
PRINCIPLE
FOLLOW	THE	LEAD	OF	THE	MOST	IMPACTED
It	is	both	good	ethics	and	good	politics	to	take	direction	from,	and	provide	appropriate	support	to,	those
who	have	the	most	at	stake	in	your	cause.
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“CULTIVATE	HUMILITY	AND	TAKE	DIRECTION	AND	LEADERSHIP
FROM	THOSE	MOST	AFFECTED	BY	AN	ISSUE.”

We’re	all	familiar	with	liberal	do-gooder	arrogance	—	the	kind	that
stems	from	having	the	luxury	of	choosing	from	a	salad	bar	of	causes
because	none	are	immediately	impacting	their	lives,	or	assuming
that	because	you	studied	an	issue	in	a	university,	you’re	an	expert.
Avoid	being	that	person:	Cultivate	humility	and	take	direction	and
leadership	from	those	most	affected	by	an	issue.

Because	people	on	the	receiving	end	of	great	injustices	have	to	live
with	the	consequences	of	campaigns	that	seek	to	address	those
injustices,	they	have	the	most	to	gain	from	victory	—	and	the	most
to	lose	if	something	goes	wrong.	They’re	also	the	best	equipped	to
know,	and	to	articulate,	workable	solutions	to	their	problems.	A
campaign	that	ignores	or	minimizes	their	knowledge	and	voices
could	easily	do	more	harm	than	good.

Accepting	guidance	from	another	isn’t	always	easy	for	people	who
already	think	of	themselves	as	leaders.	Self-identified	“leaders”
sometimes	rush	in	too	quickly,	confident	they’ve	got	the	answer
while	their	preconceptions	and	prejudices	blind	them	to	the	organic
answers	all	around	them.	We	can	mitigate	these	blind	spots	by
being	intentional	about	respecting	the	process	and	cultivating
accountability.

Accountability	can	be	a	scary	concept	for	activists,	but	it’s	best	to
think	of	it	as	a	proactive	process	that	we	walk	together,	rather	than
a	standard	that	is	either	achieved	or	not.

The	booklet	Organizing	Cools	the	Planet	outlines	four	basic
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principles	for	cultivating	accountability:

Transparency	means	being	clear	about	your	politics,	organizational
structure,	goals,	desires,	and	weaknesses.	The	point	here	is	to	be	as
open	as	possible	about	your	perspectives	and	motivations.

Participation	is	about	actively	and	equitably	engaging	with	folks
about	the	decisions	that	affect	them.

Reflection	and	deliberation	means	that	we	actively	open	up
conversation	to	re-evaluate	where	we’re	headed.	It	happens	after
participation,	but	once	it’s	begun,	it	is	a	continuous	thread	that	is
woven	throughout	the	experience.

Response	is	the	ability	to	make	amendments	and	adjustments	to
issues	raised	by	reflection	and	deliberation.

However,	accountability	is	not	our	goal;	collaboration	is	our	goal.
Accountability	is	the	pathway	we	walk.	The	cycle	above	moves	us
toward	increasingly	successful	collaborations.	Don’t	be	discouraged
if	collaboration	is	difficult	at	first.	Trust	takes	time.	Be	forgiving	of
yourself	and	others;	we	all	make	mistakes	(see:	THEORY:	Anti-
oppression).

The	Ruckus	Society’s	experience	with	this	principle	is	instructive.
Ruckus	is	a	North	America-based	network	of	direct	action	trainers
and	coordinators.	After	years	of	grappling	with	the	problematic
dynamic	of	“parachuters”	coming	into	people’s	communities	from
the	outside,	Ruckus	developed	a	protocol	where	they	prioritize
long-term	relationship	building	and	only	go	where	they’re	asked.
Their	“Ruckus	Action	Framework”	is	a	great	reference	tool	to	use
when	building	a	similar	protocol	within	your	group.

Following	the	lead	of	the	most	impacted	is	a	great	opportunity	to
learn	from	and	support	impacted	groups	in	their	struggles.	It	can	be
one	of	the	most	profound	and	rewarding	experiences	of	activism.

Originally	published	in	Beautiful	Trouble.
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