
		
			[image: Cover of How Does Change Happen? by Sam Gonçalves]
		

	
		

		
			 

			How Does Change Happen?

		

	

		


		

			 


			Published by 404 Ink Limited


			www.404Ink.com


			hello@404ink.com


			All rights reserved © Sam GonÇalves, 2025. 


			The right of Sam GonÇalves to be identified as the Author of this Work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1988.


			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be: i) reproduced or transmitted in any form, electronic or mechanical, including photo-copying, recording or by means of any information storage or retrieval system without prior permission in writing from the publishers; or ii) used or reproduced in any way for the training, development or operation of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies, including generative AI technologies. The rights holders expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception as per Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive (EU) 2019/790


			Please note: Some references include URLs which may change or be unavailable after publication of this book. All references within endnotes were accessible and accurate as of April 2025 but may experience link rot from there on in.


			Editing: Laura Jones-Rivera


			Proofreading: Heather McDaid


			Typesetting: Laura Jones-Rivera


			Cover design: Luke Bird


			Co-founders and publishers of 404 Ink: 


			Heather McDaid & Laura Jones-Rivera


			Print ISBN: 978-1-916637-12-2


			Ebook ISBN: 978-1-916637-13-9


			EU GPSR Authorised Representative


			LOGOS EUROPE, 9 rue Nicolas Poussin, 


			17000, LA ROCHELLE, France


			E-mail: Contact@logoseurope.eu


		


	

		


		

			 


			How Does Change Happen?


			Scenes From the Frontlines of Activism


			Sam Gonçalves


		


		


	

		


		

			 


			Contents


			Introduction: Umbrella Man


			Chapter 1: Educate


			Chapter 2: Agitate


			Chapter 3: Organise


			Conclusion: A Lasting Collective


			References


			Acknowledgements


			About the Author


			About the Inklings series


		


	
		

		
			 

			Para Stella, que entendia de mudanças.

		

	

		


		

			 


			Introduction: Umbrella Man


			Everything changed when bullets flew over the crowd. The target was John F. Kennedy, who had been elected President of the United States only three years earlier in 1960. His driver sped away as the shots rained down, but it was too late. 


			The assassination gathered the attention of conspiracy theorists for decades, which I personally find as fascinating as the event itself. They picked apart every detail of that ill-fated Friday in Dallas: how many shooters were at the scene, how many bullets had been fired, and the possible involvement of any or all of the CIA, the Mafia, Cuba, Soviet Union or – my personal favourite – a secret service agent who some believed simply lost his balance and accidentally killed the President.1 


			A few years ago, I nursed a small obsession over the JFK assassination. A customary rite of passage for my culture – men in their thirties. I was particularly interested in the marginal characters. The bystanders whose world was upended. My research led me to an odd detail about the event, an under-discussed mystery in the margins. Unmistakably there in the crowd, right where the shooting started, stood a man with an umbrella. An open umbrella on a sunny day. You can see him wearing a dark suit in the grainy video footage. He stands out from the crowd in the Texas heat. For years, ‘Umbrella Man’ became the source of endless speculation.2 An anachronistic detail that felt too juicy to be a coincidence. Too odd to ignore. A public search ensued, leading to congressional hearings where sketches were presented outlining how someone might be able to adapt an umbrella into a functioning gun. 


			As interest grew, Umbrella Man identified himself as Louie Steven Witt, a life insurance salesman. He testified that he was at the site of the assassination to protest Joseph Kennedy Sr., JFK’s father, for his support of Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister infamous for his soft stance on Adolf Hitler just before the Second World War. 


			Did you follow that? Witt was protesting JFK’s father’s friend’s association, twenty-four years after the fact. His convoluted way of staging this protest was to hold up a black umbrella, an item often associated as Chamberlain’s accessory of choice. 


			It just so happens he decided to do this action at the time and location where the history of his country would change indefinitely. Years later, Witt testified to congress. ‘I think if the Guinness Book of World Records had a category for people who were at the wrong place at the wrong time, doing the wrong thing, I would be No. 1.’3


			There’s something about Louie that I find relatable. Perhaps it’s the feeling of complete helplessness when it comes to having a positive impact in the world. I am writing this a few weeks after Trump’s 2024 re-election, which seems to have been met with less of the fightback that occurred in 2016 and more of a collective sigh of despair. Most political parties that pitch themselves as alternatives to this global move to the right seem completely ineffective or morally bankrupt. We are watching the world burn through minute-by-minute updates on the three or four screens that surround us at all times. The same apps that dole out doom offer us the option to do something about it: petitions, hashtags, Canva-designed Instagram posts. The signifiers of protest have become palatable enough to be seen as a nice hobby or to sell Pepsi.4 It doesn’t take long to find advertising for the most mundane household items that call on the viewer to ‘join the movement’, and yet, despite these newly accessible reins of power, change never seemed so far from our control. We are left feeling like we’re holding an umbrella on a sunny day, watching the world fall apart while our cause is forgotten by history. 


			


			Resistance can often feel impotent and trite, but to lose hope in it is a luxury the ruling classes would love for us to indulge. In the last few decades, neoliberalism has eroded structures that once fostered community and security – public services, secure wage labour, trade unions, local neighbourhoods, to name a few.5 With fewer reliable foundations from which communities can be built, we become increasingly isolated. Work is uncertain. Housing is uncertain. Healthcare is uncertain. While some of the issues facing the world today seem monumental, there’s a deep despair in knowing that we’re facing them alone. 


			As the system attempts to salt the earth from where community might grow, it tries to convince us we can achieve anything we set our minds to. All we have to do is pick ourselves up by our bootstraps, find a side hustle, set up a source of passive income. When our perspectives on making change are influenced by this growing, state-sanctioned smog of individualism, we end up talking about activism as a branch of personal responsibility. We focus on self-improvement, voting and recycling – all good and important things that alone will never be a reliable transformational force in society. It is not surprising that in an isolated and atomised world, changing anything systemic has become an act of the personal, the self. 


			In If We Burn, Vicent Bevins discusses protests through the 2010s, a time that saw more direct action on the streets globally than any previous decade.6 One of the foundational questions that he tackles is why so many of those movements failed, or seemed to lead to completely different outcomes than originally hoped. Many of his interviewees touch on the dangers of ‘do somethingism’,7 or the fallacy that as long as you get out there and make your voice heard, everything will be okay. As we know by now, it won’t. 


			How Does Change Happen? was born from a frustration I often find myself in, the space between longing for meaningful social change and the action required, because despite all of these structural hurdles, giving up on hope is the refuge of the ultra-rich. 


			In his book Survival of the Richest, Douglas Rushkoff recounts being invited by a group of billionaire survivalists to discuss the end of civilisation. He expected the conversation would be an exploration of some of the most urgent issues facing humanity and how this powerful group could use their abundant resources to prevent it. Instead, the men were interested in the answer to one question, which boiled down to the essence of: ‘If civilisation collapses, how do I keep my employees loyal to me?’8


			Over the last couple of years, I asked just about everyone I met ‘how does change happen?’ so I could engage with the grimness of the world in different terms. Even when I did interviews for unrelated projects, I snuck the question in. Consistently, this would be met with an eyeroll and an annoyed sigh, sometimes with a number of clarifying questions, but after the initial frustration there was a visible shift where interviewees got something off their chest. They would dissect their motivations, excavate the meagre signs of hope that kept them going. Some of them would look at me with a conspiratorial tone and share formative moments in their lives. In the beginning I was apologetic about the vagueness of the question but, eventually, it was a pleasure to throw it out in the simplest terms and watch what happened. 


			Some of the answers gave me glimpses of what could happen when we don’t see activism as just another stop on the journey of self-improvement, or dimension for a personal brand. I spent a year meeting organisers who have inspired me with their brilliant strategic thinking, surprising creativity and life-altering sacrifice. 


			The title of this book ends with a question mark, because what I hope to achieve in the following chapters is not a finite, scholarly textbook answer, or a step by step roadmap, but instead a wrestling with the question through communities who are neck-deep in the struggle of changing the world around them. 


			I have often found that meaningful experiences of learning come through stories. A lot of the interviewees I met emotionally process their activism through stories too. They discuss strategy through tales of conflict. They plan action by re-telling anecdotes of past success. They commiserate through shared accounts of what didn’t work so well. So, in How Does Change Happen?, I decided to explore theories of change by translating, as historian Hayden White writes in The Content of the Form, ‘knowing into telling’.9 


			For each chapter, I met with a number of activists in a given area and explored questions around change. Throughout, I will be making reference to relevant news and literature in order to provide some context, but at its core, what you will find in the coming pages is my attempt to represent conversations with individuals as I experienced them. 


			The following is a journey through stories of change, and the communities powering them. 


		


	

		


		

			 


			Chapter 1: Educate


			My first conversation with Pinar Aksu happened in the Summer of 2024. We picked up some coffees and walked over to Glasgow’s Kelvingrove Park to find a bench. She is a community organiser and educator, involved in several campaigns and deeply engaged with key movements in the city and beyond. 


			It was one of those days when you can’t quite tell if it’s warm or if you have been in Scotland long enough for your concept of ‘cold’ to be skewed. Either way, we were going to talk about the hostile environment in the UK for refugees, asylum seekers and immigrants, as well as some of the organising that has been done to combat it – a tough topic to discuss comprehensively. In the first half of the 2020s alone, you can talk about immigration detention centres, dawn raids, low quality housing, and an openly racist atmosphere in the national media. Key legislation was passed, like the Nationality and Borders Act, the Illegal Migration Act, the Safety of Rwanda Act, all making life significantly harder for many people. 


			An incident at Glasgow’s Park Inn Hotel in June 2020 was a particular low point for Pinar, when an asylum seeker was shot dead by police after stabbing six individuals.1 ‘I would have assumed after [Park Inn] they would have maybe stopped using hotels or they would have changed something but no, they didn’t.’2 


			The use of hotels to house asylum seekers has been criticised by campaigners due to the isolation, poverty and poor mental health it generates.3 They argue asylum seekers should be housed in communities, where they can integrate in ‘dignified, safe, habitable, and fit for purpose accommodations.’4 Still, nothing’s changed. 


			It all contributes to a paralysing sense that things could not possibly get better, she continued. ‘People feel defeated because we are like, Okay what’s the worst that could happen that’s going to make things U-turn? Then worse things happen and things do not change.’


			It’s not difficult to lose any sense of hope in a situation like this. ‘Sometimes I’m like, what’s the point?’ Pinar explained, ‘because the laws are getting worse and worse.’ 


			Governments May Use Different Words


			Pinar came to Scotland from Turkey when she was eight years old. When you move countries at that age, you often don’t understand what is going on but Pinar has positive memories of her school and the community around her. At fourteen, she was taken to an immigration detention centre along with her parents and siblings. 


			Pinar’s community rallied around her family, gaining support from politicians, charities and campaign groups. Their efforts resulted in a positive outcome. After more than two months in detention, her family were one of the few to be released. Pinar, being the eldest of the siblings, became the translator for her parents. She had a front seat to the impact a grassroots campaign could have. 


			In a piece for the End the Immigration Detention of Children campaign, she wrote, ‘I don’t see any difference between a detention centre and a prison. Governments may use different words to make these policies sound acceptable, however it is the same as I was being deprived of my liberty without cause. Our rights as citizens were taken away. As a child at the time, I saw many things that no child should see.’5


			She didn’t always want to be organising around these issues. Pinar was going to study chemical engineering at university, but at a certain point realised she might feel more at home pursuing a place in community development after spending her whole life witnessing campaigns and activists first hand. ‘I think all these things added lots of experience and I was able to see different issues in different communities and how communities come together, the importance of dialogue, not judging one another.’


			Currently, as the Human Rights Advocacy Coordinator for Maryhill Integration Network, Pinar is part of a number of campaigns for the rights of asylum seekers including the Right to Vote campaign, advocating for asylum seekers to be able to vote on Scottish elections6 and the Our Grades Not Visas campaign, which identified the barriers for refugees to access further education.7 Both were clear and recent successes. Then there is the on-going Right to Work campaign, advocating for asylum seekers to be granted permission to find employment – which they are currently not allowed to do,8 and the End Hotel Detention campaign, backing community-
based residential accommodation for asylum seekers.9 


			Sat on the park bench, I was keen to ask her about two things that stick out to me about these campaigns. On the one hand, they seem to be moving fast. In the last few years there have been many legislative wins that had a direct impact on people’s lives. In early 2024, a campaign for free bus travel for asylum seekers received a positive response from the Government and looked like it would be implemented rapidly. On the other hand, the barrier to these campaigns is the immigration policy in the UK, the aforementioned ‘hostile environment’. Can the monumental weight of anti-immigration media coverage, public sentiment and policy ever be shifted? 


			Pinar seemed to agree with these two elements of the organising she’s involved in. One of the main reasons it can be so difficult to effectively bring about change around this issue, she believes, is that the racism and hostility are deeply structural. They imbue the system. Even in administrations that are not openly aggressive in their discourse. 


			Her point seems to bear out within that very same summer in 2024. After fourteen years of a Conservative government that was not only aggressive in the policies but used immigration as a regular rhetorical tool, Labour came into power with a campaign accusing the incumbents of being too ‘liberal’ on immigration.10 While they eventually scrapped the Rwanda deportation plan,11 the new government soon committed to reopening Immigration Detention Centres that were closed.12


			Pinar uses the example of the Right to Work campaign. It has been going for over five years, she has seen it all, been part of it for the whole time and nothing has changed. Recently, at a strategy meeting, one of the campaigners voiced their frustration saying, ‘What’s the point? I still can’t work, and this is so stressful for me.’


			Pinar described responding to the sentiment. ‘I go speechless and I’m like, You’re right. It’s frustrating, isn’t it? So, I’m not going to go and lie to you and say, No, don’t be silly. It’s going to be fine. It’s not going to be fine. Things are probably going to get worse, but we need to talk about what we are going to do when things are going to get worse.’


			It’s a difficult reality to take in, especially after years of campaigning, but accepting that truth and reflecting on the circumstances as they are is often the way through. As disputes like Right to Work and Free Bus Travel get more protracted, and decision makers more impenetrable, the ability to look at the issue from new angles is essential. Pinar believes there is a way to make it past these challenges: ‘We must think creatively about how we reflect the truth.’ In these moments that feel like dead ends, education becomes a vital tool. 


			Rehearsal of Revolution
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