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INTRODUCTION

Texas Organizing Project (TOP) is a statewide organization that organizes 
multi-generational, working-class Black and Latinx communities in 
the metro areas of Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio. In the fall of 
2019, members of TOP were engaged in conversations about which 
candidate to endorse in an upcoming 2020 election. The organization was 
navigating divergences in members’ opinions about the endorsement. 
Executive Director Michelle Tremillo describes how these different views 
were particularly borne out along racial and ethnic lines within TOP’s 
constituency: 

“Our membership is predominantly Black and Latino, and the Black-
Brown divide is certainly alive and well inside our organization … 
That tension sometimes manifests itself in people count: How many 
Black people are in a room, how many Latino people are in the room? 
… We just decided not to endorse in a race that had split support 
along racial and ethnic lines [amongst our membership]. We’ve had 
some introductory conversations around race as a social construct; 
sometimes it’s situational and sometimes it’s an individual exercising 
racist attitudes or it just appears in the scarcity of the moment.”

This tension was not new. Since its founding in 2009, the organization had 
found itself exploring complex, deep-seated beliefs perpetuated by white 
supremacy culture that pits different racial and ethnic groups against one 
another. This manifested in decisions about which policy campaigns to 
support at the local and regional level, as well as considerations within 
TOP’s social home itself, where members of different backgrounds were 
building relationships with one another while also seeking to build power 
for their own communities. TOP’s organizational philosophy and approach 
to organizing also centered around identifying and addressing differences 
between these two groups, particularly in light of a growing membership 
due to voter mobilization and in light of the upcoming 2020 election 
season. This scale posed challenges in terms of agitating members around their personal inner 
work while also staying focused on resisting an external political environment in Texas that was 
becoming increasingly reactive. 
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Balancing these internal and external factors presented a core strategic challenge for the 
organization, according to Tremillo:

“We can create spaces where people see the larger picture, and then wounds surface or 
trauma or something happens and it’s, ‘Hey, why are we not dealing with issues impacting my 
community?’ I think when we take the time and when we’re intentional, we are able to create 
a space that overcomes [those obstacles], but given the nature of the work that we do, I don’t 
know how we maintain that. Those things take time. At the same time, we play an incredible 
amount of defense being in the state of Texas. We’re fighting back against an oppressive state 
government that is trying to take things away from us. We’re fighting a federal government that 
is trying to take things away from us. We are fighting local governments.”

Against this backdrop, a key decision point arose for TOP. The summer of 2020, in the midst of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and a national reckoning on anti-Blackness, would raise the opportunity 
to carve out space within the organization for a specific Black political home within the broader 
home. Would TOP choose to lean into this strategy, and what implications would it have for the 
organization’s focus on building solidarity across a diverse constituency?

Organizational Overview and History
With more than 285,000 members and supporters, TOP focuses 
on direct-action organizing, grassroots lobbying, and electoral 
organizing as well as leadership development and training. 

The organization has seven primary program pillars:

 � Right2Justice – Focused on ending mass incarceration

 � Immigration Justice – Making immigration reform 
accountable to immigrant families

 � Healthcare Justice – Pushing for Medicaid expansion and 
other health reforms

 � Right2Vote – Increasing participation of Black and Latino 
families in the electoral process

 � Housing Justice – Tenant rights campaigns and focus on housing as a human right

 � Education Justice – Fighting for quality and equitable public schools for Black and Latino 
students in the Dallas Independent School District 

 � Climate Justice – Focused on transition to a just economy

Potential members typically join TOP through issue-based campaigns aligned with the seven 
programmatic pillars, or through electoral mobilization. These prospective members, known 
as “supporters,” may enter via signing petitions, participating in text messaging campaigns, 
attending Facebook Live events, or as Tremillo describes, “old-fashioned door-knocking, sitting 
on people’s couches, asking them to join, getting them to come to a meeting.”

TOP focuses on 
direct-action 
organizing, 
grassroots lobbying, 
and electoral 
organizing as 
well as leadership 
development and 
training.
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FIGURE 1: 

Path to TOP 
Leadership

Supporters are designated 
as members once they 
participate in TOP 
activities, become involved 
in a campaign or a 
neighborhood chapter, 
and pay monthly dues (see 
Figure 1).

TOP has historically 
operated as a more top-
down operation focused 
on mobilizing as many 
people as possible into 
action, but is now moving 
toward building greater 
depth in its constituency 
through community 
organizing. “We engage in 
real conversation where 
our members get to shape 
this organization … And 
we are getting better at 
doing that,” shares Tremillo. 
“We have not always 
been great at treating this 
[member-driven strategic decision-making] as a partnership." This evolution of TOP’s internal 
accountability mechanisms manifests within its formal organizational structure, including the 
County Leadership Teams (CLTs), as well as with respect to member-driven recommendations 
on structure. Member-leaders can advance to serve on the CLTs, which drive internal decision-
making for the organization. 

However, the organization is still exploring shifts and structures to facilitate even more 
representative member-driven decision-making. “An organization should be led by its members,” 
says Josue Guillen, Data Director. “Watching TOP really struggle with that and engage with 
[member-led decision-making]… it would be a lot easier for us to have a board that’s made up of 
“special people” as opposed to members. But we decided that the county leadership team was 
the most importance measure of success.” In addition to the CLTs, TOP also invests in leadership 
programming in the form of a boards and commissions leadership institute in Houston and 
Dallas, as well as eight-week training programs with leaders that are focused on political 
education and organizing skills-building. 

PATH TO TOP LEADERSHIP
SUPPORTER

MEMBER

LEADER

 COUNTY LEADERSHIP TEAM MEMBER

      BOARD MEMBER

Meets the requirements of a CLT member

Is elected to the board by the CLT

Meets the requirements of a leader
Attended at least 3 events in last quarter
Worked to support a campaign or other organizing  
effort at least 3 times in last quarter
Brings at least 4 people to events every quarter

Current on monthly dues
Brought at least 4 people to a TOP event
Done a power analysis
Attended at least 2 campaign/neighborhood chapter events

Actively participates in TOP activities

Involved in a campaign and/or a neighborhood chapter

Pays monthly dues

Attends an action or signs a petition, online  
or in-person, to show support for TOP

Attended at least 2 actions, at least 1 being a direct action
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Building Collective Identity While Accounting for Identity 
Differences. 
TOP prides itself on building up collective member identity and investment in TOP as an entity. 
Tremillo describes how this dynamic is cultivated: 

“People in our membership, they wear their TOP T-shirt with pride. It means something when 
they walk into a room. They understand that it means something when they show up at city 
hall. They understand it means something in front of a candidate. The undocumented member 
of TOP who is on a Zoom call with the city council rep that represents her district — she's not 
a voter, but she’s on a phone call with a couple of people who are voters in the district and who 
have backup from the organization to say, ‘This is my family’s situation. This is what we need 
you to do.’”

Events are focused on building a sense of joy and joint community, particularly with respect 
to acknowledging the tradeoffs that members are making. For a recent event, members who 
were planning to be on a Zoom call for six hours or more received a TOP-branded mask as well 
as lunch delivered to their homes. During the lunch, members also took part in a conversation 
to reflect on their first day with TOP. Broken out into small groups, they delved into the 
organization’s values and posed questions to one another: “Is love one of our values? Is justice?”

Despite these instances of collective pride, however, TOP acknowledges the challenges in 
bridging its two major racial constituencies, especially against the backdrop of oppression for 
both groups across Texas. Black TOP members, in particular, facing the ongoing trauma of police 
brutality and national uprisings in the summer of 2020, called for a healing forum of their own 
within the organization. TOP faced a strategic decision with respect to its social home — could 
there be space for Black members to come together and build their own community, and their 
own identity, while still remaining within the broader social home? 

Organizational leadership, including Deputy Director Briana Brown, reached out to Terrance 
“TK” Koontz, a TOP organizer, to begin spearheading thinking on what this vision for a “home 
within a home” could look like. Within TOP, Brown and other leaders had been looking to model 
hard conversations and create spaces for members to engage in self-reflection about collective 
identity. Koontz, who had engaged with TOP as a member and as staff in several different 
capacities in prior years, saw the need for a unique space: 

“Certain things have been said: TOP looks like a Latino organization or TOP looks like a Black 
organization. I believe that we've just been wrestling with that for a while. I came to TOP in 
2015, but I left and I came back in 2018 and I left again. I don't plan on going anywhere no 
more … I don't see how we can create the movement that we want without dealing with what 
is going on as it relates to race and the emotions between Black and Latino people. My overall 
desire is always to create Black and Latino solidarity. But I [also] just know that sometimes we 
need to be in a space where Black people can say the things they need to.”
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A decision that could have been controversial — the development of a home within the home 
— was instead seen as an opportunity to meet TOP members where they were at. There were a 
few reasons for this. First, TOP was focusing on issues of access and identity through language, 
exploring how it could be a friendly space for Spanish-speaking members, and had begun 
to explore other areas in which they could respond to specific members’ needs. Second, the 
uprisings taking place nationally had spurred internal reflection regarding the best way to create 
space for Black members to process, grieve, and be in community with one another. Third, the 
organization had for several years been engaging in different aspects of racial justice-related 
political education, and saw an opportunity to apply this thinking to TOP’s own organizational 
design. 

Staff and member-leaders agreed that the idea should be something that truly appealed to Black 
members, and agreed that a participatory process should take place internally to understand 
feedback on the idea across the organization. As Koontz began testing this concept with both 
Black and Latino members inside of the organization, he saw a consensus arise around the 
development of a home specifically for Black members inside of the organization. “We always 
want equity,” Koontz says. “As an institution, we understand that we are about Black and Latino 
solidarity; however, many people in the community are not down that road yet.” 

BlackTOP — a space specifically for Black members within TOP — emerged as a solution. The 
idea behind BlackTOP was that it would serve as a platform for incoming Black members to be 
introduced to Texas Organizing Project via spaces that are “safe and unapologetically Black, 
exclusive to Black people” — with an aim towards getting those new members “TOP-ified.” As 
Koontz said, 

“We want those members to understand the mission of TOP, that the big picture is solidarity, 
and then move people into the campaigns at large. We want them to know that as they go into 
a criminal justice campaign or into a housing campaign, they have a firm understanding that 
their Blackness matters. And at the same time, they’re going to be allied with our Latino and 
Brown and other people of color, as well as poor white people.”

One of the first BlackTOP events, launched in April 2021, was a healing circle (see Figure 2) 
aimed at bringing in new Black members and providing an opportunity to share and process 
trauma. Several other events are also being developed. 

Conclusion
While the work of BlackTOP is just beginning, members have received it positively and are 
continuing to explore what this space might mean for their own trajectory inside of TOP. Guillen 
cites his personal experience to emphasize the importance of delving explicitly into racial and 
ethnic identity. “I’ve been adding to the conversation [about BlackTOP], because I can talk about 
my own anti-blackness,” Guillen says. “I’m 53 years old and I made it to 48 without noticing that 
on the census I would never mark a race — whenever that question was asked, I would also be 
offered that ethnicity question, and I would mark that. But there was only one race option that 
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On Sunday April 18, the Texas 
Organizing Project's BlackTOP 
group is hosting a virtual healing 
circle for all people in Texas 
who identify as Black/African-
American/ADOS. The activities of 
the day will be:

• coming together to create a safe space 
for Black people to discuss the issues that 
plague our communities

• discuss how we can begin to heal from the 
trauma of our lived experiences

• exploring ways that we can start to fix 
those conditions through action in our 
communities

BLACKTOP 
HEALING CIRCLE

Sunday, April 18 from 
3pm to 5PM CST

FIGURE 2: 

BlackTOP 
Healing Circle 
Invitation

applies to me, and it is Black. There is no doubt that my identity, if I’m being real, is as an Afro-
Latino. I can talk about how I’m not there yet. I’ve barely begun that work. And I’m really clear 
that that is a good example of how powerful anti-blackness culture is in our society.” 

As TOP builds out this home and grounds its work in cross-racial and cross-ethnic solidarity, 
several other questions could apply both internally and externally. What are the metrics to 
capture this type of relational work, and what assessment should occur to determine how the 
different components of TOP’s social home are impacting members? How should TOP leverage 
the power it has built, particularly in 2020, in light of upcoming state and national elections? 
How can the lessons emerging from BIPOC-led organizations like TOP also disseminate 
throughout the field, including for historically white-led independent political organizations hat 
are only now transitioning to be led by people of color?


