THE BLINDING RAPTURE OF MOBILIZATION1
By Moshe ben Asher, PhD & Khulda bat Sarah
For the millions who marched on the day after the
Trump inauguration, doing so would surely have built
their morale and clarified their political thinking, as
evidenced by the fact that many of them have continued
to resist and challenge the Trump administration’s
worst initiatives. But did it do more than that?
Ideally, the effect of such mobilizations would be
to chasten Trump, to prompt him to restrain his worst
inclinations. Or, if not that, then perhaps in a more
roundabout fashion they could influence the Republican
majority in Congress who, feeling pressure, would disassociate themselves from Trump, causing him to restrain his more outrageous behavior. 2 But this does not
appear to have happened. Why is that?
Given our careers as professional community organizers, we have serious doubts about the staying
power and the ultimate outcomes of mobilizations not
built on long-term organizational development and seasoned leadership, which are the basis for waging extended campaigns. In their absence, even mass mobilizations can be forgotten in a matter of days. It’s no accident that few of us remember the massive anti-war
demonstrations that preceded the U.S. invasion of Iraq.
They did not prevent the war. 3
It’s not that there’s anything wrong with marching.
Every experienced community organizer has witnessed
and appreciated the euphoria that accompanies such
mobilizations, even those with turnouts in the hundreds
(let alone in the millions). When citizens who have previously experienced themselves as powerless find
themselves surrounded by others who share their resentment and their hopes and dreams, it’s no surprise
they feel joyful. 4 This reaction fits the definition of
rapture: “a feeling of intense pleasure or joy,” 5 which
have positive benefits for organizing. They are hugely
rewarding, and they may even increase the probability
for future action.
The Downside of Rapture
But rapture has a downside too. It tends to blind mobilization participants, distracting them from careful observation, analytical thinking, and self-evaluation. It is
not remarkable, then, that many of the post-Women’s
March analyses focused on the strengths of the mobili-

zation, and not on the reactions of those the marchers
wanted to influence, the decision-makers within and
allied to the Trump administration.
Rapture drives many participants in mass mobilizations—in particular, newly minted activists—to believe
that the extraordinary turnout and the high spirit of the
participants will make their demonstration of power
irresistible to the opposition. It often comes as a shock
to them to discover that the actions of the decisionmakers whom they were looking to influence are entirely unaffected by the mobilization, at least from outward
appearances. 6
Mobilization Shortcomings
When the dust of the marching settles, many are left to
wonder: If millions in the streets didn’t work, what
will? The assumption had been: once the opposition see
how angry we are, they’ll change their tune. But they
didn’t. Perhaps at this point they catch a glimpse of the
magnitude of power on the other side. If so, euphoria
may be short-lived, replaced by fear. Many will shrink
back into their former selves. They lose hope.
Even activists, not knowing the alternatives, may
fear doing more. Some may believe that going beyond a
march has the potential for violence, because it will
attract extremists. And there is a possibility of violence,
either from the left or the right, given that so many people are so angry. There is always a radical or reactionary group among the peaceful protestors, those on the
left who want to smash windows and set cars on fire,
and those on the right who want to let loose police violence. 7 The net effect is to intimidate many from participating in protests and demonstrations. 8
Further, if mass mobilizations are viewed, as we
think they are, as one-time, minimum-commitment,
fun-events, then it’s easy to join in. But it’s also easy to
“unjoin” when the organizers start talking about commitment to the other steps necessary to achieve significant social change. From some people’s point of view,
you’re asking them to join the Marines—and they’re
not up for it.
And in fact, in the course of a mobilization, while
participants may learn important lessons about civic
action, their learning does not necessarily lead to partic-

ipation in future campaigns and actions. That’s because
the learning is often essentially cognitive, lacking significant reinforcement for future participation. This is
especially the case when participants conclude that
what they did failed to work. 9
But even when there is some effect from the initial
mobilization and next steps are proposed, there may be
no unified command 10 and no unified objectives. Often
every participating group and individual has their particular issue, about which they feel deeply (and do not
desire to compromise on). And they rarely have a basis
in long-lived community or previous working relationships to warrant submerging their unique identity under
a single banner or demand. 11

If the movement does not develop experienced and
unified leaders and objectives, 16 it will be vulnerable to
misrepresentation and divide-and-conquer tactics by its
opponents. It may also be deflated by symbolic victories. 17 Such movements may have enough momentum
and ad hoc leaders to leverage policy concessions from
decision-makers, but rarely if ever do they have the
organization and staying power to collect on commitments for institutional change.
Indirect Decision-Makers
Movements also recognize different kinds of decisionmakers targeted for their influence. Those who are directly targeted are the actual decision-makers. But there
are also intermediate decision-makers who “transmit
the message” to the real or direct decision-makers. And
then there are indirect decision-makers, individuals and
organizations, behind the scenes, that influence or control direct decision-makers.
A simple example of indirect decision-makers
might be well-known financial contributors to an elected representative’s campaign. The contributors, because
of their sensitivity to negative public exposure, can be
pressured to direct the representative to support or oppose an issue.
A grassroots organization, for example, might go
after contributors to a state assemblywoman’s campaign
after she refuses, as chairperson of an important committee, to allow the committee to consider a bill proposing tax relief for low-income seniors. The grassroots
group researches the public campaign contribution records to learn the names of financial contributors to the
assemblywoman’s campaign, especially those whose
public reputations are important to them, such as professionals, business owners, and community “influentials.” They then launch a media campaign identifying
the contributors as supporters of a politician who refuses to consider tax relief for seniors. It doesn’t take long
before the assemblywoman’s contributors are calling
her, telling her to work out her differences with this
grassroots organization—and not long afterwards the
bill is submitted to the committee for consideration.
The point is, when we’re focused exclusively on
ideology, policies, and practices, which is typical for
mobilizations, there’s a much greater likelihood we will
narrow our view to direct decision-makers, when it
might be much more effective to focus on indirect decision-makers. Concentrating on direct decision-makers
blinds us to a vital question: What is the source of power for the opposition with whom we’re contending? Do
we really know who we’re dealing with? And what
happens when we don't?

A March is Not a Movement
Perhaps we tell ourselves: We’re much bigger than a
march. We’re a movement. But is that true? We should
not confuse a mobilization, even a mass mobilization,
with a movement. It pays to remember the Arab Spring,
which was a mobilization, powered up by social networking. But as we know, its potential to persist and
bring about democratic governance was nil. 12
In contrast to one-shot mass mobilizations, victorious movements achieve institutional change through
long struggle. Diverse examples include the civil rights
movement, the labor movement, and the Gandhian Indian national liberation movement; and they were not
decentralized in their leadership and main objectives.
Movements that have staying power and bring
about institutional change are grounded in long-lived
community, such as that provided by the churches, barber shops and beauty parlors for the civil rights movement, by the workplaces for the labor movement, and
by the villages for the Indian national liberation movement. Gandhi withdrew from national politics from
1933 to 1940, during which time he worked with villages throughout India: “Gandhiji firmly believed that
self-reliant villages form a sound basis for a just, equitable, and non-violent order. . . .” 13
Movements must build competent organization and
leadership before attempting mobilizations of any consequence. 14 Those that don't, like the quickly forgotten
Occupy Wall Street “movement,” have no lasting impact. 15 Beyond community-building, successful movements achieve organization-building, mobilizationbuilding, and institution-building. When those steps are
missing, movements rarely achieve institutional change.
Of course, there is always the possibility, however
dim, that a mobilization will evolve into a mass movement. Let us suppose that, following an initial mobilization, the targeted decision-maker—the Trump administration—reacts, doing something even more outrageous than previously, so that even more people, let’s
say tens of millions, spontaneously go into the streets,
possibly in response to a call for a general strike. Now
we have an authentic social movement, but if it has
sprung up too quickly to be adequately organized, it
may accomplish little.

Power Behind Power
What exactly happens when the rapture of a progressive
mass mobilization comes up against a covertly empowered, hard-boiled reactionary organization and its constituency, one with extensive hidden resources? We
have a near-perfect example with the Million Mom
March (MMM), which took place in Washington, DC
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on May 14, 2000. The march drew an estimated
750,000 participants, plus another several hundred
thousand in more than 50 allied marches in cities across
the country. 18

$40 and can be mobilized on-call for lobbying initiatives, possibly because they have something tangible to
protect, which is the right to own, carry, and use their
guns.

The Contenders
The MMM was comprised mostly of low-income,
working-class and urban people of color, who were
primarily concerned about fatalities caused by handguns and military-grade automatic weapons. Gun control for them was a matter of lessening immediate
threats of injury and death for their families and themselves.
The barely discernible public opposition to the
MMM came from the Second Amendment Sisters, who
were mostly white, middle and upper-middle class,
suburban and rural homemakers. They were primarily
interested in rifles and shotguns for sport and handguns
for self-protection. Gun-rights for them were a matter
of preserving their means of self-defense and recreation.
The “strategy” of the MMM was to mobilize a
large number of moms in a march on Washington. The
goal was to arouse and heighten public awareness and
put pressure on Congress to strengthen gun laws.
And yet, despite the numbers, the march had no effect on Congressional law-making. 19 In fact, it’s fair to
say that since then the country has lost ground in the
long-running gun-control campaign aimed at Congress.
What went wrong?
Why wasn’t the Million Mom March successful?
It’s hardly a revelation to say that one-shot mobilizations, in the absence of long-lived community and organization, do not create compelling and sustained
pressure on decision-makers. A march is a tactic, not a
strategy. And when organizers use a tactic in place of a
strategy, it’s probably because the elements needed for
a successful strategy are weak or missing altogether.
Those elements include: (1) face-to-face community
with a shared history and values; (2) organization with
a capacity to generate revenue, recruit members, and
develop leaders; (3) the wherewithal to mobilize ongoing campaigns and actions based on large-scale turnouts; and (4) strategic visioning to build or rebuild societal institutions. These elements also form the underpinnings of successful movements. In their absence,
those protesting find it difficult to impossible to secure
commitments from the opposition or to collect on them.
In the mass mobilization for more gun control, the
only opposition that counted was the National Rifle
Association (NRA), an extraordinarily formidable opponent. The Second Amendment Sisters was merely the
public (and female) face of the NRA in this fight. The
NRA is a long-lived organization with a stable membership of about four million. NRA membershiprecruiting is strengthened by an extensive program of
political education, and by activities such as gun-safety
educational services, especially geared to children, and
family shooting events, designed particularly to appeal
to women. NRA members pay annual dues of $30 to

The Heavyweight
In the legislative debate on gun control versus gun
rights, however, there’s a huge “elephant in the
room”—the lobbyists for the gun and ammunition industries. These lobbyists, who were mostly not visible
to the MMM marchers and who were not the focus of
the MMM campaign, were behind the scenes busily
wielding their influence on the Congress and the state
legislatures. 20
The gun manufacturers, working hand in hand with
the NRA-led gun-rights lobby, managed to get Congress to pass the Protection of Lawful Commerce in
Arms Act in 2005, granting them and their distributors
and dealers unprecedented immunity from lawsuits by
victims of gun violence. More recently, the NRA and
its allies have been pushing legislation in Congress that
would require all states to honor the concealed gun
permits issued in any other state, legislation which
failed to pass in 2011, 2013, and 2014. The current bill
(at the time of this writing) has 35 co-sponsors in the
Senate, and its companion bill in the House has 121 cosponsors. With a Republican president, Congress may
actually pass the bill. 21 If so, the weakest state gunpermit laws, which grant permits to individuals convicted of violent felonies, will effectively become the
standard for permits in every other state—a huge boon
to gun manufacturers. 22
After the march in Washington, MMM (the organization) joined with the Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun
Violence. At that point, it devolved into small local
groups in which a “web of activists” contributed to a
number of state and local campaigns. 23 The rapture of
mobilization had faded and so had the mobilized population.
The initial promise of federal gun-control legislation vanished.
How has the NRA built its outsized influence with
members of Congress? The organization is extraordinarily well-funded, spreading its influence by spreading
money. In 2016, gun-rights contributions to members of
Congress were $5,462,412: Republicans received
$5,341,610, Democrats received $113,437, and others
received $7,365. 24 In 2016, NRA lobbying expenditures
alone totaled $3,188,000. 25
By contrast, the Brady Campaign spent $97,992 on
lobbying in 2016, 26 and in 2013 the Coalition to Stop
Gun Violence—encompassing nine major gun-control
organizations—had a budget of $375,503. 27
How does the NRA come to have such extraordinary financial resources? NRA revenue for FY 2015
was more than $336 million, 28 with approximately $43
million coming from corporations. 29 It’s helpful that the
makeup of the 75-member NRA board of directors includes significant representation of manufacturing interests and former legislators, which strongly suggests
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that the organization has evolved into a lobby for gun
and ammunition manufacturers rather than gun owners. 30 The NRA works in effect as the PR arm of the
gun industry, spreading fear to drum up business for the
industry. 31 The NRA lobby promotes the interests of
the industry generally. And since the NRA takes its
cues on particular issues from the industry, they invariably speak with one voice on proposed legislation.
The industry is guided by the owners (i.e., major
stockholders) and managers of the corporations that
manufacture guns and ammunition. 32 Like all major
industries—food, pharmaceuticals, energy, etc.—the
firearms manufacturers have their trade association, the
misleadingly named National Shooting Sports Foundation (NSSF). 33 In addition to bringing together all of the
principal corporations within an industry, the trade associations coordinate their political activities across
industries on common interests, such as tax policies and
environmental regulations.

[It includes] . . . all the obvious parties, both
public and private, who benefit from the status
quo: including key players in the police and intelligence agencies, the military, the treasury
and justice departments, and the judiciary. It is
structured to materially reward those who play
along with the charade, and the glue to accomplish that ultimately comes from Wall
Street. “Financial services” might well be
considered the epicenter of the entire process.
Even though government is needed to implement desired policies, the banksters comprise
the truly essential element, capable of providing genuine rewards for compliance [emphasis
added]. As corporate interests increasingly
own the media, little dissent comes from the
Fourth Estate. . . . 40
The Wall Street leaders of the billionaire brotherhood
are mostly not visible to the public, although they are
the wealthiest stock traders and stockholders of multinational corporations. 41 They are billionaires whose
interests are reflected in the political machinations of
Wall Street. They surreptitiously control governmental
public powers. 42 They exert unseen guidance on deep
policy, using their influence to “manage” the country’s
most important democratic institutions, including the
Presidency, Congress, Supreme Court, and state legislatures and governorships. 43 They are at the heart of the
imbalance of power.

The Knockout
So, in one corner of the “ring,” we have “Kid-MMM,”
who presumably the majority of the public were cheering on, since they favor virtually all of the relatively
mild proposals of the gun-control lobby. And in the
other corner, we have the NRA, fueled by a profitable
industry that will do almost anything to protect and
increase its profits.
This contrast illustrates the imbalance of power
that is threatening U.S. society and poisoning our democracy. The Million Mom mass mobilization, an expression of popular hopes to influence policy-making,
fizzled because it was up against the gigantic but largely unseen power of concentrated wealth, and all the
resources it commands, including the NRA. Unfortunately, this kind of power behind power, the power of
concentrated wealth, is not confined to the gun industry.

Election 2016
We might well imagine that as the election of 2016
approached, the leading billionaire-brotherhood members would have been identifying their most important
strategic objectives. They might well have asked themselves: To what ends shall we employ the worldwide
resources of our multinational corporations, government and military assets, to achieve our desired outcomes?
It’s not implausible that two complementary objectives would be among their highest priorities. First, they
would want to ensure that Justice Scalia would be replaced by an equally or more conservative justice,
guaranteeing the Wall Street-led brotherhood force’s
continued influence on the Court. 44 No single law or
policy can provide the benefits accruing to corporations
and the wealthy more than Supreme Court decisions,
which continue in their broad effects for generations.
And second, they would want to know that limits on
campaign and other political contributions would not be
tightened, 45 ensuring their continued ability to corrupt
and control the legislative and executive branches of
government. 46
That the billionaire-brotherhood is dedicated to ensuring the continued conservative bias of the SCOTUS
is suggested by the outrageousness of the Republican
Senate’s refusal to consider President Obama’s nominee, moderate Judge Merrick Garland, despite unrelenting criticism from the public and the media for sabotag-

Deeply Rooted Opposition
Whatever the issue, if we drill down to the deepest root
of opposition to grassroots empowerment, we uncover
the billionaire brotherhood, 34 what some have described
as a variation of the “deep state.” As noted in a comprehensive report, “. . . [T]he bottom-upward processes
of democracy have been increasingly supplanted by the
top-downward processes . . .” orchestrated by this giltedged brotherhood. 35 The methods have included “secret surveillance and covert intervention” to undermine
progressive organizing. 36 “In a nut-shell, they aim to
hollow out democratic resistance.” 37
Although there are numerous descriptions of the
billionaire-brotherhood’s influential domain, there is a
broad consensus that it operates more or less like a state
within a state, 38 mobilizing key forces in the nation’s
intelligence organizations (FBI, CIA, NSA, etc.), the
military, the State Department, and major industries—
all led in spirit by Wall Street billionaires. 39 The American Conservative offers a succinct characterization of
the billionaires’ reach:
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ing an historic tradition. Every nominee since 1875 has
received a hearing or a vote. It’s not surprising that the
Republican leader of the Senate, Mitch McConnell,
would decide that the risk of Garland’s approval was
too great if he got a fair hearing in committee, since his
moderate views might cause some Republicans on the
committee to cross over and support him.
In a similar deviation from normative behavior by
a major government figure, James Comey, the FBI Director, acted to undermine Hillary Clinton’s candidacy.
That FBI directors have conducted illegal covert operations from time to time is normative. J. Edgar Hoover
set the standard in that regard. 47 But for Comey to do so
openly, as he did, suggests that something else was
happening. With this deed, his reputation was tarnished
beyond repair. And he opened himself up to an allegation that he had violated the Hatch Act, which prohibits
political activity by Justice Department employees. 48
What is the most plausible, parsimonious explanation for this non-normative behavior of McConnell and
Comey? Did the Senate majority leader decide there
would be no Garland hearings, no votes, no action
whatsoever, for his own interests? And did the FBI Director decide to publicly reveal non-incriminating but
nonetheless damning information about Clinton for his
own interests? It seems doubtful, because both of these
acts were carried out against their unmistakable selfinterest, a posture that’s difficult to explain, unless their
self-interest was covert. Did they, instead, demonstrate
a willingness to satisfy the interests of the billionaire
brotherhood, whose influence is pivotal to their reelection or re-appointment, acquisition of personal wealth,
and entry into the upper class? Imagining the influence
of Wall Street here is no more complicated than recognizing “. . . it has the money to reward government operatives with a second career that is lucrative beyond
the dreams of avarice. . . .”49
Although we can only imagine the particulars of
how it’s communicated, we suppose that McConnell
and Comey were acting at the bidding of the billionaire
brotherhood. From this view, those who serve the Wall
Street leaders—even those holding the most powerful
positions in government, such as Comey, McConnell,
and Trump—shrink to the stature of puppets on the
meta-stage of the U.S. power-inequality drama. 50

$2.34 trillion, while the net worth of 16 million black
American households is $1.56 trillion, and the net
worth of 15 million Latino American households is
$1.82 trillion. 54 The inequality becomes more shocking
when the numbers of the wealthy are reduced—to wit:
The 20 richest people in the U.S. now own more wealth
than 152 million Americans in 57 million households, 55
giving those individuals unlimited influence over both
policy and public discourse, especially when their power is exercised for similar ends. 56
The Koch brothers, who have exposed much of
their influential funding to the public, are the exception
rather than the rule. 57 Overall, it’s much more like the
Wizard of Oz. Toto, the little dog, pulls back the curtain, and the wizard says, “Pay no attention to the man
behind the curtain.” But the “man” behind the curtain is
the billionaire brotherhood, financially energized and
guided by the top-tier of the wealthy, who are pulling
the levers, although it’s all veiled. 58
What we’re seeing in the billionaire brotherhood is
another act in the long-running drama of the wealthy’s
dedication to the idea that all humans are not created
equal—those with property should be lifted up by the
state to rule those who have only a ballot. From their
point of view, their mission is to “. . . save capitalism
from democracy—permanently.” 59 Thus their aim is not
to control the system, but to turn it upside down—to
replace democracy with permanent oligarchic rule.
We must make no mistake, the strategic objective
of the billionaire brotherhood is the pursuit of radical
evil—it goes to the root of our democracy. So they will
not be diverted by efforts to educate them, convert
them, or compromise with them. Either they will succeed or they will be overpowered by the demos.

Unlimited Influence
If we doubt the reach and strength of the top-tier of the
Wall Street-led billionaire brotherhood, we need only
consider the magnitude of their wealth. 51 The wealth
gap between the highest income groups and everyone
else has reached historic levels. 52 In 2013, the median
wealth of the nation’s upper-income families . . . was
nearly seven times the median wealth of middle-income
families . . . , the widest wealth gap seen in 30 years
when the Federal Reserve began collecting these data.” 53 In 2015, eligibility for inclusion on the “Forbes
400” list required nominees to have a net worth of $1.7
billion. But the average among them had a net worth of
$5.8 billion! The overall net worth of the Forbes 400 is

The last six decades provide a coherent and
continuous picture of historical direction being
provided by this . . . power of the purse,
trumping and sometimes reversing the conventional state. . . . Our society by its very economic successes and consequent expansion,
has been breeding impersonal forces both outside and within itself that are changing it from
a bottom-up elective democracy into a topdown empire.” 60

The End of Democracy?
Most of us seem focused on, even captivated by, the
ideologies, policies, and practices of the Trump administration. We’re busy watching the show out front,
while monstrous evil emanates from behind the scenes.
Even with all their sound and fury about what’s happening in America, Trump and Comey and McConnell
are merely distractions. And that, in fact, may be their
function—to distract us. But what is it that they distract
us from?

W here is Hope?
It’s easy enough to conclude that a mass mobilization,
like the Women’s March, is not going to influence the
5

imbalance of power that is undermining our democracy.
But the price of criticism is a constructive alternative.
The real question is, what are the alternatives? Who or
what can countervail the unchecked power of the billionaire brotherhood? Who can best protect democracy?
Some have proposed that community and faithbased organizing, or the unions, given their histories
and current roles, could become a countervailing institutional force. But we have no illusions that the efforts
of community and faith-based organizing, as essential
as they are to holding government and corporate decision-makers accountable, have the potential, even if
they were driven by a national progressive coalition
(which they are not), to countervail the power of the
Wall Street-led billionaire-brotherhood forces. There is
evidence, as we noted above, that their secret surveillance and covert intervention have undermined progressive organizing.
And as for the unions, the last 50 years of union
history offer no encouragement that the unions can become such a force either. They too have been neutralized by the billionaire brotherhood. The coordinated
and concentrated efforts of the owners and managers of
major corporations have brought the labor movement
down to 10.7 percent of U.S. workers from 35 percent
in the 1950s. 61 Corporations have successfully attacked
labor unions and labor legislation; 62 they have put big
money behind attacks on union organizing, and they
have mostly succeeded. 63 Recently, three-quarters of
2800 workers at Boeing’s South Carolina plant voted
against the union, which “. . . capped a stretch of highprofile losses for unions across the South.” Not surprisingly, a group linked to the South Carolina Manufacturers Alliance “. . . ran a series of hard-edge ads opposing
the union organizing effort. . . .” The New York Times
news summary noted, “Employees faced enormous
pressure from management ahead of the vote. . . .” 64
Others have suggested that churches or community
corporations could take on this role, either of which
seems extremely unlikely. Out-migration from institutional religious life in the U.S. is growing. Moreover,
the American commitment to church-state separation
precludes popular support for this alternative, and the
idea that religious authorities would dilute their powers
with any form of grassroots governance is not believable. Finally, community corporations 65 possess only the
powers of ordinary nonprofit corporations. Their limitations result from their dependence on foundation and
government grants, which (as we learned during the
War on Poverty) are withdrawn when they challenge

corporations and local, state, and national governments.
So, who or what can help?
What Will Work
As we have pointed out, the billionaire-brotherhood’s
main mechanisms for exercising power are the public
powers of government institutions, the unique powers
of the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of
the federal, state, and local governments. Command of
the public powers is how the imbalance of power is
sustained. The only means of permanently securing a
balance of power that serves the commonweal and sustains the democracy is to ensure that the grassroots citizenry acquires countervailing institutional powers.
How might that be accomplished?
We know what has worked in the past. And we
know what continues to enable grassroots empowerment, as demonstrated by New England’s “open,” directly democratic town governments. The government
institutional form, with its public powers, when adapted
to metropolitan governance, has the greatest potential
for grassroots empowerment to countervail the billion
ire brotherhood. Specifically, we have proposed transforming metropolitan government by adding a lower
tier of directly democratic local assemblies with limited
grants of public powers. We have described this strategic vision in detail in several previous Social Policy
articles. 66
“Open” town government passes the test of being
irrefutably American, even Jeffersonian. 67 As a model
for directly democratic local governance, it’s entirely
home-grown. It has an unquestionable history of successful direct democracy. In most states, it can be created through municipal charter reform; and in half the
states, local government can be restructured through the
initiative process. 68 It has the potential to acquire public
powers; and once engaged in the public’s business, its
public powers become vested permanently in the grassroots citizenry.
This is the beginning of rectifying the imbalance of
power, which is poisoning our democracy—the beginning of balancing power nationally. Do we doubt its
promise? If so, we may recall Gandhi’s seven years of
work during which he built the democratic base for a
nation by promoting the self-reliance of villages
throughout India. Our goal is self-governing local assemblies. As Gandhi prepared the villages, so must we
prepare the neighborhoods, to be the basis from which
to rebuild a just and equitable nation, a nation of democratic promise.
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