Organizing for Change Workshop (with Lew Finfer and Mel King)

Wednesday January 25, 2012

Mel King Institute (Mel King)

When hear HS youngster talking about preparing youth for the future, know we’re moving in the right direction.

Start with the word ‘politic’--  The letter ‘I’ is the one that comes up twice.  Important to understand that…  In the middle of the word politic is ‘i.’  And you start with asking the question:  What do I need?  And you build on that.  Always ask the ‘why’ after that, too.

When you think of ‘what I need,’ there are environmental issues.  Recognition of ‘me’ as a human being.

No change comes to any person or group until they say they are somebody.  That they are deserving.  And that they have a right.   Reference to the MLK organizing of the trash collectors and what were the signs?  I am a man.

Rosa Parks as a symbol for the ‘I’ in organizing.  Said I am deserving and I have a right.  And if I give up my seat, I accept that I am less than… and once say are deserving and have a right, what do you have to do?  Then you have to act that way.

And insist that you be treated because you have a right. 

No change comes to any individual organization or any group until they assert for themselves that they are deserving and that they have a right.  The basis for organizing and change is framed in that.

And also a right to alter and to change.  One of favorite books is The Right to Revolution.  

One of first questions to ask when organizing is ‘in whose interests?’  If not in your interest, than you have to change.  (Example of the labor rights movement).

If can lay the ground around politics, ‘what I need’ and ‘whose interests’, then all the actions that we take are framed around that.  But there’s also another I word that want to think about.  Has to do with ‘isolation.’  If get a sense that it’s about others as well, an enlarged kind of common experience, then can convince others to take specific actions.

The importance of working to get people to tell their stories—and to tell them in groups, to tell them together.  A critical place to assert own dignity, own value and are not alone in this issue.  So think about something you participated in where you were not the only one.

Another issue is ‘identification.’  Some of housing organizing comes after they saw what another group was able to do.  Role modeling as important aspect of learning what other groups have done so one can follow a template to the extent that it works in their particular situation.  

Using own storytelling and using the media to share all the ways in which there’s been success.  Importance of finding ways to ‘brag about’ accomplishments that have created change for communities.  Imperative that it’s done in a way so people understand clearly that there’s a result that’s positive from the work.  

Also important to consider ‘listening.’  The idea of planning around a plan.  That too often people come into organizing with a particular idea and they’re going to try and move it.  Our view is to first ask people… you do the listening, the polling.  One of techniques of elected officials has been polling—asking people of their views before making policy.  To really listen, Hammond’s article ‘Cycle of Silence’.

And the related the idea of willingness to change (as representative of being able to listen).  You ask, you listen, you’re willing to change your view of what the situation is and what is possible.  

A lesson: there is something that everyone can do and contribute (context:  don’t make it so someone may need to get arrested to participate).  Allow that.  Provide that kind of opportunity for folks to do what they can do.  

Maximum Feasible Participation—saying that those who most affected by the issue should be the ones with specific say of what decisions need to be made.

No one person makes a significant thing happen.  If you can take advantage of all the knowledge in the group you can do things to make communities better places.  

[Question related to where we are now from his assessment?]  Concern about schools.  Don’t have in the city a citizenry that says that all the children are our children.   One of things that hasn’t happened is where it’s a city where we want all children to succeed.  Can’t just be the parents, but we all need to be part of it.  

Also would like to see where neighborhoods really have control… wants to see decentralization away from the BRA.  

Lastly, we need humor (to not take ourselves so seriously) and there’s the music (we need to keep the music in the campaigns to bring out the music in us).  Music as something related to the gathering…   can still have fun and get the music out.  

Leadership Academy (Lew Finfer)

Redefining what ‘progress’ is and means… (idea of the Power Broker book by Robert Moses and what highways represented)

Leaders are people who can organize others to act together on shared goals.  A lot of times, people lament the lack of leaders.  But as Mel was talking about, it’s about us.  Eugene Debs “If I can lead you to the promised land, someone can lead you out”.  But need go back to the basic definition… of someone who can organize others to act with them on shared goals.

You    Other    Shared Goals  [as triangle]

Virtually anyone can be a leader if can talk to other people, listen and ask if they will move forward with them.   And perhaps we don’t have enough leaders is because don’t ‘practice this art’….  Of facilitating this idea of leadership.   To access everyone’s set of relationships to bring people forward.

Organizing and Leadership

1. Listening/Outreach

2. Research  to strategy, proposals, 
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