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Rally means “to reunite, as disordered troops; to collect as things scattered; to 

attached with railert, to recover strength with vigor, and a stand made by troops” 

(Patterson, p.183).   

Social activists often act as a catalyst to collect people together to protest a certain 

event or incident that may have occurred involving the government and citizens who 

stand at risk of losing certain rights.   A classic example could be social activists, 

students, and other concerned people organizing rallies to spark interest or support for 

affirmative action within our college campuses and universities at large.  Rallies can 

serve many purposes, some of which will be discussed here.   

Rallies often unite people to protest unfair practices and injustices against 

minorities and other oppressed populations within the United States.  Rallies are just one 

of many strategies social activists use as a form of protest.  One definition of protest is “a 

collective, public action of non-state actors who articulate some sort of critique of dissent 

together with societal or political demands (Meyer and Tarros, 1998).  During October 

1998, 300 farm workers, student groups, and other social activists held a rally to protest 

Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) raids in Washington state (Breen, 1998).  

Following the rally, a three mile march to protest INS took place. 

Many union organizing drives by farm workers in fields and farm workers in fruit 

packing warehouses have taken place to solidify the unity of farmers in Washington state.  

There is now a heavy population of Latino and Chicano immigrant workers who 
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currently live in the Yakima Valley region of Washington state (Breen, 1998).  

Coincidentally, this is the reason why INS has been involved with immigrant workers 

within the state.  Union drives have had a startling impact for the farmers; many 

employers have intimidated and threatened the predominantly Chicano and Latino 

employees by turning to the INS for support.  The Yakima region of Washington state 

has been the target of frequent INS raids.  On June 28, 1998 an INS raid resulted in 58 

immigrant workers becoming detained.  The following day, 48 of the 58 workers were 

deported to their respective countries (Breen, 1998). 

Rallies also include expressing national pride and dignity for the participants and 

specific populations involved.  A good example would be the Million Youth Marches 

held in New York and Atlanta.  One tactic used by organizers of rallies is to invite well-

known activists, politicians, and speakers to address the specifics and concerns that 

explain why the rally has taken place.  Rallies often are centered on one issue that makes 

a great impact on issues dealing with social justice.  One of the major themes of both 

Million Youth Marches was to address police brutality (Harris, 1998).  Unfortunately, 

during the march in New York, police assaulted many participants and attempts were 

made to arrest the organizers of the march (Rodriguez, 1998). 

Rallies often may lead to other forms of protests and demonstrations.  Rallies help 

motivate participants to take action against issues impacting oppressed people.  For 

individuals who are not familiar with a particular issue, rallies may serve as a way to 

inform people about the issue.  Rallies are also a platform for other strategies of 

achieving social change and justice by distributing petitions, leaflets about the issue, 

fliers about upcoming events, and a myriad of other tactics.  Rallies actively involve 
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participants and can often serve as an emotional vehicle to get people motivated to 

address issues. 

Rallies, however, could lead to social unrest if not well manage and organized.  

Rallies can also misinform people about the presenting issues since the do not evoke a lot 

of emotions, which at times could be irrational.  Participants also have a greater risk of 

being arrested and injured by police and other law enforcement officials.  Other strategies 

such as a marches, lectures, and music benefit shows could be less risky for participants 

and organizers of rallies.  Social activists must understand the key issues involved when 

organizing rallies.  Issues such as time, location, theme, claim, policy areas, territorial 

range of mobilization (local, regional, and international), and number of participants can 

all have an effect on any forms of protest (Meyer and Tarrow, 1998).  Understanding the 

impact in a campaign of both immediate (arrests injuries) and long-term consequences 

(possibly trials) are just a few concepts social activists must take into consideration 

before organizing any protests, in particular rallies.  
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Letter Writing as a Tactical Strategy 

By Joseph M. Hvorecky 

 A vast array of strategies is available to one desiring to fulfill the role of 

“advocate”.  Possessing a large number of options is not overwhelming, but rather 

comforting to one striving to make individual or group needs visible, mobilize support, 

and induce change.  Certain factors such as timing, size and gravity of the issue/need and 

nature of the audience are weighed during the strategy selection process.  One particular 

strategy, letter writing, often can be effectively utilized by charismatic and behind-the-

scenes advocates alike.   

 A useful method for evaluating that efficiency of the letter as a means of 

advocacy is to determine the advantages/disadvantages as follows: 

Letter Advantages 

 At times, certain controversial issues and problematic needs can be “pushed under 

the rug.”  The letter is a healthy reminder to those self-induced procrastinators, 

minimalists, and amnesiacs in power.  Moreover, for oppressed individuals and 

marginalized groups, the letter, “gives voice and direct and concrete way” (Matthews and 

Callahan, 1996, p353).  In other words, the letter legitimates the advocacy effort sand 

formally draws attention to a specific need.  

 Concertizing individual or group belief is extremely important in a political 

context.  McCullagh (1987) alludes to the importance of the letter in detailing social 

workers’ opposition to proposed regulatory changes to Public Law 94-142, Education for 

all handicapped Children Act.  Because of 30,000 written comments submitted by key 

professionals and parents, the U.S. Department of Education decided to withdraw the 
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proposed change aimed at “restricting parental rights and lessening school requirements” 

(McCullah, 1987, p255).  In this case example, written communication representative of 

collective action demonstrated how advocacy can appropriately deter change as well as 

promote it. 

 Since advocacy demands transgression of the status quo, a great deal of 

professional/personal, risk is involved.  The letter allows even the most oppressed 

individual/group to express their true feelings openly and to document non-mainstream 

decisions (Matthews and Callahan, 1996), all without a disconcerting immediate rebuttal.  

Letter writing does involve risk because of the permanency created by the now “Black 

and white” ideas/beliefs, but the personal/professional stress of a face-to-face 

confrontation is removed.  Moreover, if the advocacy opens with invitation, delayed 

rejection is better received. 

Letter Limitations 

 Although a letter can be a powerful catalyst for an advocacy project, a tremendous 

amount of credibility to the change effort will be lost if timely follow up is not achieved.  

Since letters involve some research/preparation proport to dissemination, an advocate 

would likely not select such a means for addressing an immediate problem/need.  

Moreover, although the letter will demand eventual attention, as a stimulus, it might not 

evoke a timely response.  Finally without the writer’s awareness of audience or stylistic 

qualities (i.e., tone, grammar), an opportunity for clarification does not present itself with 

this one-way communication. 
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 Despite a preferred collaborative process not being integrally tied to the “letter”, 

this epistolary device historically has been a unifying and liberating force.  With all its 

apparent benefits, the letter stands as a significant part of the advocate’ arsenal.   
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Arbitration 

Anonymous 

 Arbitration is considered to be an alternative dispute resolution which includes 

negotiation, conciliation, arbitration, and mediation.  These four types of alternative 

dispute resolution are considered alternative to litigation.  The later two are the types of 

alternative dispute resolution forms I will define more in depth and then list a few pros 

and cons to their use. 

 Binding Arbitration:  is a legally binding process in which a third party or parties 

listens to the disputant’s evidence, and decides on a resolution for the problem.  The 

proceedings are formal with defined roles. 

 Custodial Arbitration:  this process is identical to the process used in Binding 

arbitration but is generally used where a consumer has a dispute with a company or 

service provider and allows the consumer to elect to accept or reject the finding of the 

arbitration panel.  If the consumer elect to accept or reject the finding, both parties are 

free to pursue litigation or other ADR methods. 

 Non-binding Arbitration:  this process is similar to the process used in Binding 

arbitration, but the decision is not binding on either disputant.  In this case, even if a 

consumer accepts the finding, the other party is still free to pursue or force litigation. 

 Medication:  This process is more informal and is based on a cooperative model, 

where the disputants use a third party neutral whose job it is to keep the discussions on 

track targeted at resolution of the dispute.  As a general rule, the mediator neither decides 

the issue does the mediator suggests solutions.  This method is especially appropriate in 
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solving specific issues between parties and provides a level of autonomy not offered from 

most other forms of Dispute Resolution. 

 Mediation/Arbitration:  This procedure is based on a combination of arbitration 

and mediation.  The mediator/arbitrator in this process maintains the standard mediator 

role.  Should the mediation fail, the mediator/arbitrator adopts arbitrators powers and 

conducts the arbitration according to the rules chosen by the parties.  After the evidence 

has been presented, the mediator/arbitrator will render a decision.  The advantage of 

mediation/arbitration is that the neutral is aware of both party’s attempts at solving the 

problem throughout the process and has a more complete understanding of they dynamics 

between the parties. 

Pros and Cons to Arbitration as a Strategy (for social change and social justice): 

PROS 

 This type of problem resolution is often faster than the court system 

 Often parties involved in arbitration are more satisfied with the results than when 

taken to litigation is pursued. 

 Arbitration most likely will cost less depending on the size and type of the case. 

 If a group or individual wants policy change or an institutional behavior changed 

then mediation/arbitration may yield a better than litigation. 

 Many people in the industry consider litigation as a situation in which someone 

has to win and someone has to lose and in arbitration both parties are trying to end 

up with a win. 

CONS 
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 The rulers of arbitration and mediation are not as set as the American law, this 

may be an advantage if the case deals with an international institution or company 

when International law/court system is less defined. 

 Arbitration results can not be appealed to the Supreme Court. 

 Decisions made during arbitration/mediation can not be used as legal precedent. 

 Principle: when two parties are coming together for compromise that means both 

sides will have to give up something, the underdog in this situation may not gain 

as much as the other party and may have to give up talking about their situation or 

have other compromise – in a social action situation this is important to consider – 

what is the adversary going to give up? 

 Along the same lines, if the case is settled then a legitimate concern or complaint 

about the company, institution, or individual may not be aired. 
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Using Art for Activism and Social Change 

By Rebecca Bruce 

 The concept of using art as a strategy for activism to achieve social change and 

social justice is by no means a new one.  It is more of a matter of historical timing.  Using 

art as a strategy for activism peaked in the 1930’s and the 1960s when there was great 

social unrest due to economic and political events (NEA, 1997).  In the 1990s there is an 

abundance of targets for socially minded artists and activists using arts as their means of 

activism. 

 There are many ways to use art as a strategy for activism, such as the rant, the 

Moral/Didactic Installation (MDI), and the narrative.  Narratives can be in the reform of 

stories, performing arts, and visual arts (Thomas and Rappaport, 1997).  Narratives that 

define a culture are often expressed in the visual arts and performing arts, which are 

normally controlled by the authorities, government and most importantly the patrons.  

Through these arts the artists have the ability to transform and energize communities 

through the story the art tells.  “Time Montage”, a play about the urban life of teens of 

color is an example of this.  Often these narratives take the form of public sculptures, 

architecture, and rituals used to solidify national identity, commemorate events or people, 

or raise religious consciousness (Thomas and Rappaport, 1997).  The monuments in 

Washington, D.C. are examples of this. 

 The rant is usually theatrical, including enactory or cadenced delivery, chanting, 

and other spoken elements using minimal props, but can include written works (Kester, 

1980.) Rants are based on the idea of the performance being a cathartic event and the 
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performers being the medium for their own and the audience’s experiences of oppression 

(Kester, 1980.) It is an explosive form of art confronting oppression and violence. 

 The Moral/Didactic installation (MDI) besieges the viewer with information on a 

particular issue or set of issues using a dense and layered installation format utilizing 

video, audio, written materials, and published articles (Kester, 1998).  The artist’s role is 

as the coordinator of an idealized mini-sphere in which normally suppressed 

controversial issues are openly engaged (Kester, 1998).  The goal is to encourage and 

contribute to the consciousness and attitudes of viewers.  Like the rant, the MDI allows 

the artist to be a guide to the social issues plaguing society and to inform, outrage, and 

involve the audience in participating in social change. 

 Another way the arts are used as a strategy for activism is through the absence of 

it, in response to a social issue.  It is transformed in a social action.  A Day Without Art:  

AIDS Awareness Day is one of the best known examples.  Every year on December first, 

art galleries close, paintings are shrouded, and theatres are dark and empty all over the 

country as the art community observers AIDS Awareness Day with varying programs, 

vigils, and processions remembering and honoring those who have been lost to AIDS.  It 

is aimed at raising the awareness of the general public of the AIDS epidemic by 

transforming it into a social action. 

 Art has a great potential as a strategy for activist because of its power to mobilize 

and energize people by challenging the dominant culture, celebrating diverse cultures, 

and providing a means for openly engaging controversial issues that would normally be 

oppressed.  Perhaps the response to art is the best proof of its potential and the fear of 

those in control of the dominant culture.  In pre-war Japan, the government nailed shut 
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cases of instruments, pianos, confiscated art supplies, and threatened and carried out 

amputation of fingers of anyone caught doing art in order to quell any use of the arts as a 

strategy for activists (K. Peritz, personal communication, October 1997).  In Nicaragua in 

the 1980s, the Sandinista government commissioned a series of popular murals.  In 1990, 

these murals were appointed over in a government sanctioned eradication and censorship 

of artwork (NEA, 1997).  The arts are like seeds planted in a community.  With minimal 

attention they will in turn grow minimally, but with nurturing they will grow and bear the 

fruit of social change, affecting the entire society. 
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 Vigils 

Anonymous 

 To discuss vigils as a strategy in advocacy and social action, it is important to 

define the term.  A vigil can be defined as remaining awake and on guard.  Vigilance is 

defined as “a proper degree of activity in pursuing one’s rights and opportunities” 

(Statsky, legal Thesaurus). Therefore, we could define vigil as an action in which 

participants actively pursue their rights and opportunities at an acceptable level. 

 Vigils have been held to commemorate the death of martyrs, the untimely death of 

innocence, and in remembrance of legends.  In June 1998, a vigil was held in Jasper, 

Texas in wake of the vicious murder of a black man (James Byrd) by three white men.  

This action was seen as a way to assist the community of 7,800 residents to begin to heal 

and divert racial tension within the community.  Vigils are seen as a way to bring 

attention to issues and social problems. 

PROS and CONS of VIGILS 

 The positive aspects of holding vigils is that it can move people to take a stand, to 

get involved, to share ideas, and act as a spiritual awakening, producing emotional 

stability.  It can also help bring people, who otherwise would not get together, to a 

common ground.  Many vigils are held to protest the death penalty, primarily during a 

potential execution, but it still awakens the moral senses of a nation.  It allows for open 

debate about the legality of our systems and moral fibers of our society.  Vigils are held 

to commensurate the death of victims of injustice.  To force society to remember and face 

the delicate moral fibers and injustices in our system. 
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 In December 1995, an AIDS vigil was held at the U.N. Plaza in San Francisco.  

This vigil went on for ten years.  Many of its participants eventually tired and left.  The 

ending of the vigil was not by government hands, but by nature; torrential storms leveled 

the encampment.  The two gay activists, McAfee and Welsh, who started the 

demonstration, stated that “they just didn’t know how to gracefully close out a chapter in 

San Francisco activism without looking like they were giving in to all the human forces 

that had tried to defeat them” (San Francisco Chronicle, 12-85, pp.A1). 

 The above example shows that the issues or vigil has to be one that can 

effectively change and/or produce results.  The San Francisco AIDS vigil was successful, 

but lost momentum as a strategy towards change. 

 Vigils can be seen as an instant or momentary gratification for many of its 

participants and can cause the real problems and issues to get lost in the emotional 

undertow.  Many vigils are used to bring awareness to a problem, but do not follow 

through with producing effective change and maintenance of a group cohesion. 

 Vigils are seen as a passive way to address the concerns of the constituency that 

the issue effects.  It has been mostly non-proactive as it fails to allow for strategic 

planning for follow through on the solution to the problem. 

 People have a tendency to utilize this social action as a way for emotional healing.  

This causes the participants to falsely feel that the problem has disappeared, at least until 

the next tragedy.  It is not a continuous movement to advocate for change.  Vigils are 

held to commensurate the memories of the victims of injustice. 

 It can be stated that vigils are important as one forum to bring a problem or issue 

to the social conscientiousness of society, but it fails to promote longevity for a solution 
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and the development of strong groups to advocate for change.  It is important that 

participants and organizers understand that it can be a foundation for further social action 

and change. 
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The Use of Education as a Strategy for Social Change and Social Justice 

By David Dunbeck 

Education can be one of the most powerful strategies available to social activist 

for achieving social change and advancing social justice.  In fact, according to Si Kahn, 

all “good strategy is educational” (Kahn, 1991).  In the advancement of a social justice 

cause or achievement of a social change, education can be effective in influencing four 

distinct groups, with four distinct goals and outcomes. 

The first group who should be educated is the leaders, the “social activists” who 

want to organize a community or advance a social justice change episode.  As a leader, 

the social activist must be thoroughly educated with respect to the cause being advanced.  

This education must include a complete understanding of the problem and needs to be 

addressed, along with the forces that impact positively and negatively on the achievement 

of the change episode.  The activist also must be aware of the constituency from which 

he/she will organize the constituency of the opposition, the overall political, social and 

economic environment in which the change effort will occur, and the history of previous 

change efforts regarding the issue and constituency.  In implementing a social change, a 

leader will undoubtedly be questioned and attacked by many, both within his/her 

organization, and from the outside.  By having a thorough knowledge base, the activist 

should be much more effective at keeping the change strategy focused and effective.  

This education can occur in a variety of ways.  Much educational information can be 

gained from the study of previous strategies and historical documents.  Interviews can 

also be conducted with leaders and participants in similar social change movements.  In 

addition, and critical to the organizing and change effort, the leader must be educated 
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directly by the community members who are being impacted the particular social 

problems. 

The second groups who can be impacted through education strategy are the 

constituents and community in which the activist will work and organize.  Although 

many in the community may be well educated about the social justice problem to be 

addressed, there are two areas within the community where education can be effective.  

The first area is in reaching those in the community who are not aware of the problem or 

who accept the problem as something that they cannot change.  The second area is in 

raising the awareness of the community with respect to the effectiveness of organizing to 

bring about social change, the number of change alternatives that are available, and the 

various methods and strategies that are available to achieve social change with respect to 

the defined problem.  This education effort can be extremely powerful in an overall 

change strategy.  In some cases, this new awareness and hope for change can empower a 

community and be an energizing force in the change effort.  This education can occur 

through existing channels of communication (churches, social organizations), through 

community meetings, through newsletters or flyers, or through one-on-one visits with 

members of the community. 

The third group who must be educated is the general public or those who are 

neutral with respect to the social change issue.  Effective use of the media to educate the 

general social about the truth behind the social justice issue may provide a shift in public 

perception that could be crucial to a successful implementation of the change effort.  In 

addition, this public relations educational effort can increase your fundraising capabilities 

and your membership. 
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The final group who should be targeted with respect to an overall social change 

strategy is the opposition.  This group may often be ignored in the implementation of 

change strategy for several reasons.  First, communication with the enemy may not even 

be possible due to previous battles that have been fought.  Second, the activist and/or 

proponents of the social change may believe that the opposition is entrenched in their 

beliefs and cannot be educated.  Both of the reasons are valid and can impede the 

effectiveness of trying to educate the enemy.  However, successful education of your 

opponents can also break down the barriers and enable the change effort to be 

implemented through negotiation, etc.  Often those on the opposite sides of an issue do 

not each other.  By providing at least the opportunity for better understanding through 

education, the activist may significantly reduce the forces that are opposing his/her 

efforts.   
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Example of the Use of Education 

 Education was effective as a social justice strategy in the recent debate and 

implementation of the Sidewalk Behavior Ordinance in Philadelphia.  First, the social 

activist who led the fight against this ordinance educated themselves with regard to 

possible variations of the ordinance, with respect to the proponents and opponents of the 

ordinance, and to the implementation of similar ordinances in other cities.  These activists 

had a good understanding of the political structure in the city, and the business and 

neighborhood forces behind the ordinance. 

 As it became apparent that an ordinance might be passed, these social activists, 

part of the Open Door Coalition, began educating other potential allies (including other 

advocacy groups and members of the City Council) and directly educating the 

community who would be affected by the ordinance – the homeless.  This education 

effort enhanced the visibility of the problem and provided additional resources (both 

human and financial) around which to organize.  As the process continued, the coalition 

began to use the media to educate the general public about the impact of the bill and the 

potential problems with the implementation of the bill.  Finally, a considerable amount of 

effort was put forth to educate those on City Council who favored ordinance. 

 In simplified form, these educational efforts helped make both the proponents and 

opponents of the ordinance recognize that criminalization of the homeless could not in 

itself be effective in eliminating the problem of poverty and homelessness.  Although this 

educational strategy did not succeed in derailing passage of the ordinance, the advocated 

were successful on two fronts.  The City Council conceded that additional services must 

be made part of the solution of the problem.  Although funding is still inadequate to fully 
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address the problems of homelessness in Philadelphia, about six million dollars in 

additional funding has been approved for additional services to the homeless population. 

The general public (especially those in the suburbs) gained a somewhat better 

understanding of the issues of homelessness.  As one advocate said at a recent City Hall 

rally, “These efforts have put the issues of homelessness on the public agenda” (M. 

Scullion, personal communication, January 19, 1999). 
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