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Editorial

This manual for Community Organizing is the result of several workshops that

have taken place during the SkillShare Camp in Romania in autumn 2013. During

these sessions young activist from Poland, Ukraine, Romania, Germany, Spain,

United  Kingdom,  Slovenia,  Armenia  and  Turkey  gathered  to  get  input  and

exchange experiences about their engagement against precarity and exclusion in

their  communities. A lot of different practices and points of views have been

discussed. 

Nevertheless  we all  had  one  thing  in  common:  We as  active  young  people

understand the local scale as our battleground for social change. We want to

transform society as a whole,  but  understand that  we need to transform the

community  first.  We are recognizing the importance of  community  work,  often

neglected in favor of campaigns that are  detached from the ones threatened by

the issue. We also realized that there is no easily accessible reader or manual

that could give an inspiration for young people to get active. Therefore two of us

decided  to  make  this  manual  for  activist  to  ensure  the  continuation  of  the

discussion and to use it for further workshops.

So here you go! This manual is a combination of ready-made concepts spiced

with our own experiences and ideas. It can be copied, distributed and amended

by everyone who might make use of it, if it is kept free of charge and open to

transform for third parties again. 
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# Insights to Community Organising

   Before we start explaining the concept of Community Organising we want to clarify

our understanding of community: For us a community is made of people, who

have a common interest and share problems in a determined time and space. In

a  community,  its  members  organise  between  themselves  and  cooperate  and

collaborate with each other to achieve a common goal. A community can be your

neighborhood, your working place but it can also be a community of people of

color or a queer movement. 

The core idea of Community Organising is to gather people touched by similar

problems to get politically active to solve them. This is nothing new, actually one

could say that every social movement has a history of community organising. The

cultural  politics  researcher  Edward  T.  Thompson  describes  in  his  work  “The

making of the working class” the early process of consciousness rising among

workers in England in the 19th century. He shows in his book, not only how the

workers started organising resistance, but also how they started to establish a new

political culture, like discussion and reading circles and a voting system. All these

steps were by that time important starting points for the democratisation of society.

He also shows that all these activities were accompanied by the organisation of all

sorts of practical things, that are nowadays known as classical community work

(education, childcare, medical help, food distribution and so on). 

Even though most social movements have a big experience in community work,

they tend to barely be documented. Differently, in the United States community

organising became an important  concept  to  enhance political  participation.  We

therefore want to shortly dip into two different established streams of community

organising:   

The concept itself was first written down by a community organiser called Saul

Alinsky  (1909-1971).  He  was  an  organiser  in  a  multi-ethnic  working-class

community and has written down his experiences in organising shortly before his

death in his book “Rules for Radicals: A Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals”.

He wanted to create a guide for future organisers in order to empower low-income

communities to gain social, political and economic equality. Alinsky emphasised in

his writings the important role of community organisers who are supposed to go

into low income communities. He proposed that an organiser should be “objective”

and try to fulfill people's demands for a better life. For him, organising should turn



around single issues and not target the whole society or system.  

Another current form of organising is coming out of the tradition of the working

class and the struggles from people of color. They used and further developed

Alinsky's thoughts to a so called “Transformative Community Organising” (TCO).

The core critique about Alinsky is that by neglecting the systemic structure and

inherent power relationships that are creating the misery people face, community

organising will inevitably end up as a fight against windmills. The followers of

Transformative Organisation think that the cause of the problems of the oppressed

class are deeply rooted in  society and its current neoliberal form. TCO is a form

of organisation that is used to organise among low-income communities. They also

organise their struggles around single issues like transportation systems or workers

wages, but frame them within the context of  economic injustice, sexism and

racism.

Unlike  Alinsky  they  do  not  believe  in  the  objectivity  of  Organisers  and

communicate their own motivation for the political work and their political identity

as activist. We think that the political motivation is an important point especially for

supporters,  because in  the  political  motivation  lies  the  common ground for  a

collective action at eye level. Their goal is to transmit their ideological background

within  community  work  and  create  organisations,  where  people  have  the

possibilities  to  understand  their  position  within  the  system,  to  overcome  their

alienation and become organisers themselves.

The organisation POWER (People Organized to Win Employment Rights) in San

Francisco,  as  an  example  for  a  Transformative  Community  Organisation,  was

founded after the federal government’s passage of the welfare deform legislation in

1996. This new situation meant for welfare recipients and most low-wage workers

that they would be facing a new social and political landscape with more cut-

backs to public services and fewer quality job opportunities. At that time a handful

of organisers founded an organisation committed to economic, environmental, racial

and  gender  justice  from  the  bottom-up,  who  wanted  to  fight  against  the

privatisation of a public cleaning company. 

Today, the organisation has some ten thousands of members and nine paid staff

who organise around employment  rights,  public  transport,  youth,  childcare and

education. Despite the paid staff (who consist only of people coming from the

oppressed class themselves) they have a system of membership and supporters.



The members are the ones who see themselves as part of the movement, use

the services that the organisation provides, go to actions and assemblies. The

supporters (from the privileged classes) have different possibilities to become allies

and engage themselves voluntarily in the struggles. 

The political work differs very much from what we are used to in Europe, where

grassroots  organisations  are  rather  informal  networks,  and  mostly  carried  by

volunteers. Keeping an organisation in the size of POWER alive would indeed be

a full time job for many, many activists. Professionalism in organisations certainly

brings more efficiency and gives it a stable and long-lasting character. On the

other  hand, it  always contains the risk  of  community leaders ending up as

managers of the resistance.

The concept of leadership is often criticised in  groups as a hierarchical form of

organization. Which is certainly true, but on the other hand leadership has a lot to

do with commitment and taking responsibility for a group. Even though it is not

ideal, most of the groups have persons who informally have a bigger voice due to

their time commitment or experience. The concept of community leadership makes

this role - despite the critique addressed to it – transparent and allows people to

work fulltime on issues. Still it is an dillemma that every group needs discuss for

itself.

Having all this in mind, we still had a lot of open questions. How to organise

protest together with the ones who suffer most due to social inequalities in the

society? How to mobilise  people not  just  for  one action but  for  a long-term

struggle? 



# Some thoughts about goals and strategies

Some activists from the social change movement assert that only a system change

can provide a solution for the excluded masses. Often it is assumed that every

little reform or bettering of living conditions of the oppressed would just appease

the potential energy that is needed for a structural change. In opposition to this,

Rosa Luxemburg perceived reforms  as achievements that would ameliorate the

situation and bring society one step further to social equality. We believe that this

discourse is useful for describing that despite having long term goals in mind, we

still want to make the world a better place right now and propose to think in

steps.

Thinking in steps and strategical victories is furthermore crucial for the organisation

of the excluded as the organiser Mike Miller points out. He emphasised that those

most hurt by the system are also those who are most powerless to act towards

the  system.  Referring  to  Paulo  Freire,  he  assumed  that  people  undergo  a

socialisation of powerlessness. If we want people to shift from non-participation to

engagement, they have to anticipate success, because only the experience of

winning will undo the socialisation of powerlessness. Also Saul Alinsky therefore

emphasised the need of immediate winnable issues. In the case of a housing

organisation, this could mean to prevent an eviction of families or to bargain for

more social housing and thereby satisfy their immediate need for housing. In case

of workers' struggles you could go on strike to get a higher wage, better working

conditions or a women quota.



In the workshop we discussed these approaches and came to the conclusion that

there should be a short term, a mid-term and a long term perspective that push a

community  organsation.  These  perspectives  are  linked  to  the  multiple  power

relationships that influence our daily life. Only by taking them all into consideration

we can build up an emancipatory organisation:

Power relationship Possible Strategy

Short-

term 

Daily life oppression and 

experience of exclusion 

due to sexual orientation, 

race, class or gender

• Organise in local groups to discuss the 

issues

• Create spaces of solidarity and mutual 

help

• Fight for better working, housing or 

living conditions at home, at work or in 

your neighborhood 

Mid-

term

Social inequalities rooted in

the lack of access to the 

resources that society 

provides and possibilities to

participate in decision 

making

• Campaigning and media work

• Organise demonstrations and public 

speeches

• Do actions and pressure the local 

authorities 

Long-

term 

Structural constrains due to

the   economic injust, 

heteronormative, racist and

patriarchal nature  of 

society

• Educate yourself and others to 

understand the structures that are lying 

behind social inequalities

• Get an understanding of the boundaries

of your struggles

• Imagine utopia, create alternatives and 

make history

We believe that a combination of all these aspects is crucial, because we need to

understand our position within the system to be able to undertake actions to

change it.  We need to know why we are in a miserable  situation,  why we

experience exploitation and discrimination and we also need to create alternatives

to better our  life and others right know.

               



# TOOLBOX FOR ORGANISERS

# Get to know your field of action

The  process  of  building  power  and  engaging  in  communities  goes  through

including the members in the analyses of their reality and own position within the

system, which will help them to identify and define the problems that they face as

well as the solutions they wish to pursue.

In 1880 Karl Marx designed a “Questionary for Workers” that he used to analyse

the class relationship, the concrete situation of the workers and on the other hand

also provoked a reflection among the workers about their position. In the early

1960ies this concept was re-used by Italian activists, who made a big survey at

FIAT. With that technique, they found out about the feelings of the workers, what

makes them angry at work and what they have to deal with it in every day life.

Instead of trying to infiltrate the workers' consciousness with Marxist ideologies,

they were interested in the workers' ideas and behavior towards their situation.

Basically the idea of this type of research is to get to know the field of action

and to provoke reflections about people's own situations. Community Organisers

also use this method and call it “Activating Questionnaires”: They are used in

various contexts and are used to find out what is really bothering the people (is it

the low wage, too short breaks or the lack of participation?). Questionnaires are

also a good tool to start communicating with people, to get to know their needs

and to find a common ground for actions.

Possible beginning for a questionnaire:

Hello my name is Julie, I'm part of the youth movement for workers rights... I'm

interested in your situation here at your workplace, may I ask you something?

Furthermore, it is good to start gathering information  about the issue you are

fighting for. Apart from classical internet and media research,  the ones touched

by the issue are often the ones who knows most about it. In case of the workers

at FIAT, they knew best about  details; (e.g. the use of chemicals, lack of safety

in the factory where they are working, problems in the upper echelon and so on). 

Of course activating research is not only applicable in workers' struggles, but also

works  to  organise  people  around unemployment,  in  your  neighborhood  or  for

housing struggles and many more...



# Mobilise: Talk less and listen more! 

“[T]he more radical the person is, the more fully he or she enters into reality so that, knowing it

better, he or she can transform it. This individual is not afraid to confront, to listen, to see the

world unveiled. This person is not afraid to meet the people or to enter into a dialogue with them.

This person does not consider himself or herself the proprietor of history or of all people, or the

liberator of the oppressed; but he or she does commit himself or herself, within history, to fight at

their side.” Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed

# Face to face communication

Community organisers put emphasis on the face to face communication as a tool

for mobilizing and engaging people into social struggles. Using direct ways of

communication–- also speaking from our own experience - has turned out to be

the  most  effective way to gain  people's  trust  and have them come to  local

meetings, assemblies or actions. Its important to get in contact with the people in

the street and to listen emphatically to the hopes, fears, dreams and specific

concerns and to challenge them to act. Organisers use the pattern Anger-Hope-

Action: First you need to find out what makes the people angry, what are their

concerns and what are they anxious about.  However,  it  is important  that the

people are not only angry about something, but that they have hope to change

the situation if they act. As already mentioned above the most oppressed often

experience failure, due to the unequal power relationship. If they act to defend

their rights, they are punished by the ones in power (e.g. at work you might loose

your job if you complain about harsh working conditions). People internalise these

experiences, resignate and become very unlikely to believe that taking action will

change anything. The role of a community organiser is to show that there is hope

and that there is something to win, so people can transform their anger into

action.

 



Some tips for Communication: 

• Remember your body language and the way you use your voice –

relax, smile and try to enjoy it. If you're having fun the people you are

communicating to are much more likely to enjoy the encounter! 

• Pick no more than 3 messages that you want to communicate.

• Concentrate on making contact and getting one of your key

messages across.

• Remember to meet people where they're at. That means that you'll

have to change the way you communicate to suit your 'audience'.    

Despite that, it's beneficial to have a flyer with the most important information, so

people can read the information again at home and get in contact if needed. We

experienced that people often agree with the grievance and ask: “So what can we

do?”. It makes sense to have an answer to such questions and offer people

options: For example to have a petition that they can sign, to invite them to an

action (like a demonstration) or to invite them to a meeting.

# Target multipliers within the community

 

Saul  Alinsky,  who was an outsider  in the communities he organised - which

means he did not live or experience the situation of being underprivileged -, made

the experience that if you want to be successful in organising, you need to find

strong allies within the community first. As strong allies he understood people who

are well known and respected in the community and have a certain credibility (e.g.

preachers, board members of associations, teachers or musicians). His idea was to

convince them first, so that as soon as they would start to trust him, the rest of

the community would follow. We also made the experience that it is very useful to

find key persons and to get them on our side. This key person can also be a

person who works in coffeehouses, as a hairdresser or in small community shops.

All these are very interesting places because of their day-to-day contact with a lot

of people of the community. They are very good for mobilising and can act as

multipliers in the communities.



# Share your skills!

Skill-sharing is not only the motto of the gathering but also part of the organising

philosophy.  The  aim  of  TCO  is  to  empower  people  within  the  marginalised

community to fight for their rights side by side. If you want to build up a powerful

organisation, it is very important to support the learning experience of (young)

people.  Especially  in  the  information  society,  having  less  privileged access  to

education due to one's socialisation background, is a very excluding experience in

every day life.

If you have the pretension to be a horizontal organisation, it is crucial to share

your  skills,  provide  workshops  and  educational  modules  to  give  people  the

possibility to get on the same level. A young university student might know how to

write a press release while a young worker needs to skill-up, because s(he) is not

used to write every day. Some might not know how to use the internet or fix a

computer properly and thus are digitally excluded. There are also language barriers

between the ones who grew up in the countryside and the ones who recently

migrated. Education does not only include activist and campaigning skills but go

from coaching  classes,  to  language,  computer,  politics,  history,  construction  or

gardening - actually everything that is useful for the community.  

The learning philosophy of the TCO is very close to the methodologies of popular

education, because it is always about empowering the oppressed classes: Paulo

Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed comes from an organising tradition in Brazil

that was developed to empower the poorest to participate in the decision making

process. In Brazil by that time only people who where alphabetised were allowed

to vote. With his huge alphabetisation campaign Paulo Freire did not only give the

people the possibility to go voting, but included a whole process of reflection

about society and  power relationships. He believed that people learn  -not from

being told what to think or do - but from reflecting on their experiences and taking

initiative for themselves. He tried to break the pattern of educators and learners

and pledged for a learning in a spirit of mutual exchange and equality in which

participants gain tools, skills, and confidence, encouraging participants to adapt any

knowledge shared to fit their own political philosophy and their community needs. 

 



# RECLAIM SPACE FOR THE COMMUNITY

Often underestimated within activism is the importance of having physical spaces,

where  social  relationships  can  be  established  in  a  relaxed  atmosphere  and

especially young people can get slowly in touch with politics. A good community

space should be as accessible as possible for others and barrier free. This means

for us that it should be accessible for people with disabilities, without consumption

obligation and convenient for women. A smoky drinking bar full of men is unlikely

to become a good community space as well as a sub-cultural space with noisy

concerts and only youngsters. A community space should be somehow open for

all types of persons of all kinds of ages and backgrounds.

Community space may include:

• space for young people's desire for recreation, e.g. a table football or 

having board games

• space for education, like a library, rooms for seminars and internet access

• childcare

• a popular self-organised kitchen where people come together to eat cheap 

and healthy meals

• activities like film nights, music, dance or sports

• provide services and advice to work on problems

• community garden 

• open space for people's creativity...

 

These are spaces where ideas grow between the people. A physical space where

you meet the people who might become friends and allies, has an important role

because it improves daily life quality in abandoned neighborhoods and therefore

increases  the level of identification for a cause and a movement. A community

space cannot be ready-made by an individual or a an association, it has to grow

organically with the people using that space.

Of course finding a space that satisfies all the mentioned aspects is often difficult,

especially if you need it for free. Sometimes you can bargain with the public

authorities to get an empty space, sometimes bars or coffee places that are more

and less empty can be used for that purpose.



# Reclaim public space and make your cause visible 

Last but not least it is important to go on the streets with your people to make

your cause visible. Actions like demonstrations or public speeches can also help to

get media attention and provoke reactions from the ones you are addressing.

There are innumerate examples of successful civil rights movements that gained

power through mass mobilisation. The equalisation of women, people of color and

homosexuals would probably never have happened without big movements on the

streets claiming their rights for individual liberties. Our whole democratic system is

actually fruit of people's fights for freedom. To change the institutionalised power

relationships will always need pressure from below because the ones in power are

mostly the ones privileged by the system and therefore very unlikely to give up on

them.

There are different possibilities to bring your cause to the streets:

# demonstration

# poster campaign

# street theater

# Go-in to the public authorities

You should prepare your actions well in advance and discuss with your group the

aims and how to reach them. What is the message you want to get across and

how do you want to communicate it?  Aims of public actions can be to mobilise

people, to inform or to get media attention. The more spectacular or creative an

action or the more people you can mobilise, the more there will be an issue in

the media. Successful campaigns don't have more than three key messages that

are repeated over and over. Especially when you are talking to the mass media it

is important to send these key messages, because they have very little space to

report  on  the  actions  so  every  sentence  should  contain  one  of  these  key

messages. 

Stay confident and trust yourself, it might take some time for young organisers to

feel comfortable. But the experience tell us, that with patience and some exercise

everyone can do it!

 

 



# THE TEN RULES OF COMMUNITY ORGANIZING 

1. Nobody's going to come to the meeting unless they've got a reason to come to

the meeting.

2. Nobody's going to come to a meeting unless they know about it. 

3. If an organization doesn't grow, it will die. 

4. Anyone can be a leader. 

5. The most important victory is the group itself. 

6. Sometimes winning is losing. 

7. Sometimes winning is winning. 

8. If you're not fighting for what you want, you don't want enough. 

9. Celebrate! 

10. Have fun! 

(Center for Community Change)
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