Moving the Movement

Transformative Organizing
By Eric Mann
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he history of organizing in the United States has always mirrored the politics of the country, with three major
approaches driving social change: 1) Right-wing organizing as reflected in the Klu Klux Klan, the White Citizens’
Council, the Minuteman vigilantes, and the Tea Party Movement; 2) Pragmatic organizing, which fights for specific reforms in the interest of working people but is limited in scope and characterized by anti-Left ideology, at
times making implicit deals with the U.S. Empire; 3) Left-wing organizing as characterized by militant opposition
to racism, war, and the abuses of Empire, strategized by people who self-identify as revolutionary, radical, liberal,
and progressive, also called “transformative organizing.”
Transformative Organizing, Now!
With the “Tea Party” rising in popularity and the
Obama/Clinton administration busy pursuing the
Empire’s objectives abroad, there is an urgent need
for the Left to organize and generate a new movement rooted in a creative, anti-racist, anti-imperialist
politics among working class communities of color.

The most effective framework for doing this is transformative organizing because: it is in revolutionary
opposition to the power structures of colonialism,
patriarchy, white supremacy, and capitalism in its
current form, which is imperialism; it actually transforms the consciousness of people who participate in
the process; and it empowers organizers to stand up
to the Right, reach out to people, and take on the
system.
A Brief History of Transformative Organizing
The tradition of transformative organizing in the
United States began with the indigenous resistance to
European genocidal conquest and the early slave
rebellions in Virginia. It continued with the Abolitionists and the Radical Republicans who constitutionally outlawed slavery and built the Reconstruction government after the Civil War. In the first part
of the 20th century it took the form of the Industrial
Workers of the World, the Anti-Imperialist League,
the radical wing of the suffragettes, the Niagara
Movement, the Back to Africa Movement, the Black
and labor movements under the aegis of the U.S.
Communist Party, and the (worldwide) anti-fascist
front of the 1930s and ‘40s.
An anti-Left backlash following World War II
(often called the McCarthy period and associated
with the House Un-American Activities Committee)
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broke up communist-led unions and conducted
witch hunts against radicals, such as W.E.B. DuBois
and Paul Robeson. But at the peak of this reactionary
period in the 1950s there was a resurgence of transformative organizing that would later be called the
Two Decades of the Sixties, characterized by the
defeat of the French by Vietnam in 1954, the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955, the 1955 Bandung
Conference in Indonesia (a precursor to the NonAligned Summit of 1961), and the defeat of the
United States in Vietnam in 1975.
During the heyday of the multiracial New Left
movement, the word “organizer” was synonymous
with Black militant, anti-war, pro-socialist, and antiimperialist politics. Use of the term “liberation” by
the women’s and gay liberation movements was
inspired by the revolutionary spirit of the Vietnamese
National Liberation Front.
As Clayborne Carson explains in his book, In
Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s,
the young civil rights workers began calling themselves “revolutionaries” to distinguish themselves
from the less militant, more accommodationist forces
allied with gradualism, the civil rights establishment,
and the Democratic Party. This distinction evolved
into solidarity with African revolutions, opposition to
the Vietnam war, and a variety of urban rebellions
and mass strikes by Black workers.
By the time of the U.S. invasion of Cambodia,
students all over were closing down universities in
opposition to the war. Organizationally, it had
involved building the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Third World
Women’s Alliance, the Congress of Racial Equality
(CORE), the Students for a Democratic Society
(SDS), the Black Panther Party, the Brown Berets,
the American Indian Movement, the Puerto Rican
Young Lords, the La Raza Unida Party, the Red
Guards, the National Welfare Rights Organization,
and the Indochina Peace Campaign. By the end of
the ‘70s, there was a movement for Third World
communism in the U.S. allied with national liberation movements around the world.
The massive following for the Left’s initiatives
formed a significant threat to the system and there
was a ferocious counterrevolution—White backlash

against organizations and social movements on the
Left—which took the form of intense government
repression through an explicit counter-insurgency
program, COINTELPRO. And since 1980, successive presidencies have set about aggressively dismantling the social welfare state and attacking, besides
other nations, the environment, unions, Blacks,
Latino immigrants, and women.
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The State of Transformative Organizing Today
By 1980 the movement, although victorious in
ending the Vietnam War and gaining civil rights, was
spent and exhausted, partly owing to the imprisonment and assassination of its leadership. This decline
in power was only exacerbated by the self-inflicted
wounds of sectarian attacks within the Left. The
crises of socialism in China and the Soviet Union
further accelerated political disorientation, causing
the fervor of transformative organizing to wane.
Within this vacuum emerged Saul Alinsky’s selfproclaimed “pragmatic/realistic” approach to organizing. Although militant and often effective in winning
important reforms for working people, it set unnecessarily narrow objectives, limited by its own ideology.
Some advocates were explicitly anti-Left, but justified
their narrow economic fights in the name of “nonideological” organizing for “the community.” They
rarely acknowledged that all organizing is ideological
or that their “pragmatism” often relied upon close
ideological ties to the Democratic Party, trade union
bureaucracies, and powerful church hierarchies.
Both transformative organizing and pragmatic
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organizing fight for just and immediate demands,
such as more low-income housing, better funding for
schools, and higher wages for public sector workers.
But in choosing not to frame campaigns within fundamental structural challenges to racism, police brutality, imperialist wars, and the battle for LGBTQ,
immigrant, and basic democratic rights, the “pragmatists” isolate themselves from their community’s need
for deep social transformation. Indeed, with its
aggressive anti-Left ideology, pragmatic organizing
often conciliates with Empire-building.
It is important, however, to understand that the
difference between pragmatic and transformative
approaches is strategic, not moral. The Labor/Community Strategy Center’s assessments of a situation
concerning its work in Los Angeles often coincide
with those of the “pragmatists,” even if their constraints sometimes make it difficult for them to take
a stand, or they disapprove of the Center’s tactics.
But both have a strong base in the Black and Latino
working class, and fight together on ballot initiatives
that attack immigrants and communities of color.
Still, in the interest of building a movement for longterm structural change in the U.S., the differences of
strategy need to be addressed.
Since the 1980s, movement veterans and many
young people have resisted the “pragmatic” move to
the Right and worked instead to carry out effective
radical, Left, and revolutionary politics as they organize in low-income communities and college campuses.

Today, the pendulum continues to swing left as
many dedicated organizers start questioning the
limits of the pragmatic approach. The U.S. Social
Forum is a reflection of the reassertion of anti-racist,
anti-imperialist politics. Its slogan “Another World
Is Possible; Another U.S. Is Necessary,” represents
tens of thousands of working class people, communities of color, immigrants, G.I.s, and students who
are rejecting the trap of pragmatism in favor of
transformative organizing.
Transformative Organizing on the Ground
The Labor/Community Strategy Center has tried
to follow Transformative Organizing Theory in its
work since its founding in 1989. It has organized
domestic, hotel, and garment workers, security
guards, high school students in low-income working
class communities of color, and bus riders in Los
Angeles to transform the power structures and policies of racism, patriarchy, and capitalism.
In its flagship project—the Bus Riders Union
(BRU)—the Center engaged tens of thousands of
L.A.’s bus riders—predominantly immigrants, people
of color, and women with an average annual income
of $12,000—with on-the-bus organizing. The conversations were grounded in immediate demands for
low fares and a first class clean-fuel bus system, but
within an anti-racist, anti-imperialist framework.
Grassroots Global Justice Alliance/La Alianza
Popular para la Justicia Global (GGJ) is made up of
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over 60 organizations (including the Strategy Center)
that bring transformative organizing into the political
life of low-income, working class communities of
color, while emphasizing its inter-connectedness with
an international movement for global justice. At a
time when the menace of neo-fascism is before us,
GGJ is helping to generate a broader theoretical and
strategic framework for movement-building, which
strengthens forces on the Left and encourages challenges to the Empire and all it represents.
The Tenets of Transformative Organizing
The theory of transformative organizing is based
on the foundations of class consciousness, political
leadership, and revolutionary organization as laid out
below:
1. Transformative organizing seeks radical social
change through the strategy of building an international united front to challenge the U.S. Empire.
The U.S. is a structurally racist, imperialist power.
Driven by the need to relentlessly expand—a characteristic of advanced capitalism—it operates to control
the economies, governments, and peoples of every
nation, especially in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
Transformative organizing strategy can help build a
worldwide countermovement.
2. The transformative organizer is a conscious
agent of change, a revolutionary educator with a plan
to intervene in and make history.
A critical goal of the ruling classes—those who own
and control the means of production, consumption,
education, and defense—is to achieve political loyalty
and voluntary obedience from those they dominate.
When they succeed, many exploited and oppressed
people come to accept the established relationships of
class, race, and gender, believing that they are part of
some moral master plan. So, the social change they
seek is tacitly limited within the rules of the dominant
system. The transformative organizer acts as a revolutionary educator with a plan to intervene in and make
history.
3. Transformative organizing requires the leadership
of society’s most exploited, oppressed, and strategically
placed classes and races.

Although transformative organizing generates social
movements that involve members from all classes of
society—including the most privileged—given the specific history of the United States as a settler state built
on genocide, slavery, stolen lands, and stolen peoples,
certain radical organized forces have proven to be the
most successful leaders of the resistance.
4. Transformative organizing is produced by transformative organizations. From the first days of colonization of the Americas and the first moments of the
Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, there have been spontaneous and organized forms of resistance. Throughout
U.S. history, many transformative organizations have
fought for radical objectives against the U.S. Empire.
5. Transformative organizing becomes truly transformative in the course of battle.
An organization’s success is ultimately judged by its
capacity to take on powerful corporate and government forces, put forth radical demands, and wage
long-term battles. Transformative organizers and
organizations build their reputation on high visibility
campaigns that fight for and often win important
structural changes and improvements in the lives of
real people.
6. Transformative organizing transforms the
organizers.
A fundamental premise of transformative organizing is that social being creates social consciousness. As
a person changes from observer to activist to organizer,
their consciousness changes. In fighting the company
that has not paid their wages, defending neighbors
who are being deported, organizing coworkers in the
sweatshops and fields for better pay and longer breaks,
fighting sexual harassment in the workplace and police
harassment at school, they often experience monumental changes in their consciousness.
7. Transformative organizing requires a transformative political program.
Transformative organizing is best understood by its
concrete demands that force the system to make
radical structural changes. Throughout history, only
transformative demands have motivated the strongest
social movements with the greatest mass participation,
militancy, and duration. n

Eric Mann is director of the Labor/Community Strategy Center in Los Angeles. This article is adapted from The 7 Components of Transformative Organizing Theory, published by Frontlines Press, www.frontlinespress.com.

Race, Poverty & the Environment

|

Fall 2010

87

& theRace,Poverty
Environment

Editor Emeritus
Carl Anthony

20th Anniversary Edition

the national journal for social
and environmental justice

Urban Habitat Board of Directors
Joe Brooks (Chair)
PolicyLink

Publisher

Romel Pascual (Vice-Chair)

Juliet Ellis

Mayor's Office, City of Los Angeles

Editor & Art Director
B. Jesse Clarke

Tamar Dorfman (Treasurer)
Policy Link

Carl Anthony

Assistant Editor
Merula Furtado

Layout & Design
Assistant
Christine Joy Ferrer

Cofounder, Urban Habitat

Malo Andre Hutson
Department of City and Regional Planning
University of California, Berkeley

Felicia Marcus

Annual subscriptions are $20 for groups
and individuals; $40 for institutions. (Free
for grassroots groups upon request.)
Subscribe online at www.urbanhabitat.org
or Send subscription checks to: RP&E,
436 14th Street, #1205, Oakland, CA 94612.
©2010 by the individual creators and
Urban Habitat. For specific reprint information, queries, or submissions, please
email editor@urbanhabitat.org.
ISSN# 1532-2874

Natural Resources Defense Council

Arnold Perkins
Alameda Public Health Department (retired)

Debra Johnson
San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency

Wade Crowfoot
Environmental Defense Fund
Organizations are listed for
identification purposes only.

Moving the Movement

Subscribe to RP&E

Race, Poverty & the Environment was first
published in 1990 by Urban Habitat Program and the California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation’s Center on Race,
Poverty & the Environment. In the interest
of dialogue, RP&E publishes diverse
views. Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the editors, Urban Habitat,
or its funders.

Environmental & Climate Justice

Transportation Justice

Racial & Gender Justice

Regionalism

Photos: (Left) USSF march in Detroit, Michigan.
©2010 Labor/Community Strategy Center.
(Upper center) Member of the 44th Street organoponico. ©2008 Scott Braley
(Lower center) LGBT Youth Rally in New York City. ©2010 Ocean Morisset
(Upper right) Transportation Justice Demonstration. ©2010 Urban Habitat
(Lower right) Cover of Floodlines. ©2010 Abdul Aziz
Printed on processed chlorine-free paper 50% post-consumer fiber, 100% recycled

Vol. 17 No. 2

|

Fall 2010

