
 

 
Model of Accountability to Black Organizations 
 
Since 2015, SURJ (Showing Up for Racial Justice) DC has been in a process of building trust with Black-led 
liberation organizations , learning from their leadership, and supporting and collaborating on their work. We’ve 1

learned a lot from our partners, other anti-racist white folks, and ourselves; we’re sharing this document with you 
to contribute some of those learnings back to our community. If you’re looking for a list of our accountability 
partners, please check out our History. This document focuses on our accountability to and relationships with 
Black-led organizations and organizers. While we also believe that we must be accountable to each other, to 
other white folks, and to the collective vision of liberation built by generations of freedom fighters, that’s not the 
focus of this document. 
 
 
Overview 
This document starts (on page two) with the purpose of accountability and some overarching thoughts about the 
model of accountability that we seek to practice. Specifically, we seek a form of accountability that is mutual, 
based in transformative relationships that invite both/all people to grow and learn, not a one-sided model of 
Black organizers monitoring and directing the work of white organizers. Next, we list what we can offer to 
accountability partners and what we look for in potential accountability partners. Then we offer a section on 
lessons learned, things we’ve tried that haven’t worked well, and what we’re trying to do differently as a result. 
We break that section into four themes: taking responsibility for ourselves, keeping commitments, navigating 
conflict & harm, and building interpersonal relationships. As is a practice of ours, we end with appreciations. 
 
 
   

1 In writing this document, we went back and forth on whether we were talking about Black led organizations, or 
Black and People of Color led organizations, or Black, Indigenous, People of Color, and migrant led organizations. 
Because our longest-standing and deepest relationships are with Black-led organizations, we are focusing on those 
relationships in this version of this document. We may revise it later to include future learnings and in particular 
more on relationships we’ve built with our migrant-led accountability partner and other explicitly multiracial 
organizations. 
 

https://www.surjdc.com/s/SURJDC_History_Mar2019.pdf


 

Purpose and Model of Accountability 
 
What is the purpose of accountability? 

Accountability ensures that those most impacted define what counts as winning, and challenges us to build 
within our communities to develop tangible support for that vision.  

-- SURJ National 
 
Accountability is an ongoing process and set of practices that hold us to shared goals, commitments, and vision. 
The goals of our organizational accountability to Black-led organizations are twofold: first, to ensure that the 
work we are doing in and with white communities is part of a broader, multiracial movement towards collective 
liberation, and second, to prevent and, when necessary, amend harm that we often inadvertently do because we 
are still learning to more clearly see how white supremacy (and other systems of oppression) operate. 
 
 
Mutual Accountability, not One-Sided Allyship 
One of our foundational beliefs – and a core rationale for SURJ to exist – is that it is possible and necessary for 
white people to hold ourselves and each other accountable in our work. It is not enough to “show up” and 
expect to be told what to do, how to do it, or whether/what we’ve screwed up. We cannot expect Black 
organizers to sign off on every decision, or to hold the burden of directing our work. We are learning to organize 
ourselves, to build our political analysis, to heal ourselves from the losses of white supremacy, and to transform 
power – not simply to flip existing power dynamics. 
 
That foundational belief requires us to practice accountability differently than the way many of us have been 
taught under the “allyship” model. Where allyship told us to show up as followers, never partners, our model of 
accountability requires us to act a little more boldly, with a greater sense of responsibility for ourselves. Put 
another way, we are working to right-size ourselves: where white supremacy culture teaches us that we are 
wisest, most important, biggest people in the room; and allyship models teach us that we should sit back and 
shut up, to serve endlessly and co-dependently, to be very small versions of ourselves; liberation requires us to 
navigate a balance, learning and teaching, giving and receiving, growing and inviting others to grow. 
 
An essay – and many other writings, conversations, and insights – from Aaron Goggans, one of the co-founders 
of Black Lives Matter DC, helps lay the foundation for our understanding of why mutually accountable 
relationships are necessary in our work:  
 

Too often, the model of solidarity we use in anti-racism work is based on abusive transactional 
relationships… This is both a particularly dehumanizing and ineffective model of solidarity in which the 
transactional nature of the relationship is obfuscated as a repayment of a historic debt. While white 
people and other communities that benefit from anti-Black White Supremacy do have a debt that they 
must pay, that debt is fundamentally not payable by disempowering themselves through some guilt 
ridden attempt to shift their power over to Black people. 

 
To get free we need more power, not less. We need more leaders not enfeebled followers. This idea 
that white people must give up their power is based on a white middle class and masculine limiting 
belief in scarcity. It presumes that either power is inherently bad [or at least bad in white people’s hands] 
or that it is a zero sum game. 
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https://healingjustice.podbean.com/e/31-intention-impact-showing-up-right-sized-teo-drake/
https://selfishactivist.com/why-white-allies-take-up-space-its-love-gone-wrong/
https://wellexaminedlife.com/2016/02/15/what-black-queer-feminism-has-taught-me-intersectionality-nurturance-culture-and-transformative-relationships/


 

We work to put these principles into practice and not just hold them as ideals, which means that our 
accountability relationships are very much works in progress. Each looks different and incorporates different 
ways of being together.  
 
Because we exist in power structures that allow white people to demand that Black people, Indigenous people, 
and other People of Color act in ways that are most comfortable for white people, we want to be clear that we 
are not using the language of “mutual accountability” to demand that our organizational relationships function or 
develop in a particular way.  
 
Building relationships that are more mutually accountable than the allyship model takes a lot of time, investment, 
and learning and healing on our part. This is especially true when (as is all too common) the 
organizer/organization we’re building a relationship with has been burned or harmed by white antiracist folks in 
the past. We’re in this work for the long haul, and committed to the personal and communal practices that help 
us learn new ways of being, divest ourselves from what we’ve been taught, and join in solidarity to work 
together for the common good. 
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Things we offer and things we seek in accountability relationships 
 
Offerings that we bring to accountability relationships 
It is our intention to create and nurture accountability relationships that allow us to contribute meaningfully 
towards a shared vision. In particular, we seek to build relationships where we can do much, if not all of the 
following: 
 

● Gather and distribute resources including mobilizing political/people power; securing space and 
supplies; providing food, rides, and childcare; and moving money to our partners, especially but not 
exclusively coupled with political education around wealth accumulation, redistribution, and reparations. 

● Plug into our partners’ campaigns and actions. 
● Build skills and political analysis of white anti-racists and our Black partners. 
● Flank partners’ work by taking action on our own when appropriate, such as in our Deep Canvass 

project; political education; and responding to white supremacist actions. 
 
What we look for in partners 

● We work with people who see value in us and in relationships with a white solidarity organization and 
with individual white organizers. Our partners see us as part of the more just, peaceful future we’re 
growing. 

● We seek partners that hold a systemic power analysis - meaning they have or are creating a vision for 
collective liberation that explicitly encompasses racial and intersectional justice, particularly incorporating 
a class analysis. 

● We seek partners that aim to build long term community power. 
● While we often collaborate with organizations that are founded, led, or otherwise driven by white people, 

our accountability partners are of and by communities of color. 
● Our accountability partners are DC-focused and -based. 
● Partners who are willing to engage in principled struggle with us, including mutually sharing 

compassionate constructive critique. 
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What we’ve done and what we’re trying to do differently 
 
Taking responsibility for ourselves 
What hasn’t worked, or has eroded trust:  

- Over-relying on Black organizers to inform strategy. We recognize that can exhaust them and often 
erodes their trust that we can strategize. It can also prevent us from building our leadership and our trust 
in ourselves/each other. 

- Trying to do work with partners when the moment calls for us to do work with other white people. 
- Under-preparing people to enter highly-skilled roles, including roles that require a high level of political 

education, healing, internal growth, and/or trust. 
- Not learning from past experiences and adjusting our organizing when possible or necessary. 
- Trying to prevent all white people (or any random white person) from doing harm. 
- Not taking care of ourselves, which harms us and the way we show up in the work. 

 
What we’re trying instead: 

- Collaborating with partners on strategy and developing our own strategies, especially when the moment 
requires us to work within white communities. 

- Recognizing and knowing a larger ecosystem of individuals, groups, and organizations that use many 
tactics towards the goal of dismantling white supremacy.  

- Connecting our strategy and our understanding of the broader movement in order to focus our energy 
where it’s needed most. 

- Learning how to organize, and building our members’ capacities for movement work.  
- Practicing giving and receiving honest feedback (about both strengths and areas of growth) with each 

other as individuals, and with our partners. 
- Prioritizing our interventions, especially when it comes to preventing/responding to individual white 

people who have caused harm. We prioritize intervening based on our partnerships and vision; the level 
of harm the white person can do; our ability to address the harm impactfully, including what degree of 
relationship/trust we have with the person causing harm; and commitment to developing leaders within 
SURJ DC.  

- Ongoing personal and communal healing and political education that allow us to recover ways of being 
outside of white supremacy culture.  

 
 
Keeping commitments  
What hasn’t worked, or has eroded trust: 

- Failing to do what we agreed to. 
- Overcommitting ourselves to the point where individual organizers become unhealthy (and normalize 

this as a practice for younger/newer organizers). 
- Ignoring our boundaries, as individuals and as a community, due to white guilt or emotional 

co-dependency.  
- Avoiding communication with partners or each other when we can’t say yes or failed to do what we 

agreed to do. 
 
What we’re trying instead: 

- Committing to what we can do (well), and doing what we say we will do.  
- Consistently communicating and asserting boundaries. 
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- Recognizing and working against our own conceptions of scarcity (a key assumption of capitalism) in the 
way that we approach resources, relationships, and time. 

- Saying no when we can’t reasonably do the thing asked of us, and continuing to build our collective skill 
and capacity to be able to say yes in the future. 

 
 
Navigating conflict & harm 
What hasn’t worked, or has eroded trust:  

- Responding immediately and/or defensively when we’ve been publicly (or privately) “called out,” often in 
service of our egos. 

- Avoiding necessary conflict. Conflict avoidance and silence are tools that maintain white supremacy. 
- Ignoring the hurt or harm that we have experienced in relationship or collaboration with our Black 

partners in ways that disempower or dehumanize us and deny our partners opportunity for growth. 
 
What we’re trying instead: 

- In conflict or when called out, taking time to process so we can give an authentic response or apology 
(as appropriate), and make commitments that we can actually stand behind. 

- Recognizing that we will make mistakes. In responding to those mistakes, trying to model transparency, 
a commitment to change, and a belief that no one is disposable. (One approach that has been helpful 
here is critical humility.)  

- Developing a culture of feedback both with our partners and with each other that allows us to proactively 
address sources of conflict.  

- Acknowledging impacts of conflict and facilitating resolution/repair processes, and in doing so, building 
the conflict resolution and transformation practices necessary in the future we’re growing. 

- Being clear about the differences between hurt, harm, and abuse. Recognizing that just as we can cause 
harm, we can experience harm. We’re learning to name and if necessary participate in the restoration of 
harm against us in way that centers our inherent worth as human beings while not centering our 
whiteness.  

 
 
Building interpersonal relationships 
What hasn’t worked, or has eroded trust:  

- Prioritizing work over relationships, or thinking of people as their work. Often white culture prioritizes the 
output – we’ll agree do the work together first, and through the work, build a relationship – whereas 
Black folks tend to build relationship, trust, shared understanding of each other, and then agree to work 
together. 

- Putting our partners on a pedestal and expecting perfection out of them. 
- Being too big (all-knowing, centering our experiences and emotions) or being too small (robotic, 

awkward, silent).  
- Collaborating in ways -- particularly within coalitions -- that are wide but shallow (many organizations and 

organizers, but few if any long-term relationships). This is especially true when organizing for actions 
which require risk-taking, clear communication, and real trust. 

 
What we’re trying instead: 

- Focusing on long-term relationship building to foster trust, community, and successful collaboration.  
- Building in room for mistakes and transformation for both our partners and us.  
- Creating social space, sharing meals, knowing each other as people beyond the work. 
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- Right-sizing ourselves: our work requires our full, messy, silly, angry selves; and also requires that we 
unlearn some of the deep lessons of white supremacy that tell us to take up the whole room. 

 
 
Appreciation and Acknowledgements:  
Didi Delgado’s May 2017 article entitled “Whites Only: SURJ and The Caucasian Invasion of Racial Justice 
Spaces” was a catalyst to write down our in-progress accountability practices. In the aftermath of the publication 
of that article, Didi reached out to SURJ DC leadership, we had a conversation, and made a commitment to 
publish this account. We were also deeply influenced by the work of AWARE LA and Southerners on New 
Ground. 
 
This document has been collectively developed by leaders of SURJ DC, including members of our Steering and 
Accountability Team, Coordinating Committee, and the teams that hold direct relationships with our 
accountability partners. We especially appreciate Kali, Mikayla, Nora L, and Nora R, who wrote and coalesced 
the bulk of this document. 
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http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/whites-only-surj-and-the-caucasian-invasion-of-racial_us_58dd5cf7e4b04ba4a5e25209
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/whites-only-surj-and-the-caucasian-invasion-of-racial_us_58dd5cf7e4b04ba4a5e25209
https://www.awarela.org/toolkit/
http://southernersonnewground.org/2015/03/white-people-movement-role/
http://southernersonnewground.org/2015/03/white-people-movement-role/

