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REFOCUSING OUR COMMUNITY ORGANIZING VISION?
by Moshe ben Asher, Ph.D. & Khulda bat Sarah

As if yet another shattering experience was needed,
we have with Election 2016 a convincing demonstra-
tion of the progressive left’s relative powerlessness in
the national political arena. From the perspective of
organizing, the importance of the recent events is less
about the tens of millions who voted for Donald Trump
(whether we abhor any or all of them, or imagine we
can redeem them for future progressive campaigns),
and much more about the overwhelming inequality of
power. It is this power-inequality that energizes and
sustains the forces of the reactionary right, which now
controls the presidency, both chambers of Congress, 32
state legislatures and 33 governorships. It is this power-
inequality which is at the root of virtually all economic,
political, and social inequality.

In the aftermath of Election 2016, some of the best
minds and most experienced professional organizers are
analyzing how and why it happened. We imagine there
will be agreement on many points of analysis. For ex-
ample, we’ve heard extensively how Hillary Rodham
Clinton lost the election because of inadequate Demo-
cratic turnout, the result of her campaign’s failure to
invest sufficiently in Wisconsin and Michigan; and
about the Republican Attorney General’s misguided
missives to Congress. But is it really useful to rational-
ize the painful outcome by citing shortcomings of the
candidate’s campaign, or the upwelling of mass misog-
yny, or the reactionary right’s gerrymandering and vot-
er-suppression, or the failure of the media, or the gulli-
bility of the electorate, or the incompetence and corrup-
tion of the Democratic party, or the anomalies of the
Electoral College, or the blatant racism, or the far-
reaching dark power of social media,? or the Russian
interference, or the myriad other components of our
relative powerlessness?

How might professional organizers weigh in? In
any crisis, including the present threats and the options
facing the progressive left, the first task of organizing is
to multiply alternatives for action. But reactions to cri-
sis are commonly less useful. There are those who
simply lose their heads—among which we would hope
not to find professional organizers. There are those
who, fearful of further shocks, want to “wait and see
what happens”—and this group too is not likely to in-

clude professional organizers. There are those who fo-
cus on fault, which they say is for the sake of analy-
sis—here we are likely to find activists much more than
professional organizers. And there are those who are
convinced that if we only do more of what we’ve been
doing and do it better, we’ll yet succeed. Unfortunately,
this last group is where we find most professional or-
ganizers, regardless of whether they are turf-based,
faith-based, issue-based, identity-based, or what have
you.

But how will doing more of the same help us to
achieve the dream of an inclusive coalition that will
fundamentally alter the powerlessness of the grassroots
citizenry in the face of the forces of the reactionary
right that are currently dominating our national life?

When the shock and despair of Election 2016 wear
off, cool anger must drive the strategy and tactics of
future coalition-building and campaigns. We must ask
ourselves, in what arena are the fights to take place, and
for what objectives? How are we to refocus our strate-
gic vision to respond to this seemingly inescapable im-
balance of power? And most critically, what are our
weaknesses? The outcome of Election 2016 should
drive organizing projects and federations of projects to
rethink their overall strategies, which some have al-
ready begun to do.

One of the critical weaknesses of the progressive
forces in the national political arena has been in their
funding. The resource base for grassroots organizing by
the progressive left has not kept pace with its strategic
objectives to mount statewide and national campaigns.
Funding sources have diminished rather than expanded
in recent years. The Great Recession had a significant
negative effect on foundation support for organizing.

Furthermore, few foundations have been interested
in supporting organizing as a means to achieve major
social change; although it’s possible, given the intensity
of liberal and progressive reactions to Election 2016,
we could see a significant reversal and uptick in foun-
dation funding for community organizing. Nonetheless,
such increases may be relatively short-term and accom-
panied by the same demands for “wins” exclusive of
“builds” which in the past have handicapped organizing
projects and federations of projects from upscaling the



reach and effect of their campaigns.

The all-important Catholic Campaign for Human
Development has in recent years been scaling back its
commitment to organizing. And most recently we’ve
had confirmation of what we’ve long suspected, which
is that contributions to religious organizations have
dropped precipitously, down 50 percent since 1990.2

The unique importance of religious institutions to
the success of the progressive left requires us to consid-
er carefully the decline in religious affiliation and con-
tributions to religious organizations. The latter poses a
long-term disability for faith-based organizing in its
present incarnation, which relies permanently on dues
from its religious organizational members, with no pro-
spect of becoming self-sufficient.

This funding weakness cripples the ability of faith-
based-organizing to challenge power-inequality beyond
metropolitan and regional arenas. The ever-tightening
of belts by those religious organizations will inevitably
have them looking askance at the prospect of perma-
nently supporting organizing activity that excels more
at promises than actual performance in the national
arena. The best example of that is the extraordinary
energy invested over the past several years to achieve
immigration reform, which has little to show for the
effort, and now the prospect of even less achievement.
With good reason, given their resource limitations, or-
ganizing projects are beginning to look locally and re-
gionally for arenas in which they can leverage cam-
paign targets much more effectively.

But even local and regional organizing initiatives
face chronic limitations because of insufficient re-
sources. With a model that relies so heavily on perma-
nent foundation and religious organizational funding,
their prospects for scaling up their resources are not
promising, given what we have noted above about
funding pull-backs of foundations and religious institu-
tions.

Furthermore, the circumstance of power-inequality
virtually guarantees that the forces of the reactionary
right will remain infinitely better resourced than those
of the progressive left for the foreseeable future. This is
true because the reactionary right has taken overwhelm-
ing control of the institutional public powers of the state
and national governments—that is, the powers to legis-
late, to tax, to spend public monies, to police, to take by
eminent domain, and to market tax-free bonds. In con-
trast, the progressive left has remained doggedly an ad
hoc movement, devoid of and disinterested in acquiring
those institutional powers.

What’s to be done? We could hope that the prob-
lem of power-inequality will go away on its own. Say,
for example, the Trump Administration and Republican
Congress make good on their promises to kill the Af-
fordable Care Act, dismantle Social Security and Medi-
care, and implement further tax cuts for the upper-
income brackets—they may simply poison their own
well. But Trump and his minions are already demon-
strating sufficient political savvy to scale back and im-
plement incrementally the more extreme proposals he

made as a candidate. However, even if Trump loses the
Presidency after one term and the Republicans lose
their majority in the Senate, the inequality of institu-
tional power will remain mostly undisturbed, as evi-
denced by the Republican take-over of the Congress
after the Democratic sweep in 2008.

Another hope may be that Election 2016 represents
the death rattle of the reactionary right, which is
doomed by the inevitability of demographics. That
would seem to explain the inclination to resurrect (end-
lessly) the vision of a national progressive coalition,
with the anticipation of achieving significant power in
the near future. Many professional community and con-
gregational organizers believe that demographics are on
our side and we need only double down on our organiz-
ing and wait for the inevitable growth in minority popu-
lations.

However, a critical question about the coming de-
mographic changes in the electorate is how they will
affect the “toss-up” states, those that ended up in the
Republican column by only by a percentage point or
two. Should we expect Wisconsin, Michigan, and Penn-
sylvania to move to the left in the next few years be-
cause of inevitable demographic changes, in particular
the growth of minority populations?* The problem with
that expectation is that the likelihood of a positive de-
mographic effect—one that increases the power of the
progressive left—is directly proportional to the current
percentage of minority population in a given state. In
other words, if the minority population of the state is
now small, the likelihood of a positive electoral demo-
graphic effect in the future is small, and vice-versa. In
short, the greater the percentage of white versus minori-
ty population, the less likely the demographic changes
will be substantial enough to effect electoral outcomes.
In fact, those states may become more conservative. If
that’s true, then Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wiscon-
sin—with white populations of 76 percent, 78 percent,
and 82 percent respectively—are less likely to see
growth in their minority electorates than California, the
District of Columbia, and Hawaii—with minority popu-
lations of 61 percent, 65 percent, and 77 percent. In the
final analysis, it seems mistaken to count on changing
demographics to move the toss-up states from the red to
the blue column, or to hope that those changes will
cause a dramatic upswing in the national prospects of
the progressive left.

Or, we could hope that the progressive left can
overcome the cultural distance of the Heartland and the
South. The virulence of the reaction against Clinton
was not primarily in response to economic issues but
cultural ones, which have been explored by many other
commentators. Further, it seems doubtful Bernie Sand-
ers would have done any better than Clinton. The
Heartland and the South likely as not would have been
just as offended by a socialist Jew who supports plural-
ism, multiculturalism, church-state separation, govern-
ment intervention, same-sex marriage, abortion, affirm-
ative action, and all the other social issue-positions they
find abhorrent.® The idea that the progressive left can



somehow politically mitigate this cultural distance,
while a worthy ambition, does not offer a convincing
strategic vision. The resources and know-how required
to achieve it are not likely to materialize in the foresee-
able future.

We should expect that single-issue and identity-
based organizing will continue to hold the Trump Ad-
ministration’s feet to the fire for its policies and prac-
tices, appointments, and key nominations to high of-
fice—and we should support their doing so. But where,
then, should faith-based and turf-based forces of the
progressive-left be focused in the coming decade or
two? It’s obvious that their strength is in the major met-
ropolitan areas, especially on the East and West Coasts.
The dream of a unified national progressive coalition to
achieve major influence at the state and federal levels
should be set aside for at least a generation. The strong-
est argument for that conclusion is its repeated, worsen-
ing failures.

But that alone will not be enough. If we hope to
transform the country’s structural inequality of power,
we will need to acquire institutional power to counter
that which is exercised by the forces of the reactionary
right. We must democratize metropolitan government
and give the citizenry at the grassroots a powerful insti-
tutional voice and control of public powers, enabling
them to leverage higher levels of government. Rather
than engaging in an endless series of campaigns that
fail to alter fundamentally the inequality of power, turf-
based and faith-based federations joined together in
unified campaigns (like the AFL and CIO merger)
could build real, permanent, self-sustaining directly
democratic institutional power, such as that exercised

by the directly democratic town governments of New
England.®

As we have previously written: “We will need to
distinguish between (1) building power—that is, organ-
izing and mobilizing people in sufficient numbers to
mount campaigns that leverage targets on issues (which
is what grassroots organizing does); and (2) contending
for state power—that is, using the power built through
organization and mobilization to acquire control of
those powers reserved to governments, which, as we
have already noted, include the powers to legislate, to
tax, to spend public monies, to police, to take by emi-
nent domain, and to market tax-free bonds. These are
the powers exercised by the people ‘in power’.”

By creating directly democratic institutions of met-
ropolitan government that incorporate limited grants of
the public powers listed above, the grassroots citizenry
can permanently acquire the resources to sustain citizen
action. Although we have explored this possibility in
detail in two previous Social Policy articles (already
cited above), we are convinced that Election 2016 sub-
stantially increases the necessity of this strategic vision.

If there is anything hopeful to be gained from Elec-
tion 2016, it may be that many more Americans who
suffer deep pain and deprivation as conditions deterio-
rate, will join the long uphill battle to revitalize democ-
racy and achieve equality of power. Election 2016 may
signal a sea change that moves us in that direction.
Then the question is whether the progressive left in
general and faith- and turf-based organizing in particu-
lar will refocus their strategic vision to offer the possi-
bility of permanently overcoming the inequality of
power that is poisoning American life.
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