
 

 
Theory of Change 
 
SURJ DC is a chapter of Showing Up for Racial Justice (SURJ), a national network of groups and individuals 
organizing white people to undermine white supremacy and work toward racial justice as part of a multi-racial 
majority. While we open-heartedly welcome People of Color who choose to organize within SURJ, our focus is 
on organizing white folks to take personal and collective steps to end white supremacy. This “Theory of 
Change” contains our shared vision of the world we are working towards, and how we believe we can get there.  
 
This Theory of Change draws on some core assumptions and practices of ours, which you can find here: 

- Core Assumptions 
- Our Model of Accountability 
- History 

 
As you read this document, you may find parts of this vision seem more radical than yours, or that it is not nearly 
radical enough for you. We don’t believe that you need to agree with everything written in this theory of change 
to be part of SURJ DC, or to organize with us. Very few of us came into SURJ with this vision, this diagnosis of 
how the world works, or this set of beliefs of how we can make change. It may go without saying, but we still 
don’t all agree on every point of it. We’ve published it so that our organizers and members can better 
understand our goals and where we as an organization are headed. We see it as a tool to support all of us in our 
political development and prioritization of work.  
 
Our Theory of Change answers three questions: 

1) What do we want the world to look and feel like? [Vision] 
2) How do we build power so we can achieve that Vision? [Organizing Framework] 
3) What needs to happen in order to get to that world? What outcomes can we work towards in the long 

and short term to help make the world look more like the one we envision? [Goals & Tactics] 
 
 
 
Our Vision 
We envision a liberated world -- one where all life is valuable, and everyone gets their physical, mental, cultural, 
and emotional needs met, while living true to their identities, values, and cultures. In this world, we experience 
ourselves as people in relationship with one another, outside the divisive construct of race, while celebrating the 
differences in cultures, religions, appearances, languages, communities, peoples, histories, and ways of being 
that shape the ways we are and how we define ourselves. We have abandoned white supremacy, capitalism, 
ableism, heteropatriarchy, colonialism and imperialism, anti-Semitism, and other forms of oppression. We act 
with a sense of shared interest, not allowing ourselves to be set against each other.  
 
We want to live in a world and in communities with each other, that are: 

○ Sustainable and healthy: grown and harvested in ways that are nourishing for human and 
other-than-human life now, and that can be maintained for the long term; 

○ Abundant and just: resources are redistributed so that everyone has what they need; 
○ Peaceful: people have the skills and resources to support each other through conflict; and 
○ Communal: people collectively manage resources for the benefit of all, human and other-than-human, 

now and in the future. 
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Organizing Framework 
In order to get to the world we want, we need to change many things about the world as it is. Enacting the vast 
change we envision requires power: more people with greater skill, political understanding, and community 
practices to influence and/or change the systems of power that currently prevent collective liberation. SURJ-DC 
builds power in the following ways: 
 

What we’re doing to build power  How we’re doing it 

Invitations: We continuously welcome new people to join 
our work, so that we have more and more people in our 
network who are ready and willing to answer when we ask 
them to take a specific action or set of actions. We want to 
build a base that is broad and diverse, as defined by 
relative economic position / relative wealth, education, age, 
gender, and ability. 

- Invitations into SURJ-DC’s work and partner 
organizations’ work through welcoming/orientation 
sessions, phone calls, one-on-one meetings, reading 
groups, social media, emails, etc. 

- Creating a culture of relationship, teamwork, 
collaboration, and shared responsibility 

- Practicing radical hospitality, constantly learning to 
better invite and welcome others into our spaces 

Collaboration and Resourcing: We support and work 
alongside other vision-aligned organizations and other 
SURJ chapters (particularly poor & rural chapters), flanking 
the leadership of those most impacted by the harms we 
see in the world. We collaborate with these organizations 
on campaigns to influence and change  public policy, 
institutions, and other sources of power. We move 
meaningful resources to these partners, shifting wealth to 
support the leadership of Black people, Indigenous people, 
poor people, and other people most directly impacted by 
white supremacy and capitalism. 

- “Signal boosting,” advocacy, and political education 
- Sharing resources with other chapters: coaching, 

facilitation, skills, money, time  
- Building teams that support partner work 
- Fundraising within and beyond SURJ DC membership 

to support partner organizations 
- Collaborating with partner organizations on policy and 

electoral campaigns 
- Mobilizing SURJ DC members to participate in 

campaigns 
- Building deep, transformative relationships with each 

other and folks in other organizations 

Skill Building: SURJ DC and the broader movement for 
racial justice builds skill through hands-on practice and 
trainings, workshops, etc. We focus on skill-building in 
organizing techniques, models of building power, and 
relational practices that will help bring about the changes 
we want to see in the short and medium term. 
 

- Training through formal and hands-on opportunities, 
including on leadership development, team building, 
one-on-ones, facilitation, etc.  

- Hands-on participation in public campaigns for change, 
building skills to: set and execute strategy, show up or 
give testimony at DC Council or committee meetings, 
contact and/or hold accountable elected and 
appointed officials, doorknock, phone bank, 
host/support community meetings, etc. 

Political Development: We support white people in 
developing a strong analysis of the harm racialized 
capitalism does to us and others in our communities, the 
individuals and institutions that maintain that system, and 
the ways they can be influenced. We learn and practice 
how to divest ourselves from white supremacy and instead 
(re)build practices for Black and collective liberation. 

- Opportunities for healing and political education  
- Relational organizing: focusing on building 

relationships to support each other in staying in the 
work long-term, growing together 

- Deliberately creating culture that helps us practice 
dismantling white supremacy culture within our 
organization and other communities 

Building Community Practices: We -- SURJ DC and our 
communities -- build strong, multiracial community 
practices around transformative justice, conflict 
resolution/transformation, and holding each other 
accountable to our visions for our work together. 
 

- Healing and political education  
- Relational organizing: focusing on building 

relationships to support each other in staying in the 
work long-term, growing together 

- Building skills and practices to better support our 
broader communities (e.g., ways to disrupt white 
supremacy culture, conflict resolution practices) 
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Our Goals & Tactics 
We apply our Organizing Framework to each of the following strategies to help bring about our vision of the 
world. We hope that this document will be a living document, changing as our political analysis grows and as our 
organizing conditions change. We hold these two truths in generative tension as we move forward: that we must 
name a vision for the future in order to work towards it, and that we cannot know for certain what the future will 
look like from the vantage point of this moment.  
 
 

Abolition of State Violence (police, prisons, military, etc.) 
Scale  1 Long-Term Goals   Near-Term Goals   Our Tactics in Action 
Global / 
National 

State and state-sanctioned 
perpetrators of violence -- military 
and war contractors, prisons, 
police -- are completely 
dismantled. Internationally, the US 
government has ceased to push a 
capitalist, imperialist agenda and 
has made reparations to all other 
Peoples and Nations it has 
exploited. 

We’re committed to educating 
ourselves, practicing radical 
visioning, and learning from and 
alongside our partners to better 
understand the near-term steps 
between now and our long-term 
goals, and our role in achieving 
these goals. 

While we see all of our goals as 
intertwined, SURJ DC is not 
currently working on projects 
explicitly or directly related to this 
goal. 

Local  DC has shifted resources away 
from the criminal legal system 
(cops, immigration enforcement, 
prosecutors, parole officers, jails, 
etc.) towards non-punitive ways to 
address conflict and harm 
(community mediation, violence 
interruption, mental health 
services, etc.) 

Policy changes: DC has 
decreased its policing budget 
(MPD, prosecutors, parole, DC Jail, 
etc.) and instead invested in 
violence interruption, mediation, 
pre-arrest diversion, job training, 
public health and mental health 
services, education, housing and 
other nonviolent solutions to harm 
and conflict. 

In collaboration with vision-aligned 
organizations, SURJ DC advocates 
with elected and government 
officials, and builds popular 
support for the abolition of state 
violence and decriminalization.  
 
As the NEAR Act is fully funded, 
implemented, and evaluated, its 
effectiveness in reducing 
intracommunity violence, as part 
of a broader package of policy 
reforms, will earn political and 
community support for non-police 
forms of violence prevention. Over 
time, we’ll use evidence of the 
effectiveness these and similar 
programs to advocate for a 
reduction in DC’s police forces 
and greater controls over police 
forces in the District. 

Interpersonal practices: White 
people in DC call the police a lot 
less, and especially when no harm 
is being done. We learn to 
practice transformative justice, 
including deliberate, nonviolent 
conflict resolution. As we build our 
skills in these areas, we have 
greater confidence in peaceful 
solutions to harm and conflict, and 
are less supportive of public policy 

Through trainings and events, 
written materials, wheat pasting, 
and social media advocacy, SURJ 
DC educates white people in DC 
about ways of creating safety in 
their communities and 
neighborhoods that are not reliant 
on the police, such as nonviolent 
conflict resolution and cop 
watching. By making these 
resources and skills more broadly 

1 We divided these because some of the work we do is focused on local policies and communities, but we also know that we need to contribute to change on the 
national and global level to get to the world we want. 
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centered on policing. In fact, more 
white people are vocally opposed 
to investment in perpetrators of 
state violence (police, prisons, 
etc.) in public policy. 

available, people will have a 
greater understanding of what 
safety means and requires, 
especially in terms of social 
services and supports. They will 
be less likely to call the police, 
and more likely to support political 
candidates, policies, and 
community-based initiatives that 
invest in community wellness. 

 
 

Economic Justice 
Scale  Long-Term Goals   Near-Term Goals   Our Tactics in Action 
Global / 
National 

Capitalism has been replaced by a 
progressive, sustainable, truly 
democratic form of socialist 
economy, meaning: collective 
resources are managed in ways 
that prioritize the common good, 
including that of all life and 
broader biological ecosystems. 

Far more individuals are 
economically secure and not living 
in or near poverty; they now have 
enough food, housing, healthcare, 
and other life-sustaining 
resources. 

While we see all of our goals as 
intertwined, SURJ DC is not 
currently working on projects 
explicitly or directly related to this 
goal. 

Local  Our Long-Term Goal for Economic 
Justice on a Local scale is the 
same as that for the Global / 
National scale. 

Within our communities, we learn 
from and alongside communities 
who have practiced non-capitalist 
forms of resource-sharing for 
generations. We practice more 
alternative forms of production 
and resource-sharing, including 
community land trusts, time banks, 
bartering, worker-directed co-ops, 
and more, directing those 
resources with intention to 
account for historical injustice, to 
ensure that far more members of 
our communities are economically 
secure and have enough 
life-sustaining resources. 

 
 

 Reparations to Black People 
Scale  Long-Term Goals   Near-Term Goals   Our Tactics in Action 
Global / 
National 

Black people and Black 
communities are far more 
independent from white 
supremacist power centers that 
previously governed their lives -- 
white corporations, white 
governments, white bosses, etc. 
All communities, and especially 
Black communities, are much 
more able to determine where 
and how to use resources, and to 
have abundant resources to meet 
their needs. 
 

White people have released their attachments 
to power over others and attachment to the 
belief in scarcity, hoarding wealth, and 
through doing so, have found greater 
interdependence and mutual care with other 
white people and people of color. 
 
 
Due in part to white folks rejecting divisive 
race-baiting politics, and instead choosing 
solidarity and mutual liberation, electoral 
politics at national, state, and local levels turn 
progressive. Decisive electoral victories create 
the conditions for local, state, and national 
policies of reparations. 

While we see all of 
our goals as 
intertwined, SURJ DC 
is not currently 
working on projects 
explicitly or directly 
related to this goal. 
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The US government has paid 
reparations to Black people that 
accounts for their ancestors’ 
kidnapping, murder, and 
enslavement; formal and informal 
policies of economic exploitation 
and abuse throughout US history, 
including segregation, redlining, 
and exclusion from social services 
(e.g., WWII GI Bill, federal farm 
aid); and many other local and 
federal policies. 

Local  DC has paid reparations to Black 
people that accounts for 
displacement, police violence, 
education injustice, environmental 
injustice, healthcare injustice. DC 
has harmed Black people in large 
and small ways over its history, 
many of which we don’t see; these 
harms have been acknowledged 
and repaired. 
 
At a local scale, white people have 
released their attachments to 
power over others and attachment 
to the belief in scarcity, hoarding 
wealth, and through doing so, 
have found greater 
interdependence and mutual care 
with other white people and 
people of color in this city.  

White people in DC have moved significant 
personal and collective resources, including 
wealth, to black communities, organizations, 
and individuals. We have organized in 
solidarity with partner organizations for 
reparations-focused policies in DC 
government, which has led to the rate of 
long-term and Black residents leaving DC 
falling, and previously displaced residents 
being able to return. DC has increased 
funding for neighborhood schools, childcare, 
poor and low-income housing, and social 
services. 

Interpersonal & 
internal: We practice 
paying reparations, 
making long-term 
commitments of 
reliable, consistent 
contributions to 
organizations that are 
working for our mutual 
liberation. By 
releasing attachment 
to power over others, 
and instead by 
trusting Black (and 
other historically 
devalued people) with 
money, we heal 
ourselves, while also 
materially improving 
people’s lives now. 
 
Organizational/system
ic: We advocate with 
DC government 
officials, especially DC 
Housing Authority. We 
flank partner 
organizations in 
fighting for policies 
that will make DC 
more livable for Black 
people, other 
historically oppressed 
people, and against 
policies that will make 
DC less livable for 
Black people. 
 
On the interpersonal 
and systemic level, we 
do ongoing political 
education about 
reparations, including 
deliberate learning 
with and from Black 
organizers in DC. 
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Indigenous Justice 
Scale  Long-Term Goals   Near-Term Goals   Our Tactics in Action 
Global / 
National 

Stewardship, or control of land, is 
returned to Indigenous Nations 
and peoples across the globe. 
Settler governments and peoples 
have acknowledged the harm and 
violence they’ve committed 
against Indigenous people, and 
have paid reparations -- including 
but not limited to the return of 
sacred objects, body parts, and 
land -- as one form of repairing 
that harm. 

We’re committed to educating 
ourselves, practicing radical 
visioning, and learning from and 
alongside our partners to better 
understand the near-term steps 
between now and our long-term 
goals, and our role in achieving 
these goals. 

While we see all of our goals as 
intertwined, SURJ DC is not 
currently working on projects 
explicitly or directly related to this 
goal. 

 
Free Movement of People 

Scale  Long-Term Goals   Near-Term Goals   Our Tactics in Action 
Global / 
National 

Our communities view migration 
as a human right and not a 
mechanism of fear, separation, or 
the generation of racial 
categories. Borders no longer 
exist as tools of exclusion, 
violence, and hoarding of wealth 
and power. Immigration policy 
reflects a healthy respect for 
migration as a natural part of 
community dynamics. Immigrants 
feel safe and welcomed in 
their/our communities. 

Immigrants, migrants, and 
refugees receive housing, legal, 
monetary, and community 
support. The US government ends 
its practices of violent border 
patrol and internal immigration 
enforcement (CBP & ICE). The US 
government’s policy is 
pro-immigration, and explicitly 
prioritizes support for people from 
countries that have experienced 
US imperialist violence. 

We materially and politically 
support national campaigns that 
call for the end of ICE and CBP. 
We contest language and policies 
that de/value people based on 
citizenship status, including laws 
and policies criminalizing 
immigration, the rhetoric that 
divides people into “good 
immigrants” and “bad immigrants.” 
We offer material support 
(especially financial) to asylum 
seekers in the US.  

Local  DC is a true sanctuary city: it has 
transitioned to alternative systems 
of community safety that no 
longer rely on police and that do 
not criminalize immigrants, 
migrants, or refugees. Immigrants 
do not face discrimination and 
have access to high-quality public 
services and employment. 
 

Our community has enough 
political power to prevent ICE 
raids and can hold institutions 
accountable for putting anyone at 
risk of deportation.  
People can live their daily lives 
without fear of deportation, and 
knowing that they are welcome in 
our city.  

In collaboration with our 
immigrant-led partner 
organizations, we support the 
building of immigrant political 
power in DC. We use the political 
power of our community (showing 
up or giving testimony at DC 
Council or committee meetings, 
contacting and/or holding 
accountable elected and 
appointed officials, doorknocking, 
phone banking, 
hosting/supporting community 
meetings, etc.) to advocate in 
solidarity with immigrants.  

 
 

Just, Inclusive, Participatory Governance 
Scale  Long-Term Goals   Near-Term Goals  Our Tactics in Action 
Global / 
National 

SURJ-DC is not tied to a specific 
form of government (socialist, 
communist, democratic) but we do 
share specific values about how 
governing bodies should operate. 
We are also not tied to the US 

We’re committed to educating 
ourselves, practicing radical 
visioning, and learning from and 
alongside our partners to better 
understand the near-term steps 
between now and our long-term 

While we see all of our goals as 
intertwined, SURJ DC is not 
currently working on projects 
explicitly or directly related to this 
goal. 
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Government continuing to exist as 
a nation-state; in fact, we think it 
probably shouldn’t. What we’re 
invested in is white people no 
longer participating in violence 
and oppression through the 
electoral process. 
 
Governing bodies (at all levels) are 
made up of respected members of 
the communities and groups they 
represent. Our governing system 
no longer prioritizes profit over 
people, and instead works to 
repair and heal the historical 
inequities and abuses of white 
supremacy, heteropatriarchy, 
Christian hegemony, and other 
forms of social control. 
 
Governance is pro-people, 
participatory, and includes 
everyone who lives or participates 
in the communities affected. 
Public policy is oriented towards 
and invested in the common 
good. Solutions are generated 
and decisions are made by people 
who will be affected by those 
decisions, and who are 
accountable to those affected. 

goals, and our role in achieving 
these goals. 

Local  Washington, DC, has political 
autonomy (the equivalent of 
statehood and/or full 
representation in the US 
Government).  
 
Electoral candidates win office 
without the backing of historical 
decision-makers (DC Democratic 
Party, rich people).  

Progressive community 
organizations in DC -- including 
SURJ DC’s partners -- wield power 
in DC politics, achieving 
meaningful wins in local policy, 
elections, and budgeting. 

We flank and support our partner 
organizations’ advocacy with DC 
Council and other government 
bodies, including testifying at 
hearings, writing letters and 
emails to government officials, 
and voting for progressive 
candidates and initiatives. 

 
 
 
Appreciations 
This document, as well as all of our work, is deeply informed by the wisdom and work of movement leaders, 
thinkers, and writers; we cannot possibly name all of them here, but we’ve worked to include credit to them 
directly through links in the document itself. In addition to the links shared above, we’ve (collectively and 
individually) been deeply informed by brilliant, wise, gutsy folks thinking, dreaming, crafting the future. Some 
resources we find especially relevant to this document: 

● Our partner organizations 
● Movement for Black Lives, including its Policy Platform 
● Mijente 
● Showing Up for Racial Justice, nationally and several local affiliates, including especially AWARE-LA 
● White Awake 
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This Theory of Change was created in 2018 by members of SURJ DC’s Steering and Accountability Team, with 
leadership and input from many other SURJ DC organizers and members. Deep appreciations to Mikayla and 
Kali, who led the drafting and revising of this document; Zach, Noah, Nora L, Julia H, Julia C, Josh, Emily M, 
Eleanor, and Aliza, who kicked off the theory of change process and engaged our teams in dreaming up their 
visions and theories of change; and those who edited and advised on this written document, challenging our 
assumptions, poking holes, and improving it in many ways, including Susie, Rebecca, Michelle, Marg, and Beth. 
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