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Chapter Five


Organizing for Family and Congregation?

A Critique of the Political-Theological Vision and Strategy of the Industrial Areas Foundation  

  
With progressive forces everywhere in disarray, the neoliberal right has set about the task of dismantling once and for all what remains of the centralized redistributional mechanisms of the state and the broad range of social welfare and human development activities which the state has supported. As market relations penetrate every sphere of social life, the financial and institutional base of nonmarket, non-state institutions erodes as well, calling into question humanity’s capacity to centralize the resources necessary to pursue its vocation in the cosmos. Never has the question of political strategy been posed with such urgency for the progressive forces. How can we best resist the current onslaught and rebuild for the future? Among the range of strategic alternatives facing progressives is the organizational form known as congregational based organizing. Originally developed by Saul Alinksy and his Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF) in the 1940s, congregation-based organizing has become one of the principal forms of mass political activity in the United States, garnering an ever larger share of the resources invested in organizing by the Catholic hierarchy, the other religious institutions, and the major foundations, including the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. Indeed, the Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago recently committed $1 million for an IAF-led organizing effort in the Chicago metropolitan area. 

  
Is congregation-based organizing the best way to build an organized mass constituency for social justice in the United States? The movement has much to commend it, at least on the surface. It involves large numbers of people --drawn mostly from the working classes-- in the political process. It trains people in the art of politics --building and exercising power-- and provides a “ladder of responsibility” which permits those with leadership potential to play an ever larger role in shaping tactics, strategy, and policy. The movement claims a number of important public policy victories. But perhaps most important, congregation based organizing taps into the reservoir of non-market values and networks conserved by the religious institutions --surely an important resource in the struggle against neoliberalism.  

  
It was these (apparent) strengths which led me, while I was serving as Director of the Justice and Peace Commission for the Catholic Diocese of Dallas between 1988 and 1991, to take a leading role in building a 50-congregation sponsoring committee for an IAF-led organizing effort --at the time one of the largest projects in the IAF network. I was not, to be sure, unaware of the IAF’s limitations. The organization had no explicit critique of the market system --indeed it claimed to have no “ideology” at all. And in spite of seminars for organizers and “theological reflection” sessions for clergy, the IAF seemed to do little to develop the intellectual capacities of its leaders and members. But these seemed like limitations rather than fatal flaws. The IAF was a mass organization, training the people to struggle effectively over more or less immediate demands, not a leadership organization charting the next steps in the human civilizational project. It needed to be challenged to grow, to become more than it was. But this was no reason to withhold support from its organizing initiatives. 

  
I soon found, however, that the IAF was not simply incapable of or uninterested in the task of developing a vision and strategy for a postmarket society, but that the organization actively opposed and in fact attempted to undermine such efforts. It is interesting to note just where the crucial differences emerged. While IAF leaders did not hesitate to engage in red-baiting in the course of their campaign against me, they did not in fact contest the strong critique of the market system which I had been advancing. On the contrary, it would be difficult to fault the IAF on this front, for it everywhere stresses, in a way appropriate to the context, the corrosive impact of market forces on the social fabric generally and public institutions in particular. I recall numerous sessions of the organizers’ seminars devoted to this very topic. It was on the contrary what might at first seem like two rather arcane points of theory and strategy which became the real bone of contention. 

  
The first had to do with the grounds on which we make ethical, and thus political judgments. I was already in the process of developing the fundamental moral theory which I have since set forth in a number of articles and scholarly papers: that our knowledge of the good derives from our knowledge of the order of the universe, something about which we can have more or less adequate, if never final and perfect, knowledge through the use of our rational faculties. This is the traditional Catholic position, but one which has fallen out of favor since the advent of the market system and the resulting crisis of the Scholastic philosophical tradition. When people experience themselves as only externally related atoms they begin to see the universe as a whole in much the same way. Systems of atoms bouncing randomly off of each other have no visible purpose or order of their own, so form or organization must come to matter --if at all-- from the outside, as if by divine decree, or else emerge spontaneously through blind variation and natural selection. This means that judgments of value must be referred to some irrational criterion --faith, tradition, or (the dominant view in our society) personal preference. The resulting ethics (if it can be called that) becomes simply a way of adjudicating competing claims over resources, without making any judgment about the Good as such, humanity’s vocation in the universe, etc. That it becomes difficult, on the basis of such moral theory, to contest the market order, should be readily apparent. The claims of would be redistributors (those of us who would like to reallocate resources from the production of BMWs to basic research, or to the education of inner city children) become merely personal preferences, or at best consequences of personal faith commitments or participation of in a particular tradition --something which carries little authority in a religiously pluralistic society. Indeed, it has been one of my principal criticisms of the dialectical materialist tradition that it lacks an adequate ontological ground for moral judgments so that socialist claims regarding justice begin to appear as simply expressions of collective self-interest. Thus the disintegration of dialectical materialism into various forms of postmodernist nihilism. 

  
I thus set myself the task of re-establishing an ontological ground for ethical judgments --a project the philosophical dimension of which still consumes my best energies. During my time in Dallas, this concern found expression in two main arenas. First, I devoted considerable attention to developing the philosophical and theological, as well as the social-analytic and strategic capacities of both the base organizations and the leadership core which was entrusted to me. At the base level this usually meant workshops on scripture or church documents. I remember one especially successful series in which lay leaders from several Mexican parishes reflected on the nature and purpose of work using the NCCB document “Economic Justice for All.” Not infrequently people who attended these workshops met with vicious attacks at the hands of one of the many right-wing organizations operating in Dallas. In at least one case these attacks turned into physical assaults. But even so the people came, hungry for the intellectual tools they needed to make sense out of their world, and hungrier still for that vision of the Good towards which philosophy leads us. At the leadership level I conducted seminars on such topics as “What is a Good Society?” and “What is the Theological Significance of Political Action?” Especially in the more advanced seminars a wide range of different perspectives was always represented. Second, I began early on to engage the IAF organizing core around this very question, pressing the issue with ever greater intensity at the organizers’ seminars convened by IAF “regional supervisor” Ernesto Cortes. I must admit that I was rather shocked by the reception which I received. While these organizers were more than ready to listen when I suggested an even more radical critique of the market system than their leader, Mr. Cortes, was advancing, my views on moral theory (also a frequent topic of discussion at the seminars) met with contempt and derision. This seemed a rather odd way for organizers in a predominantly Catholic organization to react to a traditionally Catholic position on moral theory. This was especially true given the freedom with which IAF organizers quote Catholic church documents in support of their positions and their pride in pointing out the long friendship between IAF founder Saul Alinsky and Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain. It took me a good, long while to cut through the tangle of half-truths and misrepresentations which the IAF erects around itself and to get at the core of the issue. 

  
I found the key in the works of philosopher Hannah Arendt --one of the names which appears most frequently when senior IAF organizers are pressed to cite key intellectual influences. At the very core of Arendt’s political theory is a sharp distinction between labor, work and action. By labor she means the physical, biological, and economic processes which are necessary to sustain life. Labor leaves nothing behind except life itself, and perhaps the freedom of another (the master) to engage in work or action. By work she means the process of producing objects which possess some permanence, serve some purpose beyond themselves, and which are executed in accord with some pre-conceived plan. Work is an intrinsically teleological process. By action she means the disclosure of the subject in relationship with other subjects --a process which unlike labor or work directly presupposes the presence of others, which, consequently has a characteristic frailty, and the outcome of which is always uncertain (Arendt 1958). 

  
Arendt criticizes the entire tradition of Western political philosophy from Plato though Marx, which, she says, understands politics as a form of fabrication or work rather than as the quintessential form of action.  


Plato and Aristotle elevated lawmaking and city building to the highest rank in political life ... because they wished to turn against politics and against action. To them, legislating and the execution of decisions by vote are the most legitimate political activities because in them men “act like craftsmen:” The results of their action is a tangible product, and its process has a clearly recognizable end. This is no longer, or rather, not yet action (praxis) properly speaking, but making (poiesis) which they prefer because of its greater reliability. It is as though they had said that if men only renounce their capacity for action, with its futility, boundlessness, and uncertainty of outcome, there could be a remedy for the frailty of human affairs (Arendt 1958: 195). 

  
The tradition which Arendt criticizes, of course, reaches its consummation, in the work of Marx, for whom the transformation of the working class from mere makers of physical objects into the conscious makers of history constitutes the highest possible level of human development. We should note that this is a dimension of Marxist theory which Catholic Social Teaching qualifies but does not reject. For Catholic doctrine, human beings make history precisely because they participate in God’s own creative activity. For Arendt on the other hand, and for the IAF, politics is an end in itself, a form of human activity which serves no higher purpose than the disclosure of the human subject in community with one’s peers. Politics and thus human history have no τελoσ, no purpose or direction, and thus cannot be made. This implies, of course, that moral theory has no ground outside of or beyond the political process itself. For less developed leaders --those the IAF calls “tertiary” and “secondary”-- politics is a means for acting on interests grounded in other arenas: the self-interest of particular families, neighborhoods, congregations, etc. The values conserved by religious traditions are thus reduced to nothing more than expressions of institutional self-interest, without any claim to truth-value. For “primary” leaders and organizers, on the other hand, the highest value is political action, or rather power itself --the ability to act effectively in the public arena. 

  
This explains, of course, the IAF’s simultaneous willingness to criticize the market system, or at least the hegemony of the market order, and its unwillingness to recognize some objective, rationally accessible, ontological ground for judgments of value generally, and thus of the Good, the Just, etc. The IAF wants to replace, or at least partially displace, the adjudication of competing claims by the marketplace, with adjudication by organized political negotiation. Organizers would (partially) displace entrepreneurs as the leading element in society and organized people would (partially) displace organized money. I have no hesitation in acknowledging that this does, in a certain sense, represent an advance over the hegemonic neoliberal ideology, in that it gives the working classes and the non-market institutions some prospect of affecting public policy. But it does not address the underlying causes of the current crisis of the human civilizational project: our inability to make rationally grounded judgments about questions of value, and thus about what is important for the further development of our society. Indeed, for all of its anticommunism and willingness to red-bait, the IAF seems to have reproduced what is worst in the dialectical materialist tradition --the lack of an adequate ontological ground, and thus of appropriate moral guidance in the exercise of power-- while discarding what is best: the scientific analysis of the internal contradictions of the market system and the potent, if inadequately grounded, vision of a society in which all resources are invested in such a way as to best promote the full development of human social capacities. 

  
The IAF is quite open about its dependence on Hannah Arendt. It is more circumspect about its reliance on Frederich Nietzsche, who lacks Arendt’s “democratic” credentials. This influence should, however, be apparent to anyone who has attended IAF leadership or organizer training, and who is also a careful reader of Nietzsche’s Will to Power (Nietzsche 1889/1968). The IAF appears to have actually borrowed from this text both specific ideas (the distinction between the “world as it is” and the “world as it should be”) and its basic understanding of the organizing process, as something which is radically independent of any rationally accessible principles of meaning and value, and which is therefore always and only about building power.

  
It is not only at the ideological level that the IAF seemed to me to reproduce the very worst aspects of Communism, while showing no appreciation for the authentic strengths of the movement. As I became more deeply involved in the IAF, I found a structure which bore a striking resemblance to that of a Leninist party: the IAF Cabinet is a kind of Politburo or Secretariat, the Lead Organizers play a role parallel to that of district secretaries, the “primary leaders” organized in local strategy committees play the role of ultimately passive district committees, etc. The difference is that reasoned argument about the good carries even less weight within the IAF than it did in most Leninist parties, which depended for their legitimacy on the claim to represent if not the Mandate of Heaven, then at least the Mandate of History. Most Leninist parties, furthermore, make room in their leadership for people who bring to the table something other than organizing ability. Thus the presence of artists, scientists, and philosophers on most Central Committees. This is not true of the IAF, which sees the ability to build power not simply as one form of creativity among many, but as the beginning and end of human existence.

  
The IAF’s position is, furthermore, hostile to the historic doctrine of the Catholic Church, which remains its principal financial and institutional sponsor. Catholic doctrine teaches that the Good is God understood as the object of desire which draws all things to itself, and which therefore orders the entire universe in such a way as to make it ever more capable of God. A just society is one that develops human social capacities, and thus our capacity to participate in the life of God. Power is, to be sure, one dimension of this, and the IAF is to be commended for stressing that power is indeed a value, a dimension of the Good. But it is a value because it enables us t participate in God’s creative activity, not because all values are ultimately subject to negotiation in the political process, and thus decided in some ultimate sense by the exercise of power. Even in God, the Good is prior to power, not power to the Good. God is powerful because he is Good, not Good because he is so powerful that he is able to define the very criteria of value. 

  
My second area of struggle with the IAF centered around the question of parish development. The IAF had “sold” the organizing project to the Dallas clergy in large measure as a way of strengthening their parishes. Partly, of course, this meant improving recruitment and fundraising efforts, but it also meant helping parishes to reflect on their mission, develop an effective strategic plan, and identify, train, and develop leaders for the parish as well as for the IAF. This stress on building parishes is one of the things which led me to respect the IAF in the early stages of my relationship with them. The local congregation generally, and the Catholic parish in particular, is one of the few institutions in our society which conserves non-market relationships and values. Being part of a parish community provides a counterweight to the fragmentation engendered by the marketplace and creates a basis in experience for understanding such ideas as system, structure, and organization. The religious life of a parish grows up on the basis of this experience, and builds on it, using preaching and teaching, sacrament and ritual, spiritual direction and action in the public arena to help people become more fully human --more fully participants in the creative activity of God. As moral theologian Tim O’Connell put it, the purpose of a parish is to produce virtuous human beings. But parishes, like all institutions in our society, suffer from the corrosive effects of the market system. As people spend more and more time working they have less and less time for their families, their local congregations, or anything else. The job of a pastor gets harder and harder. Helping parishes to come to terms with this problem, and to comprehend and carry out their mission, is an important political task in its own right, quite apart from any intervention by parishes into the public arena, if by politics we understand reorganizing social institutions in order to unleash latent human potential. As I became more deeply involved in the IAF, however, I found to my dismay that parish development efforts rarely went beyond what was necessary to improve fundraising and recruitment efforts for the IAF and that when they did it was only in order to pay off a political debt to a powerful priest or bishop. The two women religious involved in the IAF’s “reflection process” in the diocese of Victoria, for example, initiated at the insistence of IAF ally Bishop Charles Grahmann, spoke contemptuously of the process, complaining that it was “all talk and no action.” And even in areas where the IAF seemed to have done some of its best work, such as San Antonio and the Rio Grande Valley, there was little evidence of any real thought about how to help parishes “produce virtuous human beings.”  

   
All this finally came to a head at the founding convention of the Texas Interfaith Network in October of 1990. It was not just that the IAF seemed to be shifting its strategic focus away from parish development and leadership training towards a focus on mobilizing for immediate political action. The Network was, after all, basically a good idea, and one which I supported even when some local organizations, such as that in Fort Worth, resisted vigorously. It was, rather that the vast majority of the 10,000 people present, most of whom were from areas in which the IAF had been working for a long time, had almost no idea what was going on. They showed no evidence of the in-depth leadership development and theological formation which the IAF promised. They were there because of Ernesto Cortes --to see one of their own who had made good in his moment of glory. It would not have been too much to talk about an emerging cult of personality --a sad thing for an organization which always stressed the dangers of charisma and the importance of trained, institutionally based leaders. 

  
As these two principal conflicts with the IAF were building, other, at first seemingly unrelated, signs of trouble emerged. It was already apparent from my reading of Hannah Arendt that the IAF was not in any meaningful sense a working class organization. It soon became apparent that it had even less regard for the struggles of women and oppressed nationalities. When my associate, and later my wife, Maggie Vosburg criticized the IAF for focusing its “theological reflection” efforts on clergy, noting that in a predominantly Catholic organization this excluded women, she was dismissed as a “single issue feminist” --a charge which anyone familiar with her work knows to be ludicrous, as did the many Dallas clergy present at the meeting, who began to wonder why the IAF seemed so rigid and defensive. On another occasion Ernesto Cortes told a training session that Mexican-Americans in Dallas were not suffering from racism --they were just newcomers who had not yet been assimilated. This came as some surprise to the Mexican-Americans present, many of whom came from families which had lived in Dallas for generations. 

  
The internal authoritarianism of the IAF also became increasingly apparent. My first hint of this came when Mr. Cortes asked me repeatedly if I knew a certain Episcopal priest in East Texas. When I asked him why he was so concerned about this person, when neither East Texas nor the Episcopal church were really central to our organizing efforts, he told me that “this guy” was “on the list of people he wanted shot after the revolution.” I was shocked, but more at my colleague’s immaturity than anything else. I knew plenty of Communists who talked this way, usually in jest, and never actually intending harm. I had just assumed Mr. Cortes was beyond that. Then, on another occasion, when tensions between us were beginning to build, he asked me if I was familiar with “The Measure Taken.” He was referring, it turns out, to a play by Bertolt Brecht in which a young communist organizer is “disciplined” for “left deviations” which disrupted the popular front. He suggested I read the play to familiarize myself with the unpleasant fate which awaited me if I continued on my present course. The “measure” in question involved executing the individual after requiring that he dig his own grave. 

  
During the summer of 1990, Mr. Cortes began missing important meetings and training sessions without notice. When, in the course of negotiations around renewal of the IAF’s contract, I asked that he sign a statement acknowledging the missed sessions and agreeing to make up the lost work --the Dallas leadership was anxious to benefit from the IAF’s much vaunted leadership training which we had been promising them for two years-- he refused, saying that this reflected a “lack of trust.” This fell uncomfortably on ears trained to regard all public relationships as based not on trust but rather on accountability. Around the same time I was informed that if I intended to remain part of the organization, I would have to refrain from all public criticism. And one of our colleagues from the Philippines made some disturbing allegations that the IAF was involved in organizing efforts in his country --and had a reputation for turning left-leaning leaders over to Marcos’ police. This latter allegation, which we have not been able to fully substantiate, was particularly disturbing in the light of evidence that the IAF has had relations with the State Department since its founding.

  
What is the IAF? Is it some kind of bizarre mutant from the communist movement, all organization and no ideology? Is it some kind of domestic counterinsurgency agency? We did not then, and do not now know how to answer these questions. What had, however, become apparent, was that the IAF was not what it claimed to be: an educational institute which helps local congregations to act effectively on their values in the public arena. Here was an organization with a predominantly working class constituency which devalued work in favor of a fully Nietzschean understanding of power, an organization with a predominantly Catholic financial and institutional support which not only dissented from, but in fact strenuously rejected the historical Catholic approach to ethics, all the while quoting papal and episcopal documents in order to garner church support. The IAF’s key organizer in Texas talked privately like a Stalinist while publicly red-baiting people who were quite public about their commitment to the struggle for a postmarket society. And there was even some suspicion of links with counterinsurgency activities. Whatever the IAF was, it wasn’t good. I had to get out. 

  
After I resigned from my only official position in the IAF network --Secretary of the Strategy Committee of the Dallas Interfaith Sponsoring Committee-- in November of 1990, I was reluctant to engage the organization in open struggle. I had --and still have-- great respect and affection for Ernesto Cortes, with whom I worked side by side for two years. I did not, furthermore, want to destroy two years of careful organizing work. It was my hope that the leadership core which I had trained could struggle inside the organization, drawing on its real strength --the Catholic parishes which are the healthy core of every IAF organization-- to help it become an organization with a sound, well-grounded vision and system of values as well as a well trained core of institutional leaders. I confined myself to private conversations with individual organizers and leaders, one short “forum” in Dallas in March 1991 at which I explained publicly my reasons for resigning and gave the other members of the Dallas leadership a chance to share their perspectives on the struggle, and one article, published in the first issue of Dialectic, Cosmos, and Society, attempting to analyze the social basis and political valence of the organization. My concern has simply been to raise the level of discussion about congregation based organizing generally, and the IAF in particular. 

  
The IAF has not been so kind. After a nasty red-baiting campaign in Dallas and Albuquerque, the IAF leadership essentially purged everyone in the Dallas organization who had any relationship with me, including many who did not share my criticisms of the IAF, did not know what they thought, or simply had not been involved in the conflict. Several contacts working in the United States Catholic Conference or other Catholic agencies report some rather bizarre confrontations with Mr. Cortes in which, to use their language, he seemed “obsessed” with me, in a way that did not seem warranted by what they knew about our public differences or any possible “damage” I might have done to the IAF. And to this day, from time to time, I will get an “IAF alert” from an associate somewhere in the country who has just had a discussion with an IAF organizer who wants to know if they know me, if they know where I am, what I am doing, etc. Is it finally time for that “measure” to be taken? Apparently the IAF is unaware that I spent 1993-1994 conducting a study of congregation based organizing in Chicago, a study which involved numerous in-depth interviews with many of the IAF’s closest allies there, as well as some of their main adversaries. If they are some kind of intelligence organization, they clearly aren’t a very good one. In any case, it does seem as though my “arcane” criticisms of the IAF have touched a raw nerve. 

  
Our civilization is in serious trouble. The penetration of market relations into every sphere of life has made all activities into just a means of realizing individual consumer interests. People have lost their ability to reason about the Beautiful, the True, the Good, and the One, and thus to envision any allocation of resources besides that which the market dictates. The hegemonic neoliberal right is rapidly defunding all activities which don’t make money for somebody. That includes precisely those activities which most contribute to the development of human social capacities, from the rearing and educating of young children, through the construction of such vital infrastructure projects as mass transit and ecologically sound energy systems, to cutting-edge artistic, scientific, and philosophical research. Humanity is losing sight of its vocation in the cosmos. We cannot resist the neoliberal offensive and begin to rebuild the progressive forces so long as we accept the idea that judgments of value are simply a matter of personal preference --or, what amounts to the same thing, individual faith commitments or participation in a particular tradition. We need a new moral consensus grounded in knowledge of the very structure and aims of the cosmos. This does not mean unanimity --on the contrary nothing benefits the common good so much as reasoned debate around fundamental questions of meaning and value. But it does mean a respect for the objectivity of value, and agreement that more or less adequate knowledge of value is open to reason. 

  
The religious institutions have been such a potent force for social progress because it is the religious traditions almost alone which have conserved knowledge of the  Beautiful, the True, the Good, and the One, as well as the non-market networks which provide the basis in experience for such knowledge. The Catholic Church plays a particularly important (though not unique) role in this regard, for two reasons. First, the Catholic Church is the principal heir and conservator of the philosophical tradition of Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas, which teaches us how to achieve rational knowledge of the transcendentals. Second, because of their historic relationship to immigrant working class neighborhoods, Catholic parishes conserve much richer networks of non-market relations than, say, most Protestant congregations. The way in which the Catholic church organizes, develops, and deploys these resources thus has important consequences for the way in which the current crisis unfolds. 

  
The strategy of the IAF represents a serious error in this regard. Rather than tapping into the Church’s principal strategic assets --its ability to speak with authority about humanity’s vocation in the cosmos, in a way which does not depend on specifically Christian faith commitments, but only on humanity’s shared capacity for philosophical wisdom, and the parish communities which are the social basis of this capacity-- it in fact relativizes them. Catholic Social Teaching becomes simply one tradition among many which secondary leaders, who have not yet matured enough to savor the joys of political action for its own sake, bring to the negotiating table. Parishes are, ultimately, just a power base. We can do better than this. 

  
This said, we should not conclude that we were mistaken to be attracted to congregation based organizing. On the contrary, my initial intuition --and that of the many pastors and lay leaders who have invested in the IAF-- was healthy. The parish is the place to begin rebuilding the fabric of our society, and the values conserved by our religious traditions represent the best starting point for engaging our people in a dialogue around fundamental questions of meaning and value. And much that the IAF teaches about the art of building and exercising power is sane --though I reject their claim to sole authorship of the their strategic and tactical corpus. But we need an organizing strategy which puts a priority on rebuilding our parishes, and one which takes seriously the objectivity of value --which understands power as a dimension of the Good, and not as the ultimate criterion of value. I think that the process which we began in Dallas --integrating congregation based organizing with serious social analysis and philosophical-theological reflection-- represented an important first step towards such a strategy. But we were not in a position to do the kind of comprehensive parish development work which is necessary if the organizing and reflection process is to engage the whole people. And the philosophical work we have done in the past five years is not without important strategic implications. In an upcoming article we will outline our emerging strategy in greater detail. For now, though, it is important to open a dialogue about the role of the IAF in the political strategy of the Catholic Church. We hope that these reflections can help to initiate such a dialogue, and contribute to the formulation of a vision and a strategy which does justice to both the demands of the present period and the historic richness of the Catholic tradition.





