Something
Worth
Worrying
About

Molly: You have helped create many
organizations over the years, including
I:h.:.: Aspen Center for ]"|’1}'~,it:~,, three dif-
ferene schools, a pr_1|i1i|;:;:| caucus, a local
tavern, and a store and arc gallery. 1
I{'Ell:izﬂ_‘ now thugl_[ “-"'1;1'; }"(:ll,] WEMS [E:!“}'
doing was tounding communities—
communities focused on scientific
inquiry, education, and rwighhm'hnnd
camaraderie. Was it, in fact, your inten-

10N T Create communities?

George: [ hoped that the organizations
[ helped start would create commu-
niry—which I define as a group or class
having common interests and sharing
care, concern, and connection. Bug
strictly speaking, no one person can cre-
ate a community. Communities organ-
ize themselves, and, almost always, there
are a few key players without whom the
organization would not take place. [ call
them the “chief worriers,” though the
word “organizers” works too,

Molly: How did yvou come to be a chief
waorrier?

George: | have often wondered that,
Whar unconscious need of mine is met
by being a chief worrier? Surely I take
no great joy in worrying. Nor do I par-
ricularly enjoy being a chief; it’s kind of
a burden. However, I do enjoy the sense
of belonging—and the care, concern,
and connecrion thar is possible in a true
communicy.

| was relarively lonely as a child. I
didn’t feel a sense of belonging in my
family or my schoal; 1 didn’t belong o
any neighborhood group of kids, and I
was not good ar reaching out furcher to
find belonging. | learned o live with
my loneliness.

Using Money
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“Strictly speaking,
NoO one person can
create a community.
Communities
organize
themselves.”

As an adulr, I became aware that [
had my education, my money, and my
family name; and these permitted a cer-
tain influence, if I chose to use it I
decided to use thart influence o “nckle”
COmMIMUNICies Inco exisrence.

Immediately | discovered thar “nck-
ling" was not the same as “organizing,”
and that if [ really did wane the commu-
nity, | would have to become a chief wor-
riet. There comes a moment when one
plunges in—uor perhaps is sucked in
and the wventure |1rgll‘|.~:. When it suc-
ceeds, the rewards are great: One belongs
and is included. Having, succeeded the
first time out, with the Center for
Physics, 1 had the confidence, and per-
haps the g:huup:ih, to ry a few more.
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How do you create
a community?

"| begin with a vision of what the com-
munity might be and how | might feel
within it. That vision and feeling
become compelling, and they draw me
into them. Do the communities fulfill
that vision? Never. Do they fulfill the
feeling? Always.

“The communities | help create
have to organize themselves, not into
my wvision, but
Therefore a good bit of the organizing,

into their wvision.

both early and late, is in arranging the
conversation so that it creates that
communal vision. By including myself
in that conversation | discover that
others’ vision becomes my vision. A
community that met just my vision
would be a community of one.”

DOr. George Stranahan

Meolly: How has money helped you to

organize cominunities?

George: Having money has made a dif-
ference, First, it has allowed me to nsk
failure, I always knew thar food would
be on the table, whether or not onc of
succeeded.

my ventures Theretfore,
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grearer risk was possible for me. There
are, of course, other potendal conse-
quences of failure besides financial ruin,
but those have been of litde concern 1o
me. In my mountain-climbing days it
was never a failure not to summir a peak;
it was the arempt thar was the reward,
Second, there is the practical marer
thar if 4 community organizing venture

“When the venture
succeeds, the
rewards are great:
One belongs and is
included.”

required money in order to become real-
ity, some or all of ir could come from
me. It's easier to get started if the com-
municy being organized is assured early
on thar a failure to raise sufficient money
will not mean the failure of the organi-
zation. The community benefits from
having financial security from the ourser.

There is a downside to being both the
organizer and the funder, and thar is that
the community can become over-depen-
dent on one person, with the consequent
possibility that others neglect their own
responsibilicies for the community. It
also becomes ensier for others o pick
one petson 10 blame for weaknesses and

failures within the communiry.

Molly: If you are a chief worrier and fun-
der of 2 community, can you belong o it
in the same way that evervone clse does?

George: It ook me a long time o ger
over being angry about being included
differently in the communiry just
because | was the chief worrier. [ thought
it was a form of prejudice: thar because |
was the chicf worrier [ couldn’t belong o
the community in the same sense as the
others, I've gradually come to accepr that
even within communities there are times
when T am still loncly.

W ore fkd!lﬂ'l.l)ﬂr.’]f_.ﬂr‘g

Molly: %hat advice would you give to
someone who wants to help organize a
community?

George: [ would say the following:

Dant iy it alone. Look for a partmer
early on and continue expanding
vour relationships, like ripples on a
pond. And don't start uneil you know
vou have the right paremer.

Timing is everyrhing. The community
should be just abour ready to form by
itself, needing only pushes, nudges,
and good judgment to be tipped into
being.

Ignore early sethucks. Don't be surprised :

if some people are threatened and are
therefore opposed o the communiry
you are organizing.

Molly: Why don't you use the word
leader, insread of arganizer or chief

worrier?

George: [ am careful tw use words like
organizer and chief worrier, rather than
the word leader, which 1 reserve for one
whao has done something before and is
acring as a guide to those who follow:. In
the formation of a new communiry,
nobody has done it before, We are “mak-
ing the road by walking,” Yet leaders are
needed within a community and it is the
chief worrier’s job to see tw it thar leader-
ship is developed within the membership.
Its a matter of appropriate sharing of the
responsibilities of the community. The
Iron Rule of community organizing is:
Never do for others what they can do for
thermsedves. Never.

Molly: 1 imagine that some of the
lessons you have learned about organiz-
ing communitics have come from
bumps in the road.

George: [ remember several noable
failures. For instance, vears ago, several
of us had a vision of crearing a teen
drop-in center in Michigan thar would
include, besides the usual services, retail
sales, and thar the center would be
owned and managed by the teens them-

selves. It never happened because the
partners were more talkers than walkers.
Another failure was when a number of

us wanted to charrer

continuad an p. 17
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an alternarive high school that would
serve the needs of alienated students as
well as students who were already build-
ing professional careers (in sports or
music or ather areas). We vastly underes-
timated the political skills of the district
superintendent, who [felt threatened by
such a school. He deployed an attack in a
public hearing that torpedoed the project

in a matter of hours.

“I've gradually come
to accept that even
within communities
there are times
when | am
still lonely.”

I've learned from experience char
there is a flip side to organizing a com-
munity into birth, and chat is accepting
its death and finding an appropriace way
to memorialize it. This, too, requires a
common vislon: the vision thar the
community has served its purpose. This,
too, requires organizing: organizing a
celebradon of the communitys exis-
tence and its demise. Doing thar is just
about as hard as starting a new commu-
nity. Folks are invested. Some find their
idendty and/or power in the commu-
nity. Bur the burial cannot be neglecred.
The unburied dead have a stench thar
demoralizes and stops progress.

There is a logical consequence o
becoming identified as someone whao is
good at community organizing: Lots of
people will bring their particular ideas
to your doorstep and leave them, like
toundlings. I advise a grear deal of dis-
cretion in deciding which of these o
adopt. We all belong to multiple com-
munitics, but organizing them should
be done one ar a cime. Il
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