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Organizing for Democracy
Most people do not accumulate a body of experience. Most people go through life undergoing a series of happenings, which pass through their systems undigested. Happenings become experiences when they are digested, when they are reflected on, related to general patterns, and synthesized. Saul Alinsky 
ANNOTATIONS IN APPENDIX

Annotated draft
Draf0 2018
I. EXPERIENCE AND WORLDS
Experiencing the world of technology

My name is Bruce Woll. I use the pronouns he/his/him. I’m a member of the People’s Lobby. 

Years ago I was hiking with my family in Kettle Morraine State Park in Wisconsin. We  love hiking. And it’s a lovely, hilly park with a lot of trails. But, after an hour I realized I was not enjoying anything. None of the usual sense of freedom, of getting away from the concrete, glass, traffic, and noise of the city. Feeling the cool air in the woods. Smelling the trees and pine needles, and earth. I felt disconnected from everything, wife and kids. Even myself.  Nothing stirred inside. No feelings. I remember thinking to myself it was as if I felt dead inside. 


Why? Three years earlier, in 1984 I had plunged into a full-time job as a personal computer trainer. The computer world had suddenly exploded. I had no background in computers, technology, science, or business. In many ways it was an alien world. But I had become fascinated with it. Once I jumped into that seething, stormy, exciting world I had almost no time to do anything but eat, breathe, and sleep computers. 

After that afternoon in the woods, I was finally forced to stop. I found myself in a wrestling match. There were things about it that I wanted. I was making more money for one thing. But there were things that were being lost. I felt squeezed. 

PAUSE. Let me stop the story there. Why am I telling you this? Because what Matt and I are going to talk about in this training is experience and worlds and their relationship to organizing power. I’ve told a story of one experience. 
[Draw a large circle on one piece of newsprint with the word “experience” inside at the top]. 

And the world of technology. [Draw another large circle on a separate piece of newsprint with the word “world” on it]. We’re going to start with experience. [Write the bolded word or phrase in the circle marked experience for each of the first three of the following points
· First, 

· Experiences are processes. They are never isolated bits. An experience is always being affected by all sorts of other processes that are all affecting each other. Like this. [Hold up mobile]. If any part of it moves everything else moves. 
· I said that I felt disconnected from everything. But in fact I was still caught up in a world of other people, institutions of work, family, a state park.  They were all part of an ongoing stream of experiences or processes. In my case, the experience I had in the woods in 1987 was a result of three years of direct involvement in the computer industry and part of everything else going on in my everyday life: events, actions, feelings, thoughts, relationships, work situations, news, conversations.
· Second

· Experience is always individual and social or collective at the same time. 

· I am not the only one whose life is shaped by the new technologies of today: smartphones, social media, google, amazon.  How would you describe your relationship or experience to social media, your smartphone, facebook, twitter? Positive? Negative? 
· These new technologies are part of the world we are all living in. 
· On the other hand each of us as individuals inherits a particular set of genes from a particular set of parents. We are born at a particular moment in time and location in space that is not exactly the same as a twin, and from that point on no how matter how much we share with others, my combination of experiences keeps getting more particular even as it shares more and more with others. 
· Three 

· Both individual and social experience builds up layers of experience over time. What happened to me in the woods in 1987 was one more layer of experience on top of three years of layers, building a thick storehouse of experience of technology. 
· Four [write the phrase world of technology  and neoliberal capitalism in the circle labeled “world”]
· Our experience of technologies is shaped by a particular kind of world 

· In other words, our experience of technology IS NOT NEUTRAL. IT IS SHAPED BY A PARTICULAR WORLDVIEW. 
· A worldview shaped by narratives of free market capitalism
· small government.
· Narratives of self-interest, bootstrap individualism
· If you can’t pull yourself by your own bootstraps you don’t count
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II. THE WORLD THAT HAS SHAPED OUR EXPERIENCE
NEOLIBERAL CAPITALISM

[Trainer: list these three features of neoliberalism in the circle on the newsprint labelled “world”

· This is the world that has shaped our experience. [On the two circles drawn on newsprint at the beginning, draw an arrow pointing from the world circle to the experience circle].

· Highlight conflict for control between private market and public government
· Consequence for technology is private takeover of technologies of finance, communications, 
· Under Trump regime, so-called “private” power has taken naked control of public’s power.
[If time permits, talk about other examples of this shaping power: 

· Relationships to the physical world (climate change denial), 
· the cities and nations we are part of 
· their institutions 
· our closer interpersonal relationships to families and friends
· Our experience of ourselves (for example. Experiencing myself as completely empty of feeling, as if I were dead to everything around me including myself. Have you ever experienced yourself as invisible to someone, as if they don’t even see you? Or that you don’t count. Or experienced yourself as a failure? 
· [List these on newsprint]
· From the most distant scale – the global, the planet – down to the most intimate.
IV. RESHAPING THE WORLD

How did a world dominated by the power of neoliberal capitalism get that way?
· The short answer is, Previous generations produced it
· How? Where did they get the power to shape their world?

The power of accumulated experience. 

· I talked about my three years and more of experiences of technology as if building up a storehouse of experience I could go back to. “Ah, now I know how to fix that”

· Let me spell out that picture for a moment. 
· It begins from the moment we are conceived. 
· We inherit a particular set of genes from a particular set of parents

· Parents who are affected by the conditions of the world as it exists at a particular point in time and space. 

· That process continues throughout our lives. 

· The air we breathe, 

· Food

· Liquids

· the raw materials settle into our bodies as they make up our skin and bones, muscles, nervous system, digestive system. 

· As we become conscious the same happens with the raw materials of our consciousness – language, habits, knee-jerk reactions, patterns, ideas, thoughts, images, feelings, fears, desires, pleasures, attitudes, dreams, fantasies. 

That storehouse of experience contains the raw materials of power available for us to reshape the world 
· [Draw an arrow pointing from the experience circle to the world circle].
· The world and experience shape each other
How can the store of experience shaped by an oppressive world also by the power to change that world?
Part of the answer is something we have already looked at briefly. The combination of the store of life experience each of us accumulates adds up to a distinctive individual with a particular perspective and a potential for surprise. 
A second part of the answer is that we have a choice to make – individually and collectively
· We can submit to being shaped by the world we have inherited from previous generations

· Or we can to take control of the power of our own experience to shape the world   

· This is a choice each of us has to make individually for ourselves.

It is a choice, in part, about how we choose to digest that storehouse of experience

· What does that mean? 
· Saul Alinsky, one of the great organizers, said: 

Most people do not accumulate a body of experience. Most people go through life undergoing a series of happenings, which pass through their systems undigested. Happenings become experiences when they are digested, when they are reflected on, related to general patterns, and synthesized.
· Here’s an example of how changing how we look at something can make all the difference in the world. 

· Handout of the Rorschach image
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What do you see? An old woman? A young woman? 
Look at the left side of the image about half way down. There is a curvy line between the blue and the light colored patch. There’s tiny bump just below the dark brown clump. What do you see?

Below that the line curves around and down and there is a heavy red line cutting into the light patch. What do you see if you look at that line? 
Let’s look at that store of experience again

· One of the dominant narratives of the world we have all grown up in regards us all as individuals who are isolated, self-interested bits of interests and preferences called identities, all in competition with one another, with no shared interests or experiences. In that scenario the power of “our” experience is shattered into bits of power of isolated individuals, the power of alienated selves. 
· One of the big lies of neoliberalism is that we are born into this world selfish. 
· It is a lie that is contradicted to start with by the reality of our interdependence. 
· It is a lie that is contradicted by every fresh report of floods, forest fires, hurricanes and tornados, lead in water supplies, seas rising – extreme “weather” that keeps affecting the very soil, air, water, plants, and organic life on which every one of us depends. 
· The reality is that from birth we are all, always, overlapping in some part, shared in some part, common in some part. Our experiences are made up of interactions and relationships with one another, with a shared earth, with share institutions, structures, systems, ideas. 
· The world that has shaped us has left its raw material as a resource that   human beings have been using to design and build societies. That raw material is the source of the power we have to change the world.
The choice has to do with how we think of what we call history. 

· What if we define history as a resource of power for the present instead of a boring collection of dates that you had to memorize in school 
Here’s an example
· Today’s technologies are a gift of the store of SOCIAL experience that goes back thousands of years. Accumulated knowledge and technology – arithmetic, calculus, electricity, chemistry, physics, automobiles, airplanes, engines, 
· Nearly 90% of productivity growth up to the 1950 was due to technical change not labor and capital.” 
· Almost all modern wealth – real wealth - is the result of a collective and common inheritance of knowledge. 
· NO ONE OWNS THAT INHERITANCE

· The incredibly inequitable distribution of wealth from that shared inheritance in modern society is abhorrent and illogical. 
 (Alperovitz, Just Desserts, 71).

· Bill Gates built a fortune from software. 

· The enormous growth in power, productivity, and therefore his income actually came from the hardware it ran on, which doubled in power every two years. Almost free to him. It was the result of more than 150 years of development. It was a gift 
Before I turn things over to Matt, I want to underscore one thing. 

· The bad news with this scenario is that it doesn’t work. It doesn’t work, that is, if the power of “our” experience is shattered into bits of power of isolated individuals, the power of alienated selves. 

· The good news is that in reality our experiences, as we have also seen, are all, always, made of up shared materials. 
· The world we want to change can be changed by the same raw materials of social, collective experience that built it. 
ANNOTATIONS

I. EXPERIENCE AND WORLDS: theories of experience
Resnick and Wolff, Knowledge and Class, p. 71: 

“The relation between the world, the significant universe in which men live, and the men who create it is inseparable, a relation in a double sense: the subject is part of the world and in fact introduces meaning there practically, but this world is part of the subject and constitutes it. This circle, a vicious circle for a static philosophy, is no problem for a dialectical study of history” (p. 71, 72, citing Goldmann, On Lukacs and Heidegger, p. 35).  
Oakeshott

Uday Mehta cites Oakeshott, Experience and its Modes, linking together experience and worlds in a pregnant formulation. (Mehta, Liberalism and Empire, 212, n. 47 especially: 11/19/19 A quote from Oakeshott links experience to the given, to worlds, and to a “given world made more of a world”:

My view is, in the first place, that experience (by which I mean the single and indivisible whole within which experiencing and what is experienced have their place) is always a world. Not only must we say that every experience is a world. What is given in experience is a world, and what is achieved is this given world made more of a world. What is given in experience is single and significant, a One and not a Many (Mehta, 212, n. 47, citing Oakeshott, Experience and Its Modes, 1966 [1933], 322). 

There is first of all experience as a whole, single, indivisible, given, a world. There is, contained within this whole a plural: “every experience.” How is this not a contradiction? Mehta cites Oakeshott on the notion of “worlds” as a comment on Wittgenstein’s “life forms, pictures, or language games.” Mehta’s still larger argument has to do with the possibility that experiences can be meaningful in the sense of coherent, not merely provisional. And, one more level out, Mehta’s intent is to make room for “the experiences of Indians” to cohere as parts of a system of reference simply as a possibility over against the a priori conclusion that they were provisional – from the liberal point of view (212, n. 48). Finally, the added comment, citing Wittgenstein, is that all the liberal arguments regarding the provisionality of Indian experience takes place within the British system that has the same ontological and cognitive status, neither more nor less, than the Indian. Each entail passionate commitments (211). 

HISTORICAL ACCUMULATION OF MEANING

AS SOURCE OF CREATION/SHAPING DIFFERENT WORLD

Nietzsche


“Nietzsche is an outspoken critic of modern liberal democracy” (Church, Infinite Autonomy, 170). But, according to Church, “despite his piercingly loud denunciations of modern political orders … he seeks to retain existing institutions and the historical accumulation of meaning around them because these represent ripe conditions for the creation of individuality.” (171). 
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