enable workers to come together to act collectively against the status quo
to get those needs met.

Conclusion

A material interest in class power alone is not enough to effectively propel
workers against capital. In actual workplaces, our material interests in
higher wages are inseparable from our social interests in healthy
relationships. Making gains in one is often dependent on securing gains in
the other. Those I trust will listen to me are the ones [ want to be around,
who I will march into battle with when the bugle sounds.

*The post on my blog titled An Introduction to 1-on-1 Organizing
Conversations offers a specific method for how to talk with coworkers
about organizing that pairs well with the pieces on trust in this pamphlet.
Visit that post here:

m '
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Manipulation and Trust in Organizing

For people new to organizing it can feel like it’s about tricking people or
manipulating them or guiding them to the correct place. People who shy
away from organizing because of this have a healthy response to perceived
manipulation. However, I think organizing that is sincere and empowering
isn’t about manipulation at all and is just the opposite.

The reason people often say that organizing feels manipulative is that you
have a goal in your interactions with other people. Whether your
organizing is actually manipulative depends on what your goal is and how
you pursue it. If your goal is to narrowly impose your ideas and practices
on others, then your organizing is manipulative and domineering. If your
goal is to open up space to discuss social problems, explore the effects
those problems are having on your community, and imagine together what
kinds of actions might fix those problems, then your organizing can be
empowering. Learning to identify and navigate between empowerment
and manipulation in organizing is essential and will determine whether
you see those around as pawns or partners in the fight for a better world.

This tension in organizing plays out in every interaction, every
relationship, every coalition, every revolution. It’s of such fundamental
importance to organizing that I’m surprised and concerned it doesn’t
receive more attention. Even on my own blog, while I repeatedly note the
need to respect people’s agency, I think a superficial reading might give
someone the wrong impression that organizing is just a game of getting
people to do what you want them to do. This post is an opportunity for me
to clear this up and tease out the subtleties of the ways that manipulation
occurs and does not occur in grassroots organizing.

Explicit Manipulation in 1-on-1s

The first thing to recognize is that some individuals, organizations, and
even entire traditions of organizing claim to be grassroots and about
empowerment but use very manipulative practices. In the labor movement
the most infamous recent example is the reputation of some UNITE HERE
locals in the Southwest in the 2000s:
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Rather than encouraging organizers to themselves build dense networks of
trusting relationships with their coworkers, many theories of “natural” or
“social” leaders tell you to just win over the more popular coworkers who
will then pull their followers along for this or that union action.

When working conditions are bad and opportunities for action present
themselves, such superficial union methods can sometimes work in
building worker unity towards action in the short-term. But that unity will
often crumble in the aftermath of failed actions or half-won demands,
when grievances are more local and personal, and when organizing runs
into more determined resistance from the bosses. To really build lasting
power in the workplace and in the labor movement, it will have to be based
on the care, trust, and solidarity that organizers bring to their relationships
with their coworkers.

Acceptance as the Basis of Change

Skeptics would be right to point out that just being friendly with your
coworkers is hardly the secret ingredient or silver bullet to all your union
organizing problems. How this is all supposed to work can seem a bit
unclear. How do healthy coworker relationships lead to militant union
action and radical worker power?

Not all coworker relationships are the same. It’s specifically the care, trust,
and solidarity that can be built into coworker relationships through good
listening that gives relationships their political potency. But how do those
things then help people find the desire, motivation, and courage to take
action?

One of the most quoted phrases in clinical psychology is from Carl Rogers:
“The curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then
I can change.”

When people learn that their problem doesn’t mean that they are inherently
bad or wrong or broken, and rather it’s their past and present conditions
that are the cause of the problem, then they can accept themselves for who
they are. Self-acceptance enables people to recognize that they are worthy
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about my own interests in the group. Standard stuff really. But then she
kept asking me further and more personal questions and asking what the
root reason was for why I care about this stuff and I ended up revealing
some very private things from earlier in my life. These were things [
usually don’t share except with close friends, and this person talking to me
literally just met me and kept gently but firmly digging.

I had also just moved back to Minneapolis after living in LA for nine years
and was eager to make new activist friends and felt kind of vulnerable.
Despite feeling a little uneasy, I was also excited about the prospect of
having a new activist buddy.

A week after that 1-on-1 the core member left the organization, never
reached out to me, and I never spoke with her again. I was pretty thrown
off. A brief check-in goodbye would have indicated a minimum degree of
courtesy. Instead, I felt used, like that person wanted to get very personal
information out of me for reasons other than the forming of a real
connection.

I left OHMN. The group collapsed under the weight of its own tensions
not long after, and a couple years later more than a dozen former members
met up and debriefed all the bullshit we experienced at OHMN. What I
experienced was not an isolated incident and in comparison, I got off easy.
Others in the group who were around longer and were recruited into lower-
level leadership roles had much worse stories of being gaslit, pressured to
not ask any critical or curious questions, shamed in front of others during
committee meetings, and even finally pushed out when they refused to go
along with top-down directives from the two lead staff. Many of these
manipulative practices were encouraged by the aforementioned Chicago
trainings.

In addition to the individual-harm these practices cause, they also rot our
social movements from the inside out. Anyone who’s seen behaviors like
these and wants to stay away has a well-functioning bullshit meter.

Organizational Structures that Produce Manipulation

The hierarchical nature of many of the structures in our social movements
can also be a source of manipulation. Non-profits often want to claim a
3
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people have to work harder or that a widespread grievance isn’t that bad,
then people believe the boss. If a coworker tries to speak up against this,
the boss’s influence among the workers will lead the other workers to
ignore or shun the worker who speaks up. In this way, the boss is
conditioning the social environment of the workplace so that workers do
what is best for capital, which is to work harder and to follow orders.

The boss’s control isn’t just felt in the external relationships between those
in the workplace, but workers often come to internalize this conditioning.
They will make themselves work harder and will minimize any negative
feelings they have about work and the boss in order to fit in and be seen as
a “good” worker. This internal voice is often called the “boss in your
head,” and when the boss in the workplace is in control, each worker has
a powerful boss in their head.

Of course, not all bosses are mean and some do a good enough job
coordinating work tasks and respecting people’s boundaries. The point of
a class analysis is not to claim that all bosses are mean or that you have to
hate your boss at a personal level to be a good radical unionist. The point
of a class analysis is to make clear that no matter the personalities or work
styles of your bosses or your coworkers, there are structural features of the
capitalist workplace that create separate sets of interests for bosses and
workers. How these interests are shaped or pursued in any particular
workplace will be unique, but as long as capitalist relations hold, there will
be strong pressures on bosses to maintain control and to get as much work
out of their subordinates as they can.

The Caring Coworker at Work and in Your Head

Relationship-based organizing aims to unravel the boss’s power starting
with the relationships themselves. As an organizer, your main task is to
build worker power by building relationships with your coworkers that
counteract the relationships the bosses have.

The main tool you have to do this is listening. The basic idea is using
listening as a way to support, validate, and encourage your coworkers to
explore how they feel about work and what it would take to make things
better.
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of possible causes, but for whatever reason some people just don’t know
when they’re pushing people out of their comfort zone in a bad way or
pressuring them beyond what is respectful. I’ve seen this tendency in a
few men especially who are super-committed to the movement and who
take up a lot of space. The seriousness and commitment of pushers lets
some people excuse their behavior as being passionate or reflective of
“real” radical politics, but in the end it always results in people feeling
invalidated, violated, or put at risk from being pressured to do things they
don’t think are safe.

It’s important to call this what it is, which is manipulation, and to not let
it be normalized in organizing spaces. I’ve been in spaces where we’ve
had to address people like this. While it’s taken a lot of energy in the short-
term it’s always led to a more positive culture in the long-term.

Organizing of any kind that challenges the status quo is going to make
everyone involved uncomfortable at least some of the time. As an
organizer, you have to know when it’s okay and helpful to lean into
discomfort and when it’s dangerous and manipulative to lean into
discomfort.

Bad discomfort arises when people feel pressured to do or agree to
something that they are afraid of. If a coworker says they’re afraid to walk
a picket line because they’re afraid of getting fired and not being able to
provide for their family, a bad discomfort arises when impatient organizers
minimize their concerns and rely on external pressure to get them to join
the action. For example, “Your family’s not gonna get fed on your current
wages anyway,” “How do you think your coworkers will feel when they
hear you’re not gonna be on the line?” “Do you think avoiding these
problems is going to make your life any better?”

Good discomfort arises from people being empowered to access internal
resources to think about their problems in new ways, to challenge their
fears, and to explore new ways to stand up for themselves and their
communities. In simplified terms, good discomfort is vulnerability and
bad discomfort is shame.
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Expressing curiosity takes the form of asking open-ended questions, like
"Interesting, what lead you to see things that way?" Using "I" statements
and talking about my own experience lets me share my own thoughts about
an issue that can express disagreement but without the other person feeling
directly attacked, like "I came to think this because in my experience ..."
People are most willing to reconsider their views when they feel respected
and see the relationship as a trusting space to explore new ideas. Practicing
these skills on lower-stakes issues and with people you are more
comfortable talking to can prepare you for more prickly organizing
situations.

When I hold this tension of disagreement successfully, in the long term
most of my conversations with fellow workers move towards finding
common interests and coming to a shared understanding of solutions to
workplace problems. Even when a coworker and I maintain our
disagreement, we both learned something and set ourselves up for further
engagement.

Recently in my organizing I was asking coworkers if they would take a
higher-risk action around a complex set of issues. There were a dozen
coworkers I was supposed to talk to over the course of a couple weeks,
and honestly these conversations didn’t really feel comfortable to me til 1
got to the third or fourth one. I spent a lot of time thinking through what
questions to ask and how to frame things so people felt comfortable saying
no, but even then it took me a few tries to really find the flow and balance
I was looking for. Once I was in a groove, most coworkers said yes, a few
said no.

The action was mostly successful. Even more important to me than the
result of the action itself was the deeper understanding we came to of
workplace issues and the further trust we built by talking things through.
The next time these issues come up, we’ll be even better prepared and
stronger in our efforts to address them.
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discomfort arises, all over the course of weeks or months or years. We’ve
been taught to be afraid of authority since childhood and authorities have
unaccountable power over large parts of our lives, so it’s only natural that
when given the chance to stand up against authority that we feel afraid. As
organizers, we can walk this long path with others by building
relationships, examining our fears, and discovering what we truly want
and how to get it.

The Primary Source of Manipulation in Society:
Capitalism and Oppression

All of this talk about manipulation in organizing shouldn’t distract us from
the underlying fact that capitalism and oppression is entirely built on
manipulation and is its ultimate source. All the biggest corporations in the
US now having an average pay disparity of 278:1 between their highest
paid employee and their typical employee. The employees in most
companies cluster heavily at the bottom of the payscale, and that lopsided
ratio doesn’t even take into account the stockholders who keep the profits
of the company without doing any work at all. This is the norm. There’s a
lot of manipulation and violence required to make it seem normal, to make
us feel like the crazy ones for questioning that norm.

That bosses and owners are given near unilateral authority to determine
the working conditions in their companies, that people can be hired and
fired for almost any reason at all, should not inspire us with feelings of
trust towards them. Nice bosses exist, but they’d be just as nice if they
didn’t have such unilateral authority. Their personality doesn’t come close
to making up for the monstrous inequalities of wealth and power that we’re
forced to accept each day. That these inequalities are made more hideous
according to arbitrary distinctions of race and gender should only harden
our objections and resolve.

Many people accept the way things are. Many don’t. It’s the task of
organizing to build up the forces of all that stands opposed to capitalism
and oppression. Rather than mimic the guiding values of capitalism, like
selfishness and manipulation, we can do better by calibrating our
compasses towards solidarity and trust.
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and stockholders, because blaming coworkers has no place in grassroots
organizing.

The second standard I hold myself to that has become central in my
organizing is making people feel comfortable saying no or disagreeing
with me. Letting people say no may seem counterproductive because it
may seem to make my organizing more difficult. I stole the idea of giving
people the space to say no from consent discourse and just plopped it into
my thinking about organizing. This has actually made my organizing so
much easier, smoother, and more effective.

For some coworkers with assertive personalities, who I know well, and
with lots of experience on a particular issue I can often expect them to be
up front with me. But for those who might be more reserved, new to an
issue, or I don’t know as well, I have to put extra effort into making sure
they feel comfortable voicing their thoughts and making a decision exactly
in line with what they want. Particularly because organizing against the
boss is new to most people and kind of scary for people when they first
think about it, it is absolutely essential that organizers know how to
navigate these conversations in delicate ways when they need to.

So much organizing, by newbies and veterans alike, is shallow and
predicated on trying to get another person to do something. Framed in
those terms, organizing becomes transactional, individual, and often
manipulative. The whole philosophy of relationship-based organizing that
I developed with fellow organizers and write about on my blog is precisely
an attempt to make organizing the opposite of shallow (i.e., relational,
collective, and based in trust). I’ve certainly gotten better at this over the
years, but I still catch myself falling into shallow organizing in little
moments or interactions when I’'m trying out something for the first time,
or I’m tired, or I feel rushed.

The best antidote I have against shallowness in my own organizing is
slowing down and preparing mentally ahead of time for conversations with
coworkers. Before going into a conversation with a coworker about a
specific issue, I think through what I’'m going to say in my head with the
intention of giving the other person the total freedom to say no thanks or
to disagree with me. I’'ll come up with specific ways of phrasing key
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New organizers are correct to wade slowly into this sea of power,
gradually learning and gaining confidence in their skills before running
out to where the water gets deep.

Conclusion

Manipulation in organizing has at its root a lack of belief in yourself and
others. If you doubt your abilities and can’t see a way to work with others
to fight back for liberation while being open and honest, then you fall back
on manipulation. If you don’t think others are smart enough to grasp the
nature of society’s problems or how to fix them, then you have to tell them
what to think and manipulate them into doing what you want. Trust in
organizing is based in a real belief in people to be able to recognize and
solve problems.

People aren’t perfect, never have been, and never will be. Humanity is
justified on its own terms, not in its impossible ideal. Yet organizing asks
more of us than we currently are, not to invalidate and shrink us but to
motivate and grow us. The proposition inherent in organizing is that there
are versions of ourselves that are more powerful and good than we
currently are.

Linking personal transformation to social transformation is only possible
through struggle alongside others. Trust in organizing as the opposite of
manipulation is what knits together healthy social relations into a
liberating force and is the only way to get where we want to go. The trust
created between two people in a conversation about immediate issues and
how to fix them can be scaled up to the level of an organization can be
scaled up to a social movement can be scaled up to society as a whole. In
order to make social change that is deep and durable, we have to put our
trust in trust itself.
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