If someone challenges that what I’m talking about isn’t really socialism, I
can refer back to the foundational slogan that, “socialism means workers’
control over the means of production.” To me, workers’ control means
democratic workers’ control. Certainly, different people have different
visions of socialism. But if we find the idea of worker democracy
appealing, we can seize the concept of socialism for our own uses and
sculpt it to satisfy our own desires for justice, equality, and freedom.

Conclusion

Expect to finish the conversation without them agreeing with you. End it
on a light or positive note instead of a sour one. Undoing a lifetime of
propaganda about capitalism and socialism will take a lot more than a
single conversation. Your short-term goal is to stimulate enough curiosity
that they want to have this conversation again in the future. Hopefully as
your union organizing makes gains your conversations about socialism
will too, and these things will reinforce each other as theory and practice
develop together.

We’ll overthrow capitalism when we’ve transformed our minds and our
social relations and not one second before. It’ll take at least a lifetime to
get there, and each step along the way is essential. Rather than aim for
immediate victory in these conversations, play the long game and enjoy
the ride.
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The Question for an Organizer Is

What the Wing Is for a Bird

“You can get all your ideas across just by asking questions, and
at the same time you help people to grow and not form a
dependency on you. To me it’s just a more successful way of
getting ideas across.” — Myles Horton in conversation with Paolo
Freire in the book We Make the Road by Walking.

Myles Horton co-founded the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee in
1932 and developed a model of popular education that played an important
role in stimulating the bottom-up leadership of both the 1930s labor
movement and the 1960s civil rights movement. Horton paid close
attention to crafting and wielding questions as an essential tool of
grassroots organizing.

When I observe someone organizing around a political or workplace
problem, the first thing I pay attention to is how they are asking questions.
Is the organizer just asking questions to pull the other person into the
conversation without really listening to them? Is the organizer just waiting
their turn to say what they think the answer is? Are the questions just a
subtle way for the organizer to control the conversation? Bad question-
asking is as useless and harmful as trying to boss other people around.

Rather, good question-asking is for a grassroots organizer what the wing
is to a bird. More than a tool, it is the basic appendage the organizer uses
to maneuver through social relationships and political ideas. Like a
sparrow that dives and weaves through thick forest with ease, so does the
adept organizer use questions for every dip and turn. Both flight and
posing good questions promote a freedom to explore.

Yet, organizing discourse pays scant attention to question-asking.
Organizing guides will tell you what questions to ask in certain
circumstances, and while I think such guides are often very useful (I write
about traditional 1l-on-1 organizing conversations for confronting
workplace problems at tinyurl.com/OrganizingConversations), there’s
also a more fundamental way that good organizers use questions.

1
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Common Reactions to the Idea of Workplace Socialism

Before people agree with an idea that’s new to them, they need to go
through all of the objections that come to mind. People objecting is a
natural way of processing their thoughts about a new idea, so do your best
not to get defensive. When you listen and show respect to people then they
are more likely to be open to new ideas.

“If we had a competent boss, they ’d understand how important this issue
is and they’d deal with it and then we wouldn’t have this problem. It seems
a lot more practical to get a better boss than to overthrow the whole
economic system.”

The hope for a benevolent boss is the most common response [ run into
when trying to tie immediate grievances to larger economic systems.

Try to gently challenge what they say and prompt them with questions
about what it would be like to think about this differently. The method of
affirming their concern, answering the question in my own terms, and then
putting the question back to them is useful for these kinds of conversations.

I could reply with, “[Affirm:] Yea, that does sound like a tall task.
[Answer:] The way I see it, it’s socialism when we as workers get what
we want. So whatever it takes to get what we want, [’m for it. If we cause
a stir and they give us a new boss who fixes the icy sidewalks, good for
us. But I don’t think a new boss will fix the other problems we’re facing,
like increasing healthcare costs. [Redirect:] What if we started small and
achieved a small degree of socialism by getting the sidewalks fixed, then
we fought for more socialism in getting a decent raise, and then fought for
even more socialism by getting an affordable healthcare plan, and we just
kept fighting for what was good for workers?”

“Ok, but if we let the workers decide everything we’ll just give ourselves
huge raises and then the company will go broke and we’ll all lose our
jobs.”

Good, we’re making progress now. They’ve temporarily conceded that
workplace socialism is a good thing for workers. Now we just need to
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common result of oversharing such sensitive information is that word gets
back to the boss and workers get individually called into the boss’s office
to be yelled at, disciplined, or fired. But if the organizer goes around
insisting to coworkers, “Don’t tell our plans to anyone,” that can feel bossy
and patronizing.

Rather than expressing this idea to coworkers in the form of a direction,
it’s best to reformulate this idea in the form of a question. “What do you
think the boss would do if they heard about our plans?” The organizer
already knows the answer, but that’s not what’s important. In response to
such a question, the coworker will think through the power dynamics at
work. Most workers have a pretty strong and intuitive sense of how a
hostile boss will respond if they learn about worker plans for an action.
When given the opportunity to think that through, most workers will
realize for themselves the importance of not letting this info get into the
wrong hands. What’s important about expressing ideas as questions is that
it encourages people to think for themselves about their circumstances.
When they come to the idea by reflecting on the situation for themselves,
then they’ll believe it much more firmly because they’ll know why they
believe it.

To demonstrate further, let’s continue the example. Say the boss is out sick
on the day workers are planning to march into their office. Perhaps the
organizer thinks it’s best to delay the action until the boss is back instead
of trying to take action against the assistant supervisor. Rather than going
around commanding everyone, “We must not do this today and wait for
the boss to be back,” it’s much more effective to just ask coworkers,
“Should we go ahead with our action or wait until the boss is back?”

If a coworker expresses an idea that the organizer is unsure about, the
organizer can respond again in the form of a question. A coworker might
declare, “This issue is too important to wait, we have to act today.” Resist
the urge to respond with a directive (“We must wait”) or counter-statement
(“Acting today would be ineffective), and instead respond again with a
question. An organizer can ask, “Do you think the assistant supervisor has
the power to give in to our demand?”



LT

«(UTY) NOK Op Jey A
"ST WISI[RIOOS UIY} [ JeyMm S Jey) ISed] 18 10),, "puodsar 0} Wy} 9JIAUL US|,

M XIJ $S0Q 9y} PUBWIAP 0} UONOE Jurye)
pue 9Jes s Jeym SUIpIodp pue SuISSNISIP SIOYIOM SI WSI[BIO0S "SY[EMIPIS
oy Suwredo azpuold 3 uom $soq dY) asnedsdq painfur 3umad sIoIoM
st wisipeinde)),, “puey je wo[qoid ay) 03 APOAIIP UONIUYIP SIY) O} UYL

*AJBI20WIP JIINI0M ST WISI[BIIOS
‘SpI0M JOY)0 U °IS9q SI YuIy} A9y} jeyM .I9y3}d30) N0 ALIBd UdY)
pUE ‘SUOISIIAP I BW ‘SSNISIP SIDLIOM UIYM ST WISI[BIIO0S 0P 0) JeyM
SIMI0M ) []9) 0} AjLIoyIne [8)0) sey ssoq AY) udym s1 wsieyde)
"SWLIO) 9SAY} JO UONIULIP [QAJ[-90e[dI0M © AIS UBD NOK udyM S Jey]
& SUDAUW WiSTD120S yu1yl nod op vy, ‘0K J[Se [[ AU} PUB [eMpIS AO1
AU Y3IM Op 0) Sy WISI[BIO0S JeyMm INOqe Pasnjuod 133 [[ Ady jutod swos 1y

"MOU PUR 219y
oy} Ul WAY) 0} SAJB[AI II SB WISI[BIJ0S JO uonsanb ayj y3noayy yury) 0y way)
1dwoad o3 puey je ansst oy} asn ‘1dyIey ‘Annbur Jo sourp mou dn uruado
uey) IOUjel WSI[RIOOS JNOQe SUOnou PaAIduoddld ‘poaurerdur Ajdoop
s.o1dood ym Surpsaim swmn oAk jo [[e puads [[,noA ‘93e33Feq oy) [[e
(JIM 18IS NOA J "puey JB JOJJBW 9} UO PASNO0J WSI[RIIOS JO UOISSNISIP Ay}
dooy| 03 A1 01 19501d | “WISTXIBIA] INOQE WAL} P[0} A[OUN JIAY) JBYM IO YSS
oy} Jo asdef[0d oy} 10J SUOSBAI A} INOQE SPAIM Y] UI IS0 193 uBy) Joyjey

"SULI9) 95} SUIIUOLFUOD
noypm suonsanb Teontjod S1q o1 ojur 398 01 Aem I9YI0 OU S, QI3Y) Inq
‘sAem JUAIQHJIP puesnoy) e ur uonsanb siyy 03 puodsar jy3ru opdoad je
ULI9) POPBO] B [INS SI WSI[RIIOS ¢ WISI[B100s Jopun udddey pynom siy) yury)
nok o 'nok 1oy wsipeded s ey TOM,, ISIJ uonsanb e Jo wioy oy} ur
1 asod 03 snomduunsaid sSa] 9q ULD 31 ‘SSNISIP 0} JUBM NOA INSST JOAJBYA\
“ISIIJ 78 PIEMYME O[)I] B 9 SABM[E [[IM SUONBSIOAUOD 9SAY) OJUT WSI[BIJ0S
pue wsiedes jo swsi- S1q a3 Juronponur [om dn 1 39S NOA JT UAH

*A[[eanjeu 93mb dwod ued UOISUBRAXI [BUONBSIOAUOD JO PUIY SIY}
‘axe o[doad Auew se ‘plIom 10130q B UI SUIAL] pue 90e[d3I0M 10130q © SulARy

‘B[NULIOJ B OJUI pouIn} 9q ued Junyse-uonsonb pood jo o1301 oy,

“UOPPIY IO ASINW JO peajsur 30I[dxa a1e SUOSeal
pue suonduwnsse Sul [1opun U} USYM JIYJOOWS IPBW dIB UONN[OSAI
o[qrssod pue JUSWIAITESIP QANONPOIJ “JUIWOW JY} Ul M IFesIp
10 9013e 01 painssaoxd [09] SISYIO JBY} SUOISN[OUOD paysiuy Funuosoid
isnf Jo pedjsur 19y1o30} seapl 9JeJ1ISIAUL 0} SIAYIO SAAUL SULYSB-UONSIN()

*SIA[ISUIAY) 10] suoseda pue suonduwnsse Isoy)
JIIPISUO0D 0} JII0MO0I InoA Juniaul uonsanb pasndoj e dsod 03 djqe nok
dae udy) A[uo ‘Surylowos JuIy) noA AYm J10j suosed.a pue suonduwnsse
3Y) pue)SIIpPUN NOA DU ‘“uonenyis Je[nan.aed € Jo spadu Iy) 0) LI
BIPI JBY) MOY pue BIpI ue JLIdpUn jey) suosedl pue suonpdunsse
3y} jaede ased) nok ‘drqen[eA SI BIpI ue AYym ysno.ayy sgupjuryl ug

"UOIIO. UB JO JX9JU0D JY) Ul SIOIoM
o) woI APOAIIP PUBWIAP Y} pPIeay Ay} JI se Aem Swes oy} Ul UONIE I}
Jo aanssaxd oy} [99] 1, uom Kay) ‘Josiazadns Jue)SISSE dY) WIOIJ PUBY-PUOIIS
ATuo puewdp 9y} 1LY SSoq urew 3y} J1ing ‘AemAue ssoq urew 3y} 0} yoeq
pUBWap oy} AB[I 03 SARY [[IM PUEB PUBLIIP JNOA 9paou0d 0} 1omod oy aaey
1,USQ0D JOSIAIOANS JUB)SISSE JY) SNBIAQ JI0OM J& JOBq SI SSOq UTeW O} [1IUn
JeM 0} 9[IYMUIIoM S 1 yuryy nok sdeyrod ‘ojdwexs 10, *d[qenyeA SI €apI
jey) JuIy) nok Aym JPsinoA supjse pue dn 3upjdeq isay Aq uonsanb e
0)ul JI WINn} UBd NOA “)X33U0d JUIZIUB3I0 Uk Ul SIIY)0 0) $SAAdX9 0) Juem
noA vapI ue daey noA J| ‘Sunyse-uonsonb pooJ Jo 91307 o3 SuI[[uSIp Aq
0AOQE UOISSNOSIp pue so[dwexa oy} WOl Seapl ULl ) OZISAYIUAS S 10T

‘s3ury yo ojdooad
Suipensiad A[[nJoo10J se 19zIue3I0 AY) JO S} Y} ABISIW A3} UdYM OB}
ordoad 1ey) yoeoxdde oy st xope] oy ‘woy) 1noqe didoad Funeqop usyy
pue 9ou0 Je [[& seapt xo[dwod Suruasard WOoIy UOISSNISIP JO WO JUIIIJIP
AIOA ® ST ‘UOIN[OSAI PUR ‘SBIPI dANBUI)[E ‘JUdWdISe J0J dais yoed Je ul
Funyooyo pue suonsonb ursn 10139303 $9559001d-1y3noy) ySnoiy Sunyie s

gupjsy-uonsang) Jo 713077 Y I



Talking to Your Coworkers about Socialism

As socialists we spend most of our time talking about socialism with other
socialists, whether in our radical book groups or with our activist friends.
When it comes time to talk to non-socialists about socialism, we often
stumble as we apply our activist-talk to our neighbors and coworkers who
aren’t part of the radical scene. Rather, we should adapt our conversational
strategies to the needs of the current context and moment.

Socialism in the Workplace

As with all union conversations, when talking with coworkers about
socialism it’s best to start with what is immediate, concrete, and strongly
felt. Rather than bring socialism up out of the blue over lunch, bring it up
when talking about some problem at work that you and your coworkers
are dealing with. Imagine it’s winter and ice on the stairs and sidewalk at
the worksite has led people to fall and injure themselves and the boss
hasn’t prioritized shoveling and salting the walking surfaces. This is a
workplace problem but also a capitalism problem.

Oftentimes you’ll want to explore the more practical sides of this problem,
like how the problem arose, why the boss isn’t fixing it, and what you’re
going to do about it together as coworkers. But sometimes there will be
space to connect grievances to larger political questions.

“Why do you think the boss isn’t fixing this?” “If the boss isn’t fixing
problems to make work safe and go smoothly, what are they even there
for?” “What would it be like to work somewhere where the workers
actually had real input on what they did all day?”

You don’t want to hit your coworker over the head with a lecture on
capitalism every time they complain about something. But if they respond
to these open questions, you can find ways to gradually zoom out from
discussion of the specific grievance to the larger systems that created that
grievance. Follow their curiosity and provide opportunities to think
through the grievance in larger and larger terms. If your coworker is
genuinely interested in not only fixing the immediate problem but also in
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1. Start with an idea (“We shouldn’t tell our plans about action to
anyone not involved in the action itself.”)

2. Break the idea down into its assumptions and reasons (“If the boss
hears about our plans, our action will be undermined and our
demands will not be won.”)

3. Pose a question that asks people to think through the assumptions
and reasons for themselves (“What do you think would happen if
the boss heard about our plans?”)

To extend this formula to navigate disagreement, the formula can be
extended simply as:

4. If the organizer and the worker disagree (“It doesn’t matter if the
boss hears about our plans because we’re going to take action no
matter what”), then the organizer’s task is to formulate a response
in the form of a question to further investigate the underlying
assumptions and reasons that are at the root of the disagreement
(“What if the boss fires one of us before we get to the action?”)

The organizer’s task isn’t to use questions for just one part of the
discussion, but to link together a series of questions that leads to more
developed ideas and plans.

Giving Direction to Your Question-Asking

Notice also how this form of question-asking has a directionality to it.
You’re not just asking random questions in a scattershot manner to “open
up space for discussion” for its own sake. Rather, the questions you are
asking provide a path and possible destinations. By paying close attention
to the assumptions and reasons that underlie the ideas being considered,
you can calibrate your questions to the precise areas of potential
disagreement and potential gaps in shared understanding that would
impede movement towards collective action.

Thus, good question-asking requires the organizer to keep one eye on the
current state of the conversation and the other eye on where the
conversation is going. With those two things in view, the organizer can

5
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start to fling empty political generalities at each other. The best thing to do
when you recognize this is to step back and ask them about their
experience with the issue. The worst thing to do is to take someone’s
disinterest or defensiveness as a sign that you have to try harder to
convince them and talk at them even more and tell them what you think in
even stronger terms. Like a pesticide to the pollinating bees in a field, this
destroys growth instead of fostering it.

The Proportions of Political Conversation

Despite my railing against it above, when it’s done right, telling people
what you think is helpful in very small doses. You don’t want to hide your
beliefs, but the basic points of one’s beliefs can usually be stated in a few
words. Avoid repeating what you think over and over or trying to map it
out in all its little details.

Telling people why you think what you think, i.e. the reasons behind it,
can be effective in small doses. Giving reasons for your ideas helps people
see why those ideas make sense, but focusing too heavily on reasons in the
abstract can make them seem irrelevant to the real world. Telling people
the personal and concrete experiences behind why you think what you
think is good in medium doses. Experiences are the beams and pillars of
one’s larger worldview. Just like the weight-bearing features of a building
are both invisible and what hold it together, personal experiences are the
hidden dimension of people’s political beliefs that undergird them.

The rank of importance of 1. experiences, 2. reasons, 3. beliefs in political
conversation applies in the same order to the other person as it does to
yourself. So the most effective thing to do is to ask people about their own
experiences and what they think about them. The next effective thing is to
ask people for the reasons why they think what they think. Occasionally
you want to ask people what they think, i.e. the direct statement of their
beliefs, if it isn’t coming up naturally.

All of these things are good in political conversation as long as you keep
them all in the right proportions. Here’s some back-of-the-envelope
estimates of what percentages of your conversation should be devoted to.
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Political Education

The above examples are framed in terms of concrete organizing
challenges, but the same logic of question-asking also applies to broader
political discussion. What’s important about both kinds of conversation is
people thinking through the ideas for themselves.

Let’s briefly consider another example. One common response from
others that I often run into when discussing seemingly intransigent social
problems is the desire for a better leader to fix the problem for us. While I
think having better official leaders who can do all the hard work for us is
appealing, I don’t think it’s worth investing much hope in on its own.

Using the above formula:

1. Start with an idea (“Having better official leaders won’t make us
better off in the long-term”)

2. Break the idea down into its assumptions and reasons (“If we
invest all of our power in wanting better leadership, we as people
are still powerless to solve problems on our own and we become
dependent on outsiders.”)

3. Pose a question that asks people to think through the assumptions
and reasons for themselves (“Do you think it’s more important to
have the ability to solve our own problems or to have authorities
who can solve our problems for us?”’)

In my experience, people often just don’t believe that communities
themselves can solve social problems because that doesn’t fit with the
dominant narratives we’ve been told. The objection I face when
advocating grassroots social movements as a better solution to social
problems is people’s disbelief that grassroots social movements are
powerful or even possible. To attack the root of this disagreement you can
attack the dominant narratives about history that underlie it. Rather than
lecturing people about the history of social issues and movements, it’s
better to keep using questions. Using the above formula, one could ask
“How did workers, women, people of color, etc... come to have more
rights today than in the past?”
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of people’s social existence helps us determine who is more worthwhile to
engage with in political conversation.

Three factors are key. The first factor is your personal relationship with
people. Those you have some kind of social relationship with are more
likely to take you seriously and be interested in talking with you about
complex and potentially touchy subjects. Complete strangers have no real
reason to invest energy or expose vulnerability to someone they are
unlikely to ever interact with again. If you have a lot of extra time you
want to throw in the trash while having no political effect, arguing with
strangers in person or on the internet is a pretty good way to achieve that
goal.

The second factor is the degree of shared life conditions. Labor unions
have the potential to be very powerful precisely because they unite many
people who have very similar conditions at work. Other kinds of shared
conditions include those who live in the same apartment complex or
neighborhood, those with similar relations to patriarchy and white
supremacy, those with similar hobbies, and so on. People living and
working under shared conditions have common points of reference, often
have shared grievances, and have implicit shared interests in making
things better.

The third factor is the potential of people to take action together to make
their lives better in some respect. This is a factor that consists of the
overlap of the prior two factors, as those who you are in relationship with
and those who you have shared conditions with are the people you are
most likely and well-positioned to take action with to create some change
in your community. Labor unions, tenant unions, community groups, these
are the organizational forms that can breed radical thought and action.

Personal Experience is the Lens through Which People See

The marketplace of ideas metaphor focuses on ideas in the abstract and
weakens our ability to think strategically, which requires paying close
attention to our social relationships and conditions.
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I find question-based conversations in all their forms to be thrilling, as
exploring political situations and ideas with someone creates so many
possibilities for new ways of seeing the world. When I’'m doing this
effectively, the other person I’'m talking with experiences the thrill of new
ideas and possibilities as well, and often they will begin to use questions
in the flow of the conversation in this way too.

Conclusion

Ella Baker is another one of my question-asking inspirations. Barbara
Ransby’s biography Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement shows
how Baker helped build the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC), the student wing and militant flank of the civil rights movement.
SNCC engaged in many of the highest-risk, highest-reward actions of the
era, such as sitting in at segregated lunch counters and riding segregated
interstate buses in the face of violent white mobs. By providing the leading
edge of direct action organizing that eventually toppled Jim Crow, SNCC
was one of the most influential grassroots organizations of the 20th
century. SNCC’s militancy was not molded by charismatic authority or
conformity to dogma but was fostered by an intense curiosity about how
to make the world a better place. As Ransby writes:

“According to SNCC member Prathia Hall, Baker’s style of teaching
was a lesson in itself. She ‘was a consummate teacher, always opening
us to new understandings,” Hall remembered. ‘It was never the
pounding, ‘you must do this, you must do that,” but by raising a
question and then raising another question and then helping us to see
what was being revealed through the answer was her mode of
leadership. She was the one who taught us how to organize ... to
organize in such a way that when we left, the people were fully
capable of carrying on the movement themselves.” Baker taught by
inquiry and by example. She did not tell people what to do or think;
she guided them toward answers and solutions by teasing out the
ideas and knowledge that already existed within the group, and
within individuals, and then by encouraging people to express that
information in their own words. She was also patient enough to allow
this process to unfold.
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