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PLATFORM LEADERSHIP:

CULTIVATING SUPPORT FOR A PUBLIC PROFILE


Modern social movements, at least in liberal democracies, are choreographed by multiple leaders who cultivate distinct styles of leadership.  If we think about the emergence of the civil rights movement through the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955-56, for example, we can see several distinct styles at play.  Through her courage and direct action, Rosa Parks created a profile for the larger movement and brought attention to a long standing grievance.  Through his knowledge of the issues and community contacts, E.D. Nixon coordinated an effective response to the events of the boycott, and engaged new activists and new leaders.  One of those engaged was Martin Luther King, who used his oratorical skills, formal education, and relatively blank historical slate, to provide a public face for the movement to a broader audience, and to inspire action within Montgomery.  All were important leaders whose participation transcended the organizations they were involved with, and we can clearly see the ways in which organizers carve out distinct leadership roles for themselves, dependent upon both personal attributes and political context.


Similarly, just a few years later within the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), executive director John Lewis time and again demonstrated his leadership by standing on the front lines in dangerous situations, enduring horrific beating and brokering great personal risk.  His ally, Julian Bond, well-educated and articulate, often explained Lewis’s actions and those of the entire organization to a broader audience.  Surely, both the organization and the larger civil rights movements were well-served by employing a variety of leadership models.  Today, again demonstrating distinct paths to influence and leadership, Lewis serves as a U.S. Representative from Georgia, while Bond, whom he defeated years earlier in a Democratic primary, is Executive Director of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

It’s tempting to suggest a facile template laden with alliteration to describe distinct leadership styles or roles, even facilitated with a heuristic repetition of letters.  Parks, Nixon, and King, for example, might respectively represent courage, connections, and credibility, while Lewis and Bond might respectively exemplify execution and explanation.  But this is, of course, too facile.  All of these individuals displayed considerable courage, cultivated connections with different, if often overlapping, networks, and enjoyed credibility with different audiences.  Lewis and Bond’s different roles may have reflected their individual temperaments and talents as well as their positions within SNCC, but in actual practice, the roles were not so easily separable; what’s more, over a long period of time each has employed a range of styles, depending upon the issues of the time, the actual position he held, and the constraints and resources of that position and the institution in which it was situated.

These different styles displayed among individuals within the same movement demonstrate the extraordinary demands placed on leaders, and the diverse ways that individuals find to satisfy those demands.  They also demonstrate the inherent difficultly of developing a useable theory of social movement leadership—as well as the importance of doing so.  Although there is a broad recognition that styles and context of leadership are important factors in affecting the  emergence, development, and ultimate impact of a movement, the literature on leadership is underdeveloped (but see Morris and Staggenborg, 2004; Robnett, 1996).  
In this paper, we mean to contribute to an emerging literature by outlining an ideal type of leadership within movements, that of a platform leader who builds an organization with the primary purpose of supporting and amplifying her voice.  We use Morris and Staggenborg’s (2004) definition of leadership, where leaders are “strategic decision-makers who inspire and organize others to participate in social movements.  Here, we refer to people in formal (professional) leadership positions, although we recognize the boundary between “leaders” and other kinds of organizers is not always clear. .The platform leader speaks on behalf of a position or a constituency, but beyond this, the actual relationship to that position or constituency is unclear. They remain leaders because they effectively coordinate with other movement actors and organizations, and head organizations which retain members despite the autonomy of leaders.
In this paper, we first present the platform leadership model.  We argue that organizations vary in the amount of both capacity and autonomy they offer leaders, and as these two characteristics vary, they define different relationships between leaders and followers.  We then discuss the ways scholars have dealt with the conflicting demands placed on leadership, including the various audiences with whom leaders must communicate, and internal and external activities in which leaders engage to accomplish their goals. We also discuss the broader trend in American associational life: the reduction of rank-and-file member participation within their organization combined with the rising importance of professional leaders.  
We then present two case studies of platform leadership within opposing organizations, comparing the development and maintenance of platform leadership. Finally, we discuss the implications for future research on the platform leadership model, including how it fits with the existing models of leadership, and what kinds of organizations and what kinds of movements are most likely to develop platform leaders. 
PLATFORM LEADERSHIP 

The recognition of an organization that is defined publicly by its leader is not new.  Decades ago Gamson (1990) observed that some organizations appeared to be the product of a "…..single center of power….with a central figure around whom the organization revolves and with whom it is identified. In some cases, the group is essentially a personal vehicle for such a leader and could hardly be said to exist independently of its core figure" (Gamson 1990, p.93).  Here we mean to theorize this style of leadership in a more elaborated way.  Platform leadership is defined by individuals in leadership positions having both high autonomy from rank-and-file members and high capacity to effect their strategic decisions.  By “autonomy,” we mean the degree to which leaders are able to make decisions without explicit consent from members or staff.  Instead, consent is effectively implicit; members who disagree with their leader’s decision simply leave the organization. Autonomy can be juxtaposed with strictly democratic leadership, defined by Johnson (2001: 96) as “a conversation…concerning the goals both can agree to pursue…and the means to achieve those goals.”.  
“Capacity” is defined by the extent and nature of  resources available to leaders in order to accomplish  their goals.  Here, we borrow from Marshal Ganz (2000), who developed the notion of “strategic capacity” in his study of the unionization efforts of California agricultural workers. Strategic capacity referred to the ability of organizations to use limited resources effectively, and in this manner, successfully compete with better resourced organizations.  We use capacity to refer to the resources at the disposal of the leader, including infrastructure, developed networks, and financial resources.

The platform organization exists primarily to support the voice of a single person on an issue or a set of issues, and this voice is directed to the external environment of the organization. In these organizations, rank and file members do little more than contribute resources (generally, just money), affording the leader a position from which to articulate her views. Platform leaders are the sole voice of the organization in representations to the media and /or political figures and exercise exclusive control over the framing and articulation of the organization’s position. Their energy is directed toward mass media and political leaders rather than toward direct grassroots education and mobilization, and is dependent up on soft, almost passive, support rather than engaged mobilization, cultivation of new leaders, or grassroots activism.  To the extent that members have influence on the actions of the platform leader, it is only through their decision about whether to continue to support the organization, generally by renewing annual membership. Platform leaders derive their credibility and their place in the public debate from representing an organized group, and those organizations may have difficulty in maintaining their profile when leaders change.


Although we discuss platform leadership as an ideal type, we recognize that it is likely to occur to various degrees, along something of a continuum. In full platform organizations, with high autonomy and high capacity, leaders face essentially no formal accountability structures (elections, surveys) connecting them to members and no avenues for member participation in the activities of the organization. The platform leader’s authority is based on the particular message they represent and members support the strength of the leader’s message but do not expect to have input in that message. If they become dissatisfied, they simply stop supporting the organization. On the other end of the spectrum are organizations with accountability structures that bring rank and file members into the decision making process. 

UNDERSTANDING LEADERSHIP

Scholars conceptualize social movement leadership in a variety of different ways.  In an attempt to synthesize a diverse and growing literature, Morris and Staggenborg (2003) highlight several distinct dimensions of leadership, and emphasize a focus on understanding how the agency of individual leaders intersects with the structures in which it works to produce movement activities and outcomes. On the agency side, scholars concentrate on the types of people who are more likely to end up as leaders. This kind of work has focused on the social location leaders are likely to emerge from (gender, class, and educational backgrounds), as well as the layered nature of movement leadership, where some leaders head formal organizations, and others concentrate on mobilizing participants through face to face interaction (Robnett, 1996). This line of research also focuses on the importance of networks among social movement leaders, leadership teams (Ganz, 2000) and the importance of personal connections between leaders to maximize social movement mobilization and influence.

On the structure side of leadership research, scholars have identified various functions required of leadership positions, given the nature of the political institutions they seek to influence (Berry, 1999; Wilson, 1995; Meyer, 2007). Leaders must recognize movement opportunities and mobilize participants in opportune times.  Leaders can be responsible for importing new ideas and tactics into a social movement organization, in order to stimulate grassroots activity, as Voss and Sherman (2000) show in their study of local unions.  They also do the framing work to ensure the messages they project resonate with the broader public and elites, and in cultivating visibility within mass media (Rohlinger, 2002).  Leaders make choices in structuring their organizations, so that leadership is either concentrated among a minority, or distributed among participants (Brown, 1989). Performing these functions well can help to enable the agency of rank-and-file members (Morris & Staggenborg, 2004).

Resource mobilization theorists also highlight the importance of structure for how social movements develop.  The rules and practices of mainstream politics set constraints and opportunities for political organizers.   Leaders create and guide the formal organizations that provide connect individual concerns to broader political formations, inside and outside of government (e.g., Berry, 1999; Salisbury, 1970).  There is an entrepreneurial dimension to this, as organizers prospect for issues and forms with which to mobilize resources and political activity, supporting not only political action, but also these political formations or groups (McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Meyer, 2007).    To develop resource capacity,  movement organizations must successfully compete with other organizations in attracting resources including money, facilities, labor, and legitimacy (Cress & Snow, 1996).
As social movements are comprised of a range of organizations and individuals working in some degree of coordination toward common purposes, leaders are faced with the dilemma of positioning themselves and their organizations in relation not only to allies and opponents in mainstream politics, but also organizations that share some of their goals.  Somewhat similar organizations cooperate on matters of policy, but compete amongst themselves for resources and members.  For survival, leaders must differentiate their organizations from each other, creating a distinct image and role within the movement. By establishing a niche in the movement, their organizations are able to better compete for scarce resources (Zald and Ash, 1966; McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Meyer and Corrigall-Brown 2005).   The process of looking out for the organization, or even one’s own well-being, can, critics argue, undermine the potential political efficacy of a social movement during periods of instability (see Piven & Cloward, 1977).

All of these functions are critical for reaching even small movement goals, and leaders often face the challenge of performing conflicting functions. Leaders are constrained by the expectations of their members, as well as the immediate needs of the organization (Klandermans, 1989). They must inspire and mobilize participants by highlighting the divisions with the rest society, foster the emotional commitments of members to the movement (Aminzade et.al., 2001; Couto, 1993), and highlight their “organic bonds” with members (Veltmeyer and Petras, 2002). But reaching movement goals also means negotiating and compromising with the external environment (Gusfield, 1966). It is a constant challenge for leaders to do everything that is required, and often, they are more competent in one area than in another. Leaders may choose to structure their organizations to enhance their autonomy from rank-and-file members because it allows them to focus more attention on the external environment, without developing an internal organizational life. 

Leadership structures often shift in periods when movement goals and needs are changing. This was demonstrated in work on the early Southern Civil Rights Movement, which employed charismatic leadership. Following some amount of movement success, charismatic leadership gave way to more pragmatic and specialized leadership types (Nelson, 1971). This movement, from mobilization to some kind of institutionalization, which requires a different set of leadership skills, is hardly peculiar to the civil rights movement.  Increasing numbers of organizations have carved out relatively stable places in American politics (Staggenborg, 1988; Wilson, 1995; Meyer & Tarrow, 1998). The style of movement leaders has a great impact on the form and tactics adopted by the organization and the role their organization plays in the larger movement (Eichler, 1977; Staggenborg, 1988; Aminzade et.al., 2001; Schussman and Earl, 2004). 
INSTITUTIONALIZATION AND DEMOBILIZATION


Missing from most of the literature on social movements and organizations is recognition of a larger trend, in which the firm establishment of a large number of relatively permanent interest advocacy organizations has affected the larger shape of political mobilization and civil society in the United States.  Robert Putnam (2000), as a notable example, has emphasized a decline in local civic activism, bemoaning the decline of “social capital,” that is, the stuff needed to make social institutions work effectively.  Theda Skocpol (2003) identifies the changing nature of organizations as the culprit responsible for this decline. In the past, she explains, the landscape of American associational life was dominated by national federated organizations which brought together a variety of citizens from diverse class backgrounds. These associations, like the American Legion, the Elks, and the Parent-Teacher Association (PTA), were active at the national level but also “locally vibrant” (Skocpol, 2003: 127).  The national groups placed heavy emphasis on local community development and service, and tended to be male or female only, as well as racially exclusive.

According to Skocpol (2003), this style of organization, which dominated from the 1800’s through the mid 1960s, began to decline for a variety of reasons.  The slow erosion of sex, race, and class-segregated organizations has left a political landscape that is dominated by a larger number of organizations, all led by relatively elite individuals.  In this case, elites must have incentive to organize a mass base; because of shifts in the American class structure and elite careers, now “the most privileged Americans can now organize and contend largely among themselves, without regularly engaging the majority of Americans” (Skocpol, 2003: 178). For example, as women’s employments rates rose in the last half of the 20th century, they became increasingly more likely to join a professional association than a cross-class voluntary association, like the PTA. 

While traditional style associations began to decline, the rate of organization founding increased. The heyday of federated membership associations lasted from the 1940s to the mid-1960s, after which the majority of groups that formed were either completely memberless, or comprised of members who responded to a mailing or canvassing by giving money. They remain members on an individual basis through the mail.  Professional leaders lobby legislators and communicate with media claiming to speak for this specialized constituency, but there is little or no focus on developing a community among rank-and-file members of the organization. In other words, we see a growing number of organizations working to serve, represent, or at least retain, a relatively small number of active members.  The nature of this political landscape virtually mandates the development of new leadership models. 
AUTONOMY OF LEADERS

If leaders are the key decision-makers within their organizations, and are, as Skocpol (2003) writes, increasingly disconnected from their rank-and-file members, then we should also pay attention to the degree that members can influence the leaders of organization they support. How autonomous are leaders? 


Following Weber, leaders are always constrained in some way by the nature of their relationship with members or some other institution.  Weber proposed three ideal types of leadership relationships:  Traditional leadership is legitimated and constrained by the norms of practices or the past.  Charismatic leadership, which is always more tenuous, is legitimated almost mystically, through some kind of “organic relationship” with a constituency, one which cannot extend beyond a period of institutionalization.  Finally, rational-legal authority is constrained by codified rules and processes that necessarily limit an individual leader’s autonomy (Gerth & Mills, [1946]).  Extraordinary circumstances can, for a time, provide new opportunities for different organizational forms or leadership styles.

In most contemporary analysis, scholars posit a model of legitimation and mutual control that mirrors an ideal-type market.  Leaders of social movement organizations must support those organizations, and do so by sustaining a flow of resources to the group, often from the members or constituencies they purport to serve (e.g., Rothenberg, 1992; Salisbury, 1970).  This resource flow is stabilized, the theory goes, by developing some sort of “exchange relationship,” whereby supporters receive goods, services, and/or affirmation of their values in return of their contributions of time or money (Salisbury, 1970; Wilson, 1995). 
 In a somewhat different formulation of the exchange relationship between leaders and members, Melucci (1996) theorized that leaders provide scarce skills and connections to achieve groups goals, and in return members provide continued involvement, loyalty, prestige and power (for critique, see Barker, Alan & Lavalette, 2001: 3). This is a useful approach for understanding leadership in the current associational environment, where members are often connected to leaders through their financial contributions, rather than solidary commitments to fellow members. Without ties to other members, leaders are compelled to provide “a product” that is especially appealing to members. Rothenberg (1992) shows that leaders of Common Cause, a prominent public interest organization, created two leader accountability structures to ensure responsiveness to members’ desires: 1) democratic elections of organization leadership, and 2) leaders regularly surveyed members about issues most important to them. Rothenberg shows that, despite failing to actually create a perfectly democratic organization, the attempt to develop democratic structures helped to maintain the leadership’s legitimacy and membership loyalty. Theoretically, in organizations without these democratic structures, leaders have less accountability to members, and members have less access to leader’s decision making. 

What, then, becomes more important in shaping leader decision making? As a field of organizations with similar concerns develops, Zald and McCarthy (1987) noted, organizations must cultivate a distinct niche within that field, offering a particular mix of tactics, claims, or services that is not offered elsewhere in the field.  This creates a dynamic tension for social movement organizations and their leaders.  Cooperating with allies enhances the prospects for political visibility and political influence, but it can make it more difficult to carve out a distinct profile, constituency, and source of support (Rochon & Meyer, 1997; Meyer and Corrigall-Brown, 2005; McCarthy and Zald, 1987; Wilson, 1995).  One way to manage this tension is to offer a distinct perspective, represent a particular constituency, or monopolize a particular set of tactics (for example, think of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s Legal Defense Fund).    Morris and Staggenborg (2003: 190) argue that a variety of specialized organizations doing complimentary work will result in healthy diversity that moves the movement as a whole closer to its larger goals. 

Although there is a great deal of improvisation and accident in the management of cooperation, competition, and distinct niches, over time, organizational leaders can develop a sense of strategic positioning, and this sense is disciplined by both political realities and the audience of funders and supporters.  Within a movement, where some organizations are mobilizing and engaging large memberships, it frees other leaders to sculpt organizations that serve as platforms for their voice to the broader society.   Within a movement where some organizations are actively mobilizing membership activity, other organizations that carve out a distinct issue profile, without making claims for mobilization.  This style of leadership emphasizes a spokesperson’s articulation of a distinct position and analysis.

To outline the platform leadership model, we offer case studies of two organizations. Both cases, Feminists for Life and Catholics for a Free Choice, occur in movements that rely on mass mobilization techniques. In other words, the abortion rights movement and the anti-abortion movement have traditionally not relied on platform leadership models for organizing. While both movements have included intensive lobbying as part of their strategies, both have included less institutionalized activism to achieve goals. 

The anti-abortion movement has included dramatic mobilization of supporters in blocking access to clinics (Solinger, 1998: 81). The abortion rights movement has included grassroots lobbying efforts and use of the legal system to challenge abortion restrictions (Solinger, 1998: 78). The development of platform leadership organization in this context makes the cases particularly interesting.   Here, we mean to show how leaders in relatively long-lived opposing movements (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996) cultivate the autonomy to articulate a distinct position within a larger movement.  In doing so, we speak to the developing literature on leadership, and to encourage additional research on this form of leadership, as well as comparison with other models of leadership.
DATA AND METHODS

To develop the concept of platform leadership, we present two case studies of organizations that are leader-dominated. The first, Catholics for a Free Choice (CFFC), is an organization of self-described Catholics that supports the full range of reproductive rights, including access to birth control and abortion.  The second case is Feminists for Life (FFL), an organization of self-described feminists who oppose legal abortion. CFFC and FFL are similar in many ways. Both organizations dissent from a parent institution on reproductive rights issues, and both were founded in the early 1970s, at about the time abortion was legalized in the United States. Both groups formed from breakaways from the National Organization for Women (NOW), although the split that produced CFFC was less contentious than the split that created FFL. Both have long running quarterly publications articulating their positions on a variety of reproductive and political issues. CFFC produces Conscience, and Feminists for Life, publishes The American Feminist.

We draw data from several sources. First, we used the organizations’ own publications to gather information on the relationships between the formal leaders and members. For Catholics for a Free Choice, we read all issues of Conscience published between 1997 and 2004, about thirty issues. For Feminists for Life, we read all issues of The American Feminist, published from spring of 1998 to winter of 2004. There were twenty-four issues in this period of time.  We also evaluated articles and interviews with leaders published on the organizational websites. These websites proved invaluable sources of information about current campaigns the organizations were undertaking and their coalition partners. 

To supplement the information from the groups themselves, we also conducted major newspaper searches for articles about the organizations and their activities. We used LexisNexis database, and searched first for articles containing the “Feminists for Life” or “Catholics for a Free Choice”  Between December of 1973 and December of 2005 Lexis Nexis reports 319 articles discussed Catholics for a Free Choice in the headline or lead paragraph. When expanded the search terms to include the full text of articles, Catholics for a Free Choice was mentioned in 831 articles. Between May of 1974 and October of 2005, Feminists for Life was mentioned only 41 times in a headline or lead paragraph of a major newspaper. When we expanded the search parameters to include the full text, Feminists for Life was mentioned in 308 articles. When we searched for just the names of leaders, Frances Kissling was mentioned in 530 articles, and Serrin Foster was mentioned in 26 articles. We drew articles from these major newspapers to illustrate the role of these leaders both in their organizations and in the broader political climate. 
We believe these organizations are appropriate for developing the platform leadership model for several reasons. First, both are small organizations with visibility disproportionate to their resources. This heightened visibility of both organizations is arguably due to the structure of leadership which heavily emphasizes the public role of directors. Second, these are long standing organizations within opposing movements. Both the abortion rights movement and the anti-abortion movement have included many organizational types and tactics, including grassroots democratic organizations and mass mobilization. The well-developed nature of both movements provides a fertile site to ask the questions about why platform leadership developed, and what its role is in the broader movement. In the next section, we present our case studies. 
CATHOLICS FOR A FREE CHOICE
Background of Organization

Catholics for a Free Choice (CFFC) was founded in 1973, the same year Supreme Court case Roe v. Wade legalized abortion across the United States. Joan Harriman, Patricia Fogarty McQuillan, and Meta Mulcahy, three Catholic members of the National Organization for Women (NOW), formed CFFC in response to the strong opposition of the Catholic Church to the legalization of abortion. New CFFC leadership came in 1979 when Pat McMahon became executive director.  The current era of leadership began in 1982, when Frances Kissling took over executive directorship from McMahon after serving on the board of directors for several years. 
Activities


CFFC’s primary focus is on communicating its message to a broad audience, where the dominant perception is that one cannot be both Catholic and pro-choice. CFFC has developed several advertising campaigns, confronting the church hierarchy in the public arena. Periodically the group has taken out full page newspaper advertisements, contradicting the church hierarchy’s position regarding reproductive rights. 

CFFC also invests substantial resources in publishing the quarterly journal Conscience, which provides a place for critiquing Church activity and the actions of bishops, while highlighting that the majority of American Catholics hold a position that is less strict on reproductive issues than the Church demands. CFFC prints and mails about 12,500 copies of Conscience quarterly.
 

The organization participates in coalitions with other pro-choice organizations, including NOW, Feminist Majority, and Planned Parenthood Federation of America. CFFC also partners with other reform-minded Catholic organizations. These coalitions include the Women-church Convergence (WCC) and the Catholic Organizations for Renewal (COR).  Coalition participation serves the interests of both the broader coalition, by offering the profile and platform of Frances Kissling and CFFC, and serves the organization by providing a visible venue for political action (see Meyer and Corrigall-Brown, 2005).
The Reorganization

According to Kissling, in the early years Catholics for a Free Choice was a voluntary and grassroots effort, with no professional staff or office. Without a budget, the early activists participated in dramatic public events. The most famous of these events was McQuillan crowning herself Pope in front of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City on the first anniversary of the Roe V. Wade decision.
 


Kissling is credited with reorganizing the group, focusing on fund-raising and publishing pamphlets regarding pro-choice Catholicism, organizational newsletters, and Conscience.  Kissling professionalized the organization and focused the messages it exported to external audiences. At the same time, she also restructured the organization to eliminate the dependence and the constraints of rank-and file members, actually abolishing “membership” altogether—it has only staff and supporters.  This  ensured her autonomy within the organization. While this may have had a destabilizing effect on the organization, it is likely that the focus on exporting her message to a broader audience brought the organization new supporters. For small financial contributions, supporters receive the quarterly publication, Conscience.  Catholics for a Free Choice is also supported by various foundations, including the Ford Foundation. Ms. Foundation, and the Playboy Foundation (“The Cardinal of Choice,” p. 6).
As a Platform Leader

Kissling’s frequent appearances in television, radio, newspapers, and magazines have brought Catholics for a Free Choice national exposure.  In the absence of grassroots organizing, she enjoyed tremendous autonomy to shape the organization’s message. Her voice is often the only one the larger public ever associates with the organization.  In 1986, The Washington Post printed, that while the organization began in 1973, it was Kissling who brought the organization it’s “clout and notoriety” (“The Cardinal of Choice”, 1986).  She is also aware of the degree to which the organization is based around her very public persona. In an interview in The New Republic, when asked about the two sides of her personality – one side thoughtful and introspective, and the other cutting and critical, Kissling responded by saying, “These two aspects of the organization are in tension with each other. Over time, the thoughtful side as come to occupy more space, and the provocative side has not disappeared” (Bradley, 1995). 


Kissling’s skills as an articulator have given her some amount of success in public debate over abortion. According to an article by legal scholar, David Garrow, published in the Christian Science Monitor, Kissling is leading a move away from absolutist rights-based language about abortion in defense of abortion rights (joined and quoted along with well-known politicians, such as Hillary Rodham Clinton and John Kerry).  Garrow (2005) contends that Kissling’s statement about the direction of the debate was “the most important.”  It seems unlikely that, had she not been the head of an organization, Kissling’s opinion would have been given such weight.  She has molded an organization which gives her credibility to the external audience, but requires little effort to mobilize supporters. 


With the dissolution of CFFC as a membership organization, former members had the option to either disassociate with the group altogether, or to become silent supporters. Their continued financial support allows her to claim that she speaks for a large organization of Catholics, who agree with the message that she alone has control over. However, Kissling’s decision to restructure the organization without rank-and-file members has left her open to the criticism that CFFC is only ”Francis Kissling and her fax machine” (Lopez, 2002, The Real CFFC, Para 8), undercutting her claims that her organization is truly representative of Catholics.

FEMINISTS FOR LIFE
Background of Organization


Patricia Goltz and Cathy Callaghan founded Feminists for Life in 1972. Originally a member of NOW, Goltz claims she was expelled from the Ohio chapter for opposing abortion using “feminist logic” and for distributing anti-abortion information at meetings. After her departure from NOW, Goltz met Callaghan, a “kindred spirit” in pro-life feminism. Together they formed Feminists for Life. Serrin Foster was hired to lead FFL in 1993, and had reorganized the group by 1995. 


According to The American Feminist, in its earlier forms, Feminists for Life was dedicated to starting discussion groups based around left wing principles, including anti-capital punishment, anti-nuclear weapons, environmental issues, vegetarianism and lesbian lifestyles. Opposition to abortion was one position among a set of “pro-life” beliefs that the organization espoused (The American Feminist, Fall 2002). In the mid-1980’s, FFL grew from less formal discussion groups into an advocacy organization, and set guidelines for activists to form state chapters.  By the late 1980s, however, national leaders saw that their original message was no longer resonant with young women, the group most at risk for seeking abortions.

 Following a decision that organizational transformation was necessary, FFL hired Serrin Foster as the executive director in 1994. She redesigned its flagship publication, including changing the name from Sister Life to The American Feminist.  FFL also changed the group logo, began a new advertising campaign directed at a younger generation of women, moved the office headquarters from Kansas City to Washington D.C., and dissolved the state chapters.
 This is a common development among political organizations in the United States, both symbolically and practically emphasizing both lobbying and the political presence of the organization at the expense of grassroots mobilization (cf, Meyer, 1990, on the Nuclear Weapons Freeze Clearinghouse’s move from St. Louis to Washington, DC).   The move to Washington explicitly emphasizes political expertise and influence rather than local commitments (Berry, 1999).


Foster became president in 1994. Her previous job had been the director for the National Alliance for the Mentally Ill. Feminists for Life had placed an advertisement looking for a president. Foster took the job because it appealed to what she had come to believe proper feminism should be about (Goode, 2001).  
Activities
Under Foster’s leadership, FFL has devoted a great deal of organizational capacity, or resources, to educational campaigns directed toward external audiences. Under the College Outreach Program,  Foster travels to college campuses to giver her lecture, The Feminist Case against Abortion. The vice president of FFL, Sally Winn,  also makes trips to campuses, giving a lecture entitled, Refuse to Choose. FFL is involved in a variety of coalitions with both pro-life and feminist organizations. The organization prefers to work with existing pro-life organizations on campus, and through these groups, they distribute their material and bring speakers to the campuses.
  
FFL also began its “Women Deserve Better Campaign,” an educational program designed to “promote women-centered” solutions to significantly reduce abortion and protect the health of women. It is noteworthy that the capacity of the organization was redirected following reorganization, and is now developed to support the public engagements and activities of the formal leaders. 

 The Reorganization

Once in Washington D.C. and under Foster’s influence, the organization self-consciously modernized its image, moving away from its “hippie” origins, and from a broader definition of feminism as articulated by NOW. Rather than member participation and mobilization, the organization focused instead on media communication and advertising. The American Feminist also notes that the reorganization included an evaluation of where the organization’s priorities would now lie. Rather than the broader left-wing platform, the organization would focus more narrowly on advocacy for pregnant women, enforcement of child support policies, and critical legislation that would affect the needs of women at risk of choosing abortion (The American Feminist, Fall 2002: 5-6).

As a Platform Leader

Foster’s influence in the organization is comprehensive. Coming from the outside of the organization, one of her first projects was overhauling the organization in which the mission was shifted from state activism to national education campaigns (Goode, 2001). This move was, at least in part, a response to the difficulty of establishing and maintaining state chapters for such a small organization, but it was also the first step toward autonomy from rank-and-file.

Foster also emphasized the importance of the outsiders’ perceptions of the group, and invested heavily in media strategies to convey the FFL message. Her audience is mainly people outside of the movement, an audience including college students, legislators, and celebrities. Communication with members is generally based around what she and other FFL professional staff are doing, rather than encouraging their involvement. There is little focus on motivating members to participate, and FFL offers no regular avenues for them participate, other than responding with money or the occasional call to contact legislators. There is an occasional call for members with professional skills or expertise in a particular area to contact the national office if they are interested in participating in program committees. 

As the executive director, Foster is able to control the organizational message by directing the organizational capacity in particular ways. For example, in both “The Women Deserve Better” campaign and the College Outreach program, the emphasis is on information being conveyed to the outside audience. Neither involved mobilization of members; communication with members is mainly focused on asking for financial support for actions leaders have already initiated. As the leader of her organization, Foster advocates for the expansion of resources for pregnant and parenting women, including family housing on college campus, on-site daycare in work places, and pregnancy resource centers.

As with Kissling and CFFC, Foster’s public persona seems to overwhelm the organization. According to Patricia Heaton, a celebrity spokesperson for the group quoted in Crisis magazine, “Opponents think the group is strong and powerful because Serrin is strong and powerful” (Hoopes, 2003).   The article goes on to say that it is difficult to imagine FFL without Foster.   At the same time, Foster has a place to stand in the national debate on abortion rights because of her affiliation with a distinct point of view and an organization. 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Oddly, Feminists for Life and Catholics for a Free Choice both trace their origins to a rift within the same organization, the National Organization for Women.  Aspiring leaders within a large and diverse national organization with extensive chapters seized upon a difference on one issue to establish themselves as the basis of a new group.  Dynamic leaders were able to establish new organizations, where there were fewer bureaucratic impediments which could block leadership from molding the organization into a personal platform. Both leaders were able to reorganize their groups, change their agendas, and consolidate their control, and weaken the role of members.  


These cases allow us to develop the concept of platform leadership, using the concepts of autonomy and capacity. Both organizations presented in this paper split from a well-established nationally federated organization.  Initially, the new organizations faced the task of recreating the grassroots support and activism that NOW had already established, with finding activities to engage supporters, and with managing potentially divisive beliefs about the true nature of Catholicism or Feminism.
  Neither met these challenges directly, but instead moved to support the articulation of a clear position by a leader who consolidated both her own leadership and autonomy.  The bureaucratic structures of a democratically-governed organization like NOW would have been anathema to the development of platform leadership.  Both Feminists for Life and Catholics for a Free Choice created new organizational structures that would make grassroots democracy within the organization impossible.  They did, however, allow the leaders of each group the flexibility to address the issues of the moment and to innovate rhetorically. 


In both groups, leaders now invest little energy in mobilizing members or maintaining an organizational life to maintain grassroots commitment. Their autonomy allows the leaders to concentrate on, and devote a significant proportion of organizational resources to communicating their vision to the outside audience, rather than toward managing internal conflicts or training new activists. Their energy goes to projecting their ideas to legislators, media, potential supporters, and allies. This includes writing extensively for their publications and for public newspapers, testifying before congress, meeting with allies and coalition partners, and traveling to speak for audiences.   Importantly, both groups work extensively within the larger anti-abortion and abortion rights movements, diversifying the profile of those movements.  Essentially, the respective organizations broaden the apparent platform of active social movements, and supporters of those groups, presumably, if interested in political mobilization, do so through other groups.  Each group expressly offers a new profile to the existing social movement and offers an explicit criticism of the claims of its opponent.  
Such activities are made possible by the capacity of the organization. Kissling and Foster both inherited working infrastructures from original organizations. Both eventually transformed that structure, but they likely benefited by having access to the membership that supported the organization, and by inheriting an organization that was already known to other social movement actors. Although both leaders abandoned grassroots mobilizing, they retained at least some individual supporters, who receive the quarterly publications in return for small financial contributions. In sum, the fact that these organizations have some national attention is made possible both by the autonomy of leaders from rank-and-file members, and by the resources that amplify their voice. 

Frances Kissling of CFFC is the more extreme example of platform leadership, having completely dissolved the rank-and-file membership. The goals of the organization are frequently reduced to Kissling’s opinion, and opponents criticize her for running an organization that they charge is little more than letterhead and a fax machine.  Serrin Foster of FFL has not been similarly accused, and while there is little mobilization of rank-and-file members, there are also more people involved than just Foster in promoting the organization’s message.

In conclusion, we argue that platform leadership is distinct from the types of leadership offered in social movement literature. Platform leadership occurs where leaders are able to establish enough autonomy from followers to consolidate power within her organization, and retain the resource capacity to support her public profile. Heading an organization is her base of authority on an issue, or a set of issues, and provides her with credibility within the social movement and the broader society, including media outlets, elites, bystanders, and potential supporters. 

Although platform leadership is not a completely new phenomenon, it is likely to be increasing as part of the broader trend in American associational life, in which professional leadership has come to be increasingly important in organized life generally, and particularly important in ostensibly speaking for a distant and largely voiceless constituency (Skocpol, 2003). We also argue that platform leadership is likely to occur in older, well-developed movements, with a broad range of organizations engaging rank-and-file members in a variety of ways. In other words, if there are already organizations mobilizing grassroots support and fighting opponents on local levels, other organizations might benefit from organizing in different ways. Platform leadership is at least one alternative. 


Platform leadership has both advantages and drawbacks. An organization with platform leadership, compared to more democratic organizations, is likely to have greater control of its identity and goals.  Platform organizations may be valuable in larger movements because they can articulate a clear and specific message which other organizations might be less able to communicate. In these cases, anti-abortion feminism and abortion-rights Catholicism organizations fill a specific niche in their respective movements.

Platform organizations are at greater risk of being reduced to the personality of the leader, and becoming an easy target for opponents to dismiss. Further research should also pay attention to the role of supporters in platform organizations, and the factors that influence their decisions to stay in organizations where their role is increasingly limited over time.   It is clear that in climbing upon an organizational platform to make claims on behalf of a constituency, platform leaders raise fundamental questions about their own legitimacy, the vicarious participation in politics of their supporters, and the nature of contemporary democracy.
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� Email correspondence, David Nolan, editor of Conscience; November 9, 2004.


� “A Mouse that Roars Turns 25: An Interview with CFFC President Frances Kissling.” 1998. � HYPERLINK "http://WWW.catholicsforchoice.org" ��WWW.catholicsforchoice.org�. Retrieved May 28, 2005.





� State chapters were dissolved except for those that were already fully developed and operating.  Ultimately, all but one chapter disappeared.


� Email correspondence, Nikki Callahan, College Outreach Coordinator; September 20, 2005. 


� Planned Parenthood and NOW oppose legislation to regulate abortion clinics when it would restrict access to services for women. 


�   The National Organization for Women contains a wide variety of opinions and local chapters sponsor a broad range of activist efforts; the issue of defining feminism, particularly, has been the subject of a great deal of contention within the organization (Reger, 2002).   Although NOW has devised governance structures that allow it to manage dissent and maintain its own distinct identity (Barakso, 2004), it is not surprising that it could spawn oppositional organizations on contested issues.  
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