Study Guide 04a
Material from: Phulwani, V. (2016). The poor man’s Machiavelli: Saul Alinsky and the morality of power. American Political Science Review, 110, 4, pp. 863-875. 
1.  Know whether or not Alinsky’s guiding question was how power can be acquired and exercised by as many people as possible starting from conditions of widespread inequality and popular disempowerment. Know whether or not Alinsky went beyond most of today’s realists by embedding this process [of conflict, resolution cycle] in the larger process of democratic empowerment through organizing. Know whether or not [Alinsky] saw organizing as a form of political education that involves learning to use both conflict and compromise to build power and advance the people’s goals.
2.  Know whether or not an organizer is an agent of the democratization of power who engages in “strategically hopeful action” to bring out the “potentially positive sum” nature of political power. Know whether or not realists attempt to derive an ethics of political conduct from analysis of existing political institutions and the moral psychology of the actors involved in them. Know whether or not Williams rejected the idea that there is a specific class of necessarily ethical reasons and argued that philosophy ought to return to the older, Aristotelian tradition of moral psychology. Know whether or not the meta-ethical theory calls on realists to take the perspective of agents who exist within the political system they are trying to understand.
3.  Know whether or not the realists’ mistake lies in conflating specific ethical demands of statesmanship with ethical demands of politics in general, which concern the use of power in all its forms, not simply with respect to violence. Know whether or not, recently, a few identified with realism have started to push the theory away from its attachment to statesmanship. Know whether or not Alinsky provides a realist approach to democratic ethics, not simply a handbook of political tactics.


4.  Know whether or not, from the urban sociology he studied at the University of Chicago, Alinsky learned to define communities as patterns of meaningful relationships and repeated interactions. Know whether or not, of the various groups involved in the New Left, [Alinsky was most sympathetic to the black power movement. Know whether or not a cardinal principle of the morality of power is that political actors must accept that politics is and ought to be about power. Know whether or not, according to Alinsky, liberals fear power or its application.
5.  Know whether or not, in Rules for Radicals, [Alinsky] lamented the negative connotations attached to words like power, self-interest, compromise, and conflict by people who wish to either avoid politics or transcend it. Know whether or not power is the essential component of political agency, both the necessary prerequisite and the central objective of political action. Know whether or not Alinsky was fond of saying that “the real action is the reaction of the opposition.”
6.  Know whether or not [Alinsky held that] power has always derived from two main sources, money and people [and] lacking money, the Have-Nots must build power from their own flesh and blood. Know whether or not, according to von Hoffman, the organizer’s first job is to organize, not right wrongs, not avenge injustice, not to win the battle of freedom; or the other way around. Know whether or not Chambers argues that violence is a form of unilateral power qualitatively distinct from and incompatible with relational power. Know whether or not what [Alinsky] saw in 1930s Chicago was that violence, even violence that was seen as legitimate, was by no means an exclusive tool of the state.
7.  Know whether or not [Alinsky discovered that] the mob’s ability to use violence depended on relationships of trust and reciprocity built around family bonds, common ethnic identities, and shared interests. Know whether or not, for an organizer, relationships are the foundation of political power, not violence. Know whether or not Alinsky saw power in terms of vote power or money power or public opinion power, never violent power. Know whether or not another problem with violence, in addition to how difficult it is to control, is that there is no reason to think that democratic groups will get the better of violent conflicts.
8.  Know whether or not Alinsky agreed with Gandhi that suffering can be a morally purifying or self-limiting force for containing resentment and converting opponents. Know whether or not [Alinsky] believed that organizers who knew how to acquire power through the full range of relationships and resources available to them could find surer means [than nonviolent resistance] of achieving their goals. Know whether or not Boyte argues that Alinsky’s theory of relational power neglects to acknowledge power based on control over the flow of information, communications, professional practices, and cultural productions—what can be called knowledge power.
9.  Know whether or not it is hard to see how Alinsky can be accused of neglecting cultural and intellectual production. Know whether or not, while culture and ideas matter, they become forms of power only through people. Know whether or not relational power has important ethical implications for how an organization should deal with its opponents.
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