Services are Bad for Pecople

You're either a citizen or a client

John McKnight

Human services need clients. They need cli-
ents to survive because without clients the United
Way or the government will no longer fund them.
Therefore, professional social service providers have
a vested interest in people needing them. If they
can’t claim that there are many people out in the
neighbeorhoods who need their services, then their
funding dries up and the middle and upper middle
class service providers lose their jobs. Those of us
who have spent a considerable time in low income
neighborhoods know that service providers tradi-
tionaily manipulate their data to make it look like
they are providing an invaluable service to a com-
munity where, they claim, there are evermore people
in need.

Communities, unlike human services, need citi-
zens, Citizen is the name for the people in a
democratic society who have an equat share of the
total power of the society. However, a citizen has
much more power than a vote. Voting is a very
individual act that entails giving power away to

+ someone who will hopefully represent you. The
definition of a powerful citizen can’t end there
because really powerful citizens make power by
coming together and take power by acting together,

InDemocracyin America Alexis De Tocquevilie
said that ours was the sirongest democracy on the
planet, not because of our free voting system, but
because of the preponderance of active citizen asso-
ciations that worked on solving problems collec-
tively,

Service systems require clients and community
organizarions require citizens. That is why service
systems are often antithetical to powerful commu-
nities,

Systems are hierarchal and not democratic.
They huarness people’s power 10 execute the plan of
& central authority.

Community organizations are the vehicles that
harness the potential power of the citizens to create
und execute their own plan. Citizens make power
by coming together and take power by acting to-
gcther on issues.

When citizens get together and suy, “Our orga-

nization can solve many of the problems that human
service systems control, then there will be a con-
flice, TThe vested interesis of the social service
system will attempt to thwart the efforts of the
community organization to control what happens in
its neighborhood.

The professional/client model is a superior ver-
sus inferior, or dominant versus submissive rela-
tionship. While well-run services have their place,
they are never going to empower neighborhoods. In
fact, when analyzing communities, you’Hi find that
the more services there are in that neighborhood, the
less power that community has o controf iis future.

Service systerns act on the premise that the
professional has expertise and the client has the
problem. The problem solving power of the people
in the neighborhoods is unimportant. That profes-
sional idea is exactly the opposite of what commu-
nity organizing attempts to do. The organizer tells
the people that they have problem solving abilities

When analyzing communities, you'll find that the
more services there are in that neighborhood, the less
power that community has to control its future.

and they can change their community.,

Let me use the example of my calcified big toe.
['m certainly happy that there are professionals out
there who know what to do to treat this problem. and
Tuse one of them. But my personal power is directly
related to my use of professionals. I try to depend
upon them as little as possible. Because if my life
is heavily involved with the social worker, the
doctor, the psychiatrist, two things begin to happen
to me. One is that [ enter into a world of depen-
dence. The other is that my money is increasingly
consumed by these people, diminishing my ability
to make financizal choices. If [ become surrounded
by a forest of services, then ['ve lost much of my
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power to make decisions.

It’s the same with a community, If it is sur-
rounded by a forest of services, then it loses the
power to decide as a community. It should go
without saying that community organizers should
not act as arborists, teaching people how to grow a
forest of services around them. That is the approach
of the misinformed community organizer. This

Alinsky realized that all the money that went into the
social service systems ina community competed directly
with the organizing process.

organizer mistakenly tries to make more clients,
rather thap expanding the power of the citizen. The
powerful community organization, conversely, seeks
pelitical and economic control over the services in
its community.

A good test of the community’s control over
services can be accomplished by asking four ques-
tions, The firstis, who actually controls the service?
Does the community have the final say in the deci-
sion making process or is it just an outpost of a big
system where local opinion has no value?

Sccond, who does the service system hire?
Does it hire professionals who take money or hu-
man resources out from a cormmunity, or does it put
money and jobs into the community?

Third, who does the service provider purchase
its resources from? Are they buying locally or is the
money in the community being circulated out of its
domain? .

And fourth, and least important, although this
question receives the most attention, who is being
served? Answering these four questions will give a
community organization a pretty good idea whether
they have control over the service providers.

Saul Alinsky, in many ways the founder of
modern community organizing, hated anything re-
sembling social workers. Iremember when Sargent
Shriver was heading up the federal government’s
anti-poverty program. We persuaded Sauf to come
to a conference und debate Shriver about the merits
of the work of the anti-poverty program. Saul was
absolutely contemptuous of the social service fo-
cused anti-poverty program, assailing it as a substi-
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tute for real problem solving in poor neighbor-
hoods. He finished his presentation at the debate by
telling Shriver, “Your goddamned program is po-
litical pornography!”

Alinsky realized that ali the money that went
into the social service systems in a community
competed directly with the organizing process. The
more services and money for services in the com-
munity, the harder it is to organize and empower
that community.

Today, on the front lines in the community, the
agents of the service system are mainly non-profit
agencies and individual professional providers. The
government used to provide services directly, but
now it is the major funder of services and not the
providers of services. However, the government is
not entirely out of the service business.

Take public housing for example. Public hous-
ing tenants are clients, the reccivers of services
provided by the housing authorities. No one would
say that theses tenants are empowered. The condi-
tions of public housing developments show the
effects of this dominant/submissive service rela-
tionship. Today, however, there has been a push by
residents to become managers and providers in the
projects. Resident groups across the country are
trying to overthrow the service ideology created in
public housing and replace it with the principles of
community organization,

The principles of community organization are
simple and straightforward: One, everyone is a
citizen first, a client-consumer’second. Two, to
attain power people have to act collectively. They
must come together and say, “We are the principal
problem solvers in this community.”

A good example of this idea in action is the
present school reform measures in Chicago. For
years educators protected centralized power in the
city’s school system, Communities were essen-
tially in a professional/client relationship with edu-
cators, and became powerless to change the poor
conditions of the schools. Initially, reform cfforts
were tocused on the top management of the system.
So Chicago proceeded to go through 5 supcrinten-
denis. Only “the best and the brightest” educational
professionals were sought for the position. But
student test scores kept going down regardless of
which professional controtied the system.

Communities finally realized they could no
longer afford to be clients of the systems controlled
by professional educators. They saw that changing
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the professionals at the top, but leaving the system
of professional control in place was not going to
solve anything. What was really needed was genu-
ine reform, That meant changing power relation-
ships by redefining who was in control. Therefore,
Chicago neighborhood organizations worked strenu-
ously to get legislation passed that would return
control of the schools to the local communities.

As a result, the state legislature passed a law
dividing the school system into 468 school boards
elected by local citizens. Now, the locally elected
board has the power to hire and fire the principal,
develop curriculury and budget the school’s money.
The intent of the neighborhoods to regain control
over the professional service system succeeded.
Neighborhood power has replaced the professional
dominance of the centralized management system.
It is clear from this example that the community
organizations should never let the professionals
become dominant.

Effective organizing also mobilizes people 1o
help each other. Human services are 2 second rate
substitute for the community building process.
Services cannot get people together to form a day
care cooperative or a neighberhood watch. This is
the unique power of citizen associations, tackling
community-wide problems like crime and drugs, or
working to keep elderly residents in the neighbor-
hood.

Cemmunity organizations that have real power
have an economic focus rather than a service focus.
In our society, power equals organized people or
organized money. Effective community organiza-
tions, for the most part, use people power 1o affect
money power. The organizing question is, “How
can we have a tocal economy that offers real choice
and the potential for a goed living?”

Because power comes from choice, community
organizations should realize that if meney in the
community goes lo the United Way service sys-
tems, and not for community empowerment or eCo-
nomic development, then the community needs to
work hard to regain control over the money the
service system siphons off. Education, welfare,
social services, all this moncey needs to be redefined
and contrelled by local groups.

A fairindicator of an empowered community is
the amount of goods and income being generated by
the residents. In powerless communities, goods and
income are scarce. Instead. government programs,
the United Way and private foundations olfer ser-

vices, not straight income. In Chicago, for instance,
25,000 public dollars comes into the city for every
low income family of four people. But this family
receives only 9,000 dollars in cash. The rest of the
monaey is consumed by heaith and human service
professionals provided for low-income communi-
ties. Thus, the low-income family is service rich
and money poor. This is, in effect, legislated pov-
erty because adequate public income is appropri-
ated bui is not available for choice. Itis available for
services only.

People will argue however that poor people
can'tbe trusted with cash. They will say the govern-
ment knows best how to spend poor people’s money.
This notion is what built the social service empire
on the backs of America’s poor. As people have
more power they become more responsible, not the
other way around. Responsibility grows with au-
thority. Community organizing leads neighbor-
hood residents to become responsible problem solv-
ers in the neighborhood. When residents realize
they have the power to change things, they start to
see how the community gives away its own power
in exchange for services.

Education, welfare, social services, all this money
needs to be redefined and controlled by local groups.

Unfortupately, some of the biggest community
busters within the neighborhoods have been some
of the churches, In these churches there is a heavy
emphasis on charity. It is manifested in church
members who hear a call to “serve” others. While
this is 2 natural part of the church cxperience, it
degenerates casily into the dominant-submissive
relationship so common in professional services.
These churches say they are involved in or sponsor
organizations that benefit the community. But the
church’s charity motive weakens the capubility of
building empowered community institutions dedi-
cated to social change. In these churches the result
of the congregation’s concern is to create, fund or
become part of a professional service network. In
these churches the pastor responds to those with
preblems by sending them to service agencics, say-
ing in effect, the power is not in this church to solve
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your problem, the power lies elsewhere in profes-
sionals. These are the community busting churches,
those who assume the task of creating more services
rather than building problem solving religious con-
gregations,

Effective pastors connect people to help each
other. They work to bring the knowledge and
capacities of the congregation together. However,
many mainline churches are powerless today be-
cause they actively give away the power of the
congregation to help each other or its community.
Their pastor will refer a “problem kid” to a profes-
= sional youth counselor and will lead a drive to get
more youth counselling services into the commu-

nity. This actionrobs his church and his community-

of potential power.

An effective community is one where people
are committed to each other and solve problems
together. An effective community is moving away
from being filled with clients. A powerful commu-
nity is the home of the citizen, and can harness the
power of citizens through the vehicle of community
organization.
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Some Seniors in San Francisco

An interview with organizer Diana Miller

John Vanover

Senior citizens need communily organization,
and community organizations nced them, says Diana
Miller, organizer for the Tenderloin Senior Orga-

A senior organization had confronted a decision-
maker who had been ignoring them, and one woman
said, ‘Just because we're old, sick and poor doesn't
mean we're stupid.’

nizing Project in San Francisco. “They arc a strong
resource for community organizations, providing
strong lcaders and bring enthusiasm to an organiza-
tion,” she remarked during an interview with Orca-
MziNG. Miller’s experience with seniors is exlen-
sive. TSOP organizes senior tenants in a notericus
45 block section of Sun Francisco. The area has the
largest concentration of senior citizens in the city,
housing over 8,000.
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“With the growing senior citizen population
and a steady erosion in funding for senior services,
organizing will be necessary to maintain an ad-
equate standard of living for seniors,” Miller says.
The cuts in clderty services have come from a
variety of sources. For the most part, heaith costs
are up for senior citizens, as out of packet medical
expenses for Medicaid have risen. Privately run,
low cost medical centers have been hurt by a de-
crease in their funding, Subsidized housing, too,
has aiso cut support to the etderty. FIUD priorities
have shified und buildings set aside lor senior citi-
zens are now open to other applicants. The same
fate has befallen private, localty run agencies which
provide services to senjors such as transportation
and meal programs. Miller also notes that inflation
has hurt the seniors, most on lixed incomes, in tight
of these recent program cuts.

Seniors, now more than cver. need to build
public power to make sure their interests are not
forgotien just because “they have (allen oli the
‘cause of the month” fist,” Miller says. This is
especially true for fow-income older folks who



