Community Organizing

. . . is when people who are affected by a problem come together to gather power to challenge power to make change.

. . . is about personal relationships.   By changing how individuals act together, we can change the world.

. . . seeks to change institutions for the common good rather than fix individual problems one at a time.

. . . breaks through frustration, fear, and isolation.

. . . brings people together to 1) tell their stories, 2) analyze those stories, and 3) decide how to take action collectively.

. . . puts enough heads, hands, and hearts together to really get things done

Here are just a few examples of community organizing:

Citizens are concerned about a chemical company that is polluting the river that runs through their community.  They research the problem and collect evidence.  Then they hold protests in front of the company’s main office to bring public attention to the problem.

Skinheads throw a brick through the window of a house displaying a menorah (a row of candles lighted at Hanukkah).  Police officers suggest that the family take down the symbol of their Jewish faith to prevent future attacks.  The family publicly refuses, and the city of Billings, Montana organizes in response.  Hundreds of non-Jewish families begin displaying menorahs in their windows to show their support, and vigils are held to support the message:  “Not in Our Town.”

Several employees of a company suspect that they have been the victims of discrimination.  When they begin talking with each other, they find more people who have experienced the same discrimination.  Together they file a complaint.  They agree to “go public” if their complaint is ignored. 

Parents meet in a support group because their children have been killed by gun violence.  Together they begin lobbying elected officials for better gun safety laws.  They hold a press conference and tell their stories to the media.

A group of women are offended by images of violence against women being displayed in a local record store.  When the manager refuses to take the pictures down, they recruit all their friends to write letters to the owner and boycott the store.

People are frustrated with the lack of affordable housing in their town.  They form a coalition to research the problem and develop a strategy for building or converting more housing units for low-income people.

On September 11, 2001, Jerry Falwell responded to the attacks in New York and Washington, D.C. by pointing his finger at feminists, gays and lesbians, pro-choice advocates, non-Christians, and the ACLU, saying that they helped the tragedy to happen by “mak[ing] God mad.”  In response to overwhelming condemnation by well-organized activists from all of these groups, Falwell was forced to make a national apology.

Students at a university are concerned that a proposed new football stadium will take millions of dollars away from academics.  They form a group, collect signatures from hundreds of students who object to the new stadium, and hold a sit-in to force college administration to listen to their objections.

White supremacists came to Pulaski, Tennessee for a rally in 1989.  They found the town closed for business, including the McDonald’s, the grocery store and the Walmart.  

How else could community organizing be used to end violence against women, racism, sexism, homophobia, poverty, or other oppressions?  
Inspiration for this document was drawn from the following sources:

Why Organize? – available at the Virginia Organizing Project web site, www.virginia-organizing.org

10 Ways to Fight Hate – available from www.tolerance.org

Transforming Communities, Creating Safety and Justice for Women and Girls – Beyond Awareness to Action (video:  Marin Abused Women’s Services, California)

Victimization and/or Power:  Rethinking Our Work to End Violence Against Women -- (Suzanne Pharr’s keynote address at the VADV/VAASA Retreat 2001)
Virginia Family Violence & Sexual Assault Hotline 1-800-838-8238 (v/tty)

A project of the Virginia Sexual & Domestic Violence Action Alliance

