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Organizing the New Majority
Interview with Bertha Lewis
By B. Jesse Clarke

B

ertha Lewis is president and founder of the New York-based action think tank, Black Institute and former president and chief organizer for the community organizing group, ACORN. A veteran organizer and powerful public
speaker, Bertha has been organizing since the 1980s. The following is an excerpt from a conversation recorded for
Radio RP&E on the occasion of Urban Habitat’s State of the Region where Lewis gave one of the keynote
addresses to the equity advocates gathered.
B. Jesse Clarke: What does good organizing mean to you
and what were the issues that first got you involved?
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Bertha Lewis: Well, you know, we’re a membership
organization and we organize low- and moderateincome folks. We take our issues from our members
and fight on things that affect them. But the fight
has to benefit our members and at the same time,
move public policy.
For years, people understood that the banks put a
red line around black and brown neighborhoods and
you couldn’t get credit to buy and if you could, you
were exploited. After the savings and loan debacle, we
saw that there was something called the Community
Reinvestment Act and we created programs where
folks were counseled so that they really understood
about buying something that they could afford. Our
interest was for them to stay in their homes long-

term. For years we fought to get banks to open up
and actually give credit so that low-income people
could buy if they were counseled. And for years we
tried to sound the alarm about predatory lending and
subprime mortgages because [previously] we could
not get credit into our neighborhoods. Then the
banks discovered, “Ah, there’s gold in them there
poor people’s hills!” and the frenzy around subprime
loans and predatory lending [started]. We were
railing against it but, of course, who listens to us?
Sure enough, what we predicted would happen,
did happen. Here’s what folks don’t tell you about the
foreclosure crisis: in New York, we had a one percent
default. Why? Because all of our folks were counseled
and we always counsel people into buying homes and
having mortgages that can withstand any hardship.
But they don’t talk about folks [who were] counseled
and survived the foreclosure crisis.
Clarke: When you look back at our system, what’s the
thing that’s got to change? I mean, the Community Reinvestment Act was supposed to get people into homes.
But it was flipped on its head to: Let’s give them a loan
package they could never repay and let’s double the
price of their house and get twice as much money, and
then let’s take it back and sell it for a quarter of the
price back to ourselves and then sell it again! It’s terrible. If you had a crooked landlord doing this on a oneon-one basis, everybody would be going, wait a minute
now. You sold it first and you sold it twice, and so on.
Lewis: But that’s exactly what’s happening.
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Clarke: How are we going to change that?

Lewis: Here’s where I think all things come together.
Number one, the whole financial collapse came about
because there was no regulation and regulations that
were on the books were not enforced because it’s the
free market and, you know, business needed to thrive.
We had a mindset in this country that actually worshipped rich people. So, anything that benefitted
making money and rich people was fine. You see this
being manifest today. There really is a war on the poor.
If we can exploit you, if we can pay you below
minimum wage, if we can exploit your labor, then
something is wrong with you, poor people. What the
Right and those conservatives understand is, there are
more of us than there are of them.
The rise of the Tea Party was not accidental. You’ve
got to give credit where credit is due. The day after the
2008 election when the Right lost, they immediately
set about organizing... and looking at the 2010
midterm elections. This is why I’m always on a “Wake
up, progressives” tour, you know? Wake up, Left! Don’t
sleep here because you must organize, organize, organize all the time.
ACORN had the largest voter registration operation
in the country. At its height, we accounted for 25
percent of all voter registration. Karl Rove in 2004 put
his sights on us because we had a minimum wage ballot
initiative in Florida. We registered over a million people
and moved those people to the polls based on issues;
the issue of raising the minimum wage, not on a personality. Even though George Bush won that state,
people who may have voted for Bush also went to the
other section of the ballot and voted to raise the
minimum wage. That was dangerous. The New York
Times published Karl Rove’s emails saying: This is the
real danger to the Republican Party and to the Right;
we must go after them. So, there ensued AttorneyGate.
You remember Alberto Gonzales and the resignation of
those U.S. attorneys who said, “We’re being used for
political purposes.”
Clarke: Right.

Clarke: Where are the
places you’re starting to
see emerge this powerful
alliance of communities of
color and progressives and
women to actually turn
this right side up again?

Lewis: Well, I think
this is why the election
this year is so important.
Because you’ll begin to
see, like you say, this
new majority, this coalition of folks who find that they
have interests in common. Women are under attack.
Black folks are under attack. Brown folks are under
attack. Left folks are under attack. Progressives are
under attack. Our cities are under attack. People can
see very clearly—it’s in their self-interest to come
together. When the Right attacks, they really set up an
atmosphere for groups to come together and really be
stronger and fight back because the Right becomes so
extreme that everyday people can see it’s crazy. But we
understand that we are in a real war. There’s no complacency here. You have women of all stripes coming
together saying, listen, they can pass a law in Texas
cutting healthcare for 300,000 poor women, mostly
black and brown. They can do some draconian things
here. So I’m happy. Because, you know, as an organizer,
we thrive in polarizing situations. And America is
polarized more than ever before.
Clarke: Well, but you said when you were a community
organizer—without any Alinsky training—you looked at the
individual interest of each member—and our self-interest is
at stake. We’re being attacked as progressive. We’re being
attacked as people of color. We’re being attacked as
women. But then, you said there was a second ingredient—
what was that second ingredient?

Lewis: Public policy... It’s not just what affects your
members, but what kind of policies we put in place
that are going to benefit more than just your identified
folks—and that’s the key.

Lewis: It all started with us. So, they had their sights on us

for a while and developed a way to go after us. It was really
quite brilliant: Take your strength and turn it against you.
Discourage these new voters—young people, people of
color. We’re hurtling toward being a majority minority
country. You’ve got to blunt that somehow.
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Clarke: We need an ‘action tank’ to pick up these policies
and present them out there so that this new majority can
take them.

Lewis: You know what? What’s good for people of

color, what’s good for black folks, is good for America
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and good for the world. Like General Motors, you
know? If we don’t look at stuff from the point of view
of black people and people of color here in the United
States throughout this, we’re ignoring things that could
help our country.
[For the Black Insittute], I decided that we need to
have three strategies: (1) Data, research, and polling.
There are studies and data that sit on dusty shelves in
academia about people of color, about black folks. But
there is no company that exclusively polls people of
color. We’re always a tab in a larger poll. (2) If you
could bring down the data and the research and, as
Malcolm X said, make it plain, [you could] turn it into
public policy. Train people on how to turn it into legislation. (3) You’ve got to be able to move it on the
ground, because you can have all the advocacy in the
world and the best ideas in the world, but if you don’t
move it on the ground through grassroots organizations
and mobilize people around it, it won’t make a difference. So that’s what I want: Research, which is sort of
symbolized by the head. Leadership, training and development, signified by the heart. And then, being able to
move it on the ground.
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Clarke: In closing, I want to give our audience at Radio RP&E
a little taste of your remarks at the State of the Region...

Lewis: Whether we call ourselves the new majority or
just the majority, I do not accept the idea that we are
going to wait until 2050 and then shazam! all of a
sudden, we will be the majority. We already are. Look
from city to city and from region to region and you can
see people of color are already the majority. We’ve got
to realize that we are the majority already and act like
it. We don't need to wait until we get to critical mass,
we are at critical mass.
We're here talking about changing demographics, what
do you think the Right is doing? Voter ID and voter suppression, the American Legislative Exchange Council, the
attack on healthcare and contraceptives, access to healthcare
for poor women—what do all these things have to do with
each other? Fear of a black planet!
We have an opportunity right now to move people to
the polls based on their own self-interests and issues. So,
the message is this: If we are the new majority, start
acting like it! Let us make sure that electoral politics, as
well as real, on-the–ground, knock-on-doors, face-to-face
organizing is part of that. n

B. Jesse Clarke is the editor of Race, Poverty & the Environment.

State of the Region Conference
Brings Together Diverse Leaders to
Move Equity Agenda
On April 26, Urban Habitat hosted 120
Bay Area leaders for the annual State of
the Region Conference at The California
Endowment’s Oakland Conference Center.
Social justice advocates came together to
talk about equity, how to problem-solve,
act, and organize.
Urban Habitat President and CEO Allen
Fernandez Smith kicked off the event by
celebrating the achievements of the more
than 80 organizations in attendance,
while outlining the important work being
done in the region and all that still needs
to be done moving forward.

Panel sessions explored the challenges
in more depth, ranging across the board,
from local and regional planning issues
that affect low-income communities and
people of color to the changing geography of race and class, the dissolution of
redevelopment agencies, and regional
agency reform. Workshops were offered
to help social justice advocates build
capacity to develop the tools they need to
win regional campaigns, fund regional
advocacy work, and build stronger insideoutside relationships with progressive
decision-makers.
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Keynote speakers Mitchell J. Silver,
president of the American Planning Association, and Bertha Lewis, president and
founder of The Black Institute, delivered
exhilarating and passionate calls to action
as they spoke about the changing demographic in the United States and how to
ensure that low-income people and
people of color have the infrastructure
and policies in place to support their
success. n

For more information please visit
urbanhabitat.org/sec/sor.
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justice, founded in 1990.
For over two decades we have covered how low-income people and communities of color are organizing to
win equality and justice. Multiracial, multi-issue organizations capable of uniting constituencies for social
justice action have never been more critical. RP&E is a longtime and crucial connection point for advocacy
groups, regionally and nationally.
Visit urbanhabitat.org/rpe to subscribe, order back issues, read from our archives, sign up for our quarterly newsletter, and catch up on the latest research and news in environmental, economic and transportation
justice.
In 2010, RP&E forged print-web-radio collaborations with local and national radio outlets with production
facilities in the Bay Area. Radio RP&E features in depth interviews and speeches from the movement for
racial, economic, and gender justice.
Annual Subscriptions: $20/individual, $40/institution. Back Issues: $10/issue The complete archive collection, which includes over 60 issues from 1990 to present, is also available for $250.
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beginning in 2013.
cc 2012 occupyoakland.org

RP&E

Race, Poverty & Radio
the Environment
Urban Habitat
1212 Broadway, Suite 500
Oakland, CA 94612
(510) 839-9609
urbanhabitat.org/rpe

&

Poverty
Environment

theRace,

Journal

& theRace,Poverty
Environment

20th Anniversary Edition

the national journal for social
and environmental justice

Editor Emeritus

Urban Habitat Board of Directors

Subscribe to RP&E

Carl Anthony

Allen Fernandez Smith
President & CEO, Urban Habitat

Annual subscriptions are $20 for individuals;
$40 for institutions. (Free for grassroots
groups upon request.)

Publisher
Connie Galambos Malloy

Joe Brooks (Chair)
PolicyLink

Editor & Art Director
B. Jesse Clarke

Romel Pascual (Vice-Chair)
Mayor's Office, City of Los Angeles

Assistant Editor

Tamar Dorfman (Treasurer)
Public Health Institute

Subscribe online at urbanhabitat.org
Or send subscription checks to: RP&E,
1212 Broadway, #500, Oakland, CA 94612.
Libraries can use subscription services available from ESBSCO, SWETS, and Harrassowitz.

Merula Furtado

T

Layout & Design Assistant
Christine Joy Ferrer

Carl Anthony
Co-Founder, Urban Habitat

ISSN# 1532-2874

Wade Crowfoot
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research

©2012 by the individual creators and Urban
Habitat. For specific reprint information,
queries, or submissions, please email
editor@urbanhabitat.org.

Malo Andre Hutson
Department of City and Regional Planning
University of California, Berkeley
Debra Johnson
San Francisco Municipal Transportation
Agency
Felicia Marcus
Natural Resources Defense Council
Asha Mehta
Leaderspring
Arnold Perkins
Former Director,
Alameda Public Health Department
Organizations are listed for identification purposes only.

New Majority Rising

Next Generation

In the interest of dialogue, RP&E publishes diverse views. Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the editors, Urban Habitat, or
its funders.
RP&E is a member of The Media Consortium,
a network of leading independent journalism
organizations in the U.S. working together to
strengthen the role of media in creating a
democratic society. In addition to our online
archive at urbanhabitat.org/rpe, back issues
of the journal are available via the comprehensive online academic journal archive JSTOR.
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