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 Introduction 
In May 2009 a conference was held to mark the centenary of the birth of Saul Alinsky 
(Jan 30 1909). The conference was organised by London Civic Forum, the centre for 
Professional and Community Education at Goldsmiths, University of London and the 
Department of Applied Social Sciences, London Metropolitan University. 

Some of the conference organisers and attendees were very familiar with Alinsky 
and others had not heard of him.  The conference was therefore an introduction to 
the man and his work, an exploration of his legacy and a reflection on the kinds of 
issues he grappled with in a contemporary context. This is not a report of the 
conference but is based on contributions from the speakers, workshop leaders, 
participants and background material collected for the conference. 

The paper is divided into three broad parts. 

The first covers the biography of Saul Alinsky and is largely based on the work of 
Mike Seal. 

The second part is an analysis of his legacy in terms of organisations and people 
(notably Barack Obama) influenced by Alinsky.  The contribution of Maurice 
Glasman to this section is particularly acknowledged. 

The final section is a reflection of some of the discussions at the conference about 
participatory democracy and direct action. We were unable to capture all the 
contributions but hopefully it gives something of the flavour. 

We are very grateful to all the speakers, workshop leaders and participants for a 
stimulating day. 
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 Alinsky: the man and his work 1 
Saul Alinsky was born in Chicago on 30 January 1909, the child of Russian-Jewish 
immigrant parents. It was a middle class Jewish background.   At an early age he 
was interested in the dynamics of power and the interaction between those who are 
denied resources and those who deny. 'I never thought of walking on the grass,' he 
recalls, 'until I saw a sign saying 'Keep off the grass.' Then I would stomp all over it.'  

He earned a doctorate in archaeology from the University of Chicago in 1930. 
However, it was spending a summer helping dissident miners in their revolt against 
John L. Lewis's United Mine Workers that influenced his future direction. On 
graduation he won a fellowship from the university's sociology department which 
enabled him to study criminology. He went to work at the Institute for Juvenile 
Research and soon found himself working at the State Penitentiary (at which he 
stayed for three years). At this time he married Helene Simon, with whom he had a 
son and a daughter. As Horwitt 2has commented, the Depression and the growing 
turbulence of the 1930s politicized both of them. Helene, a social worker, was a 
strong organizer and gained a considerable reputation in the labour movement. 

In 1936 Saul Alinsky left his work at the Penitentiary to return to the Institute in 
Chicago. He appeared set for a career as a criminologist, however a growing 
concern to counter the threat of Fascism, and the development of more militant 
labour organizing (especially that linked to the development of the Committee for 
Industrial Organization (CIO) grew in their appeal.  

In the 1930s Alinsky described himself as an Activist, Radical Professional Anti-
Fascist; later as a radical ‘Seeking an orderly revolution’.  

Alinsky was particularly struck by the way in which John L. Lewis led the CIO. 
Clifford Shaw and Saul Alinsky were both convinced that it was the 'social milieu' that 
caused delinquency rather than some particular quality of individuals. He ingratiated 
himself with Al Capone so that he could get access to teenage gangs for his 
research.  
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 It was the study of this – and in particular gang life – that took Alinsky to South 
Chicago and then to the Back-of-the-Yards (the slum area that Upton Sinclair had 
earlier written about in The Jungle). There Saul Alinsky found a number of people 
who wanted change. Joe Meegan, (who had grown up in the area worked his way 
through De Paul University, and had become a teacher) became a key ally and 
together they set up the Back-of-the-Yards Neighborhood Council. While historically 
an Irish-Catholic community, they were able to identify common interests that 
brought together previously hostile ethnic groups of Serbs and Croatians, Czechs 
and Slovaks, Poles and Lithuanians in the community and bring them into the 
organization. Alinsky also worked closely with local Catholic priests to build the 
council. The way they built the coalition meant that the council had great success in 
stabilizing the Back-of-the-Yards neighbourhood and in advocating for that 
community.  

In 1939 Saul Alinsky established the Industrial Areas Foundation to bring his method 
of reform to other declining urban neighbourhoods. He left the Institute to work for 
the Foundation. His approach depended on uniting ordinary citizens around 
immediate grievances in their neighbourhoods and in protesting vigorously and 
outside of the ‘established’ ways of expressing dissent (see below). He concentrated 
on recruiting and training indigenous ‘organizers’ to take a lead in the communities. 
His first book Reveille for Radicals outlines the principles and practice of community 
organizing and just one month after its publication in 1946 it made the New York 
Times best-seller list.  

Alinsky was busy – and often on the road – and things looked promising. But in 1947 
Helene drowned while on holiday with the children – and it hit him hard. He found it 
difficult to focus for many months; furthermore the financial position of the 
Foundation was not good. Saul Alinsky took on writing an 'unauthorized biography' of 
John L Lewis (which appeared in 1949) in part to stabilize his own finances. He also 
began working with Fred Ross around organizing Mexican-Americans in California. 
Significantly though, Saul Alinsky was not a casualty of the hysteria surrounding 
radicals and supposed communists in the late 1940s and early 1950s. He continued 
to have significant support from key figures in the Catholic Church and the press – 
and his combative style might well have backfired on any congressional investigation 
committee that called him before them. 

Saul Alinsky had looked around for new writing projects (including proposing a joint 
book with C Wright Mills) – and although he started work on a biography of 
Monsignor John O'Grady it was not completed. The community organizing work – 
with the exception of the Back-of-the-Yards (under Joe Meegan) and California (Fred 
Ross) - was not developing. In 1952 Alinsky married Jean Graham (who had a 
debutante background and was divorced from an executive of Bethlehem Steel). 
Jean did not have a strong interest in Alinsky's social and political work – but had 
rebelled against her family's upper-class elitism. She was to become ill with multiple 
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sclerosis not long after they were married. New areas of work opened up including 
working in Woodlawn and beyond with Puerto Ricans (with Nicholas von Hoffman 
and the Catholic Church). He also looked to New York and began to develop work 
there with various organizations with mixed results. The Industrial Areas Foundation 
gained a significant amount of money from the Archdiocese of Chicago in 1957 to 
undertake a study of the changes in local communities resulting from population 
shifts (in particular the growing African American) – and the tensions and 
discrimination involved. As part of the study a number of priests were to be trained in 
community analysis and organization. Saul Alinsky also worked to bring the first 
major modern civil rights effort to Chicago, which as Horwitt has commented was the 
most segregated city in the North. He also continued be active in more general 
community organizing – especially around Chicago. The work in Woodlawn, in 
particular, attracted attention with its focus on local organizing and its critique of 
'welfare colonialism'. As Charles Silberman noted in his best-selling study Crisis in 
Black and White (which appeared in 1964), Alinsky's approach (through the work of 
the Temporary Woodlawn Association – TWO) was of great significance. It looked to 
put much more control in the hands of local people. Silberman recognized that large 
scale state intervention was needed in terms of schooling, job creation and health – 
but how these were to be brought about, 'at whose direction and initiative, was 
critically important’. 

Press and media attention to Saul Alinsky grew significantly following the publication 
of Crisis in Black and White. He became something of a celebrity – for example 
featuring in a series of interviews in Harper's. Jean and Saul Alinsky divorced, 
amicably it is said, in 1969 – and he married Irene McInnis in 1971.Saul Alinsky 
became more critical of both the approach and the tactics of the 1960’s young 
radicals. 'A guy has to be a political idiot,' he told them, 'to say all power comes out 
of the barrel of a gun when the other side has the guns.' He was very distrustful of 
the charismatic elements of some of the new radical movements. For him both action 
and direction had to be rooted in the practical concerns of the masses. America's 
War on Poverty saw the expansion of Saul Alinsky's organisation and its influence. In 
New York he successfully organized local African American residents to pressure the 
city's largest employer, the Eastman Kodak Company, to hire more African 
Americans and also to give them a role in recruitment. Stokely Carmichael, when 
asked for an example of Black Power gave this campaign as an example.3 

However, he soon fell out further with both the establishment and more 'radical 
elements'. He called President Johnson's War on Poverty 'a huge political pork 
barrel' and found it increasingly difficult to work with local African American groups 
influenced by 'Black Power' who understandably did not want to function under white 
leadership. He remained active till his death, organizing white worker councils in 
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Chicago, steelworkers in Pittsburgh, Indians in Canada, and Chicanos in the South 
west, where he influenced Cesar Chavez, who was later to found the first successful 
labour organisation among California farm workers. Alinsky's second book, Rules for 
Radicals: A Political Primer for Practical Radicals, published in 1971 was a reflection 
on the lessons he felt he had learned in this later period. It, like Reveille for Radicals 
was a publishing success – and has had a long-term appeal.  

Saul Alinsky died on June 12, 1972 in Carmel, California. He had been to visit Jean, 
gone to a bank, and then collapsed, outside, of a heart attack. 

 

The issues 

As Maurice Glasman says Alinsky organisations are [people] power-based rather 
than issue driven. For that reason Alinsky had relatively little to say about what he 
was ‘for’ on specific issues such as equality and human rights. 

The issues that the Alinsky and the IAF tackled changed over his life: a variety of 
workplace issues in the 1940s; housing in 1950s; more employment issues in the 
1960s; at end of 1960s he was increasingly concerned about the environment 
‘progressively burying ourselves in our own waste- and the political pollution of the 
Pentagon’ and he became more concerned with mobilising the middle classes. 

The key books 

1946 Reveille for Radicals.  

1971 Rules for Radicals. 
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 Saul Alinsky’s philosophy and approach, together w ith 
some inherent tensions and contradictions 

 

 The Rules 

It is important to understand that Alinsky took the concept of rules very seriously. He 
thought his approach to community organising was scientific and based on universal 
laws. In order to illustrate what the Rules might mean in a contemporary context, the 
example of the activist style of the comedian Mark Thomas is used here. 

Rules for Radicals was going to be called Rules for Revolution. 

The rules are: 

1. Power is not only what you have but what the enemy thinks you have. In 
Rules he says that if one has mass support, one should flaunt it, if one does 
not one should make a lot of noise, if one cannot make a big noise, make a 
big stink. Mark Thomas uses this technique frequently. When complaining 
about the tube privatization he formed a band of famous names and asked 
them to perform on the tube singing protest songs about it.   

2. Never go outside the experience of your people. Mark Thomas makes 
extensive use of such techniques as getting the public to ring up their elected 
representatives or have mass letter writing campaigns. He will also put 
familiar mechanisms to other uses. When complaining about the use of 
organophosphates he put up yellow appeals for witness signs to draw 
attention to the public. When investigating Crown immunity to murder, when a 
person was run over by an army Land Rover he put up tiredness kills signs all 
over the front of the army base.  

3. Wherever possible go outside of the experience of the enemy. Mark Thomas 
continually tries to dumbfound people. When complaining about the building 
of a dam that was to displace 15,000 people in Turkey he built an ice 
sculpture of a dam in front on the headquarters of the company building it.  
Asking politicians whether they know the price of milk or shoes links both this 
rule and ridicule as a weapon. 

4.  Make the enemy live up to their own book of rules. This is one of Mark 
Thomas’s favourite tactics. He found out that people who inherited expensive 
paintings could avoid inheritance tax by allowing the public to have access to 
the painting.  He got the public to ring up numerous people who had done this 
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and request to see the paintings. When they refused, he managed to get the 
law changed.  

5. Ridicule is man's most potent weapon. Mark Thomas was complaining about 
the exporting of guns to Iran. The UK government had claimed that they did 
not know the pipes were going to be used for a military purpose because they 
had been put down as something else for export terms, despite the fact that 
they could not have been used for that purpose. He protested by painting a 
tank pink, put a plastic ice-cream cone on the top of it and tried to export it as 
an ice cream van. 

6. A good tactic is one that your people enjoy. When some pensioners had 
arranged to have what could easily have been a boring meeting with a health 
minister, Mark got them to ask questions in the form of a dance routine. He 
also got a group of people to protest against GM crops by wearing radioactive 
protection gear and running around with Geiger counters.    

7. A tactic that drags on too long becomes a drag. Mark Thomas confesses to 
using a series of ‘stunts’, to make his points. He tends to use a lot of small 
actions, as illustrated above, rather than a prolonged action. This 
approach leads into the eighth rule: 

8. Keep the pressure on. Saul Alinsky says not to rest on one’s laurels if one has 
a partial victory. He says we should keep in mind Franklin D. Roosevelt's 
response to a reform delegation, 'Okay, you've convinced me. Now go on out 
and bring pressure on me!' For Alinsky, action comes from keeping the heat 
on. When protesting about the use of human protein in baby milk by Nestle 
Mark Thomas asks questions in a public meeting with the CEO presentation 
about corporate responsibility, he has a protest at an international conference, 
he writes letters to the board, he interviews specialists and the scientists from 
the company, he has protests with animal impersonators, visits the farm 
where the herd of cows being used are kept and drives round to the ministry 
of agriculture in a milk tanker and starts cleaning the windows with the milk.   

9. The threat is usually more terrifying than the thing itself .When Saul Alinsky 
leaked word that large numbers of poor people were going to occupy the 
toilets of O’Hare Airport, Chicago city authorities quickly agreed to act on a 
long-standing commitment to a ghetto organization. They imagined the 
mayhem as thousands of passengers poured off aeroplanes to discover every 
toilet occupied. Then they imagined the international embarrassment and the 
damage to the city’s reputation. Again, when challenging the avoidance of 
inheritance tax, Mark threatened to have more and more people requesting to 
see the paintings if a change did not happen.  
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10. The major premise for tactics is the development of operations that will 
maintain a constant pressure upon the opposition .Such pressure is 
necessary, Saul Alinsky argued, in order to get reaction from the opposition. 
He argued that 'the action is in the reaction'. Ed Chambers, Alinsky’s 
successor as head of the IAF, recast this as the aim of action is the reaction. 

11. If you push a negative hard and deep enough it will break through into its 
counterside. Essentially, this is to not give up and be afraid to concentrate on 
the negative aspects. In many cases Mark’s pushing of the negative aspects 
led to changes, such as a change in the law for the paintings, Nestle 
reconsidering their production of milk and Channel Four producing a website 
for posting up MEP’s interests (which is compulsory in other countries). He 
also succeeded in getting some serious questions asked, in Parliament, about 
corporate killing.  

12. The price of a successful attack is a constructive alternative. This is the other 
side of the previous rule. If one does push the other party through to changing 
one has to offer some kind of solution. It is noticeable that Mark Thomas 
achieves concrete things, when he has concrete demands, but is perhaps 
sometimes what Alinsky called a ‘rhetorical radical’.   

13. Pick the target, freeze it, personalize it, and polarize it. This is perhaps Saul 
Alinsky’s most controversial rule and is the counter to the common idea that 
we should not make things personal. When pursuing the changes in the 
inheritance law for paintings Mark Thomas targets one individual. He will often 
find out who the CEO is in a company and hound that person. In the 
organophosphates debate it is one scientist that he targets and the validity of 
his findings. London Citizens (see below) interpret this as, ‘Give it a Face and 
push it’: for example, arguing that the demand for the Living Wage at Barclays 
could all be met from the bonuses paid to staff. 
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 Ethics, Ends and Means 

 

Alinsky’s thinking about ends and means remains one of the most contentious parts 
of his philosophy so it is worth quoting in detail. 

One's concern with the ethics of means and ends varies inversely with one's 
personal interest in the issue, and one's distance from the scene of conflict. 

The judgement of the ethics of means is dependent upon the political position of 
those sitting in judgement. 

In war, the end justifies almost any means. 

The judgement of the ethics of means must be made in the context of the times in 
which the action occurred and not from any other chronological vantage. 

Concern with ethics increases with the number of means available. 

The less important the end, the more one engages in ethical evaluations about 
means. 

Success or failure is a mighty determinant of ethics. 

The morality of a means depends upon whether the means is being employed at 
a time of imminent defeat or imminent victory. 

Any effective means is automatically judged by the opposition as being unethical. 

You do what you can with what you have and clothe it with moral garments. 

The opposite of violence is not peace but politics. 

His view that specific Ends justify specific Means led him to justify dropping the 
atomic bomb on Hiroshima. On the other hand he did not carry out the famous Fart 
tactic (disrupting a concert in Rochester New York as protest against the Kodak 
Company) because it would humiliate the participants4. Alinsky was a pioneer the 
use of share proxies to disrupt Company Annual General Meetings. This tactic was 
later taken on for example by campaigners against Apartheid in South Africa and 
against the Arms Trade familiar with Alinsky’s work.5 The willingness to lie if the end 
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justifies it is also reflected in Ed Chambers’ willingness to fix the results of an 
election within the Industrial Areas Foundation in order to achieve what he believed 
to be a necessary political balance.6   

 Race 

Race: Sunglasses, Swahili and soul food won’t win power for Blacks. 

Uncle Toms who have been replaced by Uncle Tough Talks. 

Identity without power is a second-class identity. 

His associate, the Rev Franklin Florence,   in response to argument about integration 
in Rochester said the question is not whether Blacks can melt but whether they can 
get into the pot.7  This has echoes of a Caribbean phrase about being allowed to 
smell but not eat from the [cooking] pot. 

 Self Interest 

 It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the baker and the brewer that 
we expect our dinner… 

Adam Smith quoted by Alinsky 

 ...appeal to larceny in their hearts to make people better in spite of 
themselves. 

 

Alinsky identified that power and self interest were important aspects of political 
action. He was writing in a context in which Al Capone and later Richard Daley 
wielded massive power but also the Irish and Italian communities and the Catholic 
Church (organised on ethnic lines) did too. He saw the potential for both using and 
challenging those organisations. He wanted to make Self-interest work towards 
moral behaviour.  He argued that he was using power in the interests of the 
marginalised:  Have Nots…migrant workers, Black and poor white communities.  He 
was also worried about the Have Nots who become Haves… 
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It is interesting that Amartya Sen, the Nobel Prize winning economist and 
theoretician of equality and justice also sees Adam Smith as an advocate of justice. 8 

Hillary Rodham (Clinton) argued that idealism can parallel self interest.  Ed 
Chambers argues self –interest is one of the key tensions in the conflict between the 
world as it is and the world as it should be in which self-sacrifice takes place.  

Ed Chambers quotes Bernard Crick, the British political scientist who most recently 
has been promoting the idea of active citizenship saying that the more realistically 
one construes Self Interest, the more one is involved in relationships with others9. 

 Organisation and leadership 

Only organised people can resist the domination of organised money. 

Conflict is necessary if a new balance of power is to be achieved. 

Broad-based campaigns not limited to one issue or one community 
…wrapped in cellophane packages. 

 

It is impossible to secure the trust of all people, the next best position is to 
be suspected by all & if you can’t take it leave… 

The community organisation is an organisation of organisations… a coalition.  
Alinsky’s model of organisation was nearer a traditional hierarchical organisation 
(whether management or membership-led) and in opposition to the ideas of 
democratic collective decision-making which by the early 1970s were gaining 
ground in many political and social action initiatives. Libertarian and feminist 
activists and theorists were often wary of Alinsky's style. 

 Faith and community organising 

Revolution not revelation 

To know a people is to know their religions 

Alinsky often used religious imagery – for example talking about the resurrection of 
communities.  In 1965 he said that the biggest change in the last 20 years was 
increased role of churches in social action, taking over from organized labour. He 
also described himself as the second most important Jew in the history of 
Christianity. 10 On the other hand he quoted Harold Laski to the effect that 
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Christianity has accommodated slavery, capitalism, and war and been the official 
religion of Empire and he criticised sectarianism. 

 Conflict and change 

…importance of relating the local community to the larger local scene; 
turning a plight into a problem…from four-legged rats to two legged rats… 

Alinsky said: Change means movement. Movement means friction. Only in the 
frictionless vacuum of a non-existent abstract world can movement or change occur 
without that abrasive friction of conflict. 

In that he is no different from many other theorists and advocates of social change. 
However he also justified fomenting conflict as a  spur to change – as he put it, 
'rubbing resentments raw' - starting with small issues inside people’s experience and 
having a ‘fight in the bank’ …to stoke up anger. These were small fights that could 
be whipped up such as humiliating representatives over when, where or what a 
meeting is or the number of chairs at it. He was prepared to lie or at least not tell the 
truth in order to make the community think it could win a victory: in Rules he 
describes a situation where he knew the City Council were intending to provide a 
service but let the community organisation think they had won it. Similar charges are 
made against Obama during his time in Chicago in relation to Asbestos on the 
Altgeld Housing Projects. 11 Other writers since Alinsky, some influenced by him, 
have also justified the tactic.12 Opponents of the tactic see it as a form of exploitation 
used by both the Left and Right.13 

 Power 

Power goes to two poles: those with money and those with people 

Alinsky's successor Ed Chambers has a more sophisticated understanding of power 
than Alinsky. He does not see it simply as (A noun) something that some people 
possess and use as an instrument. He sees it as a relationship and an action (A 
verb). In this, he is more in tune with the analysis of Michel Foucault though 
Chambers sees a tension between power and love (power’s ‘conjugal partner'!) He 
suggests the two are reconciled through the self interest of loving your neighbour as 
yourself.14 The ‘do as you would be done by’ interpretation of the proper use of 
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power perhaps overcomes some of the difficulties with popular but unjust causes 
(Capital punishment, xenophobia, for example) but does not deal with the problem 
that treating other people with respect may involve putting their values before one’s 
own. 

 Taking Government money 

Alinsky described the War on Poverty programme as ‘political pornography’, ‘staffed 
by sergeants on general’s pay’ but he still took Office of Economic Opportunity 
money for the Temporary Woodlawn Organisation (TWO) which was part of the War 
on Poverty. 

 Evaluation and reflection 

Alinsky highlighted the importance of evaluation and reflection – not having a mass 
of undigested actions though his successor Ed Chambers says that the IAF did not 
practise evaluation for the first thirty years [i.e. in Alinsky’s lifetime]. Chambers says 
that the method of organising, teaching and mentoring people in citizenship is a 
formula of research, action and evaluation. It is interesting to compare this formula 
with the cycle of learning identified by David Kolb: having an experience, reviewing it, 
concluding it and planning further action. More generally the ideas of experiential 
learning and knowledge (which Chambers refers to as social knowledge) and 
reflective practice are widely used in community education and professional 
development.15 

 The Personal and the political 

Alinsky wrote about issues that other writers on social change of the time and even 
subsequent writers have often neglected about the relationship between personal 
and public issues.  

Alinsky said that with rare exceptions our activists and radicals are products of and 
rebels against our middle class society. He said the activist should realise the 
priceless value of [his] middle class experience.16  

He argued that personal ‘hot’ anger needed to be frozen and that organisers had to 
learn to hate conditions not individuals.  

The Radical may resort to the sword but when he does he is not filled with hatred 
against those individuals whom he attacks. He hates these individuals not as 

persons but as symbols representing ideas or interests which he believes to be 
inimical to the welfare of the people. 
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He also distinguished between liberals and radicals. The former have radical minds 
but conservative hearts. They really like people only with their heads and agree with 
the objectives but not with the tactics. He also said that liberals leave the room when 
the argument starts.17 

In Rules he said that  

…if the real radical finds that long hair sets up psychological barriers to 
communication and organisation he cuts his hair. If I were organizing an Orthodox 

Jewish community, I would not want walk in there eating a ham sandwich 

Earlier in Reveille he had said: 

 If I had gone into a…practically all Catholic community eating a ham sandwich on a 
Friday and espousing birth control, I would have been rejected as a screwball 18�
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  The legacy 

 Contradictions or paradoxes 

Does it matter who he was or what he did? Hillary Rodham Clinton said that as a 
model builder he is somewhat accountable even for the misguided application of that 
model. 19 Alinsky had a love/hate relationship with academic disciplines: on the one 
hand he said ‘academic’ was a synonym for irrelevant, that digested Actions   are 
worth more than a university degree20: and he himself failed a university exam on 
“The philosophy and motivations of Saul Alinsky?”  But he was also closely 
associated with, for example, the University of Chicago, Human Dynamics Lab. He 
was also clearly influenced by the University of Chicago sociologists, Burgess, Park 
and others who argued that urban conflict was both functional and inevitable. 

Hillary Clinton explained her turning down a job with the IAF on the grounds that 
‘after a year of trying to make sense of his inconsistency’, she felt ‘the need for three 
years of legal rigor’. . 

We need to be careful by what standards we judge him – using contemporary values 
and knowledge: many people who have taken inspiration from him would be 
uncomfortable with his justification for dropping an atomic bomb on Hiroshima,  or 
his use of a metaphor about gang-rape;  or indeed his description of the Capone 
Gang as ‘a huge quasi-utility serving Chicago21.  His arguments that Gandhi was 
only a pacifist because he thought violence wasn’t a realistic alternative and that 
Lenin was just as pacifist when he was in a minority seem implausible with all that 
we know now. 

Another way of looking at the apparent inconsistencies is to view them as paradoxes 
as Maurice Glasman does: 

• Only Leaders can do democracy: Leadership is the most important feature of 
democracy. 

• Only through self-interest can a common good be found. 
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• Priority of place is central in an era of globalization: local action is the most 
universal action. 

• Only faith can redeem citizenship 

 His works do not mention of any kind of gender discrimination and he advocates 
very macho tactics: in fact, he seems very unaware of with what was being 
developed by the feminist, Civil Rights and Anti War movements at the time he was 
writing Rules. According to Chambers, Alinsky had a ‘misguided fix’ on marriage and 
females: he thought neither had a place in the tough world of organising. 22 

A particularly interesting perspective on Alinsky is provided by the peace activist Pat 
Arrowsmith23. What it shows is that although, in retrospect, Alinsky can be seen to 
have important things to say about direct action and grassroots democracy, he came 
to some of the ideas after more significant figures. In 1952 Pat went to the United 
States. She worked on Hyde Park-Kenwood Community Project, an Alinsky 
project24. Alinsky was not much in evidence. The project Director was a woman 
called Julia Abrahams. Pat noted that the team were there as outsiders acting as 
resources rather than doing things for people. She was aware of a close relationship 
with the Human Dynamics Laboratory at the University of Chicago. They were not 
involved in any kind of Direct Action although Pat remembers clearly that the 
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) was. CORE had been founded in the 1940s in 
Chicago, an off-shoot of the pacifist Fellowship of Reconciliation and was inspired by 
Gandhian non-violent action and Thoreau’s writing on civil disobedience. Apart from 
CORE, Pat’s exposure to debates about non-violent direct action came from debates 
with British peace activists such as Hugh Brock and Harold Steele who in turn had 
been influenced by the pacifist activist A.J Muste and Bayard Rustin- trade union, 
civil rights and gay activist.25 Similarly she does not remember any practice or 
discussion about grassroots democracy. For Pat, that discussion came through the 
World Government movement.  

 National leaders 

Writing in the 1960s Frank Reissman and Hilary Rodham both criticised his methods 
for their inability to develop a movement, a national programme or national 
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organisation 26or a visible national leader apart from Cesar Chavez, the migrant 
workers’ leader27.  The evidence of national leadership emerging from Alinsky’s work 
is most obvious now in relation to Barack Obama, discussed below, but other people 
who have come into national leadership roles via Alinsky’s work include Dolores 
Huerta, another migrant workers’ leader.  

 Organisation and the Industrial Areas Foundation 

The IAF continues to exist. 28 Ed Chambers has been head of the Industrial Areas 
Foundation since Alinsky died.  He says the defining characteristics of an IAF 
organisation are plurality and inclusiveness:  

…we insist that you don’t only organise those who look, think or pray like you or 
share your neighbourhood or tax bracket29 

Chambers distances himself from Alinsky and his ideas in a number of ways. For 
example he suggests that broad-based community organising only began in the IAF 
in the 1980s. He says the size and scale of organising changed when they saw the 
untapped potential of moderates and the middle classes and that poor people could 
not produce enough power. 30He may be correct in saying that the IAF did not 
organise in this way in earlier times but it was an analysis which Alinsky himself 
made at the end of his life.31 

On the other hand Chambers also follows Alinsky in some revealing ways. He 
recounts the guidance he gave a woman who had been on IAF training not to use 
the tactics she had learned on her husband when she wanted changes in his 
behaviour: ‘actions are for the opposition, not your husband’. 32 

The mixture of rejection of parts of Alinsky, adoption of his tactics and amendment is 
reflected in the new set of rules (‘guidance’, ‘universals of organising’) that the IAF 
teaches:  

1. The iron rule: never, never do for others what they can do for themselves.  
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2. All action is in the inevitable reaction.  

3. Every positive has a negative, and every negative a positive.  

4. Action is to organization as oxygen is to the body.  

5. Never go to power for a decision, but only with a decision.  

6. Power precedes program.  

7. Anything that drags along for too long becomes a drag.  

8. Your own dues money is almost sacred; other people’s money starts 
controlling you.  

9. Power can never be conferred; it must be taken.  

10. The haves will never give you anything of value.  

11. Have-nots should not be romanticized; they cheat, lie, steal, double-cross, 
and play victim just like the haves do.  

12. Peace and justice are rarely realized in the world as it is; the pursuit, no 
possession, of happiness takes place amid struggle, conflict and tension.  

13. Avoid cynics and ideologues; they have nothing to offer.  

14. Right things are done for the wrong reasons, and bad things are often 
done for the right reasons.  

15. Given the opportunity, people tend to do the right thing.  

16. Life force is about natality, plurality and mortality.33 

 Barack Obama: poet and organiser 

Barack Obama has referred to his time in Chicago working for an Alinsky 
organisation an important part of his political identity. He said the "best education" he 
ever had was the four years he spent in the mid-'80s learning the science of 
community organizing in Chicago34. During the Presidential Campaign, on the 
seventh anniversary of 9/11, at Columbia University where he had been a student he 
said:  
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“It taught me that ordinary people can do extraordinary things, when they’re given a 
chance and brought together. I want every young person to recognize that they will 
not fulfil their potential until they hitch their wagon to something bigger.”35 

Obama devotes more than a third of his book Dreams from my Father36 to his time in 
Chicago but uses aliases and composite characters to refer to real people. “Marty 
Kaufman" was really Gerald Kellman, his first boss at the Calumet Community 
Religious Conference in Chicago37. It is important to understand that Obama’s time 
in Chicago was in the mid 1980s when the Industrial Areas Foundation was based in 
New York and its ties with the Chicago organisations had been cut.38    

As Obama says his idea of what a community Organiser did wasn’t worked out in 
much detail: 

Change will come from a mobilized grassroots…I will organise Black folks 

Although he makes no direct mention of Alinsky he certainly learned some of the 
basic Alinsky ideas. He liked the concepts of issues, action, power and self-interest.  
However he was uneasy about the manipulation involved in winning trust to build an 
organisation. He felt there was poetry - a luminous world below the surface of the 
self interest of immediate issues.39  He worked in the Alinsky- IAF style trying to find 
issues to bring together people within and between neighbourhoods.  
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The idea that he has taken Alinsky’s ideas forward to the present is powerfully 
expressed by both Alinsky’s son David and Maurice Glasman. 

David Alinsky commented in a letter to a newspaper on the 2008 Democratic 
Convention that  

all the elements of an Alinsky event were present: the individual stories told by 
real people of their situations and hardships, the packed-to-the rafters crowd, 

the crowd's chanting of key phrases and names, the action on the spot of 
texting and phoning to show instant support and commitment to jump into the 
political battle, the rallying selections of music, the setting of the agenda by 

the power people. 

The Democratic National Convention had all the elements of the perfectly 
organized event, Saul Alinsky style. 

Barack Obama's training in Chicago by the great community organizers is 
showing its effectiveness. It is an amazingly powerful format, and the method 
of my late father always works to get the message out and get the supporters 

on board.40 

Maurice Glasman argues that there are many signs that Obama has learned 
important lessons from Alinsky41: 

 1.�Always work inside the experience of your people.  Through the use of Facebook 
and other internet fora, through the use of music and video as forms of mobilisation 
and communication as well as the reactivation of churches and local meetings, 
Obama worked outside the experience of mainstream politics but within the 
experience of the coalition of first time white voters, African Americans of all kinds 
and local Democratic activists.  No-one could see them, no-one reported on them, 
no-one could control them and yet they were there, they were mobilised, they won 
the Primaries against a very well organised Clinton campaign and they understood 
what was going on.  The extra turnout, the unprecedented voter registration, the 
level of energy and engagement that was generated came out of working within the 
experience of his people which is linked to Alinsky’s second rule. 
 
2.  Wherever possible go outside the experience of your opponents.  By using the 
internet and popular culture, by working within the organisation and cadences of the 
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Black Church, by organising meetings which the media were not invited to and were 
unaware of, Obama’s campaign confused and frightened both Hilary Clinton and 
John McCain who both began to panic and enforced another of Alinsky’s teachings 
which is:  
 
3. Power is not only what you have but what your opponent thinks you have.  By 
working within the experience of their own people and outside those of their 
opponents the stature of Obama began to grow, his strategists were seen as 
Machiavellian geniuses, the internet networks as mobilising millions and ‘Obama 
Girl’ was the pop sensation of the year.  Obama, far from appearing as an 
inexperienced one term Senator with no record of having run anything, ever, looked 
like the President Elect and Hillary Clinton was reduced to drinking whisky shots in 
red neck bars while complaining about the price of petrol while McCain, with forty 
years experience, started describing himself as a maverick.  This also led to McCain 
picking as his running mate someone who was clearly unprepared for the job and 
which led to a vindication of Alinsky’s fourth rule: 
 
4.  Ridicule is our most potent weapon.  The selection of Sarah Palin and the 
increasing desperation to depict Obama as a Marxist while George Bush was busy 
nationalising the banks meant that Tina Fey and Saturday Night Live could focus 
exclusively on the ridiculousness of the Republican campaign.  By trying to make the 
electorate afraid and angry of a softly spoken Lawyer from Harvard the Republicans 
opened themselves up for a degree of ridicule from which they never recovered.  
The fact that they were opened up in this way flowed from the fifth rule of effective 
campaigning which is:  
 
5. Keep the Pressure On.  Obama’s campaign clearly identified ‘change’ as a 
fundamental idea and the thing they defined themselves against was George Bush 
and his economic and foreign policy legacy.  Obama opposed the war in Iraq and it 
gave substance to the point.  This put tremendous pressure of McCain to define 
what he was for, or against.  Obama’s biggest weakness was his lack of experience.  
By keeping the pressure on McCain to define the change that he was about Obama 
forced a fundamental incoherence to emerge.  If McCain distanced himself too much 
from Bush he looked disloyal and dishonest while if he portrayed himself as the 
experienced continuity candidate there was no change at all.  By surrendering the 
centre ground to Obama he lost the campaign by making himself look erratic and 
impulsive, as the Palin pick revealed.  A principled Senator began to look like a 
grubby opportunist with no strategic vision for his campaign or the country.  And as 
Obama knew from his Community Organising training:  
 
6. The Price of a successful attack in a constructive alternative. ‘Yes we can’.  
Obama claimed to represent a new constructive politics that overcame division and 
political bickering.  When the decisive moment came, when the Banks of America 
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lost their liquidity and went into liquidation and the chicken licken bankers assured us 
that unless George Bush transferred $700,000,000,000 into their current accounts, 
immediately, the sky would fall down on everyone’s head; John McCain went 
missing for forty eight hours.  Then he said he would suspend his campaign, then he 
said he wouldn’t, then he said he would not debate with Obama, then he said he 
would.  He said that the fundamentals of the American economy were sound, then 
he said they weren’t.  Obama, in contrast, supported the bail out while adding a 
moratorium on home repossessions and a cap on bankers’ bonuses for a year.  He 
attacked the Bush record and had a constructive alternative.  It looked like ‘change 
you could believe in’.  This flowed from the seventh rule of Community organising 
which is that in any campaign you have to:  
 
7. Pick the target, freeze it, personalise it and polarise it.  The target was not John 
McCain but George Bush.  He was the face of what Obama opposed and then he 
polarised.  Obama asked whose side are you on, my side or Bush’s side?  He made 
America choose and he made his opponent choose and poor McCain had to show 
loyalty to his bitterest enemy, George Bush, he had to choose Palin, he had to laud 
Joe the Plumber who had no qualifications as a plumber.  By polarising against the 
most unpopular President in recent history in the middle of a financial meltdown 
Obama squeezed McCain out of the mainstream and made sense of another of 
Alinsky’s rules:  
 
8. The Action Is in the Reaction. The enemy properly goaded and guided in his 
reaction will be your major strength.  Community organisers are taught the difference 
between activity, which we all do all the time and which makes no difference to 
anything, and action, which engages others and provokes a reaction.  By all the 
actions listed above Obama forced McCain to run against himself.  Obama was freed 
to glide on stage at enormous rallies to the strains of Signed, Sealed Delivered I’m 
Yours and let his ‘people’ know that confronted by those who say it couldn’t be done 
they could answer ‘Yes we can’.  The most liberal Republican in the Senate ran on 
nationalism and anti-communism, tried to demonise community organisers as 
Marxists, picked a running mate he disagreed with and vacated the centre ground 
while swinging wildly between strategies that opposed each other.  McCain had been 
‘properly goaded’ indeed.   
 
The result was that the new Commander in Chief is schooled and versed in the 
tactics of urban guerrilla politics, of how to turn a disaggregated rabble into an 
organised community, of how to organise the defeated and win, how to increase your 
power through your action, how to generate new relationships through political 
victory.   
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 Hillary Clinton  

Fifteen years before Barack Obama went to Chicago Hillary Rodham (Clinton) wrote 
her Bachelor’s Thesis at Wellesley College on Alinsky42. It is perhaps significant that 
the title of the thesis is taken from the American social conservative most famous for 
his poetry set in the UK, from a passage lamenting what has been discovered and 
lost again and again. Significantly the thesis was written before Rules for Radicals 
was published.  

 Hillary Rodham argues that Alinsky’s warlike rhetoric can obscure the 
constructiveness of the conflict that he orchestrates. She argued that Alinsky’s 
method had two distinct elements – the street fighter’s instincts for ruthlessly 
exploiting his enemy’s weaknesses and the hard work of building an organisation 
viewed as legitimate by the larger community. She is broadly supportive of the way 
in which Alinsky linked local to national issues suggesting that he was much more 
flexible and willing to negotiate with the enemy that the New Left strategists of the 
late 1960s. Hillary Rodham’s unease is with the respective roles of conflict and 
consensus in achieving social change: 

Alinsky’s conclusion that the “ventilation” of hostilities is healthy in certain situations 
is valid, but across the board “social catharsis” cannot be prescribed”….Another 
criticism of Alinsky’s catharsis approach is the difficulty of applying it [by]… less 

skilled organizers… 

Rodham argues that Alinsky’s power/conflict model is obsolescent because the 
neighbourhood is no longer a workable societal unit. She quotes Alinsky to the effect 
that people no longer live in neighbourhoods and suggests 

…the lack of a clear cut enemy against whom to mobilize underscore[s] the lack of a 
community capable of mobilization. 

She goes on to suggest that neighbourhood organisation is a “gadfly conflict” against 
the overwhelming odds of “institutional racism” identified by the Kerner 
Commission.43  Rodham suggests that independent national organising seems 
impossible.  

The thesis argues that: 
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It is doubtful whether the tired cry for participation offers a solution, for as [John] 
Gardner argues it is not so obvious that “the urge to participate actively in the 

shaping of one’s social institutions is powerful human motive”. 

Having dismissed participation, tellingly she refers to Amitai Etzioni, the theoretician 
of communitarian politics as a ‘model that warrants practical testing’. 

All in all, many of Hillary Rodham’s criticisms of Alinsky seem misplaced (or 
misspoken as she might say). However they might be seen as rooted in the short-
sightedness that many others would share that technology and globalisation would 
create more opportunities as well as more need for mobilisation. The possibility that 
Alinsky’s tools could not only work at the local, national and international level but 
also be adapted to communities of interest and values was missed by many others 
too. 

Community Work 44 

Marj Mayo remembers that when she first discovered Alinsky’s book she was 
intrigued – such a breath of fresh air in a period when so many British texts were 
presenting far less challenging views: community development as ‘motherhood and 
apple pie’. Here was an organizer who started from the reality that community 
development was also characterized by conflicts of interest, openly exploring ways of 
engaging with conflict and using conflict tactics effectively. 

Writing in 2004 she noted that in Britain, in recent years, there has been growing 
interest in Alinsky’s style of community organising. As Henderson and Salmon 
explained, in their account, this ‘enthusiasm for a method of working which was first 
developed on the other side of the Atlantic more than fifty years ago’ came out of 
concerns over ‘the growing powerlessness of ordinary people, anger because of the 
growth of inequalities in society, combined with frustration induced by the 
ineffectiveness of traditional community work responses’. This prompted ‘an urgent 
search for ways in which citizens can begin to fight back’ It was, as Henderson and 
Salmon explained, ‘against this background that a number of concerned people – 
most of them with experience of community work in the UK – began to look to 
America for inspiration’.45 

A number of community workers, charitable fund administrators and church leaders 
went to the USA, and some went on to train in Alinsky’s methods at IAF. The first UK 
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initiative – to build more effective people’s organizations in deprived areas – was 
launched in Bristol in 1990. Since then ‘Broad-based community organizing’ has 
been developed in other cities too (often with the support of churches and other faith-
based organizations), taking up economic issues as well as social problems. 

While Alinsky clearly contributed to breaking the mould, in the early 1970s, his 
‘rediscovery’ in the 1990s has also been treated with considerable caution, even by 
those who have been attracted to some features of Rules for Radicals. Alinsky has 
been criticized for emphasizing the use of conflict tactics per se rather than locating 
these tactics within a wider strategy for social transformation. There have also been 
criticisms that Alinsky-style organizations were developed for effectiveness but this 
did not necessarily maximize democratic participation. Despite a formal democratic 
structure, for example, the IAF itself has been described as operating in ways which 
favour authoritarian methods in practice, methods which do not, it has been argued, 
‘sit easily with democratic values’.46 

Marj Mayo argues that while finding many, if not most, of the ‘Rules’ to be as 
relevant, if not even more relevant now as they were in the 1970s as tactics, the 
book does also raise dilemmas for community developers. For example Alinsky’s 
final rule, the thirteenth, was to ‘Pick the target, freeze it, personalize it, and polarize 
it’. As Alinsky explained, in a complex urban society, it is all too easy for blame to be 
shifted, and responsibility evaded. It is difficult to maintain the momentum of 
campaigning if the targets are constantly moving. This thirteenth rule has also been 
contentious, however. Personalizing a target might have the benefit of sharpening a 
campaign’s focus, but at the potential cost of scapegoating particular individuals. 
This might also depoliticize the underlying issues rather than unravelling the 
structural causes of social problems. 

Alinsky’s critics include those from the left of the political spectrum (uncomfortable 
with his populism) as well as those from the right (uncomfortable with his use of 
conflict). While Alinsky-style organizing developed the use of militant conflict tactics, 
Alinsky’s own political analysis was most definitely not rooted in a Marxist analysis of 
structural conflicts in capitalist societies. Alinsky identified the power differentials 
between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ just as he identified the need to challenge 
racial discrimination. But he remained deeply sceptical about political ideologies in 
general and about Marxist approaches to class politics in particular. 

Many paid community workers would also be uncomfortable with playing the role Ed 
Chambers gives to Community Organisers – comparing their relationship to 
volunteer leaders to that of doctors to patients, lawyers to clients or coaches to 
athletes.  Community workers are more likely to talk about being facilitators or 
enablers than leaders or organisers. 
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In Rules for Radicals and its sister book, Reveille for Radicals, Alinsky affirmed his 
own commitment to working for the great American dream – the dream of the 
American Revolution – for a democratic, free (market) society. As Henderson and 
Salmon pointed out, the IAF has ‘drawn upon a tradition of “populism” in the USA, 
going back to the late nineteenth century’ and that ‘these values continue to survive 
in a society where there is also a strong attachment to a “shoestring-to-riches” 
philosophy’. . While continuing to question Alinsky’s American populism Rules for 
Radicals is relevant reading for its style and humour as well as for its thought 
provoking challenges. 

 London Citizens 47 

The most concrete legacy of the Alinsky in the UK is probably London Citizens and 
its associated organisations and campaigns. The route to the creation of London 
Citizens and before that TELCO (the East London Citizens Organisation) was via 
frustration that the Church of England’s 1985 Faith in the City report was not being 
acted on. As a result, some people went to Chicago for inspiration.  

In 1994, the Citizen Organising Foundation was invited to come to East London to 
begin recruiting members into a new broad-based community organisation. By 1996 
the organisation was ready to launch and the prospective member organisations 
chose the name TELCO (The East London Communities Organisation). TELCO’s 
launch in November 1996 was attended by over 1300 people. The event was 
attended by the late Cardinal Hume. Both Bishop Victor Guazelli, Catholic Bishop for 
East London, and Bishop Roger Sainsbury, Anglican Bishop of Barking, were 
present as were two of the key individuals who had invited COF to begin working in 
London. TELCO ran a number of local campaigns which proved the efficacy of 
COF’s model of building power for action amongst diverse communities. By 2000 
there was growing interest in establishing similar networks to TELCO across London. 
TELCO’s trustees transferred to the new London Citizens organisation in 2002. In 
2003 South London Citizens held its first assembly. In September 2005 West 
London Citizens started. 

London Citizens now has more than 250 organisations in membership and is 
believed to be the largest community organisation in Europe. The organisations 
include many faith-based groups, education institutions and trade unions.  It is 
funded by members, grant giving bodies and by individual donors. 

It currently has five campaigns: 

• Living Wage 
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• Safer Streets 

• Affordable Housing 

• Strangers into Citizens 

• London Governance 
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 The dogmas of the quiet past 48: Direct Action and Grassroots 
Democracy in contemporary Britain 

 

At the conference in May 2009, both in plenary sessions and in workshops, 
participants considered many issues raised by Alinsky’s work and legacy 

 Never do for others what they can do for themselve s49:  Representative 
democracy and participatory democracy 

Jonathan Freedland, opening the conference pointed out the timeliness of the 
conference: planned before the election of Barack Obama but taking place when 
people are in despair with parliamentary democracy. (The conference took place as 
details of MPs Expenses claims were being made public). 

John Eversley and Maurice Glasman pointed out that many of Alinsky’s ideas on 
democracy and participation anticipated the Third Way communitarians by 50 years 
in suggesting that both the State and the Market threaten the autonomous 
institutions of society and that   citizen participation is the animating spirit and force 
in society based on voluntarism (Rules) … and in Reveille: quoting Gunnar Myrdal 
(1944) on the abstention of common citizens from the government of their 
communities.  

Maurice Glasman highlighted a possible relationship between representative 
democracy with the ACORN project under (Bill) Clinton paying people to vote. 

Hilary Wainwright talked about the explosion of the unfinished democratic revolution. 
Thomas Paine and John Stuart Mill had identified the problem centuries ago of how 
do you develop a mechanism of accountability in a country of millions? At a time 
when MPs are looking upwards and inwards there are many examples of action to 
extend democracy 

·  The Scottish parliament, without getting overly romantic about it, at least 
mentions the sharing of power with local government in its introduction and 
this is a step forward. On the other hand when Communities Secretary Hazel 
Blears offered a community kitty to the community to control. This was £45k - 
about the same size as the amount she made on her tax free capital gains!  
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·  The Car Components workers in Belfast who re-negotiated redundancy terms 
after picketing the Ford showrooms and the McLibel Two. Literally and 
metaphorically, they found spaces to occupy. In both cases they used the 
leverage of the brand.  

·  The Luton New Deal for Communities has been an experiment in micro-
redistribution. A crucial part of their success was using a pre-existing 
autonomous organisation. 

·  Trade Union and Community alliances including Defend Council Housing   

·  The Newcastle City Council campaign against the privatisation of ICT services 
which led to an in-house services bid which used the savings achieved to 
improve services.50 

In all these cases bargaining power was being built up not just with industrial or 
cultural strength but also with popular support in the community. 

 Organisation for whom? Haves, Have Some and Have N ots 
A number of participants were concerned as to whether activism and popular 
movements could become instruments of the oppression of minorities and 
marginalised groups: when people are sovereign they might get it wrong and, for 
example, vote for the BNP or Berlusconi.  Some people felt that it was that 
democracy implies the right to be wrong.  Hilary Wainwright argued that if you have 
no right to be wrong, you have no rights at all.  Others added that the dangers could 
be mitigated in various ways: 

·  Recognising that people have multiple identities and using them to relate to a 
wider range of people: being a Benny King, the  Drifters and a local football 
supporter well as a trade unionist 

·  Argument is the route to truth (John Milton): we should not ignore the people 
we disagree with  

·  Electoral reform and more elections 

One example of action discussed was to start a residents association which will hold 
a street party and acknowledge traditional ‘English’ social customs in a way that 
makes people feel that they are not outsiders excluded from all the things that seem 
to have status.  A multiplicity of voices is important even when we feel that they do 
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not all represent us. Faith groups are part of this, but don’t have a monopoly on what 
is important. A multiplicity can only happen if there are a lot of people doing their own 
thinking and deciding to do something about the parts that matter to them. That is 
what grassroots action is about.   

 Communities of interest or physical communities 
In Rules Alinsky says the word “community” means community of interests not 
physical communities. He said the exception is ethnic ghettos where racial 
segregation has resulted in physical communities that coincide with their 
communities of interest. A number of discussions focused on the nature of 
communities as communities of interest, face-to-face, shared physical space or 
virtual communities.  For example the workshop on faith and organising discussed 
the lived experience of many people who do not have contact with people who live in 
the same geographical area, let alone feel part of a local community.  Furthermore 
there are times when people are not (may even not want to be) in close contact with 
physical neighbours but this may change over time and as relationship of household 
members e.g. children may change and draw people into closer contact. There was 
a general view that place is important but that other things also matter, that different 
levels of the ‘local’ matter in different ways. There are issues of resources as well as 
structures at neighbourhood, borough and regional level.   

No matter at what level one works, there is also the cost of being with other people. 
In the absence of paying that cost to get some local/close physical neighbourhood 
interconnection, you may get more ‘Baby ‘P’ events, where people do not or cannot 
intervene to protect vulnerable people when official services are not managing to 
reach them.     Virtual communities may be useful for connecting people sometimes, 
but at others, they allow people to withdraw too easily. 

�

 Action is to the organisation as oxygen is to the b ody 51 

After some initial questioning about whether there was much Direct Action not only 
did many individual examples of direct action emerge but different types: 

 Specific examples: 

The Climate Camp at Bishopsgate 

NATO Protests in Brussels 

Guerrilla gardening 

The revival of squatting 
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Community Schools 

Cultural affirmation: celebrating Black Minority Ethnic, Refugee, Gay or Disability 
cultures such as ‘Who Shot Pudsey Bear?’ 

Plane Stupid! 

 Types of direct action and issues 

Participants identified various forms of direct action: 

·  Informal autonomous movements 

·  Instrumental actions where the audience or the target is central 

·  More expressive events which are developmental experiences for the 
participants. 

During the NATO 60th Birthday protests these different kinds of action were 
apparent   with a very well-organised civil disobedience camp of 3000 people on the 
outskirts of the city which, while de-escalating the violence, also blockaded the main 
roads; the Black Rock group which was involved in more direct confrontations with 
the police and burnt down buildings and a silent vigil which was seen by the 
demonstrators but not by the public.   

There are gender issues about direct action which need to be explored: the 
expectation that women will behave passively and that men will be aggressive which 
conditions the behaviour of both demonstrators and the police both in conforming 
and challenging expectations e.g. by women making a point of not running away 
they may be both perceived as both challenging an expectation or engaging in 
macho behaviour; the kinds of violence women demonstrators experience is often 
different to that of men including harassment and innuendo and the behaviour of 
women police officers.  Another example of unresolved gender issues was the 
protests about the occupation of Gaza. A Women and Children’s march encountered 
opposition both from the Stop the War Coalition and from the police. 

 All Action is ambiguous: never 100% good or bad 52 

Despite Alinsky not addressing gender discrimination explicitly, Cynthia Cockburn 
suggested that Alinsky’s approach is relevant to linking the types of issues. He was 
concerned with the relationship between ends and means and the contradictions or 
tensions between the world as it is and is it should be are creative. We may try to be 
‘pre-figurative’, using means that reflect ends but not always succeed. It is also not 
just tension between means and ends - it could also be a tension about ends: do we 
want to end up with a masculine or patriarchal state? 
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 Trade unions 

Chris Kaufman from Unite said there were 100,000 workers in his Group in the 
union. There are a quarter of a million migrant workers, often itinerant. In Worcester 
and Hereford alone there are 4000 Lithuanians and Poles picking strawberries, often 
living 5-10 in a caravan in conditions like bonded labour.  The supermarkets 
eventually conceded recognition rights not out of the goodness of their hearts but 
because it was in their self interest. 

Among existing members in the meat industry, initially there was hostility to migrant 
works. They were seen as creating tensions, not understanding the culture and 
undercutting pay and there was a view that they should all be sent home. Clearly 
that wasn’t going to happen because the employers wanted them. Chris didn’t want 
to be the one to tell the members and employers that they had to treat the migrant 
workers equally – they had to come to that conclusion themselves and they did. As a 
result of the campaign membership in the meat industry is up by 10,000. 

Maurice Glasman added that the Unite Union was thinking of re branding its Local 
Organisers as Community Organisers on the Alinsky model. 

 The world has always had two kinds of changers: so cial 
changers and money changers 53: Independent Action 

The experience of some participants was that they had the choice of whether to 
accept government money or not. Gerry German from his experience of working with 
children excluded from schools, talked about self-help being taken over by 
government sponsored projects. He asked if we are able to resist seduction and 
bribery? On the other hand Shu Pao Lim working with frail older Chinese people and 
finding it hard to get money, asked how she could meet their needs without state 
money? 

The An-Nisa Society was set up in 1985 to cater for the welfare of Muslim families. In 
2007 it accepted money for Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE) from the Pathfinder 
fund in the hope of using it to address some of the dire needs of its community. But 
from the start they had grave concerns about this funding being packaged in the 
name of countering terrorism. However in retrospect they feel they did not really 
understand the full implications of the Prevent Strategy and what the government’s 
intentions were. They now see the PVE approach as placing the entire blame for 
terrorism on the Muslim community with the funding as an instrument for gathering 
intelligence and shifting all responsibilities from government and other institutions. 54 
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 Rights to be valued have to be fought for not give n55 

Roisin Cavanagh from the British Institute of Human Rights argued for educational 
projects to let people know about their rights and how they can assert them. Alinsky 
argued that politics was the opposite of violence but participants in the conference 
questioned whether ‘politics’ was possible – an echo of Hillary Rodham’s idea of the 
gadfly against overwhelming odds.  

One participant asked whether Alinsky’s tactics were relevant for all kinds of power – 
political, economic and military, for example in the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
Another person raised the same question in relation to Colombia where for some 
young refugees the question was whether to train to defend themselves in a military 
way in order to change things there. For some people using violence to stop war is a 
contradiction. For others using a measure of force to stop worse events is legitimate. 
People disagreed about whether destruction of property, for example is ‘violence’ 

Alinsky’s framework of ethics may be relevant to considering these issues: 

·  Are there alternatives to the means proposed or used? 

·  Are the means proportionate to the ends? 

·  How predictable are the consequences? 

·  What is the impact of the means on the participants - who pays the price of 
civil disobedience, for example? 

 Pockets of Power: Faith and organising 

The IAF does not organise congregations because of any high moral reasoning but 
because they are pockets of power with leadership and roots in local communities56 

Leah Levene remembered a period when community workers did not work with faith 
organisations. A rabbi who did not attend the conference commented afterwards that 
it was refreshing that congregations were now recognised as communities, 
remembering times when communities were largely seen as locality-based. 

Abdur Rahman from the Radical Middle Way talked about how Alinsky’s message 
had become purified and honed and quite visionary. On the south side of Chicago an 
inner city Muslim Action Network has been active. 
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The workshop on faith and organising discussed whether a faith identity or 
motivation was sufficient to sustain the commitment of the individual. It was generally 
felt more was needed. One faith inspired organisation that runs services had a 
scheme that had an approach looking at the four areas of Motivation, Inputs, 
Methods and Outputs for each proposed piece of work. They also felt that getting 
volunteers to understand their own motivation was a good development for them 
regardless of their inspiration.  It is important to avoiding creating situations where 
people who take part in activities might suffer manipulation or abuse.  

There was some discussion about whether the provision of funding through the 
government‘s ‘Face to Face and Side by Side’ was leading to non-religious bodies 
being unable to get the resources they needed to do work. The consensus seemed 
to be that a lot of faith groups were excluded from state funding until recently, which 
meant that a significant section of the community was not allowed to action its 
projects.  The new fund is just allowing a catch up.   All funding has its price.  For 
faith groups this may mean that more attention needed to be paid to equalities, 
especially in relation to women and to LGBT people.  Association with strong 
prejudices was one of the reasons that some people resented faith groups accessing 
funds.   A better equilibrium should not necessarily unbalance the prospects of non 
faith groups getting funding. 

 Technology: Instruments of the Devil? 

Ed Chambers described the products of the electronic revolution as 'instruments of 
the devil to keep us powerless'. 57 The Obama campaign might disagree. It used 
web2 technology very effectively. The G20 protests in London showed how protest 
could be organised quickly and unpredictably using the internet and mobile phones 
as well as holding the police to account by mobile phone footage: sour surveillance’ 
or surveillance from below. At the same time the new technology is being used for 
surveillance and control from above. 

The Unite campaign on migrant workers used a person dressed as giant strawberry. 
The campaign   against Marks and Spencer also showed how the internet could be 
used alongside more familiar forms of direct action such as the Giant Chicken which 
stalked the boss of M & S, Stuart Rose (personalise and polarise’). Through its 
affiliation to the international Union of Food Workers a fast moving operation was 
able to outpace the company’s measures to stop a google cyber war that made a 
chicken pop up when a person accessed M&S website. The campaign techies kept 
re-inventing the chicken when M&S managed to delete it from their site. Every time 
anyone went to the company’s website they got a message from the union – 26,000 
hits on the first day alone. They were also able to organise pickets in Moscow and 
Jakarta. 
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Maurice Glasman argued, however, that face to face action is essential, that a virtual 
community was not necessarily a virtuous community and that some of the G20 
protests handed back legitimacy to the state and banks. 

 An Action is a Public Drama 58: The arts as an engine of social change 

A number of examples were discussed: 

·  Jenny Harris and John Turner talked about work they have been involved in 
over the last forty years. As far back as the 1970s a community theatre show 
was used as a catalyst to start a Claimants Union in Liverpool. In Deptford a 
song was the focus of a direct action campaign about pulling a housing block 
down was involving a sit-down protest on a road. A campaign against the 
National Front was based on a play about the history of the Second World 
War. A march through Lewisham by the National Front was stopped and they 
were not elected to the council but the Albany Theatre where the play had 
been staged was burnt down. More recently John has been working with the 
Copenhagen project in Kings Cross.  

·  Dan Jones talked about a project which he had done on young people’s rights 
on arrest which was smuggled into schools – guerrilla theatre. 

·  Involving artists in multi faith discussions worked when the language used 
was art itself. Artists from different faith backgrounds worked well together on 
a joint installation and were able to explore different perspectives and 
influences through this medium.   

·  The Radical Middle Way uses theatre in work with young Muslims during a 
thirty week course, based on the idea of Forum Theatre developed by 
Augusto Boal. They have also been touring with hip hop and rap using 
headline acts from the United States who are from the same communities as 
the target audience. 

There is a danger that theatre can become too instrumental: boring, preaching 
propaganda. If people are involved in the activity and learning it can be very 
successful but it is hard to get bottom up funding. Too often now funded drama 
work is a tool for personal, individual development e.g. anger management rather 
than a tool for collective action. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
58� �'���;�	
�G�'�&����������



�

�

(/

 

 Conclusion 
In conclusion, there was broad agreement both in emphasising the potential value of 
understanding Alinsky’s approach and in emphasising that this was not the only 
approach to non-violent direct action. The importance of organising for non-violent 
direct action was greater than ever, it was stressed, in the current context, taking 
account of communities of locality, and of communities of identity, including identities 
based upon faith. It was, in addition, it was argued, more important than ever to build 
alliances across sectors and approaches, given the challenges posed by public 
policies rooted in neo-liberalism, both in Britain and internationally.   The organisers 
thanked all the speakers and all the participants and agreed to explore ways of 
making the conference proceedings more widely available. There was a particular 
vote of thanks to the organisers at the London Civic Forum and London Metropolitan 
University.  
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JONATHAN FREEDLAND  

Jonathan Freedland writes a weekly column for The Guardian. He is also a regular 
contributor to The New York Times and The New York Review of Books, and 
presents BBC Radio 4’s contemporary history series, The Long View. He was 
named 'Columnist of the Year' in the 2002 What the Papers Say awards and in 2008 
was awarded the David Watt Prize for Journalism.  

He has also published five books, including three best-selling thrillers under the 
name Sam Bourne. 

 

JOHN EVERSLEY 

John is Senior Lecturer in Voluntary and Community Organisations, London 
Metropolitan University where he leads the Masters in Organisation and Community 
Development.  He is also Senior Lecturer in the School of Community and Health 
Sciences at City University and runs a not-for-profit research company, ppre Limited.  

John’s previous roles have included working as a community worker, grant giver and 
voluntary sector commissioning in local government, NHS and charitable trusts and 
has worked for the trade union movement.  He has also been an adviser to various 
central government departments, NHS bodies, local government and voluntary 
organisations on equalities. He has also been an activist in local, national and 
international campaigns.  

 

ANDREW WAKEFIELD  

Andrew has chaired Merton Chamber of Commerce since 1999.During that time he 
has overseen the merger with Merton Enterprise Agency and the creation of South 
West London's leading business support agency. He represents business on the 
Merton Partnership and is a director of South London Business. He has extensive 
involvement in regeneration work.  

He has been involved with London Civic Forum since its launch. A founding director, 
he was treasurer from 2003-05 and has been the chair since 2005. 

 A Londoner all his life, he is a keen supporter of Crystal Palace FC and Surrey 
County Cricket and also enjoys cycling and walking his dog on Wimbledon Common. 
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DR MAURICE GLASMAN 

Dr Maurice Glasman is Director of the Faith and Citizenship Programme and senior 
lecturer in political theory at London Metropolitan University. He has, in partnership 
with Dr Luke Bretherton at King’s College London, been awarded a three year Arts 
and Humanities Research Council Grant to study religion and politics in London. His 
research interests focus on the relationship between citizenship and faith and the 
limits of the market. He is an acknowledged international authority on the work of 
Karl Polanyi.  
 
Dr Maurice Glasman was born in Walthamstow and went to JFS Comprehensive 
School and Cambridge University where he studied Modern History. From there he 
went to the University of York to do a Masters in Political Philosophy and did his 
Doctorate in the European University Institute in Florence. His Doctorate, 
Unnecessary Suffering, was published in 1996.  
 

DINAH COX  

 

Dinah Cox OBE became the founding Executive Director of the first UK-wide 
women’s fund Rosa in August 2008. With its mission to tackle the issues that women 
and girls face in the UK today and create change with them and the communities in 
which they live, Rosa would like to see a society where there is equality and justice 
for all women. It aims to deliver this by acting as a champion and advocate, 
promoting funding for women’s initiatives, and as a fund-raiser and grant giver. 
Dinah studied social policy at South Bank University and the London School of 
Economics. With over ten years experience in influencing and developing social 
policy including as Chief Executive at ROTA, a London race equality think tank and 
as Director of Strategy at the London Voluntary Services Council, she is committed 
to seeing social change put in to action.  

Prior to her policy-related roles Dinah worked in a number of charities focused on 
services for homeless individuals. As someone committed to delivery of positive 
outcomes she is engaged in a number of areas as well as paid employment such as 
sitting as a Commissioner on the London Child Poverty Commission. She is Vice 
Chair of the Safer London Foundation and Chair of the Foundations grants 
committee, as well as a board member of the Wembley National Stadium Trust. 
Dinah is a fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and her other main commitment is her 
son Max. 
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JENNY HARRIS  

Jenny Harris is a passionate advocate and producer of arts in the community. She 
ran a ground breaking arts and action centre in Deptford which became the flag 
bearer for community theatre. She also developed plans for a purpose-built centre 
that opened as the New Albany and proposed the idea, located the site and 
developed the plans for what is now Greenwich Picture House. She set up and ran 
Circus Senso – an international touring jazz-funk animal-free circus, created Seeding 
A Network – a pioneering scheme for arts practitioners in Central and Eastern 
Europe, developed a UK wide project training Black and minority ethnic artists to 
work within the education sector and worked in New York pioneering an inner city 
arts programme.  

Until recently, Jenny was Director of Education and Training at the National Theatre 
where she produced over 30 shows that toured nationally, a wide ranging 
programme of national and international arts in education programmes and Art of 
Regeneration – a cutting edge, unique culture-led social regeneration programme. 

 

CYNTHIA COCKBURN 

Cynthia is a feminist researcher and writer, based at City University London. She is 
active internationally and in the London group of Women in Black against War, a 
feminist anti militarist network. She has been involved in women's activities in the 
anti militarist movement since the early eighties. Her research theme is gender in the 
processes of war-making and peace-making, and her publications on this topic 
include The Space Between Us: Negotiating Gender and National Identities in 
Conflict (1998), The Line: Women, Partition and the Gender Order in Cyprus (2004) 
and From Where We Stand: War, Women's Activism and Feminist Analysis (2007) 
all published by Zed Books. With Dubravka Zarkov she co-edited The Post-war 
Moment: Militaries, Masculinities and International Peacekeeping - Bosnia and 
Netherlands (2002 Lawrence and Wishart). 

http://www.cynthiacockburn.org/ 

 

HARMANDER SINGH 

in addition to his day job as Development Worker for the Faiths Forum for London 
(FFL) with the London Civic Forum, Harmander is an Honorary Fellow of University 
of East London; Justice of the Peace since 1993; Co-founder and subsequently the 
Principal Adviser to Sikhs in England (pioneering the concept of Internet based 
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social policy think-tank since the mid 1990’s). He has been an active participant in 
the development of Community Cohesion issues. Harmander has also been an 
Independent Assessor for the Lottery, held several Corporate and Strategic Policy 
roles during his 24 years in local government. Chair of the National Sikh Security 
Forum and member of the Central Independent (and Safeguarding 
Children) Advisory Group to the Metropolitan Police with additional laid 
advisory/inspection roles in education, Social Services and Health.  

He updates the Asian Manifesto prior to significant Elections and has drafted the 25 
year Community Development Plan for the UK Sikh community. Occasional lecturer 
on Faith and Political Action and current affairs radio broadcaster to the Asian 
community. Trustee/Director of several Charities including Feltham Community 
Chaplaincy Trust, Valentines Mansion and the Faith Based Regeneration Network 
(FbRN), Author of several capacity building publications aimed at voluntary/faith led 
organisations and NIACE trainer on similar topics. A personal motivator and trainer 
to many including the world’s oldest marathon runner (now 97) and record holder, 
oldest marathon relay team (average age 82) and Britain's oldest worker Buster 
Martin (102), Harmander ran his 25th consecutive London Marathon in April. 

 

CHRIS KAUFMAN 

Chris is National Secretary for rural, food an agricultural workers for Unite the Union.  
They have over 100,000 members in this sector including farm, forestry and 
horticultural workers, the meat industry and food processing and many others.  In the 
public sector he speaks for support staff in colleges and universities and the 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission gardeners, a member of the Gangmasters 
Licensing Authority, Health & Safety Executive Agriculture Industry Committee and 
the Agricultural Wages Board.  His group includes many migrant workers and low 
paid workers.  Also on the International Union of Foodworkers and European, Food, 
Agriculture and Tourism international committees. 

Previously he was Public Services National Officer and before that Head of 
Campaigns and Communications, Editor of the T&G Record and the Landworker.  
Rejoices of being a founder member of the Stand By Me Club. 

  

HILARY WAINWRIGHT 

Hilary is Research Director of the New Politics Programme at the Transnational 
Institute and editor of Red Pepper, a popular British new left magazine. She is also 
Senior Research Associate at the International Centre for Participation Studies at the 
Department for Peace Studies, University of Bradford, UK, and an Honorary Fellow 
in Sociology at Manchester University, UK. Her books include Reclaim the State: 
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Adventures in Popular Democracy (Verso/TNI, 2003) and Arguments for a New Left: 
Answering the Free Market Right (Blackwell, 1993). She has written for The 
Guardian, The Nation, New Statesman, Open Democracy, Carta, Il Manifesto and El 
Viejo Topo, as well as appearing as a commentator on BBC1, BBC Radio 4 and the 
BBC World Service.  

She has been a Senior Research Fellow at the International Labour Studies Centre, 
University of Manchester; a Research Fellow at the Centre for the Study of Global 
Governance at the London School of Economics, at Durham University and at the 
Open University, UK; Visiting Professor at the University of California, Los Angeles; 
and a Visiting Scholar at the Havens Center, University of Wisconsin, Madison and 
at Todai University, Tokyo. Wainwright also founded the Popular Planning Unit of the 
Greater London Council during the Thatcher years, and was convenor of the new 
economics working group of the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly from 1989 to 1994. She 
was awarded an Honorary Doctorate by the University of Huddersfield, UK in 2007.  

MARJ MAYO 

Professor Marj Mayo is a reader in the Department of Professional and Community 
Education (PACE) at Goldsmiths University of London. Her research interests have 
been concerned with community development and adult community education, with 
a current focus upon community participation in urban regeneration. Marjorie's 
publications include: 

�  Communities and Caring: The Mixed Economy of Welfare (1994),  
�  Imagining Tomorrow: Adult Education for Transformation (1997), 
�  Community Empowerment: A Reader in Participation and Development 

(1995) with Gary Craig and 
�  Cultures, Communities, Identities (Palgrave 2000), Global Citizens: social 

movements and the challenge of globalization (2005) 
 

Also facilitating were: 

PHILIP PEARSON: Senior Policy Officer in the TUC’s Economic & Social Affairs 
Department. Responsible for work on '�������������,����	��������	��
��	���  
http://www.touchstoneblog.org.uk/author/philip-pearson/ 

HUMERA KHAN co-founded the An-Nisa, Muslim women's organisation in Brent 
over twenty years ago and speaks and writes on wide variety of subjects, particularly 
of importance to Muslim women: http://www.humerakhan.com/ 

EMMA GINN works for Medical Justice.  Medical Justice is a network of volunteers 
who expose and challenge medical abuse in immigration detention. 
http://www.medicaljustice.org.uk/component/option,com_frontpage/Itemid,1/ 
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Reading list 

Alinsky, Saul D. (1946) Reveille for Radicals. (1969 edn.), New York: Random 
House.; communication; beginnings; tactics; the way ahead. 

Alinsky, Saul D. (1971) Rules for Radicals. A pragmatic primer for realistic 
radicals (1972 edn), New York: Vintage.  

Horwitt, Sanford D. (1989) Let Them Call Me Rebel: Saul Alinsky, His Life and 
Legacy. New York: Knopf. 

Seal, Mike (2008) Saul Alinsky, community organizing and rules for radicals', the 
encyclopaedia of informal education. [www.infed.org/thinkers/alinsky.htm]. 

Websites 

Interview with Saul Alinsky, published in Playboy in 1972. The interview is in twelve 
parts. The entire text is copied onto one page, here.  

Website devoted to a documentary about Saul Alinsky and his legacy, Democratic 
Promise.  

Some excerpts from Reveille for Radicals.  

Mark E. Santow: Saul Alinsky and the dilemmas of race in the post-war city - 
ScholarlyCommon@Penn (University of Pennsylvania).  

'Democrats and the Legacy of Activist Saul Alinsky'. The NPR host Robert Siegel 
discusses Alinsky's legacy with biographer Sanford Horwitt. At issue is that 
Democratic Presidential candidates Hillary Rodham Clinton and Barack Obama 
claim to be influenced by Saul Alinsky.  

Saul Alinsky and the industrial areas foundation (progress.org) 

Saul Alinsky, The American Radical from the Free Range Activism Website  

Saul Alinsky - latter-rain.com - reproduces the prologue from Rules for Radicals. 

Glasman, Maurice: http://theschooloflife.typepad.com/the_school_of_life/politics/ 
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DVDS 

The Democratic Promise: Saul Alinsky and his Legacy   
Narrated by Alec Baldwin. Produced by Chicago Video Project and Media 
Process Educational Films. 1999.  

$30 to purchase for educational use. They only accept checks or money orders 
made out to Chicago Video Project. 

Send to Bruce Orenstein @ Chicago Video Project, 1225 W. Morse Ave, Suite 

309 Chicago, IL 60626 

cvp@chicagovideo.com 

Saul Alinsky Went to War 
National Film Board of Canada 
 
Saul Alinsky Went to War , this film is available for purchase in DVD format at 
155 EUR for educational use, plus 10 EUR for airmail shipping. 

They accept American Express, Visa and MasterCard, checks and money orders 
(payable to the Receiver General for Canada). They recommend that you do not 
send your credit card information by email.  They are willing to contact you by 
phone.  

 By mail: 

You may send a check or money order (payable to the Receiver General for 
Canada). 

NATIONAL FILM BOARD OF CANADA 

Sales and Customer Service D-10 

P.O. Box 6100 

Station Centre-ville 

Montreal, QC H3C 3H5 

 

Michael Shu M.Shu@nfb.ca 

 

 



�

�

9�

 ����
�
�����������
����������
��
���
Newman College, Birmingham 

http://www.newman.ac.uk/Courses/higher_degree/?pg=1576 

Contact Mike Seal, Course Leader 

London Metropolitan University 

MSC Organisation and Community Development 
http://www.londonmet.ac.uk/pgprospectus/courses/organisation-and-community-
development.cfm 

Contact John Eversley Course leader  

Also Foundation Degree (Individual and Community Empowerment) and 
Undergraduate degree (Community Sector Management)  
http://www.londonmet.ac.uk/depts/dass/subjectareas/communitydevelopment/ 

Goldsmiths College University of London 

http://www.gold.ac.uk/pace/community-work/ 

Contact Marj Mayo 
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Citizenship Organisations 

·  Active Citizenship Centre- www.active-citizen.org.uk  
·  British Council- www.britishcouncil.org  
·  Charter 88- www.charter88.org.uk  
·  Citizenship Foundation- www.citizenshipfoundation.org.uk  
·  Community Action Networks- www.can-online.org.uk  
·  Community Development Foundation- www.cdf.org.uk  
·  Electoral Reform Society- www.electoral-reform.org.uk  
·  Epolitix- www.epolitix.com  
·  Hansard Society- www.hansardsociety.org.uk  
·  Institute for Citizenship- www.citizen.org.uk  
·  Involve- www.involve.org.uk  
·  London Citizens- www.londoncitizens.org.uk  
·  Make Votes Count- www.makevotescount.org.uk  
·  My Society- www.mysociety.org  
·  New Politics Network- www.new-politics.com  
·  Open Democracy- www.opendemocracy.net  
·  Operation Black Vote- www.obv.org.uk  
·  The Young Foundation- www.youngfoundation.org.uk  
·  Urban Forum- www.urbanforum.org.uk  

Children and Young People's Participation 

·  UK Youth Parliament- www.ukyp.org.uk  
·  National Youth Agency- www.nya.org.uk  
·  Children & Young People's Newsletter- 

www.london.gov.uk/mayor/children/newsletter  
·  Young London- www.london.gov.uk/young-london/index.jsp  
·  Independent Academic Research Studies- www.iars.org.uk  
·  Envision- www.envision.org.uk  
·  National Council for Voluntary Youth Services- www.ncvys.org.uk  

Corporate Citizenship 

·  Business in the Community- www.bitc.org.uk  
·  London First- www.london-first.co.uk  
·  Cultural Industries Development Agency- www.cida.co.uk  
·  Think London- www.thinklondon.com  

Think Tanks/Academic Research Units 

·  Centre for Civil Society- www.lse.ac.uk/collections/CCS/Default.htm  
·  Constitution Unit- www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/  
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·  Council for Education in World Citizenship- 
http://www.citizenshipfoundation.org.uk/main/news.php?n645http://www.cewc.org/  

Other Useful Political Links 

·  Electoral Commission- www.electoralcommission.gov.uk  
·  Official Documents- www.official-documents.co.uk  
·  London Assembly Meetings- www.london.gov.uk/assembly/meetings.jsp  
·  London Plan & London Economy- www.london.gov.uk/mayor/economic_unit/  

London Initiatives 

·  London Week of Peace- www.weekofpeace.org.uk  
·  Children in London- www.london.gov.uk/mayor/children  
·  Better Food in London- www.lda.gov.uk/londonfood  

 

 

 

About London Civic Forum 

Through our constitution, we are committed to “advance the education of young 
people and adults within Greater London, in particular but not exclusively, in 
democracy and in the practice and procedure of regional government by promoting 
the involvement of individuals and communities in social, economic, environmental, 
cultural and political discussion on a non-partisan basis and encouraging informed 
debate by supporting participation in public democratic decision making”.  
 

Our overall aim is: 

�  To increase and improve civic participation in London  
 

Specific aims 

�  To enable a wider range of Londoners to participate in London’s democracy 
�  To build a community of people committed to inclusive engagement 
�  To support our members in influencing policy issues of general concern  
 

Objectives 

�  To promote civic engagement to decision and policy makers and communities 
�  To offer learning and networking opportunities on citizenship & policy themes 
�  To provide information and advice on London’s governance 
�  To scrutinise the work of institutions involved in London governance 



�

�

99

�  To reduce barriers to participation in London governance processes 
�  To contribute to policy debates and consultations 
�

We are a network of 1300 full member organisations and associate individual 
members, from the capital’s private, public and not-for-profit sectors. We count within 
our membership a wide range of community organisations, black, Asian and minority 
ethnic groups, faith groups, disabled people’s organisations, young people’s 
organisations, older people’s groups, disabled and lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender people’s groups. Our members are based across all of Greater London 
in every London borough. 
 
Our members include colleges, hospitals, trade unions, chambers of commerce, 
large corporates, small consultancies, advice providers, campaign groups, big 
charities, local strategic partnerships, community policy consultative groups, training 
providers, help lines, museums, libraries, theatres, city farms, housing associations, 
social enterprises…  
 

The Civic Forum brings these together to strengthen civil society by which we mean 
the people and organisations outside of government and for-profit business that 
strengthen associational life, common values and a space for public debate. We 
work in partnership with other umbrella or second tier organisations in London and 
closely with institutions that have responsibility for the governance of London.  
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