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INTRODUCTION

Forty years after its founding, the Organization for Black Struggle 
(OBS) found itself navigating tension over how to connect its historic 
organizing past to its vision for the future. Leaders who had been with 
the organization for several years were raising concerns with respect to 
members who had stepped into leadership more recently and hadn’t gone 
through a fundamental orientation to OBS’ vision, mission, and legacy. 
This resulted in member activities being planned that were not necessarily 
grounded in the organization’s power analysis and strategic goals – for 
example, stand-alone social events. While the organization viewed itself 
as a space for members to come together, break bread, and socialize, they 
felt that it was a pivotal moment to take members through a regrounding 
process.  

Members of the organization knew that this would be challenging but 
necessary work, requiring rounds of conversation to create collective 
alignment and grounding on the mission, vision, and organizing principles 
of OBS. It would also require conducting an in-depth assessment of 
OBS in the present day, identifying strengths, weaknesses, desired 
competencies, and more in order to reshape what the organization 
needed to be in the present day. Coming on the heels of the COVID-19 
pandemic, this was not an obvious process to commit to. OBS members 
and their communities were physically and mentally exhausted by the 
previous 12 months. OBS Chair Emeritus and founding member Jamala 
Rogers described the reality facing members: “It’s super hard and that 
exhaustion is on the organizers … This is an extraordinary time for us to be 
organizing, and most people don’t even understand how they have truly 
been impacted by the virus. Right now, people are feeling isolated, they 
are feeling disrespected … there’s just this collective level of exhaustion: 
We heard responses like ‘I don’t want to hear about your movement 
stuff, can you give me a damn job?’… People are just meant to live, and to make an ask on top 
of that to fight for power, it’s hard.” Beyond COVID-19 and its disproportionate impact on Black 
communities, OBS members were also grappling with trauma brought by the murder of George 
Floyd and ongoing acts of police brutality within a community that was still fighting for justice 
following the murder of Michael Brown in 2014. St. Louis was also dealing with record homicides 
in the Black community during this time. 

Key Question: 
How does OBS 
build a social 
home for its 
members today 
by leveraging 
member-
responsive political 
education rooted 
in Black liberation 
movement history 
and culture? 

Political 
Education

Theme
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 Throughout its history, OBS has sought to be a home for Black liberation and organizing. 
Against the backdrop of the coronavirus pandemic and struggles over its organizational identity, 
OBS had to reground itself in its historic structure and strategy to maintain its vision in 2021 and 
beyond.

Organizational Overview and History 

OBS was founded in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1980 as a direct response 
to the FBI’s efforts to dismantle Black radical leadership in the post-
civil rights era. Students, union organizers, community members, and 
activists developed OBS to counter the conservative movement that 
began to coalesce around the same time. Forming OBS, founders took 
lessons from the Black Liberation Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, 
studying strategies of national groups such as the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee and local groups such as the Congress of 
Afrikan People. The organization launched with a mission to “build a 
movement that fights for political empowerment, economic justice, and the cultural dignity of the 
African-American community, especially the Black working class” in the St. Louis area. 

OBS’ five primary program pillars — state repression, racial justice, women’s rights, Black 
workers’ rights, Black political power, and youth empowerment — are intended to be 
intersectional and ultimately focused on self-determination and political power. OBS is 
also deeply committed to building intergenerational ties and supporting youth leaders in 
understanding the history of Black leadership and radical politics in the United States. During 
the organization’s founding, its youth wing started out with cultural education and leadership 
training, and then evolved into an independent organization known as the Youth Council for 
Positive Development, which is a close but autonomous partner of OBS.  

In 2014, after the killing of Michael Brown, OBS played a core role in the Ferguson uprising and 
police accountability movements that followed. During this time, the organization decided, based 
on its power analysis as well as a changing funding landscape, that it would shift from being 
primarily volunteer-run to bringing on a team of full-time staff. 

Rooting in History

In addition to new member leadership, OBS was preparing in early 2021 to transition from its 
executive director, Jamala Rogers — a founding member of OBS — to a new executive director. 
This transition gave rise to the desire for an internal assessment of OBS’ vision and strategic 
priorities, as well as revisiting “grounding” trainings for members, staff, and board members. 
This training pulled from several different elements of OBS’ own history, as well as the history 
of Black political leadership from the 1960s onwards. Members were consulted about what they 
wanted to see from this process, and topics were selected based on input from members, staff, 
and other partners. In the Spring of 2021, OBS launched a series of member meetings known 
as “grounding sessions” that would serve as the foundation for decisions that would shape 

“I don’t want to 
hear about your 
movement stuff, 
can you give me a 
damn job?...”
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OBS’s future. These meetings were expressly intended to bring the organization’s past work, 
theories of power, and leadership development approaches to present-day members. Members 
also expressed desire for newer members and veteran members to co-develop a unified 
understanding of how to build upon OBS’ legacy towards a transformative, relevant present-day 
organization. 

As depicted in Figure 1 above, the grounding sessions moved through multiple elements 
of OBS’ history and organizational approach, utilizing foundational documents, previously-
produced media, internal organizational documents and protocols, and more. 

One session, for example, focused on lessons learned from the 1972 Gary Convention on the 
National Black Political Agenda, in which thousands of African Americans came together in 
Gary, Indiana, to develop a shared political and economic agenda. The convention led to the 
Gary Declaration, which stated that the only way to address an American political system that 
was failing Black Americans was to build independent political power. The discussion, which 
several OBS members attended, included reflections from activists who attended the convention, 
insights into the Congress of the Afrikan People’s organizing strategy. The discussion led to what 
it means for Black communities to build political power in the present day, and OBS members 
shared reflections on how they could develop structures for OBS members to shape internal 
and external agendas. One participant shared, “We should be having a real conversation around 
what does it mean to have community-led governance. Period. That includes assemblies. But 
it takes a lot of ego-losing … it requires us to go deep on what power means when we share it. 
How do we really engage in that collective leadership? That will redefine a lot of things.” 

Tying to Structure

Other grounding sessions focused on the translation of OBS’ political analysis into organizational 
structure and policies. One specific session dove into OBS’ “tornado” model of leadership 
development, which focuses both on the recruitment of new members and ongoing base-
building, as well as internal structures that enable ongoing leadership development pathways for 
members.  

FIGURE 1: 

Ground 
Sessions 
Calender
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As indicated in the green arrow of the figure above, 
entry points into OBS are numerous. Rogers shares, 
“People may come to us through a program, as a result 
of canvassing around an issue … they may hear one of 
us on the radio or see us on the news … and we’ve tried 
to create a flexible entry point, because people want 
to contribute, but they might not be able to devote the 
same amount of time.” Several members engaging in 
the grounding sessions referenced OBS’ core values 
of accountability and transparency — particularly with 
respect to building out its base of leaders and core 
leaders, who not only take part in events and calls to 
action but who commit to furthering OBS’ strategic 
objectives and to being held accountable by volunteers 
and other layers of the organization. Rogers describes 
OBS’ positioning as “a political and social and cultural 
home [that] becomes a refuge, keeps you grounded, 
keeps you accountable. We try to establish relationships 
that go beyond the political — so in our meetings we 
always have a personal check-in … because we know 
the things that are happening in people’s lives either 
inhibit or promote their ability to be involved.” Key 
to OBS’ social home is the principle of participatory 
democracy. This takes place at several levels: the 

FIGURE 2: 

Facial Justice 
Movement

“We should be having 
a real conversation 
around what does 
it mean to have 
community-led 
governance. Period. 
That includes 
assemblies. But it takes 
a lot of ego-losing … 
it requires us to go 
deep on what power 
means when we share 
it. How do we really 
engage in that collective 
leadership? That will 
redefine a lot of things.” 
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committee level, where members drive strategic priorities; the organizational level, as OBS seeks 
to increase its accountability to members and grassroots allies; and at the municipal level — for 
example, by fighting for local control of police.

Conclusion. 

Following the grounding sessions, OBS continues to assess how it can ensure that its political 
education is both rooted in the organization’s own history, as well as where it connects to other 
social justice movements. The organization is now undergoing another leadership transition, 
conducting a search for a new executive director and continuing to assess how to translate its 
power analysis into vehicles and formats for an incoming generation of members.  


