren’t that clear. Figuring out our
purpose can be like looking for a lost object that can be found
only by searching in our minds. I once filled up my gas tank
and drove ten or fifteen blocks before someone leaned out his
window and shouted that my gas cap was missing. In the dark,
I drove back to the exact spot where it had fallen off the roof of
my car. My mind knew just where it was, but I needed someone
to tell me to go back and look for it. People who ask us to reflect
on our purpose and agitate us to wake up are invaluable because
they help us fit all the pieces of our experience together to find
the larger pattern. The knock at our door may be so soft that
we risk missing it. We may need someone to help us hear that
we're being called. Then we have everything we need to make
a difference.

Emotional clarity is important because it makes us mag-
netic to other people. When were aware of our emotions and
clear about our purpose, we’re able to forge virtually unbreak-
able relationships with one another. This trust built from hon-
esty is the collective “endurance” that the abolitionist leader
Frederick Douglass described as the one thing that can set “the
limits of tyrants.”* Organizers like to quote Margaret Mead, who
famously said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,
committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only
thing that ever has” But the trusting relationships that make
change possible don’t just happen. They take work. And they
flourish best when we build organizations and movements
around human purpose and transformation.

During the six weeks after Rosie had her breakthrough, the
parent group talked to hundreds of people in the community
to hear their concerns. The group met with public officials to
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tigure out what could be done to make the neighborhood safer
and improve the school. The parents leading the effort were still
afraid of getting on the wrong side of the drug dealers who ran
the corners, but the work they'd done to clarify what they had at
stake and build trust together kept them moving forward. They
decided to go ahead with a big public meeting—the first one
in many years in the neighborhood. The night of the meeting,
more than five hundred people showed up. Parents, children,
and neighbors crammed into the school’s small auditorium,
filled the main hallway, and stood in the schoolyard. People
testified about the shootings that had taken place around the
school. The main demand was for the local police captain to
assign an officer to be at the school at the start and end of the
school day. The goal was to create a truce that stopped sellers
from dealing drugs during the times when children were walk-
ing to and from school.

I remember watching the captain respond to the demand
and my not being sure whether we had won or lost. Had he
said yes or no? But then I looked at Rosie and the other par-
ents leading the meeting, and I knew from their faces that we'd
won. The feeling after the meeting was electric. The next day,
a sad-looking cop walked around the school in the morning
and afternoon with his head down. His presence was cold com-
fort, given everything happening in the neighborhood, and did
nothing to get at the root causes of the problems. Still, it was
a start: a tiny down payment on the idea that collective action
could create a reaction in the world.

In the years that followed, the parent group went on to win
a new roof for the school, full-day kindergarten, and the first
Spanish-speaking teachers (one per grade). When parents
began organizing around reading levels and the fact that even
children who were receiving good grades weren’t adequately
prepared for middle school, the principal kicked the parent
group out of the school. For six months, we held meetings on
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Rosie’s corner. Eventually, the parent group pushed the school
district to hire a new principal. He was a Latino man who did a
lot to reconnect the school to the community, including having
ten years’ worth of graffiti removed from the building’s exterior.
Along with an umbrella organization of schools and churches,
the parents helped anchor a major campaign to get the city to
renovate, and in other cases tear down, hundreds of vacant
homes.

None of these changes altered the underlying inequality
that still makes Philadelphia one of the poorest big cities in the
United States. But they created virtuous cycles in the commu-
nity and in people’s lives. In 2012, eighteen years after Rosie
and the other parents first stood up, parents and teachers at
the school defeated a plan to close their school. They won that
fight by showing that even though the building was old, the
school was doing a better job of preparing its students for mid-
dle school than other nearby schools. In the news coverage, I
noticed that the building (which I hadn’t seen in years) was still
completely clean of graffiti. Over time, the parents who had had
the courage to step forward into uncertainty and danger helped
transform their community into a better place to raise children.
Along the way, they changed their own lives.

This personal transformation is inseparable from the strug-
gle for social justice. Our growth is both the greatest resource
we have and the purpose for the changes we seek in the world.
After the first big meeting organized by the parent association,
someone made a video about their work. What struck me was
how much people lit up when they talked about what had hap-
pened to their own lives. People would mention the issues in
the neighborhood and the changes they were making. But what
they wanted to talk about was how theyd changed. They shared
how amazing it was to stand up and speak their minds, to tell
officials what to do—and how theyd never imagined doing
such a thing.
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Angelina Rivera, a parent of five young children, often ex-
pressed the white-hot anger of the group. She would bring
people to tears at public meetings about improving the qual-
ity of education at the school. (“Just because we’re poor doesn’t
mean our children don't deserve a good education.”’) One day
she said to me, “I'm going back to school.” I said that was great
and asked where she was going to get her GED. She said, “No,
I'm going back to finish high school in the same school and
the same grade where I left off ten years ago.” And she did.
Angelina, like Rosie, taught me that what leads people to stand
up is almost always deeper and more personal than the problem
that they said needed to be solved.

In Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates tells his
son, “History is not solely in our hands. And still you are called
to struggle, not because it assures you victory but because it
assures you an honorable and sane life”® Jerry Wurf marched
with the Memphis sanitation workers as the head of the Amer-
ican Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees. He
said that union organizers “think they’re peddling better wages
and working conditions, but essentially

they’re offering dignity. And sometimes Ultimately, the work that

seems to be about fixing
the world ends up being
about finding our purpose
and place within it.

the worker who doesn't articulate this very
easily has more awareness than the profes-
sional organizer. The civil rights struggle,
the equality struggle or whatever you want
to call it, is just one part of this continuing struggle for dignity.””
Ultimately, the work that seems to be about fixing the world
ends up being about finding our purpose and place within it.
That’s why it’s important to come into social change work
with some idea about how you want to grow personally. The
problems facing our society and planet are enormous. But, like
Angelina, each of us has permission to make our own devel-
opment a priority. In Faith in Action, community organiz-
ers work with volunteer grassroots leaders to write leadership
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development plans that spell out what the leaders want to learn
and get better at doing. Given that fear of speaking in public is so
common, it's not surprising that people often say that they want
to learn how to talk in front of a room. But plans can include
anything from running successful meetings or advocating for
your child at school to trusting people more or deepening your
faith. Some people gain the skills and relationships to run for
office. A good leadership development plan sets goals that are
ambitious but achievable and can be measured. It identifies spe-
cific activities that will help you achieve these personal goals,
such as speaking at the next meeting or attending a weeklong
leadership seminar. We all need coaches to keep us on track.
And we need to be in environments that take our growth seri-
ously, which is the focus of the next section.

Using Our Emotions to Bring the Most Out in People

One social-change superpower that we all need to nurture
is the ability to channel our emotions. We can use this power
not only to shape how we're feeling ourselves but also to shift
the emotional state in a room or in a relationship. We can cre-
ate human environments that make people more open to reflect
on their purpose, learn, grow, and develop strong and trusting
relationships with one another. This makes it possible for peo-
ple to take risks together. Our emotional power is the main tool
we have to lead people, organize events that engage and ener-
gize people, and construct effective organizations.

Two facts about how we’re wired as human beings make this
possible. One has to do with the inherent way our brains default
to mimicking one another. If you and I are talking across the
table, we are exchanging thousands of tiny bits of information
(which makes being face-to-face so powerful, compared to
communicating by phone or e-mail). If I rub my forehead for a
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moment, chances are that you'll do the same. If I lean forward
slightly, you will too. Within a few minutes, without either of
us noticing it consciously, we may synchronize our breathing.
Indeed, the word conspire comes from the root words meaning
“breathing together” We're subconsciously influenced by and
adopt each other’s emotions. If people are dejected from losing
a fight, and I walk into a room with a sense of resolve, my emo-
tional state can shift the feeling in the room.

You cannot make someone stop or start feeling a certain
way. Nor can you argue with an emotion. Telling people that
they don’t feel sad—or worse, that they shouldn’t feel sad—is
never a good idea. It always backfires. And we cannot override
the pain or anger that people experience by telling them to be
happy or think positively. But we can use our emotional state to
shift and channel how people around us are feeling—if we're
intentional about it.

Psychologists call this “priming.” This is the second brain-
related concept that facilitates leadership and collective action.
Given how our brains work, we can be primed to feel certain
ways. This happens when we are exposed to images, words,
and thoughts that our memory associates with a feeling we've
had in the past. Simple experiments involving colors and words
demonstrate this. For example, people who are shown a yellow
card and then asked what theyd like to eat are more likely to
choose a banana from among other options.® This is how adver-
tising works: it can get us to buy a product by associating it with
amemory that made us happy in the past. You can use language
as a priming tool to encourage a mind-set in others that dis-
poses them to work cooperatively to build power. A simple ex-
ample is asking someone to share what she or he feels grateful
about. Just saying the word grateful and having to articulate that
emotion can help take the edge off stress or a feeling of being
overwhelmed in the face of so much injustice.
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The same basic idea applies to reading the emotional state of
aroom. If you're facilitating a meeting and running into a lot of
conflict and confusion, you can stop and ask people how they’re
feeling. What people say will shape how others are feeling and
influence what the group can get done. But if there is underly-
ing tension, it's almost always best to get it out on the table, so
people can figure out together how to move forward. This may
take a lot of effort, since part of the reason for the tension is that
people are uncomfortable giving voice to challenging subjects
(as Rosie’s example illustrated). Similarly, at times of stress or
crisis, having an agenda with more structure is better. It gives
people a sense of where things are going, increasing trust levels.

My friend Carlos Saavedra, who told the story recounted in
chapter 2 about undocumented immigrants donating blood, is
a great teacher of organizing. He says, “state before story;” which
means that you have to start by establishing the right emo-
tional state in the room. Then you can go forward with sharing
your story, taking the other steps to get organized, and creat-
ing change in the world. Part of what makes Carlos an effective
organizer is his ability, like an actor, to bring strong emotions to
the surface by tapping into a reservoir of powerful memories.

These ideas have practical applications for the choices we
make in facilitating meetings and organizing events. What we do
to shift the state of a room can be as simple as moving the chairs
around. An iron rule of organizing is that if it is physically pos-
sible to arrange a room so that everyone can see one another’s
eyes, you ought to take the time to do this. Even if the chairs are
arranged in rows when you arrive, rearrange them into a circle.
That way, we don’t just say everyone needs to be seen and heard,
we make it possible.

If you have hundreds of people in the room, put them at
round tables so they can spend some time working together
in small groups. People need to not only consume what’s being
said upfront but also process what theyre learning and share

Stand Up 2.indb 58 10/2717 8:36 AM



Purpose 59

what they know with others. And try this: ask people to stand
up and put their hands underneath the edge of the table. Count
to three, and then ask everyone to lift at the same time. Boom!
We just had a physical experience of acting together. And we
felt how light the tables were when we acted in unison.

The tactile experiences are often the most powerful. When
I was in Chile, almost every meeting or training would begin
with a dindmica (a game of one sort or another) that got peo-
ple moving and working together in a playful way. Activities
included seeing how long a group of people keep a few beach
balls up in the air and seeing if people could pass an orange or
small ball from one to another without using their hands. These
kinds of games shift the state of the room by triggering all sorts
of feelings and memories—mostly positive. Theyre not just
activities—they give an experiential taste of a different way of
being in the world.

Sometimes what makes all the difference for a group is to go
for a walk. I was once in Flint, Michigan, in a church hall, where
people were debating what to do with an abandoned apartment
complex nearby. Should the church buy it to redevelop into
affordable housing (the pastor’s idea)? Or push the city to tear
it down? Or demand that the owners renovate it? We decided
what to do only when we left the church, and walked over bro-
ken glass, to see, feel, and smell the state of the buildings.

Sharing a powerful story works as well (something we’ll talk
more about in the next chapter). But sometimes the simplest
step that you can take is to ask a question: What are you feel-
ing grateful for this morning? What was a moment in your life
when you felt included? Or excluded? One breakthrough for
the marriage-equality movement was shifting from telling peo-
ple about the right to marry to asking people when they first fell
in love. Another simple but powerful state-shifting tool is to ask
people to share what they appreciate most about the other people
in the room. These “appreciation circles” can be especially helpful
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when groups have experienced tension. The questions can feel a
bit corny when you ask them, but they almost always work.

My colleague Alvin Herring uses a Wall of Truth to prime
people for honesty and compassion in trainings about race and
racism. He gives people sticky notes and asks them to write
down things about race that they think but don’t say out loud
and then put them up on a wall. What people write is often
mind-blowingly honest. Afterward, people walk up and read
the notes, and then the group can discuss some of the most chal-
lenging or perceptive truths. Effective multiracial racial-justice
organizations develop out of hard and honest conversations.
These can happen only when we intentionally create spaces
where people can say not just what they think but what they feel.

Activities like the Wall of Truth and appreciation circles make
us better teachers, trainers, facilitators, chairpeople, and all-
around good people to have on teams. When we repeat them,
they become rituals. Those rituals shape the culture of our orga-
nizations. People come to expect that participation will involve
being challenged to think differently—even if it is uncomfort-
able. At Faith in Action, we begin most meetings with prayers or
reflections and sometimes song. I've worked with other organiza-
tions that use readings, music, spoken word, and chants to center
people and connect them to a larger purpose. We know how cen-
tral music was to the civil rights movement and to so many other
struggles. All these approaches and activities come back to invit-
ing people to bring their whole selves to the table, which is what
organizations that follow the framework in the next section do.

Building Organizations That Treat People as Ends,
Not Means

We want the small group, larger organization, or mass move-
ment to which we're dedicating our time and energy to treat us
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as ends, not means. We want it to be a small version of the kind
of society we are trying to bring into existence. The work may
be difficult and uncomfortable at times. But it always needs to
come back to our well-being, learning, and growth. Building
this orientation toward people into organizational culture can
be done in many ways. One approach is to think about purpose-
ful organizations as four-dimensional: they teach, trust, reflect,
and face outward.

Teach

Organizations develop their members into leaders when they
dedicate time and resources to teach people the knowledge and
skills necessary for leadership. A lot of research has been done
on education reform that highlights the importance of design-
ing schools as places where teachers are constantly learning.’
If the teachers aren’t learning, then students aren’t either. The
same applies to our organizations. If organizations aren’t places
where people are learning and growing, they’re less likely to be
able to make change in the world. Yet people in our organiza-
tions often tell us that we rush them into action. We don’t ade-
quately explain the context or teach them the skills they need
to succeed.

Here are three practices that nurture learning in organiza-
tions: (1) explicitly describe what skills and knowledge are
being taught and why (dont make people guess why they’re
attending a training); (2) before teaching adults something, ask
them what they already know about the subject; and (3) reg-
ularly ask people what they are learning and what difference
it’s made in their lives. If we don't fell people why, they won't
know where we're going. If we don'’t validate what they know,
they won't feel that we respect them. If we don’t ask whether it’s
working, they won't know we care about their growth.
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Trust

Investing in people goes hand in hand with trusting them with
big responsibilities. This is the difference between telling some-
one to come to the next activity or do a small task versus laying
out a big goal and sitting down together to figure out what that
person’s role is in achieving it. If we don’t invest relentlessly in
people’s development and trust them to lead, we end up repli-
cating racial and class inequality inside our organizations and
movements. Some people—often White men—
get to be heads, making decisions and developing
strategy. While others—people of color, women,

We ask too little
of people who
are prepared to

give so much those with less formal education, volunteers—are

hands, receiving instructions, showing up, and
doing the work. We ask too little of people who are prepared to
give so much.

Reflect

The third dimension of a purposeful organization is a commit-
ment to reflect on all significant action. Every meeting, training,
and event should include some reflection and evaluation. We
need to set aside time to figure out what we've learned from tak-
ing action together. Too often, people spend time gearing up for
a big showdown, and then, win or lose, they go silent or move
on to the next task. This is especially true when different orga-
nizations come together to work on a larger campaign. They
may have been able to coordinate their work, but they don't
necessarily have a structure to process it together and figure out
what comes next. I once talked to a friend whod been involved
in a successful effort to raise the minimum wage in his city.
Months later, he told me that the groups that had led the effort
still hadn’t set up a meeting to reflect on the campaign. They
hadn’t made an effort to look honestly at how theyd worked
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together, what they might do differently, and how they could
build on their success. If we're creating people-based organiza-
tions, we can’t afford to miss a chance to learn and get more real
with one another about what we're doing together.

Face Outward

The fourth dimension is facing outward—actively reaching out
and engaging people through direct contact. People want to
belong. But all groups, large and small, have tendencies to be-
come cliques, to slouch into oligarchy. Organizations say that
they want more people to be involved but send out the oppo-
site message or allow long periods of radio silence. In college, I
wanted to become involved in the movement on campus to end
South African apartheid. But I couldn’t figure out how. It seemed
like the cool kids all knew one another and that there wasn’t a
clear way in. Later, once I'd figured out how to be part of the
group, I was at a meeting where people were complaining about
how hard it was to get people involved. Now, whenever I'm in a
conversation about how to increase participation or about why
more people don’t show up, I remember that moment. I remind
myself that what’s important is not our stated desire for people
to join our group but the messages people are actually hearing
about whether we want them. People remember how you made
them feel. Are we faced inward, talking to one another, feeling
special and chosen? Or are we turned outward, communicating
the feeling of inclusion, measuring our days by the purposeful
conversations we've had with people who've waited so patiently
for us to knock at their doors?

When I saw people pouring into the school auditorium on
that night of the first public meeting organized by the parent
group, it felt like an epiphany. Organizing wasn’t so hard. If you
could get enough people to show up and ask for something,
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youd get it. That was an experience of the Utopian Flaw, an idea
I learned from the Jesuits. When were building something new,
we put an almost idealistic hope in it. We convince ourselves
that reaching the top will solve all our problems. The truth is
that bigger mountains lie beyond the one we've just climbed;
the hardest part isn't scaling the first one. It’s making it through
the valley that follows. That capacity to keep going rests on the
strength of the relationships were able to build with other peo-
ple. And that starts with sharing our story.
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Building Relationships That
Move People to Action

Getting started on change isn’t hard. If youre frustrated
about what you see happening in the world or your commu-
nity or workplace, go out and talk to another person. Share
your story. Hear that person’s. Talk about what both of you care
about. Explain the source of your anger. Build a relationship.
Storytelling may seem like a distraction from the real work of
politics, but it grounds all social change because stories are how
humans make sense of the world. We use them to communicate
our values, what we care enough about to act on and even risk
our lives to achieve. Four important results happen in organiz-
ing when we start with story.

First, we experience a small taste of the world that we're strug-
gling to bring into existence. When I listen to your story with
focus, I communicate that I see you. You matter. You belong.
When I tell my own story to another person, or to a thousand
people, I assert my humanity. Indeed, this may be the action
that is most in my control that gives me dignity.

Second, when we exchange our stories, the empathy we give
and receive becomes social trust. This is what makes it possi-
ble for people to work together. It can take many conversations,
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but we cannot expect people to take risks together without
trust. Sharing the experiences and emotions that have shaped
our commitments builds the bonds we need to go into battle
together. It also builds bridges between people from different
backgrounds, helping us overcome efforts by elites to divide us
from one another.

Third, we draw connections between our experiences that
expose the social structures that shape our lives. We tend to
overestimate other people’s personal responsibility for their suc-
cesses and failures (while minimizing our own). This makes it
easy to blame people for the situations in which they find them-
selves and miss how political decisions help or hinder people’s
progress in the world. When we share our stories, we often find
historical convergence (say, two people discovering that they
were the first ones in their respective families to go to college)
or divergence (say my having gone to college at a time when
costs were low and lots of grants were available and your having
taken on tens of thousands of dollars in debt to finance your
education). These similarities and differences help us step out-
side our own sweat and tears. They give us some shared ingredi-
ents, or at least shared points of discussion, for teasing out how
social structures beyond our direct control have contributed to
who we are and our place in the world.

Finally, storytelling is how we rewrite the underlying story
of our society to support more equitable policies. The ability
to tell stories makes human beings unique among all animals.
Scientists say that around seventy thousand years ago—a blink
in the history of the human species—we experienced a “cogni-
tive revolution” in the structure of our brains that made it pos-
sible for us to think and communicate about abstract ideas. In
Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harari
writes that if we could go back in time before this revolution
in human thinking, wed struggle to understand the people
we met. But after that point, “Wed be able to explain to them
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everything we know—from the adventures of Alice in Wonder-
land to the paradoxes of quantum physics—and they could
teach us how their people view the world”' For a species that
depends on social interaction for survival, our newfound ability
to tell stories about things that we couldn’t see or touch allowed
us to create social trust and cooperation across vast numbers of
people. Once things could be imagined, they could be brought
into existence. Storytelling was the supertool humans used to
build complex societies. Similarly, today, we cannot make the
social changes needed to save lives and live better without tell-
ing new, more inclusive and equitable stories. Just as stories
rationalize the worst actions of human beings, they also fuel the
movements that make us live up to our potential.

This chapter is organized into four parts. The first section
discusses research on what keeps people engaged in social
change and increases their participation. (Hint: the opportu-
nity to share your story with another person is key.) The second
shows how we can get better at telling our personal stories to
give them greater emotional punch. The third section is about
using one-to-one story sharing as a tool to build stronger orga-
nizations. The fourth focuses on the role of narrative in the
communications work we need to do to win on the issues we're
working on and transform our communities and country.

What Keeps People Involved in Social Change?

Too often, activists and social justice organizations lecture
people rather than listen to them. We mistakenly think that
people need to be persuaded to think a certain way before they
take action. Or that you move people by telling them what is
wrong. We end up spending too much time communicating to
people, too little talking with them. That’s why we teach com-
munity organizers that they have two ears and one mouth so
they can spend twice as much time listening as talking.
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Faith in Action has collaborated with Vanderbilt University
professor Paul Speer on research to understand what motivates
people to get involved in social change and what keeps them
coming back. For five years, Paul and his team studied grassroots
organizations affiliated with Faith in Action in different parts of
the country. The organizations varied in size, but they shared a
basic approach to organizing people of faith (from many differ-
ent traditions) through their religious institutions. Paul’s team
collected sign-in sheets from meetings and lists of people whod
met with each other face-to-face as part of the organizations.
The researchers also surveyed people who had participated and
those who hadn't.

They found that two things keep people engaged: “(1) rela-
tionships with other participants and, (2) the opportunity to play
a role that is meaningful and challenging.” Two specific activi-
ties were especially “sticky” (in the sense that they held people
and deepened their involvement). The first was a short one-on-
one meeting with another person where you shared your story
and heard the other person’s. The second was a “research action,”
a small meeting with public officials or someone else with power
over what is happening in the community. (Research actions are
discussed in more detail in chapter 7 on power.) People who par-
ticipated in these two (fairly intimate) activities were more likely
to keep coming back and take on greater leadership than people
who didn’t. They also came to see themselves as having more
power and agency in their lives. Attending a large meeting or
protest may help an organizing campaign achieve its goals, but it
had little effect on an individual’s likelihood to get more involved
in the organization. And interestingly, nothing about people’s
demographics or the attitudes they had before they arrived pre-
dicted whether they would show up once and then walk away or
end up chairing meetings. What mattered was whether they had
an opportunity to share their story and engage decision makers
alongside other people.
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This finding has important implications for how we think
about building organizations and social movements. It suggests
that millions of people could be involved in fighting for social
justice if they were asked directly and were invited into activi-
ties that gave them a chance to take leadership alongside other
people. The one-on-one isn’t only a good way for people to get
to know each other at the start of a meeting. It's a perpetual-
motion machine that we have at our fingertips to pull more and
more people onto the playing field of justice.

The Vanderbilt research is consistent with other stud-
ies showing that people often come into organizations seek-
ing social connection. For example, one study surprisingly
found that half the people active in the pro-life movement first
showed up either being supportive of abortion rights or with-
out having strong opinions.’ They joined because other people
in their communities and congregations were involved, and
their involvement shaped their views. The power of organiza-
tions to influence how people see the world runs counter to
the tendency of activists to spend lots of energy trying to find
likely supporters to engage. When we're fighting for causes that
already have a lot of support, like raising wages or providing
a path to legal status and citizenship for immigrants, we don’t
need to search for true believers. We're often better off invit-
ing a lot of people in and exposing them to meaningful activi-
ties that put them into relationship and leadership—beginning
with sharing their story with other people.

Getting Clear about Your Story

The story of your life is as unique as you are. But compelling
stories have a common structure. And our personal stories fol-
low patterns shaped by history. We know from experience that
people can get better at telling their stories through practice and
by understanding the elements of a good story and reflecting
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on how their own lives have been shaped by history. Our brains
are wired to make sense of the world more easily through sto-
ries than through facts and figures. So when we build up our
storytelling muscles—individually and as organizations—we
become more persuasive to the people we’re trying to motivate
and to people in positions of power whose decisions we're try-
ing to influence.

Marshall Ganz, who worked with Cesar Chavez as the orga-
nizing director of the United Farm Workers, has taught thou-
sands of people to tell their stories more powerfully. He says that
“a good public story is drawn from the series of choice points
that have structured the ‘plot’ of your life—the challenges you
faced, choices you made, and outcomes you experienced.” Your
story needs to answer the question of what motivates you. As
Marshall says, people need to “understand the values that move
you to act, because it might move them to act as well.”*

Often, the stories that grip us emotionally revolve around a
time of great pain or loss. My friend Desmond Meade, a leader
in the movement of formerly incarcerated returning citizens in
Florida, describes how, after he had left prison and was home-
less, he was about to lie down on a train track and kill him-
self. At that moment, he had a vision of a different future. That
led him to put his life back together and become a lawyer. His
choice was similar to the one made by the Chilean miners who
looked death in the face and vowed to survive. These stories
of rebirth are fundamental to our shared history and religious
traditions. Whether or not we've personally faced down death,
they remind us of low points in our own lives and how we
rebounded, of the trauma we've experienced, the support we've
received from those who love us, and our strength and resil-
ience as humans.

The key to powerful stories is not always the dramatic mo-
ments of external conflict, although these experiences can help
focus people’s attention, but rather the emotional drama playing
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out inside our hearts. We know this from the movies we've seen
and books we've read. What first appears to be a physical con-
flict with an obstacle (usually a villain) is really about the hero
struggling with a choice that brings to the surface an internal
contradiction in his or her character. The challenge can be self-
doubt, overconfidence, wrestling with meeting expectations set
by others, and so many other difficulties that bedevil us as we
try to make our way in a complicated world. That is why the
moral of the story usually comes back to what the main charac-
ter learns about himself or herself and what we learn about our-
selves. Often it’s the helper (the “impact character”) who forces
the protagonist to make a different choice. The “help” doesn’t
solve our problem but rather helps us see our choices more
clearly. This is why coaching is so important to social change
and why compelling public stories often include someone who
helped us look at the world differently.

We don’t need to have had a near-death experience or lived
on the streets to explain the source of our motivation. But a
compelling story needs to be more than simply recounting our
life story. We need to dig into not only what happened to us but
also the conflict we faced and the choices we made. In the end,
our story is an argument for what we think needs to happen
in the world based on our experience. Getting there requires
reflecting honestly on the turning points that shaped our lives
(there can be many, and we can share different pieces of our
story at different times, depending on the impact we're look-
ing to have and what group were with). Since our motivation
is shaped by what has happened to us in our lives, as Marshall
Ganz says, we all have “within [our] experience what [we] need
to be able to make an impact in the world.” We just have to take
the time to explain that experience clearly.

Sometimes we have the luxury of sitting down with someone
to share our story. Often, we have less time and a less explicit
invitation to tell our story. Practice helps us tell a condensed
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version of our story in a short conversation that might take place
when you bump into someone on the street (“I watched my par-
ents lose their home when I was fifteen and decided I'd never let
myself be pushed around”). We need to be able to share a snip-
pet of our story that explains our motivation when we intro-
duce ourselves at a meeting, make a phone call, or knock on a
door (“T've lived in this neighborhood my entire life, and I'm
not going to be forced out now”). Like a precious metal that
goes through a refining process, we have to boil our story down
to its essence through repetition.

Using Stories to Build Organization

The real power in storytelling comes not from telling our
story but from eliciting the stories of other people. When you're
working to create social change, you want to think of yourself
as an architect of human relationships. The best way to get peo-
ple into relationships is to ask them to share their stories. One
of the lessons we teach in organizing is that while meetings
are important to make decisions and to get people marching
together, most of the work happens through one-on-one rela-
tionships. The best way to make a meeting successful, especially
when the stakes are high, is to talk individually with key people
beforehand.

But even if youre in a big meeting, before
getting to the tasks, ask people to break up
wherever you are and into pairs and share their stories. Use your
whatever your roleis ~ POWeT to create community wherever you
in the organization. are and whatever your role is in the orga-

Use your power to
create community

nization. The deeper the relationships, the
easier the work will be. One practice that creates a culture of
respect is to ask people to sit across from each other and take
turns telling their story for a few minutes while the other person
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listens without comment. When each person is done speaking,
she or he concludes by saying “I've spoken.” The other person
responds, “I hear you” or “I see you.” The same ritual can be
done when people tell their story in front of a group. It connects
the act of speaking your truth with the experience of being seen
as fully human.

With an orientation to relationship building through story,
organizations can build stronger bonds between people who al-
ready share a lot in common and also bridge people who come
from different backgrounds. Caucuses organized by race, gen-
der, sexual orientation, and other identities create space for
people to support one another, connect their stories to a larger
historical struggle, and build collective power.

When people come together from different backgrounds,
starting with story can break down social barriers. You don’t
need to know whether you agree with someone to hear his
or her story. And that experience of being seen and heard by
another person is the best tool we have for combatting the
false hierarchies that diminish people and separate them from
each other.

If you want people to look at the world differently, share a
story that opens their heart. Even better, give them the space to
explain their experience and thinking. We so badly want people
to think the way we do. But without listening to their stories, our
wish to convince or influence can end up pushing people into
their corners—all the more so now that social media has frac-
tured our communities, making it possible for us to be exposed
only to those stories that reinforce our outlook on the world.

Stories are especially important when we are trying to get
people to see the underlying structures that shape our lives, the
intentional political decisions that we get socialized into think-
ing are normal and natural. A good way to begin to reveal these
decisions is to ask people to explicitly reflect on the structures
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of opportunity and oppression that have shaped their lives and
their families. As I explained in chapter 2, getting involved in
organizing helped me see how my family’s history was shaped
by very specific structural decisions (my grandparents’ coming
to the United States during a brief window when the doors were
open to Eastern European Jews and my parents’ coming of age
during the post-WWII period at a time when Jews were able
to take advantage of the privileges of being White and when
education, housing, and labor policies were lifting millions of
White working-class families into the middle class). Reflecting
on my family history has helped me be more conscious of my
privilege, more connected to my heritage of social justice, and
clearer about how inequality works.

Focusing on both structures that create barriers and those
that provide advantages helps avoid the tendency to look only
at the deficit. We have plenty of examples in our family sto-
ries of public policies that facilitate social advancement for
some people but not others. From federal housing policies
that enabled some families to build up wealth in their homes
to university admissions policies that privilege the children of
alumni and donors, we know that structures shape opportuni-
ties. The story that inequality is unfortunate but unavoidable
is a myth. When government is accountable to working peo-
ple, it can create opportunity and make society more racially
and economically equitable. We have the capacity to drive that
change. Indeed, what makes organizing powerful is that it not
only gives us the ability to improve our lives and communities
but makes it possible to tell a new collective story about what
is right and how change happens. Organizations that run suc-
cessful campaigns build a reservoir of stories that give people
the lived experience that change is possible. This helps us dis-
pute the stories we get told by elites about staying in our place
and accepting what is.
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Winning the Battle over Narrative

Challenging the Dominant Story

Paul Medellin, an organizer with PICO in the 1980s and ’90s,
used to lead a workshop on power, in which he drew a sketch of
a city with a bubble over it. The media on one side and corporate
interests on the other held the bubble in place. Some ideas were
allowed in, while others bounced off. At the time that I saw this
training, I was working as a community organizer in Philadel-
phia, and Ed Rendell was mayor. Rendell was a deal maker. He
invested hundreds of millions of dollars of public funds in big
development projects, including fifteen new hotels, a Disney-
Quest entertainment center, the National Constitution Center,
and a new home for the city’s symphony orchestra. All these
projects were located in Center City Philadelphia. His push to
revitalize the central business district defined his administra-
tion. It established his reputation, outside Philadelphia, as a sav-
ior of the city.

Many of us in the city saw Rendell’s wheeling and dealing as
sucking up the city’s resources and political will, making it dif-
ficult to get the powers that be to focus on the neighborhoods
where most people lived. The investment in Center City was
gentrifying nearby residential areas while pushing blight deeper
into many communities that were experiencing a vicious cycle
of disinvestment. The number of abandoned homes and build-
ings was skyrocketing. Half of the young people at many neigh-
borhood high schools were leaving school without graduating.
Jobs had disappeared. People were seeing their neighborhoods
turned into open-air drug markets, and the police department
was rocked by corruption investigations. Very little of this
“data” about what was happening in the city’s neighborhoods
was included in the dominant narrative of Philadelphia as a city
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on the rise, led by a tough, charismatic mayor. And proposals
for renovating blighted housing and linking Center City devel-
opment to neighborhood revitalization through development
fees bounced off the magic bubble hovering over the city.

As Rendell was touting a narrative about Philadelphia and
what it needed, he was operating in concert with real estate de-
velopment interests in the region. These men donated mil-
lions of dollars to Rendell’s election and re-election campaigns,
often in checks that exceeded $100,000. Throughout his term
as mayor, Rendell worked hand-in-glove with the city’s domi-
nant power broker, State Senator Vince Fumo. Fumo controlled
so many city institutions, from the port authority to the school
board, that he was once depicted in the Philadelphia Daily News
as an octopus with twenty arms. Together, Rendell, Fumo, and
City Council President John Street channeled money into de-
velopment projects and contracts controlled by well-connected
law firms and developers. The building trade unions, which
used a combination of political influence and violence to keep
Black and Latino workers out of the best paying trades, were
key allies—as were some of the city’s leading politicians (White
and Black), who were tied to law firms that had a slice of the
bond work connected to development projects.

Rendell’s strategy was to turn Philadelphia into the sixth bor-
ough of New York, a mini-Manhattan. The story of Rendell’s
leadership and Philadelphia’s bright future was told in the city’s
two newspapers, one a tabloid for the people and the other for
wealthier and more suburban readers, both owned by the same
company. Scandals occasionally broke through. But the intricate
system of influence and racial and ethnic politics that deter-
mined who got what contracts to do what work was largely left
out of the narrative. The main story line was grit and renewal,
illustrated by Philadelphia Inquirer reporter Buzz Bissinger in
his best-selling ode to Rendell, A Prayer for the City.
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Bissinger’s book came out in 1997. By the end of Rendell’s
term in 2000, the US Census showed that Philadelphia had lost
68,000 people, a higher percentage loss of population than any
other large US city besides Detroit.* Median family income had
fallen by 7 percent. Poverty was up 2.6 percent. Latino poverty
was the highest in the nation, and Black poverty among the
highest.” A time-lapse map of housing abandonment showed
blight spreading out from Center City into a host of once-
stable neighborhoods.® During Rendell’s tenure, the US econ-
omy gained 22 million jobs, one of the most sustained periods
of economic growth in a generation, yet by most measures,
Philadelphia lost ground compared to other cities while he
was mayor.” Unfortunately, these facts didn’t get in the way
of the inspiring story of a White mayor saving an increasingly
Black and Brown city.

By the time Rendell left office, real estate developers had
locked in hundreds of millions of dollars in tax breaks that
would go on for decades. They were making fortunes from gen-
trifying the neighborhoods that bordered Center City. Rendell
was on his way to becoming governor of Pennsylvania based
on the reputation he had built as mayor. Large sections of the
city had lived through another decade-long vicious cycle of job-
lessness, violence, and disinvestment. Eventually, both Johnny
Dougherty (the head of the racist building trades) and Vince
Fumo (Philadelphia’s ultimate power broker) went to federal
prison on corruption charges. But that was after the damage
was done.

After eight years of urban decay under Rendell and lots of or-
ganizing by Philadelphia residents, the gaze of city leaders began
to shift to the crisis playing out in the neighborhoods. In 2000,
during the mayoral election to replace Rendell, the organiza-
tion I worked for ran a campaign called Neighborhoods First.
At the time of the election, more than two hundred thousand
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abandoned cars were on the streets of Philadelphia, many burnt
out and upside down. None were in Center City. We succeeded
in making these junked cars a symbol of the neglect of neigh-
borhoods. At one point, we put stickers on thousands of cars
saying “The next mayor will decide how long this car sits on
your street, but you'll decide who the next mayor is.”

The candidates competed to announce their plans to deal
with abandoned autos and community revitalization. The city’s
newspapers—decimated by falling population and declining
circulation—shifted from boosting Center City development
to urging the candidates to focus on neighborhoods. John
Street won the election and made getting abandoned autos off
the street his first major policy initiative. He went on to make
neighborhood revitalization a focus of his administration.

Organizing in Philadelphia during those years taught me
that we cannot advance social change without taking on the
dominant stories that are used to hold structures of inequality
in place. The difficultly is that these stories are not just out there
in the news waiting to be disputed; they are embedded in peo-
ple’s minds as common sense. Even people who stand to lose as
a result of a story may still believe it to be true. And this is not
just a matter of people being duped. People embrace dominant
stories because they help make sense of a confusing and chaotic
world. Simple stories create a sense of security.

Of course, most people living in North or West Philadelphia
didn’t buy into Ed Rendell’s vision of shiny buildings or give
a damn about being the sixth borough of New York City. The
main audience for Rendell’s dominant narrative was the sub-
urban voters and elites who controlled the institutions in the
region. These voters helped him become governor and later
emerge as a key Democratic Party power broker. Rendell and
the developers and corporate executives who supported him
raised and spent tens of millions of dollars. They used that
money to hold together a coalition on the city council and in
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the city’s Democratic Party. They kept dollars flowing into the
right projects and pockets. The light playing on the water of
a dominant narrative is always a mix of well-resourced argu-
ments that reinforce common sense and money spread around
strategically to hold everything together.

Telling a New Story

Exposing the big lies that sustain inequality is an important part
of social change and can be energizing. But the harder work
often is creating a new narrative. We can be crystal clear about
our opponent’s story but mushy about our own. Narrative war-
fare is almost always uneven. Rarely do we have the resources to
create a new story line from whole cloth. We don’t always have
a platform as big as Ed Rendell had in Philadelphia. More often,
were left with finding an existing story line that isn't getting
enough attention and trying to fuel it. Other times, were fight-
ing to co-opt an existing narrative and make it our own.

One key is to find simple metaphors that make sense in peo-
ple’s guts. Frameworks, an organization that researches public
opinion, conducted a study on attitudes about criminal jus-
tice. This issue tends to bring out people’s least generous views
about individual responsibility and punishment for bad be-
havior. Getting people to focus on how structures and policies
entangle people in the justice system and how racism can fuel
this process can be hard. Frameworks filmed some troubling
videos of White people puzzling over racial disparities in drug
sentencing. Studies show that Black people use drugs at lower
levels than White people but are arrested and jailed for drug
possession at much higher rates. In the videos, you can see
focus group participants resist undisputable facts about these
disparities. Participants come up with many arguments for why
their prejudices are right and the data wrong. That’s because the
stories people have in their minds almost always trump data.
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However, Frameworks did find a metaphor (which, in a
sense, is a mini story) that was effective in getting people to
think about criminal justice in terms of structures: a maze.
If you introduce the idea of a maze into a conversation about
criminal justice, people begin to talk about what it feels like to
be dropped into a system you don’t under-
stand. People with money or influence can see
rests on whether the exits, but others can’t. You end up circling
people can own the back to the same place over and over if you
narrative and repeat 0Nt get help. Getting people to tell their own

The power of a
collective story

itin their own words.  stories that explain how mazelike structures
shape behavior doesn’t take much prompting.
The power of a collective story rests on whether people can own

the narrative and repeat it in their own words.

In 2000, Oakland Community Organizations (OCO) was
working with parents in working-class neighborhoods in
Oakland, California, where schools were so overcrowded that
they ran on two shifts. Student test scores were abysmal. Liz
Sullivan, an organizer with OCO, worked with a group of par-
ents to make a simple map of Oakland that noted the sizes,
test results, and locations of all schools, showing visually the
link between the number of students attending a school and
its educational outcomes. The map helped spark what came
to be called the Small Autonomous Schools Movement, which
went on to transform public education in the city. OCO was
clear that “small” meant schools that were developed by par-
ents and teachers around student needs and accountable to
the community. Parents persuaded the school district to create
a “small school incubator” out of which more than fifty new
small autonomous public schools were created, most of which
are still outperforming traditional public schools. Almost all are
more closely integrated into their communities.

Skeptics and opponents challenged these small schools, say-
ing that small doesn’t mean good. But this pushback helped
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advance, rather than end, the conversation. A good metaphor
gives us something to work with. Parents were able to use the
simple and clear idea of small schools to talk about schools in
which their children would not fall through the cracks. In doing
so, they told a new story about education in their city, a story
that was built around the needs of their children, and the con-
troversy it generated only helped.

Of all the social justice stories coursing through our coun-
try in recent years, Black Lives Matter has been the most com-
pelling and influential. Alicia Garza, cofounder, describes its
origin this way: “I created #BlackLivesMatter with Patrisse
Cullors and Opal Tometi, two of my sisters, as a call to action
for Black people after 17-year-old Trayvon Martin was posthu-
mously placed on trial for his own murder and the killer, George
Zimmerman, was not held accountable for the crime he com-
mitted. It was a response to the anti-Black racism that perme-
ates our society and also, unfortunately, our movements.” "
Black Lives Matter went viral because it came out of a com-
mon struggle, and so many people saw their own stories in
it at a moment of great pain. As Alicia makes clear, the point
of these words put together and pushed out into the world by
three African American queer women was to radically disrupt
the larger society and the social justice movement. The feeble
racist response that “all lives matter” can be painful to hear.
But it’s a sign that Black Lives Matter is powerful and cannot
be denied. It’s a reminder that good social justice stories don’t
resolve tension. They force us to go deeper into the truths that
dominant narratives try to drown out.

Everyone should read what Alicia wrote directly, but part of
what struck me, particularly as a White man, was this: “#Black
LivesMatter doesn’t mean your life isn’t important—it means
that Black lives, which are seen as without value within White
supremacy, are important to your liberation.” The story of Black
Lives Matter not only forces a moral choice for every person
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who hears it to either accept or deny four hundred years of
racial oppression, but like the small schools demand, it creates a
platform for people whose fates are intertwined to unite around
a common struggle—which leads to the next chapter on justice
teams in larger movements.
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Team

Finding a Home Base in a Movement
for Change

After college, I lived in a shared house with three other peo-
ple. One of them was a slug. He didn’t clean up, shop, or do any
of the other work necessary for four people to live together. For
a while, the rest of us tried to compensate. But eventually, we fell
into a small-group death spiral. We retreated to our rooms and
waited for the lease to end. I know people who've had the oppo-
site experience, who are still best friends with their old house-
mates. Why do some teams soar, while others crash and burn?
And what makes it possible to consistently build social justice
teams that bring out the best in their members and are able to
drive change in the world?

Having people whom you trust to walk with is indispens-
able to a life of social justice. All the important changes we
make in the world are made alongside other people. Yet finding
(or building) a good team of people to conspire with is never
easy. The challenge of forming teams—and holding them
together—is what organizers spend the most time wrestling
with. And it’s the Achilles’ heel of an American social justice
movement in which most so-called members have never met
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one another—Ilet alone participated in the kind of face-to-face
organizing that’s been the lifeblood of every social movement
in history.

This chapter on building and sustaining social justice teams
is organized into three sections. The first looks at the value of
small groups—for us as individuals, as well as for organizations
and larger movements. The second shares four practices that
set teams up for success: trust, shared purpose, clear roles, and
a learning culture. The final section offers an example of how
large numbers of interconnected small groups that combine
personal growth and social action can change history.

Why Small Face-to-Face Groups Are Indispensable
for Social Change

Saddleback Church, in Orange County, California, is a large
institution built on a foundation of small groups. Led by Rev.
Rick Warren, author of The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth
Am I Here For?, the church has regular Sunday attendance of
over twenty thousand people, making it one of the largest reli-
gious congregations in the United States. One key to its growth
has been the creation of thousands of small groups that pro-
vide a home base for its members. Steve Gladen, the leader of
Saddleback’s Small Group Ministries, writes that the church has
“more people in small groups than attend our weekend ser-
vices”! Through the groups, people pray together, share prob-
lems, study, and engage in service and outreach. The church has
a structure that provides training and support to group leaders
and connects groups to the larger mission and activities of the
institution. Gladen says, “We look at the people who are serv-
ing as hosts and identify the ones who are natural shepherds.
Then we begin to raise these people up through a ‘Small Group
Leadership Pathway’ that helps them understand the ministry,
recognize God’s call in their lives, and then trains them in head
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and heart fundamentals so they can be effective in the ministry.
We take hosts and turn them into leaders!™

Many of the organizing and leadership-development prac-
tices that make Saddleback successful also apply to purpose-
driven social change. Small groups give people space to breathe,
think, find support, and grow. The larger the institution or
movement, the greater the need for small spaces in which peo-
ple can connect. None of us comes to social justice work fully
formed. Becoming a public person who can act with confidence
against injustice is hard. We need to be around people who can
keep us from retreating back into our comfort zones. We need
places where we can test our voices, connect with partners who
complement our talents, and find a sense of belonging.

A burning issue might bring us to a first meeting, but what
keeps us coming back are the relationships we build. There’s a
point that successful groups pass—sim-
ilar to a runner’s high—after which peo-
ple don’t need to be persuaded to come to
meetings. At that point, the relationships,
not the agenda, hold people together and
make the work seem easier.

Being on a team also gives people the ability to negotiate
their interests within a larger institution or movement. Even
in organizations working in a single city, people without teams
can end up becoming cogs in a larger system. If we’re not ac-
tively engaged with others in making decisions about the social
change work were doing, we can end up being hands, not
heads—being given small discrete tasks, such as signing peti-
tions or attending rallies. To be agents of our own destiny rather
than objects of other people’s plans, we need teammates.

That’s why face-to-face chapters, small groups, and teams are
the building blocks of mass social movements. An early exam-
ple in US history is the antislavery movement. Until the 1820s,
the primary organizations working to end slavery in the United

A burning issue might
bring us to a first
meeting, but what keeps
us coming back are the
relationships we build.
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States were a small number of societies, led mostly by promi-
nent Quakers. These associations “advocated [for the] gradual
abolition of slavery” using “tactics of voluntary manumissions,
legal aid for blacks, and petitions to state governments.”® Their
tactics and membership were limited. Many other people—
including many free Blacks—had energy for more direct and
rebellious opposition to slavery, but these potential participants
lacked the organizational structures to express that resistance.

Then something changed. Abolitionists decided to adopt a
different organizing strategy and structure in the early 1830s.
They were inspired by slave rebellions, such as the 1831 upris-
ing in Virginia led by Nat Turner, and by the Second Great
Awakening, a religious revival that spread a spirit of moral
reform in the country. In 1832, leading abolitionists launched
the American Antislavery Society—a new organization with a
nationwide membership that included Blacks as well as Whites.
They chose a “federated structure comprising nested local, state,
and national chapters [which] enabled a franchise like expansion
... providing a template for organizing and a way to link local
groups to a nationwide effort.”*

In their article, “Antislavery in America: The Press, the Pul-
pit, and the Rise of Antislavery Societies,” Marissa King and
Heather Haveman show how this change in organizational
structure and philosophy made abolition the first large-scale
American social movement. “The American Antislavery Soci-
ety initiated a popular grass-roots campaign to promote imme-
diate abolition. Rather than having prominent citizens sign
petitions or bring lawsuits, the [society] sought to build wide-
spread support among the citizenry to end slavery through a
moral transformation that would turn the entire populace into
abolitionists.”*

The fervor of the new structure is captured in the organiza-
tion’s 1838 constitution:
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We shall organize Antislavery Societies, if possible, in every
city, town, and village in our land. We shall send forth agents
to lift up the voice of remonstrance, of warning, of entreaty,
and rebuke. We shall circulate unsparingly and extensively
antislavery tracts. . . . We shall enlist the pulpit and the
press in the cause. . . . We shall aim at the purification of the
churches from all participation in the guilt of slavery.®

Membership exploded. At its height, the American Antislav-
ery Society had more than sixteen hundred local chapters. It
engaged tens of thousands of people in face-to-face organizing
against slavery. The greatest participation was in states with
the largest free Black populations. In 1835 alone, the society
distributed more than one million pamphlets and slave narra-
tives. Many participants in local antislavery societies went on
to become conductors on the Underground Railroad. The core
components of the abolition movement—mass multiracial
membership, local societies or chapters, traveling agents, direct
action, and an ethic of moral resistance to injustice—shaped
every subsequent social movement in US history, from women’s
suffrage to ending child labor to the civil rights movement.

In her book Diminished Democracy: From Membership to
Management in American Civic Life, Theda Skocpol explains
that, like the abolition movement, the largest and most suc-
cessful social organizations in the United States have been or-
ganized along federated lines, with national, state, and local
structures.” This approach to building organizations and move-
ments has been powerful precisely because it creates spaces for
large numbers of people to be directly involved in face-to-face
teams, while connecting them together and coordinating their
work across great distances.

Organizations that reach deep into local communities and
can bring large-scale pressure on the federal government are
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especially important in the United States because of the size of
the country and how our government was designed to block
change. The thirty-nine men who wrote the US Constitution
(eleven of whom owned or managed slave plantations) made
it extraordinarily difficult to pass policies to rein in elites,
eradicate slavery, or benefit working people. From the design
of the Senate—where one senator can stop an entire piece of
legislation from moving forward—to the separation of pow-
ers between the president, Congress, and Supreme Court, they
structured the rules of government to protect the status quo
and to slow change. We play politics on a tilted field. The deep
frustration that Americans feel about the inability of Congress
to address the issues that matter most in our lives is extreme
today. But the cry against do-nothing politicians is not new nor
an accident. It’s the product of how a small number of wealthy
White men designed the federal government, as well as many of
our state governments.

Unfortunately, since the 1970s, social justice organizations
that reach deep into communities have been eclipsed by what
Skocpol refers to as “staff-led, mailing-list associations, with-
out local or state group affiliates.” “If a new cause arises, people
think of opening a national office, raising funds through direct
mail, and hiring a media consultant.” In contrast, the Christian
Coalition and other conservative organizations have continued
to rely on structures that create space for people to take mean-
ingful local action in their communities, connected to larger
moral and political issues. But progressive and especially envi-
ronmental organizations largely relate to members as individual
donors or online activists. In 2000, Robert Putnam wrote, “Vir-
tually all the major American environmental groups (as well as
thousands of smaller organizations) are addicted to direct mail
as a tool of mobilization and membership retention.”"® Today,
national organizations fill our in-boxes with e-mail and claim
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us as members solely on the basis of our donating a few dollars
or signing an online petition.

The inherent weakness of mailing-list organizations can
be seen in the spectacular failure of the nation’s environmen-
tal organizations to secure climate change legislation during
the first Obama term. Skocpol shows how “Big Green” orga-
nizations went into the fight with hundreds of millions of
dollars—from direct-mail donations—to spend on lobbying
and large lists of “members.” But they lacked a deep, mobilized
base of people necessary to create moral and political pressure
for action on climate change. This made it possible for the fossil
fuel industry to use influential lobbyists, hundreds of millions
in campaign contributions, and Senate rules to block action on
cap and trade legislation.

Lawrence Goodwyn captures the bind we face today in his
book The Populist Moment: A Short History of the Agrarian
Revolt in America. Populism, which began in the 1870s, was
the largest democratic movement in American history and a
precursor to our current struggle to restrain corporate power.
Goodwyn writes, “[H]istory does not support the notion
that mass protest movements develop because of hard times.
Depressed economies or exploitive arrangements of power and
privilege may produce lean years and even lean lifetimes for mil-
lions of people, but . . . they do not produce mass political insur-
gency. "' The crises we face in our own time are hollowing out
the middle class and making more people poor. But neither this
hardship nor widespread awareness of the corrupt influence of
moneyed interests is enough to create a social revolution. Rather,
as Goodwyn writes, “Democratic movements are initiated by
people who have individually managed to attain a high level of
personal political self-respect. They are not resigned; they are
not intimidated. . . . Their sense of autonomy permits them to
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dare to try to change things by seeking to influence others.

Stand Up 2.indb 89 10/2717 8:36 AM



90 STAND UP!

Like the abolitionists after 1832, the populists sought to fun-
damentally change the way Americans saw their society. They
tielded forty thousand lecturers who, like the antislavery agents,
traveled the country speaking to groups of farmers and urban
workers. Participants weren't just showing up for speeches; they
were directly engaged in day-to-day organizing against the eco-
nomic structures that were impoverishing their families. They
had spent many years “talk[ing] to each other about their trou-
bles. They had read books on economics in an effort to discover
what had gone wrong” and had formed local cooperative orga-
nizations that they controlled. Goodwyn says that this “coop-
erative struggle . . . engendered within millions of people what
Martin Luther King would later call a ‘sense of somebodiness.”
This is what gave people the ability to stand up to the proverbial
pharaohs of their times. “Thus armed, the Populists attempted
to insulate themselves against being intimidated by the enor-
mous political, economic, and social pressures that accompa-
nied the emergence of corporate America.”*?

Much has changed in our times, from the Internet to global-
ization. But the forces we're up against are only more entrenched.
And people’s sense of resignation and intimidation is pervasive.
Like the populists and the abolitionists, we need a movement
that can wake Americans up, that can reach into every town
and city. To get there, we need face-to-face structures that con-
nect us to one another and to a larger movement. The spaces
where we can become somebody and test the limits set by con-
ventional wisdom are just as indispensable today. That is what
makes building powerful, purposeful, interconnected teams so
vital. And we know a lot about how to do this well.

Creating Teams and Setting Them Up for Success

Teams are more than just a structure or technique. Like all
the conversations in Stand Up!, they are a way of thinking about

Stand Up 2.indb 90 10/2717 8:36 AM



Team 91

how people create meaning and solve problems together. See-
ing social change through the lens of purposeful teams changes
how we design our organizations and movements. It shifts the
choices we make in facilitating groups and crafting strategy. It’s
not enough to schedule a meeting and hope people will show
up or be happy that the room is full. As a facilitator, I may
try to focus people on their purpose, expose the forces we're
up against, or ask people to share their stories. But the main
question going through my mind is whether people are already
organized into small groups. If not, 'm thinking about how I
can make that happen as soon as possible. I want to get people
into groups, energize those groups, and set them up for success
so they can bring more people to the table.

This section focuses on four elements—trust, shared pur-
pose, clear roles, and a learning culture—that help social change
teams thrive and make it possible for large numbers of people to
work together to advance justice in an uncertain world. When
the stakes are high, these four elements can make or break
teams and ultimately social movements.

Trust

Social trust is the starting place for successful teams—all the
more so for groups that have the audacity to take on the status
quo in a society polarized by race, class, gender, and religion.
People need to know that they have each other’s backs. This
doesn’t just mean being confident that if you fall backward
your friends will catch you or that if you lose your job trying
to organize a union your coworkers will look out for you. It
means being willing to be vulnerable. In The Five Dysfunc-
tions of a Team: A Leadership Fable, Patrick Lencioni defines
this kind of trust as “the confidence among team members
that their peers’ intentions are good, and that there is no rea-
son to be protective or careful around the group.”** To make
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teams work, we need to open our hearts and expect the same
of others. When teams aren’t emotionally truthful places, peo-
ple skate on the surface. They don’t hold one another account-
able. One or two people can take the group off the rails. The
whole isn’t greater than the sum of the parts, defeating the
purpose of being a team.

People must learn to be honest about how they experience
race and gender differently. We need to fight the tendency to
replicate society’s oppressive and hierarchical patterns in our
own groups and organizations. Everyone needs to be conscious
about whose voices dominate discussions in meetings and how
someone’s race and gender influence how his or her ideas are
received. To function effectively in a multiracial movement, we
need to master a knowledge base—discussed in chapter 2—
about White privilege, racial anxiety and the way societies are
structured around false hierarchies of human value. We need to
be able to talk about racism and patriarchy explicitly and rec-
ognize how they shape our individual behavior, interpersonal
relationships, and group dynamics. The capacity to both tell
the truth as we experience it and hear things about ourselves
that we may not know—without flinching—makes us emo-
tionally intelligent and racially conscious. And if taken as a pri-
mary responsibility, not an add-on, these skills can help a team
forge itself into a tool for dismantling racism, sexism, and other
forms of discrimination.

Of course, it’s easier to aspire to emotional intelligence and
self-awareness than practice them, especially when you believe
your personal efforts can change the world. One truism about
politics is that you can get almost anything done if you're will-
ing not to take credit for it. When I was working on a campaign
to get abandoned cars off Philadelphia’s streets, our organiza-
tion got all the local and state officials involved to agree on a
solution. But it took another six months to iron out who would
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get to announce that theyd solved the problem. Most of us
want desperately to make a difference. And we also want to get
some credit. A necessary conceit of social change is that each
of us feels that we added the straw that broke the camel’s back.
The belief that our contribution matters is part of what keeps
us from sitting back and letting others do the work. But there
is always tension between what my ego needs to be happy and
what I must do as one of many to support a healthy group that
can get things done.

Organizers like to quote Rabbi Hillel, who asked, “If I am not
for myself, who will be for me? But if I am only for myself, who
am I? If not now, when?”" In real life, it isn’t easy to figure out
how to be for yourself and also be for others. Strong teams live
at the point where these three questions meet. Strong teams are
places where people can be emotionally honest about what they
need from the group and the group can be crystal clear about
what it needs from each person.

To help groups that we're part of or we coach go deeper, we
need to return to the discussion in chapter 3 about using our
emotional state to signal gratitude and abundance and to build
purpose-driven organizations. People need to know one anoth-
er’s stories and motivations. They need to feel that they belong
and matter. They need to hear the group tell them why they’re
valued. In The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Lencioni pushes
further. He outlines a team effectiveness exercise that “requires
team members to identify the single most important contri-
bution that each of their peers makes to the team, as well as
the one area that they must either improve upon or eliminate
for the good of the team.”'® Lencioni is speaking to workplace
teams, but the underlying idea that honesty creates trust, and
trust generates the capacity to think and act together, applies
even more so to social justice teams facing off against powerful
opponents.
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Shared Purpose

Team members need to work together to achieve an important
shared goal that they all understand and own. This seems obvi-
ous, but this understanding is often missing from both small
groups and large organizations. In a small group, it’s good to ask
the following questions: If you took each member of the team
into a room separately and asked what the team was trying to
accomplish, would you get the same clear response from every-
one? When you look at how the members of the team spend
their time outside meetings, can you see evidence that they are
actively working together to achieve the same goal?

When a team has a shared purpose, its members are con-
sumed with trying to accomplish a single important result.
They’re not just connected by a set of values, an outlook on the
world, work that is closely related, or a regular meeting time.
They’re able to describe clearly what would be different if and
when the team is successful. They know what success would
mean for their lives, rather than being able to simply give a
laundry list of activities that the group is engaged in. All team
members can explain not only what they are doing to make the
outcome a reality but also the roles that other team members
are playing and why each is important to the result.

For electoral campaigns, union organizing drives, or efforts
to pass ballot measures, where there are hard deadlines and
win/lose outcomes, the shared purpose can often seem clear.
But even in these situations, teams must be organized around
goals, not tasks. People need to understand clearly how their
team’s goals are related to the larger campaign’s success.

This focus on team goals was a key principle used by the 2008
Obama presidential campaign. The campaign relied on volun-
teer teams to drive their field program and meet voter registra-
tion, persuasion, and turnout goals that most campaigns leave
to paid staff. Each volunteer team had meaningful goals that
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helped people feel ownership over their team’s piece of the
puzzle and understand what they needed to do and why. As
Elizabeth McKenna and Hahrie Han explain in Groundbreakers:
How Obama’s 2.2 Million Volunteers Transformed Campaigning
in America, the goals shifted as the campaign progressed. Met-
rics changed from recruiting volunteers and creating new teams
in the early stages to contacting voters closer to Election Day.
But the underlying idea that teams needed to have autonomy
and agency remained constant—reflected in the campaign’s
mantra, “Respect, empower, include” "’

When there isn’t a hard Election Day deadline or when teams
have a broader mission, focusing everyone on a single measure
of success takes more work. The group needs to both define the
goal and figure out how to achieve it. When a team is part of
alarger movement, it needs to negotiate its own goals with other
teams. As with the Obama campaign teams, it's important to
define the job in as big a chunk as possible and then shift the re-
sponsibility for figuring out how to be successful to each team.

For example, a team working to put a proposition on the
state ballot to raise the minimum wage might be responsible for
collecting the specific number of valid signatures needed from
their county to qualify the measure as part of a larger state-
wide signature-collection goal. This is different from saying to
the group, “Here are the days on which we want you to gather
signatures at these locations.” The former instills purpose. The
latter is about how to execute. The team should figure out the
best way to achieve the goal, adjust its strategy, and see the goal
to the finish. They need to take into account that some signa-
tures will be tossed out. So the mission is to reach the goal of
valid signatures and to go back out onto the streets if the goal
isn’t met.

Or let’s say we're trying to pass an ordinance to require em-
ployers in our city to provide paid sick time to their employ-
ees. Ideally, we have teams that take responsibility for delivering
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the vote of the councilperson who represents their district. One
way to approach the campaign would be to say, “Let’s hold a
public meeting in each council district to build support for the
ordinance” Then the job of each team would be to organize
that event. Nothing is wrong with that approach. But what if
we had all the teams meet together and say, “Okay, we're each
committing to deliver a specific outcome from our council-
person.” (Depending on where the councilperson starts out in
his or her support, the options might be to cosponsor the bill,
vote yes, abstain, or in the worst case, be less vocally opposed.)
Each team is responsible for achieving a concrete measur-
able outcome. How groups meet their commitments will vary.
Some might decide to hold a big public meeting with their
councilperson. Others might organize a prayer vigil outside the
councilperson’s office or a meeting with small-business people
who support the campaign. Now the discussion in the team has
gone from figuring out how to plan a good meeting to how to
deliver a yes vote (or neutralize an opponent). This shift might
seem subtle, but for a team to have agency, it has to own the
strategy. A plan informed by people closest to the problem is
likely to be better. And collectively wrestling with how to win is
how teams grow and gain confidence. By inspiring teams and
then trusting them to figure things out, we help people find
their purpose together.

Of course, group purpose can change. People bring different
perspectives and interests to the table, and what matters most
to them shifts over time. When our parent organization was
fighting to protect the autism program in our school district,
we started with a very clear goal to stop $171,000 in cuts in the
final school district budget. However, once we began to nego-
tiate with the school board, parents on our team reacted differ-
ently to offers of a compromise. We hadn’t done enough work
to talk through together what success would look like. This
became even clearer when a parent whose school did not have
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an autism program, but needed it, began to take leadership in
the group. Were we fighting to protect one program or to make
this effective approach available to all students in the school dis-
trict? We had to take a step back to hammer out exactly what
Concerned Parents of Arlington Students with Autism was try-
ing to achieve—and how we would know if we were successful.
That conversation ended up inspiring us because we realized
that we had a larger purpose.

Clear goals owned by the whole team need to come with
a sense of urgency. The best teams meet weekly, talk daily,
and text and e-mail constantly. There is no magic recipe, and
many successful teams meet less often. But as money floods
our political system, we have to raise the bar on what we ex-
pect from one another. When I was organizing with parents in
Philadelphia, we worked with a sister organization called Youth
United for Change (still one of the most successful youth orga-
nizing groups in the United States) that organized students in
the same high schools where we were organizing parents. The
students met weekly, and that rhythm—combined with being
inside the school—gave them energy and enabled them to
organize circles around the parents, who met only every few
weeks. Of course, many of us have complicated lives, between
work and family commitments. But sometimes the events that
happen every week, like clockwork, are easier to build into our
lives. Even if meetings are short, the more regularly we meet,
the more intense heat we can generate.

During the financial crisis, a group of people from Contra
Costa County, California (one of the areas of the United States
hardest hit by mass foreclosures), cornered Adam Kruggel, a
talented organizer with whom they were working. They pressed
him to help them charter a bus to drive across the country, to
Washington, DC, to raise awareness about the need to keep fam-
ilies in their homes. The result was the Recovery Express, which
carried families facing foreclosure from California to Capitol
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Hill. They stopped for rallies in eight cities, spending two weeks
on the road telling their stories and learning together. Their
message reached millions of Americans through national media
coverage. Their commitment—Ilike the dedication shown by
those who fasted for weeks to support immigration reform in
2013 or the Ferguson activists, who marched all night long for
Michael Brown—show the kind of change that small groups of
people can bring about if they share a consuming purpose. We
need to try to match this intensity in all the teams we’re building
if we expect to keep pace with the forces we're up against.

Clear Roles

Having a shared purpose and a sense of urgency doesn’t mean
that we all have to do the same work. The third key to successful
groups is that they differentiate roles, based on talents and inter-
ests. And they’re rigorous about making sure that people are in
the right roles. This is also an area where we can learn from
the 2008 Obama campaign. The core unit of the campaign’s
field program was the Neighborhood Team. Each team (some-
times referred to as a Snowflake) had a Neighborhood Team
leader—a volunteer who was responsible for coordinating the
activities of the group. Paid field organizers would typically be
responsible for coaching the volunteer team leaders from three
to five Neighborhood Teams. Each member of the Neighbor-
hood Team had a specific role (e.g., phone bank captain or can-
vas captain) with defined goals (e.g., talking to X number of
voters). The key was that everyone had both a role and clear
goals and there were straightforward measures to figure out if
the role was right for that person. This commitment to roles
and goals led volunteers to take their responsibilities seriously
and allowed people to rely on one another. Ultimately, it made
it possible to coordinate the work of 2.2 million volunteers,
through ten thousand teams, led by thirty thousand leaders."®
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When I was first taught organizing, I was warned to beware
that some people would take positions of authority because
they spoke well or had dominant personalities—but end up
not doing the work. To avoid this pitfall, I was told to build
organizations based on “relational” rather than “positional”
power. Under this thinking, the people who lead should be
the ones who've demonstrated the willingness to do the work.
This often meant putting off the question of who would fill
which roles, such as chairperson or team captain. Instead, peo-
ple would take on specific tasks. Besides being crucial for each
person’s own development, this gave everyone a sense of who
was really willing to work. But people’s roles on the team were
undifferentiated—each person’s role was to show up for meet-
ings when possible.

One downside of this approach was that the organizer (the
paid staff person who initially built relationships with people
and brought them together) would often remain at the center
of the team rather than fading back. In the absence of elected
leaders, and without people having clear roles, the organizer
became the de facto chairperson. The organizer might be doing
important work in helping create trust on the team and keep-
ing work moving ahead. But this came at the expense of lead-
ers owning their team and driving its work forward. At worst,
people would wait for the organizer to give them their assign-
ments or tell them the date of the next meeting. When orga-
nizers were honest, they'd admit that they continued to attend
the meetings of their strongest teams because that was where
the action was, not because they needed to be there. And when
organizers spent time with existing teams, they had less time
to build new ones.

The team-role-goal approach is an important corrective that
brings organizers and grassroots volunteer leaders back to their
original mission of developing people’s leadership skills. The
job of the person setting up a team, whether a paid organizer or
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volunteer leader, is not to chair the team or even to attend most
meetings. It’s to have a coaching relationship with the team’s
coordinator or chairperson. The role of the person leading the
team is to make sure that all members have the right role and
are clear about what goals theyre trying to achieve and how
they fit into the team’s larger purpose. This isn't always easy. It
takes figuring out what people are good at, making big asks of
people, and regularly assessing whether people are delivering in
the role they’ve taken on.

Trusting teams to get the work done requires investing in
more systematic training and development for people who take
on roles. Organizations that have shifted to this approach have
been able to build more teams and organize more people. But
to do this, they’ve had to change how their organizers spend
their time (more coaching, challenging, and training of team
leads; less hands-on facilitating of meetings). They’ve blurred
the line between paid organizers and volunteer leaders—mak-
ing it everyone’s business to wake people up and organize them
into teams. And they’ve created more structured and predictable
training programs so people don't have to wait for a paid orga-
nizer to tell them what comes next. Faith in New York—a grass-
roots organizing group in New York City—has held ten-week
leadership schools in each borough in the city. During the two
and a half months that people are “in school,” theyre expected
to build teams at their congregations. Some teams may crash and
burn. Some people may take on roles that aren't a good fit and
then not let go. Other teams won't have enough internal trust for
people to hold each other accountable. But not all teams need to
succeed if we have enough of them to build a movement.

A Learning Culture

Teams bond through action. But to grow and thrive, they also
need to set aside time to learn together and reflect on what
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they’re doing. Teams need to be places where people feel that
their development matters as much as any other task. Creating a
learning culture is the fourth key to setting
up teams for success. What made the anti-
slavery movement societies and populist
cooperatives powerful was that they cre-
ated conditions for people to develop an
independent analysis of what was happen-
ing in the world and what it would take to bring about change.
Engaging successfully in social change requires stripping away
myths we're taught about how society and politics work. Small
groups are an ideal place for this kind of learning because they
give people a chance to test out new ideas and try on new roles.

You can foster a learning culture on a team by getting people
to regularly reflect on powerful experiences, including what’s
happened to them in the past and what they’ve done together
as a team. People learn best from experiences that bring forth
strong emotions. We remember what we feel. Through our
hearts, we rethink our values, connect the dots between stories
that seem unrelated, see our lives in a new light, and reimag-
ine whats possible. This is especially true for adults, whose
minds are already wired by everything they’ve gone through.
Without setting aside time for intentional reflection, people
can engage in a lot of activity without learning much or keep

Teams need to be places
where people feel that
their development
matters as much as

any other task.

powerful experiences buried. As with building trust, promoting
an orientation to learning and personal development on teams
can be done by engaging in regular practices of reflection—for
example, by asking each person to share how he or she felt after
significant activities undertaken by the group. These practices
set an expectation that participation will lead people to greater
wisdom.

If your team is anchored in an institution—Ilike a school
or religious congregation—dedicated to people’s spiritual and
emotional development, you may have a head start in creating
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a learning culture. People may arrive primed to expect that their
personal growth is valued. If you don’t have an organizational cul-
ture to draw on, the risk is higher that a small group will fall into
a string of unprocessed tasks and activities. You can correct for
this by being more rigorous about setting group norms upfront
and by incorporating reflection into the life of the team. You
have to take the time to intentionally create the team’s culture—
for example, by starting every meeting with a discussion of a
reading and how it relates to people’s lives or by asking people to
share the norms they want the group to abide by. The less well
people know one another, the more untethered a group is from
a larger structure, or the greater the crisis, the more structured
activity you should build into the agenda. Practices that ask
people to go around a circle responding to a question may seem
awkward at first, but they signal that everyone’s voice matters
and that the work is both about making changes in the world
and about developing the skills and thinking of the participants.

One popular framework that teams can use to structure re-
flection comes from Catholic social teaching in Latin America.
It has four steps—see, judge, act, and revise—that can serve as
the agenda for a single meeting or the elements of a cycle of
work unfolding over months.

See refers to people talking about the pain and pressure they
experience in their lives. The goal is to develop a shared under-
standing of the social reality that the group is trying to change.
This is the principle of beginning with people’s lived experi-
ence and emotion, rather than running directly into issues and
tasks. This step can be as simple as asking people what pres-
sures they are facing or problems in their lives they are trying to
solve. These are also good questions that a team can use when
it’s building a larger base in the community, which is discussed
in the next chapter.

The next step, judge, is not about judging people but about
comparing the current reality to our values. This step can involve
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reading a text or watching a video and then talking about the
gap between the world as it is and as it should be and about who
is benefiting from the gap. It's meant to build the group’s social
and political analysis so people understand clearly the forces
they’re up against and the significance of their work.

Act means taking action to bring about concrete changes in
people’s lives. Teams aren’t just study groups. A group’s energy
and growth come from acting together (such as meeting with
a mayor or bank president to talk about evictions, holding a
vigil at an immigration detention center, or walking fast-food
workers back to their jobs after a strike). The action a group
takes can involve both reaching out to other people (chapter
6) and directly engaging the powers that be (chapter 7). This
external work is the oxygen that keeps groups healthy. It’s espe-
cially powerful when the team designs and leads action directly,
rather than just participating in events organized by others. Act-
ing together not only builds trust but also gives people shared
experiences to reflect on.

Revise is the point at which people reflect on what was
learned from acting together. Reflection and evaluation go
hand in hand and are both essential, but they’re slightly differ-
ent activities that shouldn't be confused. Good debriefs begin
with reflection, which is about how people feel. This is the emo-
tional stuff people need to say and hear from others. It cannot
be argued with: I feel what I feel. Next comes evaluation, which
is about comparing what the group set out to do with what was
accomplished: what worked, where people fell short, and what
lessons were learned. A sign of good organizing is that people
know instinctively to circle up after whatever they did together,
rather than dribble off—which is the usual tendency—and that
before rushing into what mistakes were made, everyone has a
chance to say how he or she felt about the experience.

The see-judge-act-revise process is one of many that teams
can use to develop their members into leaders. Regardless of
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what processes and activities you choose, the starting place for
creating a culture of learning is to convey to people that they are
ends, not means—that their experiences, emotions, learning,
and growth matter to the group’s success. And then set aside
enough time to stop and think, to hash out all the different ways
in which people make sense of the world, to learn together. The
payoff for an organizing team comes when it turns its collective
experiences fighting for justice into powerful new stories that
can be recounted over and over and that provide people with
confidence and clarity to take on bigger fights.

Ultimately, for small, self-directed teams to thrive and serve
as the fuel cells for social movements, they need to be con-
nected to one another and supported by larger systems and
structures. People on teams need training and coaching to carry
out their roles successfully. They need ways to communicate
with one another and coordinate their work to achieve bigger
goals. Without support and coordination, teams can float off,
wither, or simply become tools for getting people to do things. If
were serious about acting through many distributed teams, we
need to make their health and well-being a primary focus of our
organizations. The American Antislavery Society and the pop-
ulists grew so large because they had agents, lecturers, and orga-
nizers who traveled around the country knitting face-to-face
groups into a larger movement. A similar dynamic energized
the Brazilian Base Communities discussed in the next section.

Pulling the Pieces Together into a Movement

Sometimes, we might feel like we have to choose between
small groups that are inwardly focused on the needs of their
members and groups that are externally focused on chang-
ing the world. But this doesn’t need to be an either/or choice.
Teams can combine the burning purpose of an antislavery
society with the commitment to mutual support and growth
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that is a hallmark of small-group ministries at churches like
Saddleback. And by integrating personal and social transfor-
mation, small groups can be more attractive to people and
easier to spread.

One example of the contagiousness of groups that nourish
souls while acting politically comes from Brazil. In the early
1960s, Catholic priests and nuns in Brazil began to experiment
with small informal groups that brought together laypeople—
mostly in poor rural and urban areas—to read the Bible and
reflect on its relevance to their lives. The groups typically had
fifteen to twenty-five people. Many used the see-judge-act-
revise process discussed in the previous section. They would
gather weekly for meetings that included prayer, discussion of
the political and social dimensions of Christian faith, and shar-
ing of concrete problems faced by members. Often these dis-
cussions would lead the group to take action together to resolve
a community issue or join larger organizing efforts in their area.
Group members saw this participation in the community as
“every bit as religious as prayer.”*

Over time, these groups came to be known as Basic Eccle-
sial Communities, or Base Communities. People in countries
across Latin America were forming Base Communities during
the 1960s and ’70s, but the Brazilian Catholic Church was
unique in the degree to which church leadership embraced this
new model of religious action as a primary strategy for grow-
ing their institution. While each Base Community was self-
governing and led by its members, “pastoral agents” (mostly
priests and nuns) would visit on a regular basis. Catholic dio-
ceses developed materials and brought members of Base Com-
munities together for larger regional, and ultimately national,
gatherings. Brazil’s most prominent theologians wrote exten-
sively about Base Communities.”® They viewed the ways in
which the groups linked popular prayer and social action as
God’s will at work in the world.
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The priests and nuns who first experimented with Base Com-
munities were deeply influenced by liberation theology. They
viewed the poor and their struggle for justice as being at the
center of history and Christianity. Like Pope Francis today, they
made personal encounters with people in poverty a cornerstone
of their ministries. Hundreds of men and women—both clergy
and laypeople—moved into rural and urban areas to work with
people who were most excluded from the Brazilian economy
and society. They created organizing structures—small groups
grounded in faith, engaged in the world, led by laypeople. These
groups spread because they met people’s spiritual hunger and
material needs and gave them tools to be agents in transform-
ing their communities and, ultimately, Brazilian society. By the
1980s, there were an estimated one hundred thousand Base
Communities in Brazil alone, with approximately two million
members.”!

While the leaders of the Brazilian Catholic Church did not
create the Base Community strategy, they embraced the struc-
ture and ethic. This institutional support helped the groups grow
in the poorest areas of the country. The relationship was sym-
biotic. Support from the bishops fueled the growth of the Base
Communities, making them one of the most dynamic social
forces in Brazilian society. At the same time, the Base Commu-
nities reinvigorated Catholicism in Brazil. They brought peo-
ple back to the church. They also gave church leaders a clearer
focus on the structural causes of poverty and inequality—at a
time when many Catholic churches in Latin America and glob-
ally were moving in a more conservative direction.

The rapid growth of Base Communities in Brazil coincided
with a brutal military dictatorship, which ruled the country for
two decades, from 1964 to 1985. With training and support
from the United States and Great Britain, the Brazilian military
wiped out peasant and urban social organizations, as well as
left-wing political groups. The regime killed and disappeared
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hundreds of people and tortured more than thirty thousand. Its
economic policies halted land reform and undermined labor
organizing. The dictatorship made life immensely more diffi-
cult for the rural and urban poor.

Base Communities were one of the few spaces in Brazilian
society where people could resist the generals and the economic
interests that stood behind them. Some historians say that by
repressing social action, the military dictatorship unintention-
ally increased the focus of Base Communities on the political
education of their members. At the same time, the Catholic
Church was one of the only institutions with enough indepen-
dent power to stand up to the generals. Ultimately, this made it
possible for both the Base Communities and the bishops to play
a critical role in the gradual process of ending military rule in
the 1980s.

Once Brazil began its long transition to elected government,
the Base Communities provided the foundation for Brazil’s most
important political movements. This included the Workers’
Party and the Landless Workers Movement, as well as a host of
other grassroots organizations. Many social movement leaders
began their organizing lives as members of Base Communities.
In many areas, Base Communities constituted a large part of
the membership of nominally secular social justice organiza-
tions. And the democratic ethic and participatory practices of
Base Communities shaped the culture of Brazilian social move-
ments, making them some of the most dynamic and demo-
cratic in the world.

In 2003, the Workers’ Party went from being a broad-based
social movement to being elected to lead Brazil. Over the next
thirteen years, the party disappointed many in its base by adopt-
ing economic policies that were viewed as too pro-business. It
doubled down on oil and gas extraction. And then it became
ensnared in a series of corruption scandals. At the same time,
the party led one of the world’s most successful efforts to reduce
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poverty and economic inequality. The Workers’ Party imple-
mented a conditional cash transfer program, called Bolsa
Familia, which provides money to families that meet certain
conditions, such as school attendance for children. As a result
of this and other government initiatives, the poverty rate in
Brazil fell from 22 percent in 2003—when the Workers’ Party
was elected to lead the country—to 7 percent in 2011. This
moved thirty-five million Brazilians into the working class
and made the country a global model for efforts to eliminate
poverty. Tina Rosenberg described Bolsa Familia as “likely the
most important government anti-poverty program the world
has ever seen”>

The relationship between the Catholic Church, Base Com-
munities, social movements, and the Workers’ Party is a long
and complex story that merits its own book. For our pur-
poses though, the history of the Brazilian Base Communi-
ties provides a window into how teams that nurture spiritual
and social development can become mass movements able to
transform the lives of millions of people, religious institutions,
and society. They show that it’s possible to take the nurturing
elements of small-group ministries and fuse them with a pas-
sion to change structures that perpetuate racism and poverty.
That spirit makes it possible for people who've been excluded
from decision making to build big enough constituencies to
negotiate their interests—the focus of the next chapter on base
building.
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Base

Recruiting a Following You Need
to Lead

The purpose of social justice teams in larger movements for
change is to build a large base of people powerful and unified
enough to negotiate their own freedom and well-being. Beware
of the team that becomes a clique or a social club or takes who-
ever shows up and hopes things will work out. We don’t win
because we're right. As I've said throughout this book, we are
up against powerful people who are usually very clear about
their interests. They will give up only as much opportunity,
resources, and influence as they must. And they will work every
day to increase their profits and power. We get only as much
justice as we can negotiate. That requires going into negotiation
with leverage, which is what building a base makes possible.

If we want a company to change its environmental practices,
we need a large enough base of consumers willing to participate
in a boycott. If we want our employer to raise wages and bene-
fits, we need a large enough group of workers willing to with-
draw their labor by going out on strike. If we want an elected
official to do the right thing, we need voters willing to throw
the official out of office if he or she refuses. Our leverage comes
from having enough of us willing to use our bodies, votes, and
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dollars to consistently disrupt injustice and discrimination. The
strength of our base is what brings the powers that be to the
table. Everything else is wishful thinking.

Like the first three conversations about purpose, story, and
team, base building is a way of thinking about change that shifts
how we act and build organizations. People will ask, “Why do
we need to talk to so many people when we already know the
problems?” I heard this a lot when I was organizing in Flint,
Michigan, which had no shortage of problems. Going out and
meeting hundreds of people on their terms to hear their sto-
ries and concerns may seem like slow work, especially when
you already have a pretty good sense of what people are angry
about. But listening helps us find and enroll organic leaders,
people who may not be big talkers but whom others look to
for guidance. Many people will tell us no when we invite them
to come to a meeting. Some will say maybe but mean no. A
few will say yes, but even some of those will also flake out. The
true yesses are the people who believe in miracles before they
happen, are willing to work (not just talk!), and are respected
enough to move other people.

Once people do come together, molding individuals with
different identities, ideas, and hesitations into a constituency
happens in fits and starts. It’s a process full of doubt. When will
things ever take off? Why so often two steps forward, one step
back? Yet we put everything we’re fighting for at risk if we skip
this careful work of organizing people into a base prepared to
act together against opposition, especially if we are building
multiracial organizations and movements, without which we
face a bleak future. Seeing a group of people stand up and walk
together toward freedom is glorious—even if it doesn’t happen
on schedule.

This chapter has four parts. The first section explains what
a base is and why it creates the leverage necessary to negoti-
ate change. The second describes three beliefs that make base
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building possible. The third shares practices that you can use to
build a base. The fourth focuses on how to work with a group
of people to clarify their vision and goals so that they can act
together with purpose.

Base Building as a Path to Freedom

A classic example of base building is the story of Exodus.
When God asks Moses to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt
to freedom, Moses denies God’s request four times. More than
whether Pharaoh will listen (or have him killed!), Moses is
afraid his own the people will reject him. He asks God, “Who
am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel
out of Egypt?” (Exodus 3:11). Moses worries that the people
will not believe that he was sent by God, that they will not listen
to him because he is not eloquent. God answers each objection
that Moses raises, explaining how to organize the elders to win
over their support; showing Moses how he could use what he
already had in his hand to persuade Pharaoh; and telling Moses,
“I will be with your mouth and teach you what you shall speak”
(Exodus 4:12). Yet still Moses begs God to send someone else.

Moses worries that the people will not believe that he was
sent by God. Even after Moses relents, he keeps returning to
God to complain about his base. The first crisis comes when
Moses and Aaron ask Pharaoh to let the Israelites have three
days off to pray in the desert. Not only does the king of Egypt
dismiss their request; he tells the slaves that since they are mak-
ing trouble, they will now have to work harder. The Egyptians
will no longer give them straw to make the bricks. Moses is
clearly on shaky terms with his constituency. The Israelites
ignore him and go directly to Pharaoh to complain. Pharaoh
taunts them: “You are idle, you are idle; that is why you say, ‘Let
us go and sacrifice to the Lord” Go now, and work, No straw
will be given you, but you must still deliver the same number
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of bricks” (Exodus 5:17-18). The Israelite leaders blame Moses
for their plight, saying to him, “You have made us stink in the
sight of Pharaoh and his servants, and have put a sword in their
hands to kill us” (Exodus 5:21). Moses keeps the cycle of blame
going, scolding God, “O Lord, why have you done evil to this
people? Why did you ever send me?” (Exodus 5:22).

In his book I've Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing
Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle, Charles Payne
tells a similar story about the fight for voting rights in the
most violent and segregated counties in the Deep South. He
describes a moment in Greenville, Mississippi, when the local
power structure made a strategic “miscalculation” that boosted
the movement to organize the town. Young organizers from
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) had
done months of slow base building through one-on-one con-
versations, house meetings, and door-to-door canvassing.
Their work was met with beatings and shootings. Most Black
people in Greenville were still watching from the sidelines. But
some were beginning to quietly provide financial and material
support. An increasing number were going to the courthouse to
try to register to vote. The county board of supervisors began to
see a movement afoot. So they retaliated by “halt[ing] most dis-
tribution of surplus commodities from the federal government
[which for] 27,000 people in the county, most of them Black. . .
were the main source of sustenance during the winter months.*

This collective punishment was akin to Pharaoh’s forcing
the slaves to make bricks without straw or the violence meted
out against Black Memphis in response to the sanitation strike.
It made some people wish that the waters had not been trou-
bled. But on the whole, it helped fuse the community together.
As Charles Payne says, “It put some people in a position where
they no longer had anything to lose by trying to register. It
made plain a point [that civil rights] workers always want to
put across, that there was a connection between exclusion from
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the political process and poverty”> Many people from Green-
ville and allies around the country rallied to create a community
food distribution program through the churches. This brought
to the fore people who hadn’t attended citizenship schools or
tried to register, who might not have seen themselves as politi-
cal. And it began to touch thousands of people directly in their
day-to-day lives. Bob Moses, the architect of the Mississippi
push, described how “people were standing in line in front of
the church waiting for food while their plantation owner was
riding by . . . telling them to go back to the plantations . .. and
they [the plantation workers] were telling them that they were
going to stand there and get their food because their children
were hungry.”

SNCCs first effort to organize Mississippi in the small city of
McComb had failed when the Black community reached a point
where they could not take any more of the violent reaction from
the White power structure. Community leaders asked the orga-
nizers to leave. But in Greenville—as in the story of Exodus—
the organizers and the community made it over the bridge.
The oppression they faced strengthened them, rather than
crushed them. Ultimately, they succeeded in making Greenville
an “organized town.” That meant that local leaders had built
enough of an organized base to continue to fight and win orga-
nizing battles long after SNCC had left and the national fervor
around the civil rights movement faded. This is akin to what
Jane McAlevey describes in her book No Short Cuts: Organizing
for Power in the New Gilded Age as the muscle that unionized
workers develop through repeated strikes showing employers
that they have no choice but to negotiate with their employees.*

A paradox of Exodus is that if God had decided to liberate
the Hebrew people from slavery, why not free them directly?
Why choose to work through Moses and an extended confron-
tation with Pharaoh? What are the lessons of the story not only
about the ethics of slavery but about how change takes place
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and the role that faith plays? First, faith is not always (re)built
overnight—it comes from lived experience—from directly see-
ing justice happen in the world. Second, people need to become
ready for their own liberation. They need to build the fortitude
to take the risks needed to break free from oppression. And
third, liberation is a collective experience that happens in the
context of confrontation. Freedom cannot be granted; it must
be taken—together.

And just as the base is being tested, so are the leaders. The
self-doubt that Moses feels is no different from what anyone
faces who is building a constituency for change under uncer-
tain conditions. At times, God tells Moses to stop overthinking
things and just lead. Other times, God says to share power with
others. God tells Moses to gather seventy elders and says, “I will
take some of the Spirit that is on you and put it on them, and
they shall bear the burden of the people with you, so that you
may not bear it yourself alone” (Numbers 11:17). This is good
organizing advice, but the extended and conflict-filled relation-
ship between Moses and God makes it clear that Moses is strug-
gling with something deeper than organizing mechanics. He
cannot build a constituency that he can lead to freedom until
he figures out whether he believes in himself and in others.

Three Beliefs That Make Base Building Possible

Before we can get to the practical steps of building a base, we
need to bring an understanding about people and power to the
table. The first belief that we need to have—or act like we have,
despite our doubts—is that enough willing people are out there,
waiting to be invited into a movement for freedom and justice.
Charles Payne says of Fannie Lou Hamer, who became one of
the most important figures in the civil rights movement, that “[1]
ike so many of the others, it wasn’t so much that she was found
by the movement as that she had been searching for it”> Hamer
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had been a sharecropper for years and was working as the time-
keeper on a plantation in Sunflower County, Mississippi, when
she heard from her pastor and a friend about a voting rights
meeting. Shed already been involved in the NAACP and other
political activities. After she attended the mass meeting orga-
nized by SNCC, she attempted to register to vote. Her boss told
her that she had to either withdraw her application or lose her
job at the plantation. She decided that standing up for her right
to vote was worth losing her job. She left the plantation and hid
for a while. She went on to teach citizenship classes and become
a field secretary with SNCC. Later, as the vice-chair of the Mis-
sissippi Freedom Democratic Party, she spoke at the 1964 Dem-
ocratic National Convention, leading the effort to break the
back of formal racial segregation in American politics.

All evidence shows that if you have enough conversations
with enough people, knock on enough doors, make enough
phone calls, ask enough people for referrals, and open enough
doors for people to walk through, you'll find enough people
willing to get involved and speak out. You’ll build a base of peo-
ple who will go on to build their own bases. The question, like
the one Moses wrestled with, is whether you have the courage
to face the rejection, ill humor, and sometimes violence that
come along the way.

The second belief that we need is that people are brilliant.
They have the skills and talent to build organizations and lead
change. People are the precious resources out of which social
movements are built. Charles Payne argues that much of the
lasting social and political impact of the civil rights movement
flowed from Ella Baker and Septima Clark, who taught the im-
portance of leadership development and organizing “spade
work” over flashy events. Baker mentored and challenged at one
point or another all the best-known civil rights icons, including
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert Moses. Clark founded and
spread citizenship schools that taught political and organizing
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skills to thousands of African American working people. Payne
writes about the two women: “Part of the legacy of people like
Ella Baker and Septima Clark is a faith that ordinary people
who learn to believe in themselves are capable of extraordinary
acts, or better, of acts that seem extraordinary to us precisely
because we have such an impoverished sense of the capabilities
of ordinary people”®

When I was organizing with parents at public schools in
Philadelphia, a woman named Dolores Shaw started to show up
at parent meetings at an elementary school that had a student
population that was about 40 percent African American and
60 percent Latino. At the beginning, most of the other parents
saw Dolores as disruptive. She would egg people on about how
Latino kids needed to stop speaking Spanish and learn English.
Other parents pushed back on Dolores. But she kept coming to
meetings. Over time, she built relationships with Latino par-
ents. People came to rely on her fierceness and self-confidence,
the traits that initially drove everyone crazy. At one point, the
group demanded that the school hire more teachers who spoke
Spanish. Dolores surprised everyone by speaking out in support
of the proposal at a public meeting, more strongly than anyone
else in the room. By that point, relationships had shifted her
understanding of the world and her place in it.

Dolores ended up playing an important role in a series of
high-profile campaigns in Philadelphia, including cochair-
ing the negotiating team that reached an agreement with First
Union Bank to keep open eleven inner-city bank branches, and
make hundreds of millions of dollars in loans available in her
and other neighborhoods, as part of the largest bank merger
in Philadelphia history. I remember being in her kitchen as she
cooked dinner for her family while she was also talking on the
phone to a Philadelphia Inquirer reporter. When the call was
over, she looked at me and said, “Who in the world would have
imagined that a news reporter would be calling me up about my

Stand Up 2.indb 116 10/2717 8:36 AM



Base 117

opinion about anything?” The truth is that the call made perfect
sense. If you strip away the prejudices that conflate where peo-
ple live, their formal education, and their race with civic virtue
and a right to be heard—which is what organizing does—you
get Dolores Shaw and Fannie Lou Hammer. And that makes a
movement possible—but only if we believe in each other.

The third belief that makes the difference is that our power
in the world to create a good life for ourselves and for those we
love flows from the relationships we have
with other people. What gives us power is
having a constituency. Without a base, we
have no choice but to rely on good inten-
tions and on systems being fair, neither of
which we can count on in times of crisis. Some people appear to
be leaders but are not accountable to the people on whose behalf
they say they speak. Those are phantom leaders whose power

Without a base, we

have no choice but to

rely on good intentions
and on systems being fair.

turns on the fickleness of the media and other elites. The ticket
to true leadership and power in a world on fire is a following,
which is what a base comes down to. Here’s how to build one.

How to Build a Base Powerful Enough to
Negotiate Change

Once we embrace base building as necessary for social change,
some useful practices can help us organize a large constituency.
These practices boil down to careful analysis of our own net-
works and resources combined with a willingness to go out and
patiently listen to and build relationships with lots of people.

Mapping Power Relationships

The first work is to find people who can help us map power
relationships. We need to do careful work to understand the
power of the people who run the place. But we also need to
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map out the power of our constituency so that we maximize
its influence. One of the most interesting parts of the story that
Charles Payne tells in I've Got the Light of Freedom is the rela-
tionship between Robert Moses and Amzie Moore. Moses was
the visionary leader of SNCC. He came south from Harlem with
a master’s degree in philosophy from Harvard. Moore was the
president of the Cleveland, Mississippi, NAACP and a long-
time civic leader in the state. Moore grew up on a plantation
and had lost his mother at a young age. In the 1930s, Moore
was involved in the Black and Tan Party, an organization of
Black Republicans. Like many other African American men
of the time, hed come back from WWII motivated both to build
a more prosperous life for his family and to take on segrega-
tion. Moore knew everyone. “Moore gave Moses an oral history
of the state and a political map, analyzing and laying out the
whole cast of characters across the state, bringing [him] in on
who were the players, how to work with them, what to expect
from this one, what this one’s orientation was.”” Together they
sketched out what would become the “Mississippi movement
of the sixties.” Moses, Ella Baker, and other SNCC staff taught
this same political curiosity to organizers before they began
work in any town or county. SNCC was unique in hiring a staff
from different backgrounds, but most of those who worked as
organizers grew up in working-class families in the Deep South.
Part of SNCC’s strength was its ability to surface young people
who could organize their own towns, paid or unpaid, and build
strong trust relationships with elders like Amzie Moore.

Given time and the right conversations, the social networks
and power dynamics that shape life in a community can be
made visible. Often the most powerful relationships are hid-
den, just as the best-networked people are usually the hard-
est to catch up with. But nothing is impossible with time and
curiosity. To reorganize a community, we need to understand
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its economic base: who owns the capital and the land, who
employs the labor and how that is changing. We need to “fol-
low the money” to understand the economic interests that
stand behind the politicians.

As we put a community under an x-ray, were looking for
people with both formal and informal authority. Make a list of
tifteen to twenty of the most powerful people in your environ-
ment (your community, city, or state). Be rigorous. Identify peo-
ple who have influence over others—because of their formal
positions as employers or government officials, through their
control of money or institutions, or because people respect and
trust them. We need to get close to people who run things—
our mayors, councilpeople, and business owners. We don’t have
to agree with people about everything, or even much at all, to
create relationships with them. We give people in positions of
authority too much power over us when we don’t hold them
close enough to know their ins and outs. Your list should also
include people who lead civic and religious institutions (vis-
iting these people often gives us useful

. . . Every town and city has
information and also communicates that y y

young people like those
who took to the streets
in Ferguson and woke
up the nation.

what we are building is meant to be open
and collaborative to existing organizations
and institutions). But don't stop there.
Identify more informal leaders, those who
don’t hold positions but whom people look to when they have
problems or questions. Every town and city has young people
like those who took to the streets in Ferguson and woke up the
nation. They also need to be part of your power map.

Start with People Closest to the Pain

As we map power relationships and begin to build a base,
the most urgent listening we need to do is with people who
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are closest to the pain of injustice, who've been most pushed
around. This includes people who are formerly incarcerated,
undocumented, low-wage workers, public school parents, bus
riders, and public-housing tenants. They've experienced the
trauma of systems out of whack. They know how things work.
In Faith in Action, we focus on the combustion that is possible
when you bring people who have the most on the line together
with religious institutions and people of faith, who can frame
issues in moral terms (they’re often the same people).

For example, IndyCAN, a faith-based organization affili-
ated with Faith in Action in Indiana, partnered with the local
chamber of commerce to win more than $1 billion in financing
for an equitable public transit system for their region. As part
of this campaign, grassroots leaders from IndyCAN went to
bus stops to listen to the concerns of bus riders. Theyd invite
people they talked with to participate in organizing meet-
ings, lobby days, and public events in support of mass transit.
The combination of bus riders, business leaders, and the faith
community successfully lobbied the Republican-controlled
Indiana legislature and Governor Mike Pence to approve legis-
lation to enable a regional ballot measure to raise taxes to fund
a public transit system. Combining a base of people who are
directly impacted by policy decisions with a moral message
and influential institutions is a powerful recipe for changing
unjust systems.

The Fight for $15 is another example of a breakthrough in
organizing people who have been most marginalized by society.
Contrary to the stereotypes of kids working part-time jobs, fast-
food workers are often parents working multiple jobs to sustain
their families. They not only receive low wages but also face dan-
gerous working conditions and unpredictable hours. There has
been along history of neighborhood organizers finding low-wage
workers who could tell their stories in support of city and state
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campaigns to raise the minimum wage. But the organizers whose
work led to the Fight for $15 wanted to go beyond recruiting
spokespeople and build an active base of workers. With support
from Service Employees International Union (SEIU), organizers
in New York City began to experiment with new strategies for
reaching out to fast-food workers directly at their workplaces.
They developed “raps” (short scripts) that helped organizers go
into restaurants and talk to workers about working conditions.
Organizers used Facebook ads to create lists of workers who
wanted to make changes in their workplaces. These techniques
enabled the Fight for $15 to identify thousands of fast-food work-
ers willing to walk off the job for better wages and a union.®

A Constituency Is Not Abstract

You need to be precise about the specific people you're orga-
nizing into a constituency. SEIU’s membership base includes
many low-wage workers, who've won bet-

ter wages and benefits through collective ~ Until we can make a list
of the people we intend

to organize and describe
them specifically enough
to find them in the flesh,
we're just organizing
ideas, not people.

bargaining. But low-wage workers are not
really a constituency. It’s a label we give
to people who do many different jobs in
different places under different circum-
stances. In the 1980s, SEIU’s Justice for
Janitors campaign organized women and
men who clean large office buildings. SEIU organizers had to
tigure out what workers they were organizing, at what build-
ings, in what cities. The same is true for Fight for $15 (which
needed to identify what restaurant chains in what cities) or
any other successful organizing drive. Until we can make a list
of the people we intend to organize and describe them specif-
ically enough to find them in the flesh, were just organizing
ideas, not people.
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The Power of Listening

The process of building a base is as simple as going out and
talking to people about what they care about, what they want
to see changed, what makes them angry. When W. W. Law re-
turned home from fighting in WWII, he became a leader in
the Savannah, Georgia, branch of the NAACP and found work
as a postman. He told me that delivering mail accomplished
two goals: it gave him a salary that didnt depend on the local
power structure, and it put him out on the streets talking to peo-
ple every day. As Law walked the streets delivering the mail, he
built a political base. Through thousands of conversations over
many years, he developed a large and loyal constituency that was
willing to follow him and the NAACP into battle. That base sus-
tained sit-ins and weekly mass meetings. It showed the Savan-
nah power structure that it was up against a unified community.
Law’s ability to represent people whom he was in regular conver-
sation with was his ticket to credible leadership and influence.

Base building works because we’re social beings. Over time,
if you talk to enough people and then bring some of them
together, you’ll shift the power dynamic in a community. Take
ten people in a community who share common views but don’t
know one another. Now bring them together to get to know one
another. Research shows that they will each become more influ-
ential and persuasive in their community.’

Similarly, the main factor determining whether people vote is
whether their friends, family members, coworkers, and neigh-
bors are voting. People give many reasons for why they voted
or not, but these are after-the-fact rationalizations. Research
shows that what actually leads people to vote is social pressure
from the people around them.'* This is one reason why door-to-
door canvassing, especially by people from the same neighbor-
hood, increases voter turnout." If organizing and base building
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reach a high enough intensity, you can wake up any community.
You can create a culture in which political participation is the
expected norm.

Hard Asks

The primary skill that drives base building forward is the abil-
ity to make hard asks that challenge people to step up and take
leadership. We don't do people favors when we talk to them
but fail to propose a compelling next step. Giving someone a
thoughtful proposition is a gift. Asking is an art form. Proposi-
tions should be big enough to be somewhat surprising but not
so big that they overwhelm. Were aiming for small steps that
are significant. Make the ask and then stop talking. Wait for the
answer. Don't step on your ask.

However, the most powerful propositions are not requests for
someone to do a piece of work. They’re to become a new person.
Turning yourself into a public person with the power to shape the
world is not easy. Like the Hebrew slaves, we inevitably face harsh
opposition that tells us to get back into our passive places in soci-
ety. We're dismissed as having nothing to offer. We're just making
trouble. It’s easy to conclude that the struggle to find our voices
and our freedom isn’t worth the pain. If you're working to build
power—whether you're a grassroots community leader working
as a volunteer or a paid organizer—your job is to motivate people
to keep moving forward despite the resistance they face.

Make Listening a Campaign

Unfortunately, listening and base building often take a back-
seat to seemingly more exciting organizing activities like pro-
tests and rallies. One way to counter that tendency is to treat the
work of bringing new people to the table and developing their
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leadership skills as campaigns, with specific numeric goals,
deadlines, a communications plan, and a distribution of roles.

The United Farm Workers used “house meetings” to build
their movement. They propositioned people to invite their co-
workers, friends, and neighbors to their homes for an hour or
hour-and-a-half conversation. At a typical house meeting, the
host starts by explaining his or her personal motivation and the
goals of the organization that he or she is helping build. Peo-
ple are asked to share their stories and concerns. At the end,
participants are propositioned to organize their own meetings.
House meetings create a concrete test for hosts, whose leader-
ship potential is demonstrated by their ability to gather people.
The meetings surface ideas and potential new leaders. And the
people who attend can decide to keep meeting and develop
into an organizing team. Thousands of organizations have used
house-meeting campaigns to build their memberships and find
new leaders. House meetings were a major component of the
2008 Obama campaign’s process for recruiting volunteers and
organizing neighborhood teams to contact voters.

Listening campaigns can be structured in other ways as well.
“Listening Sabbaths” can bring people together after religious
services to share their stories and concerns. When I was organiz-
ing in schools in Philadelphia, we learned that you could reach

more parents through grade meetings—

“What matters is not
that there was a general
invitation that | heard
about but that a specific
person communicated
to me that | was wanted
at this gathering.”

short listening sessions for parents from
each grade. More parents would attend a
grade meeting than a schoolwide meet-
ing, presumably because the invitation for
all third-grade parents is more personal
and relevant. Thats an example of the
power of small groups. “What matters is

not that there was a general invitation that I heard about but
that a specific person communicated to me that I was wanted at
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this gathering” That’s the key to listening campaigns that reach
thousands of people and begin to unlock the social networks
within a community.

Imagining a Nationwide Listening Process

In Spain, Podemos (Spanish for “we can”) is a populist political
party that grew out of the country’s antiausterity social movement
of indignados (“the outraged”). After the party was launched, it
held a two-month public discussion process to debate its ethical,
political, and organizational structure. More than one hundred
thousand people participated. Podemos leaders were trying to
build a political party accountable to an organized base of people,
unlike any other party in Spain. They were influenced by Latin
American indigenous movements, which made nationwide lis-
tening processes a key component of their political strategy.

The rapid growth of Podemos flowed from thousands of cir-
culos (volunteer groups)—some organized at a neighborhood
level, others among people in the same professions—that both
debated party decisions and took direct action, such as stopping
evictions. In 2014, the Podemos two-month listening campaign
culminated in a national congress attended by eleven thousand
people. The party membership debated key decisions in public
in front of the country. Podemos has also used social network-
ing tools to grow its base. It used crowdfunding to finance its
operations and campaigns and two specific social networking
tools (Agora Voting and Appgree) to solicit party member pref-
erences on candidates and poll members on policy proposals.
It also used Reddit to support discussion within and across cir-
culos.”” This listening and base building has not been easy to
sustain over time, but it has helped lead to a shared vision and
agenda that fused people together into a movement and has
made Podemos the second largest political party in Spain.
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Clarifying Vision and Goals

Because each of us is unique, getting people on the same
page and moving forward together can be hard. For one thing,
there is the “free-rider” problem, the tendency for some people
to sit back and get the benefits of the larger group’s work with-
out contributing themselves. Luckily, only a small fraction of
any community, state, or country is needed to create a social
revolution. Theda Skocpol defines organizations with member-
ship density as those representing at least 1 percent of the target
population.’® For example, Maine People’s Alliance has 32,000
dues-paying members from 170 towns and every county in the
state."* That’s about 2.5 percent of Maine’s population, which
means that decision makers in the state need to take the alli-
ance’s agenda seriously.

But even with a small slice of the population, it’s still hard to
harmonize people’s needs and dreams and reach agreement on
how to best advance change. Many of us come into organiza-
tions with a foggy understanding of how structures shape our
lives and which people are profiting from the problems we see
around us. Moving a group to clarity about what to do together,
and how to do it, takes work and patience. Businesses know their
bottom line. That helps them figure out pretty quickly whether
they should work together collectively and what demands they
should make. But groups of individuals have many different
bottom lines that need to be negotiated together through what
can feel like endless meetings.

Getting to a big shared demand and the
The last thing we political strategy to win is a key part of build-
wantisabase either  ing and sustaining a base. The last thing we

withouta livedemand  yvon¢ s a base either without a live demand
or with a live demand

that has no clear
strategy for victory.

or with a live demand that has no clear strat-
egy for victory. The other common ten-
dency to avoid is that of fragmenting your
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base by splitting its efforts and focus across simultaneous cam-
paigns. It’s better to spend enough time hashing out strategy
and building solidarity so people can sequence demands, rather
than breaking into committees and running off in several dif-
ferent directions at once.

The next chapter looks closely at political strategy and policy
demands. At this point, I want to focus on how we align people
around a vision and specific goals. Let’s say that we've listened
to the concerns and ideas of fifteen hundred people through
house meetings and other listening sessions. We've done
research actions with public officials and other people who can
help us think through the issues people have raised. We know
the biggest pain points in the community and have identified
some possible opportunities for action. We want to take every-
thing we've heard and seen and use it to set priorities. We want
an agenda and strategy that can unite people and begin to put
us on a path toward structural changes.

The first set of questions to ask are about vision. If we release
ourselves from constraints for a moment, what is our dream
for how the world would look? Describe your promised land
as concretely as possible. What would our city, state, or country
look like if it reflected your values? How similar are our visions?
Then let’s discuss our political analysis of the situation we’re in:
What is our power? How prepared is our base to take action
together? Will we hold together against resistance, or will we
fold? Whom are we up against? What are their strengths and
vulnerabilities? How hard do we think it will be to get them to
negotiate? Who are allies who will stand with us? Who'’s on the
fence? This kind of shared analysis helps people begin to con-
solidate into a base. And it lays the groundwork for people mak-
ing hard decisions about their priorities.

That leads to the next question: Given our vision and our
analysis, what are some concrete goals that we could achieve
together? Good organizing goals are strategic:'* they not only
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deliver real benefits to our base but also shift power in our
direction or set us up for success in future struggles. The SNCC
push on voting rights was strategic. It addressed one of the key
contradictions keeping Blacks in poverty in the South—a lack
of political power to compel investment in education and eco-
nomic development in Black communities—while forcing
the hand of the federal government to pass a national Voting
Rights Act.

We also want our goals to be measurable. That way, we know
if we succeeded or failed and can learn from the experience. A
good way to make goals measurable is to ask people to describe
what exactly would be different for themselves and people they
know if we were successful. In other words, what does success
look like? A lot of times when we talk about the changes we
want to bring about, we refer to abstract or lofty ideas, such as
our children would get a better education or immigrant fami-
lies would not feel fear of deportation. These fit into the vision
discussion. With measurable goals, we want to push into the
realm of things that, if we came back from the future, we could
legitimately say we won or lost. If it’s not possible to say “Yes
we won that” or “No we fell short,” then we haven't identified
a useful measure of success. Say, for example, that the state
you live in (Pennsylvania, in this case) is one of three without
any standard education funding formula. Instead, politicians
decide each year how much money goes to which school dis-
tricts. Poor urban and rural school systems are underfunded,
and the higher the Black enrollment, the worse the disparity. In
this case, our measurable success goal could be a funding for-
mula that eliminates the racial disparities immediately and puts
us on a five-year path to equalize funding, with extra weights in
the funding formula for students with disabilities, English as a
second language, and other special needs.

If demands are too small, people lose interest and won't see
the necessary effort as worth it. If demands are too large or not
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chunked into pieces, people cannot reach the next step. In 2006,
organizations in the PICO network decided to work together and
with other organizations toward the goal of covering all children
in the United States with health insurance. Some of our labor
and community organizing allies felt that starting with children
was “low-hanging fruit” that might take pressure off the urgency
for broader health reform. But from a base-building perspective,
we felt that state fights over expanding health coverage, and a
national children’s health fight, were good steps toward creat-
ing a broader, people-led movement to guarantee health cover-
age for everyone. Ultimately, winning the campaign to expand
children’s coverage was harder and took longer than people
expected. But it helped build a bigger organized constituency
for national health reform. That contributed to the successful
push for passage of the Affordable Care Act, after more than
one hundred years of failed attempts to provide near universal
health coverage in the United States (a victory despite ongoing
efforts to repeal and undermine the law).

Some measurable goals might take years to achieve. Still,
the goals need to be very clear and well understood. And there
needs to be a plausible strategy for winning, with steps along
the way or else the goals are just words on paper. The key
is that you can say with a straight face, “We’ll be back in six
months or two years in this room. Let’s see if we can get to a
point where we could all agree that this goal was met or not.”
Of course, the greater the goals, the larger and stronger the
base we need to win.

In our fight to protect my son’s autism program, one of the
most difficult moments was when we realized that our base was
too small to win. Wed engaged many of the parents who had
children in the program, but that was too few people to influ-
ence the school board. So we made a decision to begin reaching
out to other families without children in special education. For
some of us, that meant talking to people for the first time about
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our children having autism. We weren’t sure what to expect. But
hundreds of parents signed our petition, and many came out to
board meetings to support us. That response kept us going. I
was touched by some of the people I hadn’t expected to step for-
ward. And also by those who shared their own stories of strug-
gling with getting the needs of their children met in school. It
was a good reminder to not think too small about your constit-
uency. People saw our children as their children. They under-
stood that a web of interdependence tied us together. We don't
always see it, yet what we can achieve in the world is tied to
our ability to turn that web into a living, breathing movement
of people able to confront and negotiate change with those in
power.
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Power
Winning Social Change

In June 2010, as the nation’s biggest banks were spending
more than $1 million a day lobbying against federal legislation
designed to prevent another financial crisis, I took my daughter,
Natalia, to New York City for a march on Wall Street. The night
before, shed been in a music program at her elementary school.
The chorus sang Black freedom songs and reenacted famous
moments in the civil rights struggle. The students (dressed in
white shirts and black pants and skirts) captured the moral
clarity of that movement. The next day, marching with thou-
sands of people through lower Manhattan, I could feel Natalia’s
confusion and discomfort. For a time, we were stuck walking
alongside people chanting obscenities. But even after we found
others to march with, the cacophony of messages and the lack
of a clear moral narrative were painful to watch through the
eyes of a ten-year-old.

People often associate social movements with large marches
and rallies. When strategic and focused, high-profile events
can help push demands forward and demonstrate public sup-
port. But they can also leave us feeling empty, wondering what
we accomplished. For social change to succeed, breakthrough
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moments need to rest on a foundation of strategic grassroots
organizing. My Chilean organizing friends describe this as the
work of hormigas (ants). It involves patiently recruiting people,
developing their leadership skills, aligning them around a com-
mon agenda, developing strategy together, making demands,
and delivering changes that people can see and feel in their lives.

An essential element of this day-to-day organizing is directly
confronting (and negotiating with) people who are in positions
of authority—those who, if they made different choices, could
relieve the suffering and injustice we see around us. This con-
frontation, which doesn’t always feel like a polite discussion,
is the fifth conversation essential to social progress. Directly
engaging people in power is important because it helps us real-
ize our own power and makes our organizations smarter and
more courageous. And the victories we win as a result lay the
groundwork for larger-scale legislative and cultural change.

More of this kind of grassroots organizing is going on in the
United States (and around the globe) today than we’re led to
believe in the media—but not enough. Face-to-face organizing
aimed at improving people’s daily lives is a muscle that we've
allowed to atrophy. In Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival
of American Community, Robert Putnam says that participation
levels in protests and civil disobedience did not change signifi-
cantly from 1960 through 2000 (although public acceptance
of these activities increased to the point where they no longer
surprised people)." On the other hand, people’s involvement
in local political and civic activity fell dramatically during this
same period.” That has to change if we have any hope of taking
on the threats facing our communities and society.

This chapter has three sections. The first shows how face-to-
face confrontation with decision makers helps people become
agents of change. It offers examples of how this approach works
in practice and shares a tool (a “research action”) that can be
used to structure conversations with authorities and begin
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untangling injustice. The second section explains how cam-
paigns working for tangible changes in communities can pave
the way for larger state and federal movements. The third sec-
tion focuses on four principles of strategy that help organi-
zations and movements win change campaigns. The chapter
shows how the conversations about purpose, story, team, and
base discussed in previous chapters can lead to victories that
make people’s lives better. It should also help answer the ques-
tion of how organized people can prevail over wealthy and pow-
erful forces.

Confronting Power

The primary reason for confronting mayors, district attor-
neys, bank CEOs, and others in positions of authority is to
negotiate changes that matter to our families and communities.
In doing so we reclaim some of our humanity and agency in the
world. Every moment of our waking hours, companies are com-
peting for our attention, trying to sell us products, emotions,
and experiences that we may not need or even want. Our polit-
ical system increasingly follows the same pattern. Candidates,
parties, and special interests spend billions of dollars on mas-
sive databases and advertising that treat voters as commodities
that can be turned out, turned off, or persuaded to vote in cer-
tain ways. This “commercialization of politics™ can leave many
of us feeling alienated from political issues and passive about
the decisions that shape our lives.

That begins to change when we sit down face-to-face with
decision makers to explain how we're experiencing injustice—
whether losing a loved one to gun violence or trying to raise a
family on minimum-wage jobs. When we share our pain and
probe what can be done about it or demand changes in poli-
cies, we go from being objects of someone else’s manipulation
to agents of our own destiny. The experience can be exciting
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and intimidating. It's common for people to have physical reac-
tions of anxiety (like sweaty palms) when they meet with offi-
cials. Politicians can use our nervousness and discomfort either
to insulate themselves from accountability or to get their way.
Lyndon Johnson was famous for using his six-foot-five frame
to intimidate people into doing what he wanted (in fact, it has
even been called “the Johnson Treatment”). He reportedly
would have people come in to talk with him while he was sitting
on the toilet, or corner senators whose votes he wanted and lean
into them within inches, making his demands.

Although it may not have worked with Johnson, one tool for
structuring interactions with powerful people on our terms is a
“research action.” This is a small meeting (attended by perhaps
eight to ten people) with a decision maker or someone who has
insight into the policies and systems that we're trying to change.
Typically, first meetings don’t include demands. They focus on
figuring out the authority and outlook of the person we're meet-
ing with. We ask questions about how decisions get made. We
look for contradictions between what the official says should
be happening and what we see taking place. We test out solu-
tions. As with most organizing activities, we prepare ahead of
time (to brainstorm questions and distribute roles). Research
actions can start with introductions and getting to know the
person you're meeting with, move into questions, and conclude
with a discussion of next steps (for example, asking the official
to attend a larger meeting). What’s most important (and some-
times surprising to the person youre meeting with) is showing
up with a spirit of curiosity. Often organizations will set up large
numbers of research actions after listening campaigns. These
meetings with officials and people with expertise help the orga-
nization better understand and prioritize issues raised during
the listening process and identify opportunities for action.

In studying Faith in Action’s work, Paul Speer and Brian
Christens found that participation in research actions was the
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best predictor that someone would take on greater leadership
in organizations and feel greater agency in their communities.*
Small meetings with elected officials can be new and unexpected
experiences that help people see themselves and the world dif-
ferently. That's why it's important to move people quickly into
face-to-face encounters with decision makers if you want them
to stick around and grow.

These experiences help us realize that we're up against other
human beings, and human-created rules, rather than fixed
truths. Systems that oppress and exclude are more jury-rigged
than we think. They’re full of contradictions and inconsisten-
cies and especially vulnerable to confrontation by people on
whom they’ve inflicted the greatest pain—Ilike people who've
lost their homes to foreclosure or formerly incarcerated men
and women working to put their lives back together. That’s one
reason why social justice campaigns need to be led by people
who've had the most direct experience with unjust systems and
have the most at stake in change.

The end goal of any system is self-preservation. Survival
trumps the loftiest mission statements, which is why people
who run systems often violate their stated principles to preserve
their privileges. The starting place for transforming a system is
understanding that it is governed by a rulebook (a combination
of the official policies and the informal ways in which things
are usually done). The rules, some of which are usually hidden,
lay out who benefits, who is excluded, who can make whom do
what, and who makes decisions based on what criteria—who is
eligible for health coverage, who can take out student loans at
what interest rates, which workers are covered by the minimum
wage and which work just for tips. Rulebooks can be rewritten,
but we have to understand them first, which is why research
actions can be so useful.

For example, early in our campaign to save my son’s autism
program, we had a series of research meetings with school board
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members and school district staff. These meetings helped us
realize that the superintendent was our biggest problem. The
school board president was backing him up, which explained
why we weren’t making any progress with her. When we finally
met with the superintendent, he sat for nearly an hour without
saying a word. I was sitting next to him and watched his hands
shaking slightly (nervousness can work in both directions).
Eventually, one of the parents said, “Id like to hear what the
superintendent has to say!” The first thing the superintendent
said was, “I don't have children. So I can’t know how you feel”
And then he said, “I don’t want to say anything about the autism
program because you’ll use what I say against me.”

This was the kind of research action where we didn’t learn
much directly. But when we debriefed afterward (which is as
important as the meeting itself), the consensus was that the
superintendent didn’t have a good grasp of the program. He
was, as one parent said, looking at the issue through the “green
eyeshades” of an accountant. Our experience of meeting the top
guy face-to-face and seeing that he hadn’t engaged with the sub-
stance of our concerns motivated us to hold another round of
conversations with school board members. Showing them the
value of the autism program wasn't enough. We had to convince
them that they shouldn’t defer decisions about the program to
the superintendent. In the end, four out of five board members
voted to restore funding, with the school board president vot-
ing against it. She then voted against the whole $500 million
budget, surprising her colleagues, who told her that it was a
betrayal to lead a budget process, only to vote against the end
result. It turned out that we were caught in a larger debate about
the balance of power between the school board and the super-
intendent. To win, we needed to understand enough about the
school board politics to disrupt them—which was possible
because wed done a dozen research actions.
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When we engage public officials on our terms, over time
we also become more confident in our power. Here’s another
example of how engagement can motivate us to keep fighting
and help move our agenda forward. On the day after the 2010
midterm elections, I joined two dozen homeowners and clergy
who traveled to Washington, DC, to meet with US Treasury
Secretary Tim Geithner. The night before, wed ditched our plan
to prep for the meeting. Instead, we went to see Inside Job, a
movie that recounts the extraordinary measures that Geithner
and his predecessor, Henry Paulson, took to protect the coun-
try’s biggest banks.

The next day, we sat around a large conference table on
the top floor of the Treasury Building. Rev. Lucy Kolin, from
Oakland Community Organizations, chaired the meeting.
She did two things that illustrate the personal power that peo-
ple develop from engaging in lots of face-to-face interactions
with decision makers. When the staff wanted to begin with-
out Geithner, saying he would join us later, Lucy politely said,
“No, we're happy to wait here until he’s available.” I wondered if
the staff thought that they might end up with a group of clergy
and homeowners occupying the Treasury and refusing to leave,
because their cell phones immediately came out and magically
Geithner appeared soon thereafter. When Geithner sat down at
the head of the table, he began to talk. Lucy politely but firmly
stopped him and said, “We prepared an agenda that we shared
with your staff ahead of time. Wed like to follow that agenda.”
Geithner did a double take and then said, “I'm not used to that,
but okay.” And Lucy led the meeting from start to finish.

During the meeting, people shared stories of losing their
homes to foreclosure. They told of whole neighborhoods that
were financially underwater and half-vacant as a result of the
financial crisis. We presented a set of steps the Obama admin-
istration could take without Congress (which after the midterm
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elections was soon to be in the hands of Republicans) to prevent
as many as one million unnecessary foreclosures. We urged
Geithner to adopt specific policies that would essentially break
the link between homeowners losing their jobs and losing their
homes. Geithner listened. He said he sympathized with us and
agreed with our analysis but that his hands were tied and he
didn’t have the power to do what we were asking of him. At that
point, one of the pastors lost his temper and asked Geithner
how he was able to move heaven and earth to bail out his banker
friends but had no power to help families. Geithner didn’t have
a response.

It was frustrating to see the Treasury secretary’s disengage-
ment up close. But sitting down with him helped motivate us
to keep fighting. And it clarified our strategy. None of us left
believing Geithner’s claim that nothing could be done. We
saw more clearly the gulf between what the Obama adminis-
tration said it was doing to stop foreclosures and what it could
do. In debriefing after our experience at the Treasury, we recog-
nized that we weren’t going to get answers from Geithner. We
decided that we needed to focus next door on the White House.
So we worked to get a meeting with Gene Sperling, whod just
been appointed to head President Obama’s National Economic
Council (replacing Larry Summers). Our first meeting with
Sperling in the Roosevelt Room was contentious on both sides.
We were angry when Sperling left midway. But wed taken a step
forward. Wed been able to put Sperling in a room face-to-face
with families who had the most at stake from the decisions he
was making—and hed been willing to argue with us. We knew
we were making progress when we began meeting regularly
with Sperling upstairs in his cramped West Wing office. But
we didn't break through on our demands until Massachusetts
Communities Action Network (led by veteran organizer Lew
Finfer) was able to get a story about unemployed homeowners
facing foreclosure on the front page of the New York Times (it
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took six months of working with the reporter to get the story
published).®

That news story and growing criticism of the Administra-
tion’s approach to foreclosure gave us leverage to begin negotiat-
ing policy changes that covered many of the recommendations
wed originally presented to Secretary Geithner. These included
giving unemployed homeowners twelve months of delayed
payments to keep their homes until they found new work. The
changes that resulted from our cycle of confrontation with the
Treasury Department and the White House came too late for
many families. But they helped some who would have other-
wise lost their homes.

People say that elected officials work for the voters, not the
reverse. But this happens only if we the people take the initia-
tive. People are less intimated negotiating with an elected of-
ficial if they’'ve met with that official while he or she was
running for office. And when our confrontation with decision
makers results in changes that we and others can benefit from
directly—such as stopping evictions, getting parents released
from immigrant detention centers, or raising wages to put more
money in workers’ pockets—we become political actors shap-
ing the world. And we lay the groundwork for bigger fights.

Creating Precedent and Momentum for
Bigger Changes

Victories that we win from face-to-face confrontation with
authorities not only deliver better lives; they also create energy;,
lessons, momentum, and precedent for larger-scale changes
in society—if we connect the dots between the issues we're
working on and bigger systems and decisions. People who run
things want us to believe that the initiative rests with them. And
even our own social justice organizations sometimes fall into
the trap of asking us to take small actions for important causes

Stand Up 2.indb 139 10/2717 8:36 AM



140 STAND UP!

(say, signing a petition or making a phone call) without giving
us ways to engage more deeply. Yet throughout US history, big
social change has usually come from collective action that be-
gins in local communities and is led and driven forward by peo-
ple who have the most at stake in change.

We know from history that large-scale change can take
decades of organizing and then come in incredibly short bursts
during periods of intense mobilization. The
last time that a social movement provoked
large-scale structural change in American soci-

Large-scale change
can take decades of

organizing and then
comeinincredibly ety was during a brief period in 1964-65. Eight

shortbursts during ~ months after becoming president, Lyndon
periods of intense Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964
mobilization. into law on July 2, overcoming the longest fil-
ibuster in US history. The act outlawed dis-

crimination in public accommodations, education, and federal
programs (but did not address voting). Four months later, John-
son was re-elected by the largest majority since 1820. He began

his term with the biggest Democratic Party majority in Con-
gress since the 1930s. Democrats held 68 seats in the Senate and

a 155-vote advantage in the House. Five tumultuous months
after the election—a period that included Bloody Sunday in
Selma, Alabama; the successful march from Selma to Mont-
gomery; and the assassination of Malcolm X—Johnson signed
the Immigration and Nationality Act, ending four decades of
racist immigration quotas that favored Northern and Western
European Whites while keeping Asians, Africans, Jews, and
Southern Europeans from being able to migrate to the United
States. Thirty days later he signed Medicare and Medicaid into
law. A week after that, he signed the Voting Rights Act. Each of
these laws, plus the Civil Rights Act from the previous summer,
fundamentally changed American life. They shifted the racial
and ethnic composition of the country, integrated large areas

of public life, changed the nature of citizenship, and created a
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cradle-to-grave health-care safety net. All four laws were deeply
intertwined. They were possible only because of a powerful and
disruptive civil rights movement that had been building steam
for a decade.

The achievements of 196465 built on historic legislation
won by the labor movement thirty years earlier during a simi-
lar window of opportunity. On July 5, 1935, President Franklin
Roosevelt signed the Labor Relations Act, putting the federal
government on the side of organized workers and creating the
legal conditions for the emergence of an American middle
class. A month later, he signed the Social Security Act, which
broke the link between aging and poverty. Pressure for these
fundamental pillars of social progress came from a surging
labor movement. Working people had lost everything in the
Depression and were on the move through a host of organiza-
tions making clear demands and willing to disrupt a society that
had fallen apart. That kind of social mobilization and structural
change is what we need today.

My colleague Joy Cushman describes the process of bottom-
up change in the United States as a pyramid. At the base are
actions that people can take in their communities to win con-
crete changes. These are the climate change fights that shut
down coal-fired power plants and persuade whole cities to
stop buying dirty energy, the mass incarceration fights that get
police out of high schools, the jobs fights that remove barriers
to airport service workers joining unions. In Power and Power-
lessness, John Gaventa refers to fights as “limit acts” because
they help test the limits of what is possible and set up larger,
more structural fights.® This level of organizing usually focuses
on demanding changes that people can experience in the short
term in their lives (like immigrants being able to get driver’s
licenses despite their not having legal status or returning citi-
zens not being required to disclose a criminal record when first
applying for a job).
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At the middle layer of the pyramid are campaigns to change
policy. Sometimes we use the issues we’re working on at the local
level to create a new blueprint that can be written into state law.
Passing legislation and winning ballot measures requires long-
term alliances among organizations that have a broad mem-
bership base and political relationships with elected officials.
Organizations need to plan ahead (two to four years out or
more), sequence campaigns, create the capacity to collect sig-
natures to place measures on the ballot every year (in cities and
states that allow citizen initiatives), and build legislative coa-
litions that can consistently introduce and pass community-
initiated bills.

At the top of the pyramid are structural changes that create
new rights, fundamentally shift how resources and opportu-
nities are distributed in the society, or significantly alter how
political decisions are made. Examples of big transformative
national changes include the Emancipation Proclamation,
Womenss Suffrage, Social Security, the 1965 Voting Rights Act,
the Clean Air Act, the Affordable Care Act, and marriage equal-
ity. These achievements involve large-scale social, cultural, and
legal changes that are difficult to reverse.

The key to structural changes is that they deliver tangible
benefits to people while also shifting the underlying power
dynamics in society. For example, state campaigns that re-
enfranchise formerly incarcerated men and women help indi-
viduals put their lives back together while also expanding the
electorate and bringing us closer to one person, one vote. Pol-
icies that make state taxes more progressive or that tax capi-
tal may not initially raise enormous amounts of revenue, but
they create a pathway to a fairer tax system and lay the ground-
work for more equitable investment in education. In 2015, the
National Domestic Workers Alliance finally won a campaign to
bring domestic workers under federal labor protections after
seventy-five years of exclusion. That’s a big structural victory.
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Some of the most important organizing fights win smaller-scale
changes that set up larger battles down the road. For example,
campaigns for transparency around police shootings, racial
profiling, or mortgage lending disparities have all served as
stepping-stones for larger campaigns.

Here is another example of how the bottom-up change pro-
cess works. In 2010, Contra Costa Interfaith and other com-
munity organizations in Richmond, California, organized
successfully to bring down youth homicides that were plaguing
their city. Clergy and residents held night walks through neigh-
borhoods where shootings were taking place. They worked
with city officials to hire and support street workers who con-
nected with gang members to interrupt cycles of revenge-
driven violence. And they helped bring a violence-prevention
initiative called Ceasefire to Richmond. Rather than flooding
neighborhoods with police, Ceasefire refocuses policing on
the tiny slice of people who are responsible for most of the vio-
lent crime in a community. People at high risk of committing
violence are brought in for “call-ins” that include prosecutors,
job training and social service providers, and clergy and com-
munity leaders. Men and women who are called in are offered
a clear choice: either continue what youre doing, and end up
going to prison, or decide to exit, and we’ll help you build a new
life. These different efforts reinforced each other. Ultimately,
years of neighborhood organizing, changes in police practices,
and unprecedented collaboration among the community, social
agencies, and city officials contributed to a 40 percent reduction
in the murder rate in the city.

Many of the organizations involved in the movement to
reduce gun violence in Richmond went on to work together
to reform their county’s criminal justice system. An important
group driving this change was the Safe Return Project, which
was founded by Tamisha Walker and other formerly incar-
cerated returning citizens. The goal of Safe Return is to break
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down the barriers people face when reintegrating into their
communities and give those most impacted by mass incarcer-
ation a public voice in dismantling it. Building on their success
in reducing homicides, Safe Return, Contra Costa Interfaith,
and other organizations worked to persuade their county board
of supervisors to use new state criminal justice funds to sup-
port violence prevention and drug treatment rather than build
a new, larger jail. The leadership of people who were formerly
incarcerated was a key ingredient in the success of this cam-
paign. They had the strongest personal commitment to fighting
for change and the clearest vision for a new approach to crim-
inal justice. And fighting for Ceasefire and seeing it save lives
made the grassroots leaders and clergy more confident political
players in the county. The night of the vote against expanding
the county jail, Jonny Perez, a nineteen-year-old who helped
lead the fight, said, “If you told me one year ago that I would
help stop the expansion of a jail, I would have called you crazy,
but here we are today. I went from being locked up behind
someoness jail to stopping the construction at a new jail in my
city and county.”

Local organizing in Contra Costa and other counties across
California in turn paved the way for a path-breaking statewide
criminal justice ballot measure in 2014. For years, it was hard
to imagine voters supporting policies to empty prisons. Yet that
is what organizing does: make the impossible possible and the
possible inevitable. Proposition 47, which won with 60 percent
of the vote in a midterm election year, reclassified seven non-
violent felonies as misdemeanors.® It shifted billions of dollars
in savings to education and services for crime victims. It also
made it possible for more than a million people to have felo-
nies expunged from their criminal records, removing a hurdle
to finding work.

Proposition 47 became a model for people fighting to dis-
mantle mass incarceration across the country. It sent a signal
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that public opinion was shifting against two decades of tough-
on-crime rhetoric and policy. A year after it passed, Tamisha
Walker led a group of formerly incarcerated women and men
from across the country into a White House meeting with
Valerie Jarrett, President Obama’s closest advisor. It took
months to persuade Obama administration officials to even al-
low returning citizens into the White House. The meeting with
Jarrett helped break the logjam on a new federal policy to “ban
the box” on federal employment applications to reduce hiring
discrimination against people with criminal records.

In The Economy of Cities, Jane Jacobs writes that “People who
run government activities, the world over, tend to seek sweep-
ing answers to problems; that is, answers capable of being ap-
plied wholesale the instant they are adopted. [They] do not. . .
bring their minds to bear on a particular and often seemingly
small problem in one particular place. And yet that is how inno-
vations of any sort are apt to begin”® The kind of grassroots
organizing practiced in Richmond paves the way for trans-
formation exactly because it starts with the lived experience
of people rather than abstract ideas. Similarly, Charles Payne
recounts Robert Moses as saying, “The problems to be attacked
by the [civil rights] movement were so intertwined that all you
could do was break off a piece of it, work on that and see where
itled” "

Strategy Matters

When you're in the middle of a campaign, it can be hard
to know if youre making progress or spinning your wheels.
Organizing introduces a new dynamic that tries to disrupt the
status quo, making uncertainty about our impact a constant
by-product. And the governments and firms that we’re try-
ing to influence have little incentive to even acknowledge our
existence. Social struggles are inherently asymmetrical because
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people-led organizations don’t usually have much institutional
power or legitimacy. We compensate by thinking together,
revisiting our goals, relooking at whom we're really up against
(are we talking to the right person or do we need to go further
up the chain of command or behind the curtain to where the
real power is?), and debating the weaknesses and vulnerabilities
of our opponents and ourselves.

If we want to win social change against determined foes,
we need to make strategy a constant part of our organiza-
tions and movements and include as
many people as humanly possible. Strat-
egy, to quote Marshall Ganz, is “how we

If we want to win
social change against

determined foes, we )
need to make strategy turn what we have into what we need to

a constant part of get what we want”"" It’s the great coun-
our organizations terweight to authority. It's how we prevail
and movements and even when we think were out of options
include as many people and how we translate local fights into big-
as humanly possible. ger movements. Here are four elements of
strategy—act and adjust, shape the play-
ing field, change the rules, and maximize your leverage—that
can be used to increase our power as we face off against well-
resourced opponents and work to rip out the roots of racial and
economic injustice.

Act and Adjust

Creating change requires being willing to act despite uncer-
tainty and then adjust your strategy based on how your oppo-
nents, allies, and base react. I grew up playing speed chess,
which is regular chess using a clock that gives players a fixed
(and short) amount of time to make their moves. Like social
change, chess involves making the most of your situation in the
face of a determined and often-crafty opponent under unpre-
dictable and changing conditions. Experienced chess players
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usually begin games by choosing from a long list of possible
openings that they’ve memorized based on thousands of previ-
ous games. Yet pretty quickly, you leave the pattern of predict-
able moves and find yourself in uncharted terrain. The most
direct way to play is to look at the threats facing you and the
opportunities you may have. You reason out what happens if
you do X: “What could my opponent do in response? And then
what could I do?”

This kind of assessment of actions and reactions is also
important to winning social change. As Ganz has said, “strategy
is a verb—something you do, not something you have”’> We
need to constantly readjust our strategy based on new informa-
tion. We learn about our opponents (including whether they
are really our opponents or if they’re just standing in for some-
one else whom wed be better off negotiating with) from how
they react to us. Acting in a way that’s surprising or unexpected
usually helps us. Often our opponents’ response, or overres-
ponse, ends up fueling our organizing. That’s what happened
in the police backlash against the Memphis sanitation work-
ers, in the decision to cut off food assistance in response to the
Greenville voting rights campaign, and in Pharaoh’s forcing the
Israelites to make bricks without straw in the Exodus story.

Like in a chess game, it’s useful to think about campaigns as
unfolding in phases, chunking campaigns into pieces, setting
clear objectives for each phase, and putting aside time between
phases to pause and evaluate what we’ve learned. For example,
in a first phase, the goal of our conversation with decision mak-
ers might be just to get on the playing field, to introduce our
organization as a political actor with an agenda. At the end of
this first phase, we need to stop and reflect on what we learned
about ourselves, how we worked together under stress, what
support we received, and how the power structure responded.
A second phase might be to win the support of powerful allies
and officials who are willing to champion our proposal. But the
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content of this phase and those that follow will always flow from
the reactions we get to our actions.

In the campaign we ran to save my son’s autism program,
we spent the first weeks consolidating as a group. We recruited
parents from other schools. We figured out how things worked
in our county and educated ourselves and the school district
about the autism program. We introduced the idea that we
were an organized group of parents of children with autism. We
tested out who on the school board might support us. The last
board member we met with was the president. It was take-your-
daughter-to-work day, and my daughter, Natalia, had come with
me. She didn’t say anything in the meeting beyond introduc-
ing herself, but she sat herself at the head of the table opposite
the school board president, which added some accountability
in the room. Our first campaign phase effectively ended mid-
way through that meeting, when it became clear that the board
president wasn't budging. We said that our next step would be
to go public and make a big, messy issue out of the cuts, but we
weren't a well-known entity, so that threat didn’t shift the con-
versation. So, in what would become phase two of our campaign,
we simplified the message. Essentially, we said, “Stop picking on
kids with autism.” We began generating media stories. We held
a rally, with testimony from parents on the front steps of the
school district main office. Our decision to go public helped us
win in the end, but at the time it generated a lot of tension in
the school district and in our own group. We weren't sure that
it would work. That is the nature of being in an action-reaction
cycle where you have to take risks, adjust, learn from failure,
and keep moving forward.

Shape the Playing Field

In chess, even strong players can think through only a small
number of (action-reaction) moves ahead. You rarely win
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simply by playing out the possibilities. The flow of the game
is too unpredictable. Too many variables exist. And each side
tends to overestimate the strength of its position. People are
willing to wait each other out. This is where you need to look
over the playing field at a more conceptual level. You need to
tigure out how to strengthen your position. You cannot know
for certain that moving any particular piece will ultimately
lead to winning. But you know that you want to control the
center of the board. You want to configure your pieces so they
aren’t hidden away. It helps to build a wall of protection around
your king. You want to put pressure on your opponent’s weak-
est points. All these strategic actions—if you carry them out
before being overwhelmed by your opponent—put you in a
position to take advantage of opportunities that arise as the
game proceeds.

Changing the world is a lot different from winning a chess
game. But the idea of a divided mind, one part focused on the
back and forth and the other on building power, is similar. For
example, base building (chapter 6) is one of the most important
steps we can take to strengthen our position going into a fight.
Another way to increase our chance of winning is to find pow-
erful allies. Often, we ally with organizations that bring together
similar people through different channels. But other potential
alliances can be farther afield. We may disagree with parts of the
business community over the minimum wage or other issues,
but on the question of investment in public transit or expanding
Medicaid, we may be able to build strong political alliances with
employers. Our opposition is never as monolithic as we think,
especially when were also willing to play political hardball to
build alliances around shared goals. The questions of whom to
pair up with, when to hold your nose, and what kind of strategic
alliances and coalitions to build are among the most important
questions that people need to wrestle with when they’re trying
to make change.
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The key here is that everyone is on the playing field, whether
they or we know it. And everyone is moving and can be moved.
We need to map out who's with us, who's on the sidelines, and
who’s actively opposing the changes we're trying to make. (You
can draw a playing field with two sides and show who’s on the
tield and who's on the sidelines.) A good campaign will track the
most powerful players in the environment on a week-to-week
basis to see how they’re moving. Did we get our strongest sup-
porter to double down on the issue by holding a public event?
Did someone on the fence say something positive for the first
time?** Pay close attention to neutralizing powerful opponents.
For example, a lot of bipartisan talk is happening about reform-
ing the criminal justice system to reduce incarceration but there
is much less progress in making change because of the fierce
resistance of prosecutors and sheriffs, who are often the ones
leading the fight against reform. So when we run candidates
committed to ending mass incarceration in local prosecutor
and sheriff races, were not only contesting for these import-
ant positions but also sending a message to sitting officials that
there is a cost to lobbying for more police and jails. Again, we're
keeping an eye on both delivering change and shaping the ter-
rain on which we're fighting.

Change the Rules

While you cannot change the rules of chess, that’s not true in
politics. The people who dream of infinite wealth and power—
the handful of rich individuals and families who've taken over
state after state and reshaped the American political landscape—
spend their waking hours tinkering with the rules. They under-
stand that to control the agenda, and the process by which
decisions are made, is to control the outcome. White men with
the patience and resources literally ran a fifty-year campaign to
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dismantle the 1965 Voting Rights Act. They put state tax caps
in place that tie the hands of state spending (in states such as
California and Colorado). They engineered state constitutions
that take away the power of local communities to raise wages or
regulate businesses. All these are examples of rules that rig the
game against working people.

This is why the Koch brothers are such a problem for human-
ity. Peel back the layers of organizations, rationalizations, and
rebrandings and you can see their ambition to amass more
wealth than anyone could count in a lifetime by removing as
much fossil fuel from the earth with as little interference as pos-
sible. Those who extract oil, gas, gold, tin, copper, and other
valuable resources from the earth, as well as the politicians who
abet them, are the worst. Their logic is to get as much out as
fast as they can while leaving society to pick up the tab for dam-
age to humans and the planet. It’s no accident that New Mexico
has a volunteer legislature or that Nevada’s legislature meets for
just four months every two years. Mining companies effectively
wrote the constitutions in these mineral-rich states. No need for
much legislating, writing of rules, taxing, or spending on edu-
cation if your goal is to get stuff out of the ground as cheaply as
possible.

Yet we can always find cracks in the casing surrounding the
dreams of the wealthiest and most powerful. The elites rig the
system because they’re up against the greatest political idea that
humans have created—norms about democratic decision mak-
ing. We owe the ancient Greeks gratitude for their imperfect
experimentation with self-governance. They left a lot of peo-
ple out, but in the face of unrelenting opposition from elites
(including people revered in Western thought, such as Plato
and Socrates), they created a set of expectations and practices
that value people’s voices and lives. The Greeks understood
that wealthy individuals would do everything they could to
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take power away from the people. One way the Greeks tried
to counterbalance this tendency was through a process called
ostrakophoria (“ostracism”). If five thousand people voted to
hold an ostrakophoria, then people would be called together,
given small round disks of clay, and asked to scratch the name
of the person in the community that they thought should be
forced to leave for ten years. The goal was to eliminate threats
to the democracy. In Athens, down the hill from the Acropolis
in the Museum of the Ancient Agora, one can see the names
of ancient equivalents to the Koch brothers scratched onto clay
disks. The need to protect democracy from being captured by
the wealthy may be extreme today, but it's not new. It comes
with the territory.

In our own time, we face an increasingly oligarchic society,
where the wealthy set the terms of the debate. In the United
States over the past forty years, the conservative movement,
funded by the largest corporations in the world, has system-
atically deregulated political spending, making it possible for
rich people and special interests to spend virtually unlimited
amounts of money to influence the outcome of elections and
legislative debates. Conservatives and corporate interests have
manipulated redistricting in states to take control of dozens of
state legislative chambers and made voting more difficult for
the poor, the disabled, seniors, and people of color through
voter ID laws and manipulation of voting procedures.

To win at politics, people-led organizations need to also
focus on changing the rules, to make decision making more
transparent and inclusive and our communities more power-
ful. As we fight for higher wages and an end to police brutality,
we also need to work to make our democracy more represen-
tative. We can do this by eliminating barriers to voting (such
as winning same-day voter registration and making Election
Day a public holiday) and removing policies that protect the
few at the expense of the many, like supermajority requirements
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for spending measures. We need campaign financing laws that
magnify the power of small donors. For example, under a pro-
gram approved by voters in Seattle, all registered voters receive
four $25 vouchers, which they then can donate to political cam-
paigns that agree to abide by spending limits. The rules about the
rules are always up for grabs, and our mission needs to include
both exposing them and making them more democratic.

A practical way to institutionalize this thinking in our orga-
nizations is to include three questions in any strategy meeting:

1. How is what we are fighting for going to deliver
tangible benefits to our base?

2. What demands can we make that would increase
our power?

3. What is the story we are telling that motivates people
to see themselves as part of our work and that builds
public support for our agenda?

We need to make demands that both address the greatest
pain people are experiencing and make governments more
responsive to people than money so we can win bigger changes
in the future.

Maximize Your Leverage

In her book Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People Change
America, Francis Fox Piven argues that social organizations and
movements cannot necessarily control or steer politics in the
United States, but they can create moments of disruption that
force elites to respond.’* That happens when people withdraw
from daily participation in structures of inequality and oppres-
sion through boycotts, strikes, and mass protests. They disrupt
the status quo and create divisions within the coalitions that
political parties depend upon.
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The best example of this process in American history was the
abolition movement, which helped provoke a civil war that led
to the end of slavery, despite the fact that neither major politi-
cal party at the time had a strong interest in freeing slaves from
bondage. Piven shows how both the Democratic and Republi-
can Parties in the years leading up to the Civil War were multi-
sectional, that is, they had constituencies in both the South
and the North. The abolitionists forced the major religious
denominations in the United States to take clear positions on
the morality of slavery, polarizing the public, particularly in
the North and the West on the issue. Through organizing local
antislavery societies and lobbying Congress, they put the issue
of slavery at the center of American politics. Slave revolts and
the Underground Railroad added more fuel to the fire. Abo-
litionists created the conditions that led Southerners to leave
the Republican Party and Northerners to abandon the Demo-
cratic Party. The leaders of both parties would have preferred to
remain neutral on slavery to preserve their economic interests
and hold together political coalitions that spanned the North
and South. But mobilization by Free Blacks, clergy, religious
people, and slaves themselves created heat and controversy that
made the status quo untenable.

Since Ferguson, we've seen a contemporary example that
points to the kind of disruption needed to reshape American
politics. The young people who took to the streets in Ferguson
did not influence American politics by building a new electoral
coalition. They did it by creating enormous discomfort—begin-
ning in Ferguson, then throughout Saint Louis, and spreading
across the country. They made it more difficult for Democrats
and progressives to take Black voters for granted by publicly
pushing elected officials, unions, religious denominations, and
social justice organizations to take clearer positions against
police abuse and mass incarceration. By putting pressure on
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Bernie Sanders and Hillary Clinton, Black Lives Matter activ-
ists made it harder for other Democratic Party candidates and
elected officials to support tough-on-crime policies. This is
similar to what abolitionists did to the Republican Party in the
years leading up to the Civil War—using confrontation to bring
moral clarity to the policy debate and purify the party. That's how
a committed and relentless group of people who may not seem
to have great political access or influence uses their leverage to
force elites into choices that they would not otherwise make.

Shifting the Balance of Power

These four strategy principles are closely related and reinforce
each other. Seeing the reactions to our actions is how we get
insight into the power we're facing. Shaping the playing field is
how we test and increase our influence. Changing the rules is
how we make the game play to our strengths. And maximizing
our leverage is how we use the weakness of our opponents (both
their dependence on us and their internal divisions) to increase
our power. These principles add up to an orientation focused
on finding every opportunity possible to shift the balance of
power in society toward ordinary people.

There is no simple answer to how we transform a world on
fire. It requires building lots of organizations where people di-
rectly engage with decision makers and regularly talk about and
test strategy. While we have plenty to complain about and more
than enough threats to keep us up at night, we have control over
the kind of organizations we build, the fights we pick, and the
strategies we adopt. We need to shift our gaze away from what
other people are doing wrong and toward how were using the
resources and relationships we have to get what we need. We
have power if we choose to use it. The institutions and systems
that we most need to change depend on our complicity—to buy
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their products, vote for their candidates, show up for work, and
follow the rules. Arrangements of oppression eventually fold to
withering moral critique, matched with strategic, creative, and
unrelenting people-led direct action. The path to change isn't
predictable. It can feel like the system isn’t budging and will
never change. But, as with a stuck jar lid, what matters is not
just how hard we turn but how long we keep the pressure on.
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CONCLUSION

What Next?

What will you do when you put this book down? Many read-
ers are already involved in change efforts. The conversations
in Stand Up! should help you deepen your commitment. In a
world on fire, we all need to dig deeper, not necessarily work
longer hours, but open our hearts wider, be more honest with
others and ourselves, and take greater risks. I especially hope
the book will help you find ways to do more to dismantle rac-
ism and other forms of human hierarchy as part of any social
justice work you’re involved in.

Each of the five conversations in the book is meant to make us
better leaders—more aware of our emotions (purpose), clearer
about the experiences and values that drive our choices (story),
able to build closer relationships across differences (team),
more powerful in the world (base), and more courageous and
effective in confronting oppression (power). These are habits
of the heart. They help us become better people with greater
awareness and consciousness in the world. The conversations
and the practices that flow from them are not magic solutions
though; we already know them instinctively but don’t always do
them under stress. That’s why they need to be practiced and
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repeated (wash, rinse, repeat) so they become who we are and
what other people expect from us.

If you have the ability to influence how the organizations
you're part of operate (which we all do, more or less), then I
hope that you can turn these conversations into rituals (through
repetition) and that these rituals become part of your organi-
zational culture. For example, you can include reflection and
evaluation at the end of any important activity you undertake,
or you can intentionally create community by regularly asking
people to share their stories with each other. We need more
organizations that are humane, racially conscious, and outward
facing, that recognize people as the most valuable resource for
changing society and give their members real decision-making
roles. Organizations that do this are more likely to develop the
strategic capacity (discussed in chapter 7) to adapt in the face of
conflict and uncertainty. And by creating in our organizations
a slice of the world that we’'re working to bring into being, we
make participation more attractive and valuable to people. Our
organizations become spiritual homes for people seeking to feel
and act more human.

If you're part of an organization that treats you as a means to
some other end, that asks you to do small tasks without involv-
ing you in strategy, that isn’t speaking to your soul, then you
need to change the culture of the organization or look for or
create another home for your social change work. A simple test
is whether you are on a real team that meets regularly. Be truth-
ful! Here are other measures: Are you learning something new
about yourself? Are you having experiences that tap into strong
emotions? Are you bringing new people off the sidelines and
building high-trust relationships with them? These questions
will help you figure out if you're on track or not.

The sad reality is that most of the organizations involved
in social justice work in the United States don’t ask much
from their members or constituents. And even organizations
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committed to leadership development can struggle to keep
people engaged and growing. Sustaining social change organi-
zations of any kind is hard, especially when they’re grappling
with difficult entrenched issues and reliant on ordinary peo-
ple’s time and money. Organizations often run out of steam,
devolve into cliques, become captured
by their staff, or fracture. Organizations
need to be renovated regularly. Some-
times they need to be shut down com- 4 ovs shift our focus
pletely so that we can start anew. Neverbe  given how things are

Never be afraid to say,
“Let’s rebuild” or “Let’s
start from scratch” or

afraid to say, “Let’s rebuild” or “Let’s start  changing around us.”
from scratch” or “Let’s shift our focus Whatresults is almost
given how things are changing around always better.

us.” What results is almost always better.

If you haven't yet answered the knock at your door (or heard
it), if you're looking for a way to plug in, perhaps by getting off
the Internet and into face-to-face organizing, then you need
to find or build an organization that will ask enough of you to
make it worth your while. Too few organizations are structured
around regularly meeting small groups, let alone bring people
together across race, class, and other differences; engage in stra-
tegic campaigns; and invest in the growth and development of
their members.

When my son was thirteen, he had to do a community ser-
vice project. His first choice was to volunteer with an organi-
zation fighting climate change. It turned out to be surprisingly
hard to find a chapter of an environmental group in Northern
Virginia that met regularly. He ended up volunteering at a
soup kitchen in Washington, DC. It was a valuable experi-
ence. He did useful work and had some good conversations
with people. One thing that surprised me was that the soup
kitchen had a waiting list for volunteers—a sign that there’s
more demand among people to contribute than a supply of
opportunities to do so.
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I think this imbalance between supply and demand is even
more the case for chances to be part of organizing designed to
get at the root causes of injustice. So be realistic about what may
be limited options for joining existing organizations. Set a high
bar for how you spend your time, but expect that you’ll need
to contribute your leadership to influence the culture of any
organization you join—if you want to be part of something that
both matters and feeds your spirit. And as Bill McKibben said
about community, if you cannot find an organization that meets
your needs, build one. If you do that, I hope the example of the
autism campaign in chapter 1 and the five-conversation frame-
work can be a useful guide.

One of the most promising shifts taking place in commu-
nity organizing is that more people are taking the plunge into
politics. More and more grassroots leaders are deciding to run
for school board, city council, mayor, state
legislature, and Congress. The push to elect
prosecutors and sheriffs committed to end-
ing mass incarceration is especially exciting.

People should see
running for office as
one of many different
roles that they can
take on as part of

the organization
they belong to. as part of the organization they belong to.

People should see running for office as one
of many different roles that they can take on

That way, if they win, theyre accountable
to an organized base of people and can work with that base to
advance policy change together.

It might be your turn to run. After all, we cannot just com-
plain that the car were in is being driven over a cliff; we have
to be willing to claw our way into the front seat, grab hold of
the steering wheel, and drive our communities and country to
a better place. If you do choose to run, and have an organized
base behind you, then you can use the principles and practices
in Stand Up! to design your campaign. You can recruit large
numbers of volunteers and organize them into teams that have
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clear goals and roles; you can spend your resources talking to
people face-to-face to hear their concerns rather than send-
ing them advertising; you can focus on the voters that other
candidates and parties write off as mattering less; and you can
speak from your heart to people’s hopes and dreams, inviting
voters into a shared vision of community and purpose, rather
than trying to sell them a laundry list of issues. You could even
become president by using this kind of approach!

The hardest part about standing up and getting involved to-
day may be the experience of not knowing whether we're making
progress. Like the Chilean miners, whose story we began with,
it feels like we're underground for an indeterminate amount of
time without certainty that we’ll get free. It can take decades
of sustained and strategic organizing to create enough pressure
for large-scale social change. We don’'t have that much time
given the threats facing the planet and our society. The vicious
cycles that we're in and the resources and will of our opponents
make it hard to know if matters are just going to keep getting
worse or if we'll reach a turning point. And sometimes victories
look like big steps forward but turn into mirages. The notion
that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward
justice” (coined by Theodore Parker, a nineteenth-century Uni-
tarian minister, and made famous by Martin Luther King, Jr.)
is a statement of faith, not a description of how politics works.'
Social change has no guarantees. Periods of progress followed
by reaction and backtracking can be long and arduous.

What we do have control over, though, is what we do in the
meantime. Through organizing, we can make a dent in virtu-
ally any problem that we're able to identify as a cause of pain to
people in our lives and communities. Organizing works when
applied with discipline. And elected offices at all levels can
be filled with our members if we focus our energies on those
positions and are willing to run people for them over and over.
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Small and medium-sized victories don’t transform everything,
but they build our muscles and give us a taste of our true power.
To go back to Lawrence Goodwyn and the populists, organiz-
ing victories build in grassroots leaders the “somebodiness,” the
“high level of personal political self-respect” that makes people
willing to challenge arrangements that are said to be natural and
unchangeable.”

When we do win, we still have to figure out what to do next;
and this is often more difficult than it seems. The Utopian Flaw
(discussed at the end of chapter 3) is the slip in our conscious-
ness that makes us think that if we can only achieve this change,
everything else will be okay. It won’t. Our challenge is to find
the will to keep going. In his short book The Dip, Seth Godin
lays out a framework for deciding whether you’re on the right
track in your work or life. It applies well to social change. He
says you should ask yourself if what you are doing now is some-
thing that you believe will make you very happy and that you
can eventually be the best at. If you’re not confident that you can
answer yes to both questions, then quit. But if you’re certain,
then persist, knowing that you’ll need to pass through a long
and difficult period of doubt and probably failure—the dip—
to get to greatness.® Organizing for change takes that kind of
determination to pay off.

The true value of the conversations and practices in Stand
Up! may be that they help us stay human amid darkness and
uncertainty. They give us courage not only to
keep fighting but to care for one another. As
the Chilean miners learned, survival under

In times of trouble,
we need to resist the

temptation to turn
on one another. stress depends on our capacity to see each

other as brothers and sisters. In times of trou-
ble, we need to resist the temptation to turn on one another.
If we can do that in the face of hate, abuse, and confusion, if
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we refuse to give up hope and continue to experiment with our
resources, then we have a chance to make it through to a prom-
ised land. As Ibram Kendi wrote in the epilogue of Stamped
from the Beginning, “There will come a time when we will love
humanity, when we will gain the courage to fight for an equi-
table society for our beloved humanity, knowing, intelligently,
that when we fight for humanity, we are fighting for ourselves.
There will come a time. Maybe, just maybe, that time is now.™*
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