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Many of the problems Jo Freeman identified in her 1970 essay, “The Tyr-
anny of Structurelessness,” persist in today’s feminist struggles and have 
been exacerbated by nonprofitization. Concentration of leadership, elit-
ism, lack of accountability, and lack of transparency in social movement 
formations have worsened in the past four decades as hierarchical, staffed 
nonprofits have become the most dominant form for social justice work in 
the United States. The 2007 anthology The Revolution Will Not Be Funded: 
Beyond the Non-profit Industrial Complex, edited by the activist organiza-
tion INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, raised the volume on 
the conversation about the problems of nonprofitization for groups and 
organizations seeking transformative change. With many contributors 
coming from feminist and antiracist, antiviolence, and prison abolition 
frameworks, the book provides particular insight into how the rise of non-
profit norms shifted feminist antiviolence work toward state- and corpo-
rate-funded forms. Throughout the decades that have led to this unsavory 
alliance between cops, prosecutors, and antiviolence organizations, those 
most affected by violence—such as immigrant women, women of color, 
poor women, indigenous women, people with disabilities, and queer 
and trans people—have consistently critiqued the criminalization “solu-
tions” to violence, naming criminalization and immigration enforcement 
as dominant forms of gender violence, not solutions to it (see Crenshaw 
1991; INCITE! 2006; Munshi 2010).

A significant divide is now visible in many of the movements related 
to these issues in the United States, such as the antiviolence movement 
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and movements about reproductive health, queer and trans life, immigra-
tion and disability. This divide is visible in the distinction between dis-
ability rights and disability justice frameworks, reproductive rights and 
reproductive justice frameworks, and lesbian and gay or LGBT rights and 
queer and trans work centered on racial and economic justice (see Harris 
2006; Ross 2006; Mingus 2010; Conrad 2010; Cripchick 2010; Conrad 
2011, 2012). On one side of this divide are organizations that are funded 
and staffed, run by professionals (often lawyers), focused on litigation and 
policy reform, disproportionately white led, overseen by boards of direc-
tors populated by philanthropists and other members of elite sectors, and 
primarily proposing reforms that line up with and legitimize systems of 
harm and violence by making slight surface reforms (see Arkles, Gehi, and 
Redfield 2010).

On the other side are organizations centered on racial and economic 
justice that are small, have few or no paid staff, prioritize people of color 
leadership, often operate collectively, are often membership based, and 
believe in being accountable to local directly affected populations rather 
than having their goals and strategies determined by philanthropists’ pref-
erences. These organizations and formations tend to be focused on root 
causes of harm and violence, analyzing colonialism, white supremacy, cap-
italism, and ableism in order to look at and address specific problems or 
locations. They do work at a local level to dismantle systems like immigra-
tion enforcement and policing, often focused on very particular reforms 
but with a broader framework like prison and border abolition. Their mes-
sages are not corporate media friendly, and their work is always less visible 
than that of the well-funded organizations whose reform goals often align 
with capitalist, pro-military, pro-police, and patriotic messages. Activists 
and organizations on the two sides of this divide often end up in scuffles 
about reform possibilities where unpopular subgroups, such as people 
with criminal records, undocumented people, drug users, sex workers, and 
people with psychiatric diagnoses are being cut out of reform proposals by 
the larger organizations working in cahoots with elected officials to form a 
“solution” for those who are cast as deserving.

The examination of the relationship between organizational structures, 
leadership, and the transformative capacity of movements remains an 
urgent task, and many of the observations Freeman made in 1970 are still 
being grappled with today. The tools and methods that feminist collectives 
and consciousness-raising groups (as well as other movements they were 
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cross-pollinating with and being inspired by) were engaging at the time 
of Freeman’s essay remain important and are both being rediscovered and 
further developed as alternatives to the norms of the non-profit industrial 
complex. The critique of non-profitization has led many organizations to 
reexamine models that resist hierarchy, support sustainability by reduc-
ing or eliminating reliance of foundation fund-raising or paid staff labor, 
expand governance beyond a small staff or board and toward a broader 
membership, and develop large numbers of leaders from the constituent 
population (see Mananzala and Spade 2008; Sylvia Rivera Law Project 
2009).

Organizations taking up these models are also recognizing some of the 
pitfalls that remain significant problems. Relying on unpaid members to 
do key organizational work and govern the organization can often mean 
that those with the most free time to do this work and with less chaotic 
lives that allow them to show up consistently—often people with wealth, 
people without kids, people with stable housing, people whose bodies can 
work long hours—end up leading the organization and directing its priori-
ties and strategies toward their experiences and concerns. Overwork and 
burnout also remain a key problem in this work because of the worsening 
and overwhelming needs and crises that social movement organizations 
scramble to address.

People experimenting with feminist horizontal structures are also 
struggling to account for how to make the most of the fact that organi-
zations and movements are based in relationships and, often, friendships 
while also dealing with the drawbacks of friendship groups and cliques 
that Freeman identified as an obstacle in 1970. Organizations often get 
trapped in the cultures of particular friend groups or scenes, which can 
mean that particular social norms shape the space and keep some people 
out. In some activist circles, being “right on” means communicating in 
soft voices, keeping a stack, and practicing active listening. Other activists 
come from subcultures where yelling, fighting, and being loud are part of 
bonding and communicating. It can be hard to create an organizational 
culture that is actually welcoming to people used to these different styles, 
and in many instances well-intentioned antiracist and feminist groups 
create organizational cultures that exclude poor people, people of color, 
trans women, people with psychiatric diagnoses, and drug users. Worse 
yet, many organizations that are focused on dismantling systems of harm 
reproduce the norms of those systems by having rules that allow people to 
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be barred from the organization for drug use, if they have criminal convic-
tions or warrants, or if they have been in a fight at the organization.

Figuring out how to create practices that both explicitly and implic-
itly reject the logics of abandonment and exile that structure contempo-
rary politics is difficult. Figuring out how to foster relationship building 
inside organizations between people who would not usually be friends, 
and building the capacity of members to connect with others even when 
it is uncomfortable or unusual, requires structure and intention. Practices 
such as making sure everyone knows each other’s pronouns and accessi-
bility needs at the beginning of a meeting, designing facilitation to build 
personal connection between members, and making sure that people who 
did not show up get contacted afterward and consulted about what they 
missed take commitment and consistent practice to enable meaningful 
participation. These practices evidence a focus on keeping people in the 
group—noticing why people do not show up, whether something can 
be done to support their participation, and constantly reexamining how 
the group’s operation may be facilitating or blocking various kinds of par-
ticipation. These approaches, particularly influenced by disability justice 
and women of color feminist models, stand in sharp contrast to the busi-
ness efficiency frameworks that dominate in nonprofits. Collective and 
participatory methods focus on relationships, democratic governance, 
and mutual support rather than bottom lines and “deliverables” for grant 
reports. They assume that how we do the work is inseparable from what 
we do.

For many of us who have inherited the wisdom and the shortcomings 
of the feminist organizational structures Freeman interrogates, the ques-
tions she asks have become increasingly pressing. In the interim period of 
nonprofitization, we have seen how thoroughly corporate business struc-
tures can undermine social justice movements, turning our analysis and 
demands toward aims that enhance state violence and exacerbate divides 
within targeted constituencies. The focus of our work today is on building 
bottom-up, accountable, transparent organizations that are fed by the pas-
sion and work and support and relationships of people opposing harm and 
violence rather than by the dollars and egos of people and structures that 
want to impose “solutions” that shore up or exacerbate existing systems 
and conditions. To do this, we are thinking in new ways about the limits 
and traps of recognition and inclusion paradigms, we are experimenting 
with frameworks for addressing immediate harms while working toward 
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transformative change, and we are centering questions about how we 
relate to one another in our daily survival and work. The logics of capi-
talism, colonialism, punishment, white supremacy, and heteropatriarchy 
shape the structures and institutions we seek to dismantle, and they also 
shape our psyches and relationships, our imaginations of what it means 
to be together in a meeting or a project or a group or a friendship. We 
work relentlessly to tangle and untangle these connections and our strat-
egies for transformation on several scales. Jo Freeman’s observation that 
structurelessness is a fantasy reminds us to be suspicious about any ways 
of being together that are declared natural or unstructured, and helps us 
retain focus on constant processes of self-reflection.

Our experiments are producing useful questions. What would it mean 
to have collective control over our own lives, work, lands, and bodies, 
rather than being controlled by bosses, parents, spouses, corporations, or 
governments? Who should make what decisions and how should deci-
sions be made? How can we build the emotional capacity necessary for 
the cycles of feedback, criticism, and forgiveness that meaningful and 
fruitful conflict requires? How can we dismantle notions of reason, logic, 
and civility based in medicalized and ableist norms about “healthy” minds 
and bodies to find methods of collaboration and cooperation that support 
our different ways of being? How can we imagine processes of redistribu-
tion that reject hierarchies of deservingness? These questions are present 
in every aspect of the daily work of our groups and organizations—about 
whether there will be food at the meeting and who will speak and how 
long and in what language and whether they will get a ride home after-
ward—and they are questions that our resistance asks of the larger forms 
of human organization that our work is transforming.
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