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Rules for Radicals — and Conservatives
The Rightwing World Resurrects Saul Alinsky

Peter Dreier

I n   the   1960s   and   ’70s,   Saul  Alinsky,   often    
considered  the  founder  of  community  orga-­

Peter  Dreier  
and  Environmental  Policy  Department  at  Occidental  

The  100  Greatest  Americans  

of  the  20th  Century:  A  Social  Justice  Hall  of  Fame,  

Reveille  for  Radicals  and  Rules  for  Radicals,  and  
his   reputation   as   a   tough-­talking,   street-­smart    
agitator   who   helped   poor   and  
working-­class  Americans   gain  

-­

Alinsky,  who  died  at  63  in  1972,  fa-­

the  president  as  a  dangerous  radical.
During   his   primary   campaign,  

exceptionalism  versus  the  radicalism  
of  Saul  Alinsky,”   he   said   in   stump  
speeches  and  television  appearances.  

do   in   the  Declaration   of   Indepen-­

source  than  Saul  Alinsky,  welcome  to  the  team.”  

radicalism  which  would  lead  to  a  secular  European  
socialist  model.”  

“the  media   does   not  want   you   to   know   that   the  
president  is  a  radical’s  radical  whose  presidency  
itself  is  a  love  song  to  a  socialist  ‘community  orga-­

state  senator,  agreed  to  participate  
in   a   panel   discussion  
following   a   perfor-­
mance  of  a  play  called  

panelists,   according    

someone  who  “worked  
with   secret   Commu-­
nist   and   Soviet   spy  

-­
-­

lic   Steel   in   Chicago  
in   1937”   and   another  
who   “worked   closely  
with  the  Socialist  Party  

-­

that  it  foreshadowed  the  covert  socialist  goals  he  is    
now  advancing  through  his  presidency.  

-­
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the  conservative  Washington  Times   claimed   that  

Fund  wrote  in  the  conservative  National  Review  

Even  in  2008,  invoking  Alinsky  had  been  part  of  

interviewed  Alinsky  and  written  her  senior  thesis  

years  ago,  conservatives  mined  that  thesis  to  tar-­

organizer  for  three  years  in  the  1980s  in  Chicago  
-­

mockingly  said,  “I  guess  a  small-­town  mayor   is  
sort   of   like   a   community   organizer,   except   that  

Meet  the  Press  

core  Saul  Alinsky  kind  of  almost  socialist  notion  

of  wealth.”

-­

audience  that  Alinsky  “is  in  the  great  tradition  of  

-­

saying  on  the  campaign  trail   that   the  president’s  

TWELVE  OF  ALINSKY’S  ORGANIZING  PRINCIPLES

From  Rules  for  Radicals:  A  Pragmatic  Primer  for  Realistic  Radicals  1971

5)  “Ridicule  is  man’s  most  potent  weapon.”  

8)  “

from  the  other  side,  for  example,  can  create  sympathy  for  your  movement.)

including  a  compromise  plan.)
12)  “Pick  the  target,  freeze  it,  personalize  it,  and  polarize  it.”
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vision  comes  from  Saul  Alinsky,  the  community  

Ironically,  Mitt  Romney’s  father  George,  the  one-­

turmoil  following  that  summer’s  Detroit  riots.  “I  
-­

Harris’  Romney’s  Way,  1968).  “It  seems  to  me  that  
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“A compelling narrative of the major social justice 

movements of the United States and the ways that 

high ideals are transformed into action. I’ve found 

myself caught up in the sweep of history the book 

encompasses and in the richness of the details 

embedded in each story. Terrific reading.” 

 — J O N A T H A N  K O Z O L

anecdote   surfaced   earlier   this   year   on   the   right-­

through  Super  PAC-­sponsored  ads  and  other  me-­
dia   conduits   and   spokespeople,  will  make   sure  
that  voters  regularly  hear  Alinsky’s  name  tied  to  

will  use  against  the  president.  
-­

gists  count  on  the  fact  that  most  Americans  have  

socialist.  Yet  Alinsky’s  story  is  hardly  a  mystery.    

Let  Them  Call  Me  Rebel)  and  
The  Democratic  

Promise,

Born   in  1909   to  Orthodox  Jewish  parents  who  

divorced  when   he  was   13,  Alinsky   grew   up   in  
a  Chicago   slum.  At   the  University   of  Chicago,  
he   took  courses   in   the  school’s  famed  sociology  
department   and   then   attended   graduate   courses  

that  crime  was  the  result  of  poverty  and  social  tur-­

residents,  criminals,  and  prisoners.

-­

Upton  Sinclair’s  novel,  The  Jungle.  Alinsky  spent  
most  of  his  time  with  leaders  of  the  Packinghouse  

-­
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places  without   community   support,   so   they   em-­

organization.  
-­

ferring   some  grassroots   organizing   tactics   from  

he  sought  out  local  leaders  involved  in  churches,  

of  recreation  at  Davis  Park.  He  and  Alinsky  gained  

Youth  Organization.   Sheil   helped   them   recruit  
young  priests  and  parish  leaders,  and  to  overcome  

-­

the  stage  with  Congress  of  Industrial  Organizations  

-­

-­

with  low-­interest  loans,  and  pressured  the  federal  

-­
  

family  fortune)  helped  fund  Alinsky’s  new  orga-­

community  organizations  in  other  cities.  In  1946,  

Reveille   for  Radicals -­

-­

Rules  for  Radicals,  in  1971.

Alinsky’s   books   not   only   provided   organizers  

with  a  
offered  a  vision  for  a  renewed  democracy.  Alinsky  
was  scornful  of  social  workers,  whom  he  thought  

-­
ernment  anti-­poverty  programs,  which  he  called  

-­

through  collective  action.  

were  often  necessary   to  change  power   relations.
-­

sonalize”  an  issue  —  to  identify  the  person  who  
has   the  power   and  authority   to  make  a  decision  
that  will   change   institutional   practices.  Alinsky  

-­

example)  so  they  could  experience  winning,  gain  

people   how   to  win   concrete   victories   through  

Yet  he  realized  that  compromise  was  the  heart  of  
Rules  

for  Radicals,  

word.  It  is  always  present  in  the  pragmatics  of  op-­
eration.  .  .  .  If  you  start  with  nothing,  demand  100  
percent,  then  compromise  for  30  percent,  you’re  
30  percent  ahead.”

-­
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tions”   around   the   country.  He   envisioned   these  

Alinsky  hired  Fred  Ross,  an  experienced  organizer  
among  California’s  migrant   farmworkers.  Ross  

through  house  meetings  and  one-­on-­one  conver-­

Ross   recruited  was  César  Chávez,  whom  Ross  
hired  and  trained  as  an  organizer.  Chávez  would  
later  adopt   these  organizing   ideas   in  starting   the  

-­

and  Chicago.  He  worked   closely  with  African-­

-­
ester  in  the  summer  of  1964,  an  interracial  group  

employer,  Eastman  Kodak,  which  employed  only  
-­

thing  Kodak  has  done  on  the  race  issue  in  America  

of  meetings,   local   residents   founded   Freedom,  
-­

the  company  refused  to  create  a  training  and  hir-­

churches  purchased  Kodak  stock  and  pledged  to  
attend  the  company’s  annual  shareholder  meeting.  

gained  national  media  attention.

approach,  which  was   to   employ   any   tactic   that  

people.  As  he  wrote   in  Rules   for  Radicals,  “The  
Prince

on  how  to  hold  power.  Rules  for  Radicals  is  written  

During  the  1960s,  Alinsky  was  particularly  scorn-­

organizations.  He  also  considered  their  sometimes-­
revolutionary  rhetoric  silly,  utopian,  dogmatic,  and  

-­

Time  

-­
ca  experienced  an  upsurge  of  community  organiz-­

success  around  slum  housing  and  tenants’  rights,  

Alinsky’s   ideas,   too,   especially   groups   opposed  
to   the   construction  of   nuclear   power   plants   and  

-­

Alinsky  was  hardly  the  subversive,  however,  that  

During  the  Depression,  some  of  the  key  leaders  of  

close  to  the  Communist  Party,  and  Alinsky  worked  
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was  neither  a  Communist  nor  a  socialist  himself.  He  

Paine.  He  considered  himself   a  patriotic  Ameri-­
can.  He  eschewed  ideology.  His  closest  political  

spoke  at  seminaries  advising  future  priests  to  ex-­
  
  

parishioners  rather  than  doling  out  charity.  In  1969,  
a  coalition  of  Catholic  groups  in  Iowa  gave  Alinsky  

-­
munity   organizing   groups   that   follow  Alinsky’s    
ideas   are   rooted   in   religious   congregations   that  
constitute  a  progressive  counterpart  to  the  upsurge  
of  rightwing  activism  among  evangelicals.

-­
sky’s  instincts  to  challenge  the  rich  and  powerful.  

-­

used  Rules  for  Radicals  as  a  primer  for  its  training  
JC


