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The best means of presenting alternatives is through- questions-. But the 
organizer must be sure that his questions are · strut!ttired in such a way that they 
bring things out of people - rather than imposing things · upon them. Compare the 
following two examples of presenting alternatives by questions: 

l. Organizer: What's with this store your're talking about? 
lst Person: They won't hire Negroes. 
2nd Person: Yeah, and all the meat they sell is rotten. 
Organizer: What do you think should be done about the store-? 
lst Person: Doesn't · seem like you can do anything abc 1t it ... makes me so 

mad sometimes I feel just like burning the place down. 
2nd Person: Yeah! 
Organizer: Well, of course, we can't do that. But what if everybody in 

the neighborhood boycotted the store? 

2. Organizer: 
lst Person: 
2nd Person: 
Organizer: 
lst Person: 

mad sometimes I 
2nd Pe.rson: 

What's with this store your're talking about? 
They won't hire Negroes. 
Yeah, and all the meat they sell is rotten. 

What do you think should be done- about the store? 
Doesn't seem like you can do anything about it ... makes me so 

feel just like burning the place down. 
Yeah! 

Organizer: r guess that would be the easiest way. Where would you buy 
food then? 

lst Person: That's the problem, there's no other store Tor 13 blocks. 
Organizer: Well, how do you get to a businessman-, I mean · where does he · fell 

things most? 
2nd Person: (laughing) . In. his pocketbook. 
Organizer: · How can you hurthim- in· his pocketbook? 
lst Person: Like I --said; burn the place down-; - then he won't have no business. 
Organizer: Where does he get· his ·business- from? 
lst Person: Just around here·, this · neighborhood. -.. mostly where the people 

in the organization live. 
Organizer: So if he couldn't . sell· to the-- peoplecin the neighborhood he 

wouldn't have any business? 
lst _Person: Yeah, same difference. 
2nd Person: Yeah! _ Like they did with the busses · in Montgomery ... what do 

you call that thing? ••• A boycott, that's it, a boycott. 
lst Person: How do you pull one of those things off? · 

What basic differences do you see in the two different lines of questioning? 
Most important of all, which line of questioning doyou· think -would get the 
greatest feeling of involvement from the people · in the organization? 

Sometimes it is necessary to present alternatives by citing examples. Sometimes 
people in an orgaJ?.ization will not have had the experience to be able to draw on 
their own examples, and will need to hear what has gone on in similar situations 
in other neighborhoods or other cities. Take this -- example for instance: 

Organizer: It seems like everyone's agreed that we should fight this urban 
renewal thing. Any ideas? 
(long silence} 
lst Person: Seems -like you just can't fight urban renewal· any-way you try. They 
come in and tear down the houses no matter what you do. And they give you a list 
of places to go to find a place, but nobody on that list will ever rent to you. 
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2nd Perscm: Might as well tear down these rat holes anyway.. I . enly l-iv-e here 
because I can't get any place better. 
3rd Person: Maybe we better work on something else. I don't think anybody will 
ever beat urban renewal. 
Organizer: Remember that organiztion I talked about in Chicago? 
1st Person: TWO? Did they fight urban renewal? 
Organizer: Yeah, they had a plan and it took a lot of work. They found out that 
the federal government would help finalnce the building of · a special kind of public 
housing in an urban renewal area. They call· it 221-D3 housing. This housing is 
for the people who already live in the area so that they would only have to be 
relocated temporarily. For instance, TWO acts as the landlord for this housing 
and grants loans to the people who move in for the intiial payment. If the people 
who move in want to stay there, they can buy the houses and take 35 years to pay. 
And the payments average out to be less than the rent they were paying before-. If 
they don't want to buy, they can just keep on renting like they- did before, only 
this time the organization is the landlord. 

Sometimes the organizer will have to demonstrate an alternative to people For 
example, many people in Philadelphia were not interested in fighting the school 
board because they thought that the fault lay not -with the: schools · but with their "­
children. It would be nearly impossible to make them. think otherwise by asking 
questions and citing examples, whiletheir children continued to fail in school 
(especially if some of their children had done well); - They were enthsiastic, 
however, about getting some tutor-ing for thei-r children, -and: when- they saw the 
children begin to do well because of the tutoring., they- · could-- turn their attention 
to the schools to look for the problems. 

It is the role of the organizer to present alternatives, and to create the 
conditions in which the people will chose what seems , to be- the ·best alternative. 
But it is even more import-ant to -remember that it . is . the . process -of choosing and not 
the choice which is important. And if the o-rganizer is : really.· on · the side- of the 
people, then he must work just as hard with them · if: they -choose: a.n-· alternative which 
he thinks is aprropriate, as when they choose · the. one he- thinks best. 

THE ORGANIZER IS A CATALYST 

Any discusiion of change must include several elements • . What is it that needs to be 
changed? Why does it need to be changed? What -will it -be changed· into? Who or what 
is going to bring about the change? The last element -,- that -which is going to 
bring about the change, is called the change agent; Some organizers feel that they 
are change agents. But this is a mistake. When- change is brought' about the power 
is attributed to the change agent. If the organizer is seen as bringing about the 
change, then the power will not be attributed to· the organization. A catalyst en­
ables elements which already exist to come together to produce a change. - All the 
necessary elements for change already exist in agiven · community--: · the problems, the 
potential power of the people, and the alternatives; · The· organizer must be the 
catalyst which brings these elements together so that they can act upon each other 
and bring about the change. 

THE ORGANIZER IS A RESOURCE 

The organizer is a resource ~n that he brings something into the neighborhood that 
was not there: his organizational background and thinking; · This does not mean he 
is smarter or knows more about the problems than· the people in the neighborhood. It 
Simply means that he has -taken the time to- do some reading- and some- thinking and has 
some experiences that the people in the neighborhood haven't had chances for. He 
acts as a resource when he presents alternatives by citing examples. He isalso a 



--, 

-10-

resource in that he posesses the skills necessary fer performing the tasks himself. 
He involves people in these tasks and lends his skills so that the people will develop 
the skills themselves. 

THE ORGANIZER IS A TEACHER 

The organizer is a teacher in that the process of building organization is a learn­
ing process for the people in the neighborhood. The organizer teaches skills, from 
how t o run a mimeograph machine to how to- do, research on land titles or corporate 
holdings. He teaches - people how to put out a newsletter , how to run a meet ing, 
how to pull off a rent · strike. Sometimes organizingsitua ions have l ooked very 
much like classroom situations. · In Milwaukee or gani zers distribut ed copies of 
The Other America and The Poor PayMor e, and people in the neighborhood- had dis­
cussions about the problems of poverty in a way they had never talked about it be­
fore. The organizer makes sure that peopl e's involvement in the organizational 
process is a constant · lear:.1ing pr ocess. But the organizer is not the ki nd of authority 
figure teacher found in most public schools ~ The organizer must teach l i ke Socrates 
did, by asking questions and getting people to think for themselves . 

THE ORGANI ZER I S AN AGITATOR .... 

Organizers are frequently labled as . 'outside ..... agitators' by the press. Mos t people 
Place a negative connontat i.en--on -- the. wo~d·. agi tatnr . But the organizer must do a 
l ot of ·agit a:ting .- err:-the~ people in t he -neighb_e.rlwod -wou't move. - People have to get 
prett y ang:ryi about semething.~"bef'or,e they~!-.l .Lwerk te· change it, and unless a lot of 
people get angry .about the same .thi ng- at . t h.e-. sa.me-:time , _.whatever it is won't get 
changed~ As · Jim Fereman.- on.c.e - .sa;Ldy . '.'An .. agi.tatoJ; ._ is--t he .thing in the washing machine 
that shakes all · the dirt loose." 

An organizer must exercise extreme care in asking, agitational questions. There is a 
big· difference between. agitat ing- and. -·' just-mouthing,·. off ' · or intimidating people. Mike 
Miller gives us · examples ,· of · ~itational · questions - and· then - explains their significance: 

"Who decided that · Negr oes ceuldn't vote?" "Where di d he get the money t o r un his 
campaign?" "Why did they give him that money?" These are clearly not neutral 
questions. They make people begin to think about what democr acy means, and what one­
man one-vote means. The organizer uses the techniques of asking questions because 
he knows that if he gives the answers, people won't have o struggle to come t o the i r 
own answers ; and, when people don't have to struggle for s omething it doesn' t mean 
much to them. But when they grasp it themselves because they foudn it out, then it 
can never be taken from them. 

Agitational questions must move people to make connections. And they must show a 
tie between a problem and the need for action t he context of building a powerful 
organization. So~etimes agitation can be accomplis hed with a short statement rather 
than a question. Malcolm X explains the effectiveness -of such agitation : "The white 
man is the devil. You tell that to any Negro ... He may take a day to react, a month, 
a year; he may. never respond, openly; but of one thing you can be sure--when he thinks 
of his own life, he is going to see where, to h im , personally, t he white man sure 
has acted like the devil." 

THE ORGANIZER IS AN INTERPRETER 

Interpreting is one of the most imprtant roles · of · the organi zer. He must be able to 
interpret everything from the weather to the war i n Vietnam· in terms of building organi 
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He must enable the people in the ne.ighborhood· to · learn- to int 'erprEdD · th:i.-n.g-s · ion"·thes•e · '· 
terms for themselves, f~om thenewspapers to the · promises · e>f• po!l:iti'cians ·; -· In·· ev-e:±uat·ing 
every action undertaken by the organization; · he must · help · them·· interpret wheth:eT it -"' · 
went well or poorly, and why: whether it affected any · sig:aifica.nt cha:age·: · whether 
it helped to build a powerful organization. He must help them · inteTpret eommun~ty 
problems in terms of the alternatives for action open to the organization·, · so that 
they can focus on what actually can be done. · He · must · at · the same · time be· able to 
objectively _interpret the effectiveness of his · actions; This -will problalby mean that 
he needs to take some part of each day to reflect on what he did and how it related 
to the building of organization. 

Outsiders have been working in low-income neighborhoods . ever since there have be·en 
low-income neighborhoods. But they have never been· a part · 0f the eomni.unity. They 
do not stay after working hours, and when they leave they always take things out of 
the community ,like money and votes. They never put anything into the community ex- · 
cept inferior quality products and broken promises. They ·never take the · time to 
really get to know the people and have no concern· for communityproblems (ex,cept when 
they interfere with business). Their motivation is clear: to make · a profit, or to .... . 
gain political power by using the people's votes. liistorically, these outsiders 
have always been there. 

After these outsiders have made the low-income neighborhoods into an economic colony, 
the neighborhood is invaded by a second wave of outsiders. · These are the welfare· 
colonialists, and their intentions are basically. good; They are the charity-minded 
friendly visitors to the poor, the paternalistic social workers, the moralistic teachers. 
They labor under the false assumption that they know what the · people in the neighbor­
hood need, like hand-outs, or lessons in how to raise children:, ·or · lessE::ms in how -to 
'talk right.' They are mistaken . too in that they think that they · really know the people 
in the neighborhood. Their actions have given rise to the saying: · the hand of kind­
ness kills slowly and more painfully than the hand with the knife. 

If the organizer is going to build powerful organizations ·, he must · clearly show that 
he is not the kind of outsider that poor people have been used to. · These are traits 
which an organizer must display if he is to get and keep his license to operate. 

The organizer is h.onest in all his dealings with the people. He is especially honest 
when he has made a mistake, and has no hesitation to talk about his mistakes; often 
a discussion of mistakes speeds the learning process. He is particularly honest · in 
admitting that he doesn't know everything, and admitting his own ig:aorance of certain 
things. (Real knowledge is being able to figUre out how· to find out what you don't 
know). He is also honest · in evaluating people 1 s work and· ideas. He doesn't say: 
"Hey, that's . really good," when everybody knows its not. But he is careful not to 
reject the person when making honest criticism .. 

The organizer is reiiable. He can always be counted on when· he gives his word. This 
means that when he gives his word he must be able to deliver·. Trust· is · hard won and 
easily lost. The organizer cannot prove himself trustworthy· in any way- other than 
his natural behavior. He especially can't do it by talking and his behavior has to 
back up everything he ever says. The people in the neighborhood must be able to count 
on the organizer in any situation from keeping appointments to facing howling mobs 
and getting arrested. The working relationship must make clear what the people can 
rely on the organizer to do and what they must do themselves. 

The organizer is loya3: to the people in the organization and the concept of organizing. 
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There must never be any .. visible confli~t · of. intereats .. for the organizer, either 
organizat-ionally or pe:r:-s&R.e.liy • · Bu.t .. again . this -.must .be ·.a. ·na..turai thing· -fer· the~ 
org·aniz~p ;c-·. For· e-xatnpJ:e·:·' tf ··the · members 0f· the organization vote to· physically . re­
strain-' people:· who try to cross their picket line, and ·the organizer· is persbnally 
committedto non ... violence., then. the organizer must decide whether · in good conscience 
he · can .,p-ar.ticipate; .. If he · decides . that . he can't, then he must make· this clear · to the 

· organization and discuss with them. whether· or not · he should remain as their organizer. 
If the· peop:t:e· viol ate· the · working relationship in · some way, . then the organizer must 
remain· loyal · to · the · concept · of building powerful organi 'Zation. · He· must· remember that 
if h e ta.kes · up a · task · which· th.ey.· f'ail · to · accomplish ·, · he · lessens the need for them to 
do it themselves · and · makes:·.them dependent on him. 

·· · · The organ-i.zer is:-.mez;alJ.y,~.a.upexior to .the. enemies. e£ .. the -organization. This means 
·very - simply.·, thaL the.-.Grganizer cons i stently refuses.· to play · The Man'· s Game. If the 
people · in an organization·.decide to fight · dirty-· because: The Man fights dirty, then 
they :.·--azre·. s·ayling·~that;:.the~.way., the. Man. fights . is the only way · to get anywhere. If 

·they · fee·l ·· t ·his . way., , then. they. don't need. an or ganization· because The· Man 1 s Game is 
to tra.mp'le ·all over everybody for his 0vrn ·personal · gain' and this contradicts the 
basic concept · of working together in an organization. 

The organizer may be attacked. personally by the press . or powerful people in the 
community, and often · by his 'so.-called allies. 1 But his attacks on them must not be 
personal · but · rathe-r to · demonstrate · their ineptness: or · their · lack of ability to serve 
the community ~ · If the · organi.zer· doesn 1 t . demonstrat e · a: mor al superiority to the enemies 
of the · organization · then he can,· easily· be:. lumped in· t he- minds · of· the people as part 
of · the 'same· ·old· stuff. ' 

The role of the,· organizer: contains . so. many: elements. t ha.t it is easy to add things that 
shoul.dn' t be there·· or to think. many acts are fulfilling certain roles when they 1 re 
really doing something quite diff'erent. In other words· there are certain things an 
organizer cannot be if· he· is · to build powerful organization. 

The organizer eannot be a ·-leader. Above all, this is the most important thing. If 
the organizer wanted· to bring about change by being a leader he shouldn't waste his 
time - forming an organization (it wouldn't leave· him time to lead). Some organizers 
have -tried· to· be :leaders· of· the organizations · they· formed· until new leadership de­
veloped. · But' in . almost· every case the organization· has · fallen· apart·. when the organizer 
moved on to build· an organization in another neighborhood. This is because the people 
in the organization became dependent on the organizer to supply the leadership, and 
the new leaders who were being developed did not have· to· constantly face up to the 
responsibilities and problems of leadership. 

A leader is a spokesman, and the role of the organizer· is · to· get peopl-e to speak for 
themselves. If the organizer becomes spokesman he is defeating his own purposes in 
building organization. The organizer must be a strong person with a great capacity 
for self-discipline, but he can never become a powerful person. He must be able to 
sit by and watch mistakes being made, for part · of the learning process of building 
organization is learning by mistakes. 

The organizer cannot be ·a protector. Organizers are in the business of working to bring 
about radical changes in society. But many times organizers for_get that they are as 
much ·'.a product of the seciety they want to change as are · the people who want to keep 
things the way they are. Therefore many times we see erganizers acting toward poor 
people in the same way that they are accusing other people of acting toward them. The 
organizer must realize that poor people are kept powerless and denied access to the 
skills and information necessary to build power. But the organizer must avoid be-
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coming a better protector of the poor. As long as people are protected from things there 
will be no m0tivation to deal with them. 

The organizer cannot impose his own views on the people in the 0rganization. It sometimes 
seems like a waste of time for the organizer to develop an analysis of the -problems in a 
neighborhood and a plan for action, and a thorough knowledge of what · an . organization can do 
and how it can do it, and then not be able to just give all this information to the · people 
in the neighborhood. But the organizer must always remember that even tho~gh he analyses 
things as objectively as he can, he has a personal point of view as to what should happen 
and how it should happen. And this may not be the same point of view of the people- in the 
neighborhood or even the appropriate point of view for a given neighborhood. If the in­
formation is to mean anything in the end, the people in the organization will have to go 
through the same process of finding it out - as the organizer did. Once the organizer is 
in a position to impose his views and values on thepeople · in the organizati0n· it is a 
sure sign that they have dropped out of the organizational learning process, that they are 
dependent upon the organizer, and that they will no longer think things out for themselves. 

... 
The organizer cannot be a provider of services. Once a. person or an- agency starts · to pro­
vide services for other people they become dependent .~ : , Whenever people in the org-anization 
are in need of services, whether personal: like · babysitting or loans · of money·; or 
connnunity: like tutorials for children, job placements, or. cooperative enterprizes, they 
must be seen as coming from the organization rather than from the organizer. For instance: 
in Philadelphia an organizer talked to a block club about · the · lack of ' summer programs .. in 
the neighborhood for the children. · "Can you set one - up· for us?" he was asked. "No," he 
replied, "but you can." He then proceeded to help. the block: club plan -and put together a 
summer program. It would have been easier and teken less time. if' the · organizer had done it 
himself, but when the parents became involved in the: process ', : they began to see the re-al 
importance of the program and could really feel good about . it because it was -their's. 
There are many little everyday problems that come up in the neighborhood which · are brought 
to the organizer and which the organizer could easily take care of' himself. But the · 
organizer must make sure that all of' these problems are turned over to the organization· to 
solve, so that the organization will come to be seen; as the vehicle :for solving all the 
problems that arise in the neighborhood. 

THE ORGANIZER'S KNOWLEDGE OF THE COMMUNITY 

The organizer must have a thorough knowledge of the community when he goes into a neighbor­
hood and must continue to add to that knowledge as he builds organization. This must in­
clude knowledge of the institutions in the connnunity as well as the prevailing attitudes of 
the people. He must be aware of and evaluate what resources are open to him in the communi t:y 
which might be used in the building or organization. How does he find this all out? 

Although there will be some surces of facts and figures (such as already existing civil 
rights groups) but the organizer will have to do most of his homework by himself. There 
are several helpful guides for getting to know the dynamics of a connnunity, the most 
important of which is The Care and Feeding of Powerstructures by Jack Minnis. This will 
mean a great deal of reading and searching through files and records. But a vital part of 
getting the lowdown on a connnunity will be through contacts which the organizer may already 
have, or must develop if he doesn't alreaey have them. These contacts, teachers, social 
workers, politicians who are interested in change and will give the organizer a true picture 
of what's going on in their particular institution. But the organizer msut remember that 
just as the union organizer who was seen having a friendly chat with a boss, if he is 
seen on a questionable basis with the enemies of the organization, he will lose his 
lisence to operate. 

### 
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