 “Organizing is the process of bringing unconnected people together to work for a common purpose.”

Charles Dobson, The Citizen’s Handbook

By Professor Lorraine Cohen, Department of Social Science

Having graduated Columbia University in New York. Obama made the decision to use his knowledge and skills to help the African-American community in the South Side of Chicago. Saul Alinsky, one of the most teachers of how to organize poor people had been very active in Chicago. Though many people have not heard of the term “organizer”, community, labor and student organizations throughout American history have used organizers to achieve important social reforms. Some organizers are paid, as Obama was, others are volunteers who do the work of organizing because they are committed to bringing about what they define as a necessary or positive reform. Below is an assignment that you can use to help students understand why and how individuals become “organizers.” I have used variations of this assignment in two courses that are part of the Labor and Community Organizing Liberal Arts option, SSS102 Social Movements, SSS103 Introduction to Labor and Community Organizing.

Paper I: Interview an Organizer/Activist/Leader

Dr. Lorraine Cohen      Introduction to Labor and community Organizing

Making contact with the individual being interviewed:

In this paper you will interview a person who has taken on the role of being an organizer, activist or leader in a community, workplace, or school.  When you make contact you can use the following script to help you introduce yourself. This is a guide.

“Hi, I am ____________. I am a student in a course at LaGuardia Community College. One of my assignments is to interview a person who has been a community or labor organizer, advocate, or leader.  Please let me know if you can meet with me. My phone number and email is____The interview will take around 40 minutes. I will try to work around your schedule. 

Thank you.” 

Instructions:

After you interview the person, write up your answers in question and answer form. You may use a tape recorder if the person gives you permission. The words don’t have to be exact but rather capture the meaning of what the person has said.

II. Questions:

1. In what group or organization have you worked as an organizer, activist or a, leader? 

2. What issues was the group attempting to address?

3. What were the goals of the group?

4. Were you employed or were you a volunteer?

5. What was the first time that you remember becoming active or making a decision to join an organization or movement? Explain.

6. Did someone encourage you? Did you just find yourself doing it? Did someone hire you?

7. Do you think your experiences growing up in your family or living within your particular community had anything to do with your choice to become politically active? Explain.

8. What are the most important challenges that you believe are faced by an organizer?

9. Do you think you need a certain type of education to do this job, or is experience the best teacher?

10. What are the types of skills that you think make someone a good organizer?

11.  If you are paid, are you paid well? What kind of hours do you put into organizing?

12. What do you think was the best work that you ever did as an organizer?

13. Have you ever felt “burnt-out?” If so what did you do about it?

14. What is your view about the possibility of bringing about progressive change in the United States, for example less poverty, more equality, less discrimination, more peace in the world etc?

15. What would you tell someone about why you think it is important to organize people around social justice goals?

III. Interpretation 

1. Did doing this interview help you to understand Obama’s choices and his reasons for becoming an organizer? 

2. Did it help you to understand the kind of skills that good organizers develop?

3. After doing this interview, comment on what you think were the most interesting parts of the interview. 

4. What were the most important things that you learned from the interview about the job of an organizer and organizing as career or commitment? What did you learn not only from what was said, but also from what was not said or through facial expression or body language? Did the person show excitement, sadness, disappointment or joy in particular parts of the conversation? Explain.

5. What do you think you will take away from this interview and remember for the future?

