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Foreword by Layla F. Saad



I’ve always shied away from the title activist. Whenever I’ve been introduced as a guest on a podcast or as a speaker at a conference or even just to someone I’m meeting for the first time, I’ve always winced a bit when referred to as an activist.

Despite being an antiracism author and educator whose work is shared widely in activist and social justice spaces, I’ve always believed that activist is a title saved for a very specific type of person. When I pictured an archetypal activist in my mind, I saw someone leading protests in the streets or doing political organizing work or hosting fundraising events. But I hadn’t pictured me: an author and speaker who writes and teaches largely from the comfort of her own home. I have a global platform but I’m not doing as much on-the-ground work. My work may agitate or activate people, but still affords me relative safety.


So, when someone calls me an activist I demure. I worry that I could be minimizing the work I know so many people are doing behind the scenes and on the front lines. At the same time, I know that many people see public figures like myself as activists precisely because our work reaches so many people. An archetypal activist in their minds may be a best-selling author or the founder of a justice movement or simply someone who has a lot of followers on social media.

The truth is, while we’re fretting over who is or is not worthy of being called an activist, we are forgetting that activism is a verb, not a noun. It is a practice, not a title. As Omkari Williams brilliantly lays out in this book, activism is about doing the deep and devoted work of lifelong change-making. Activism means taking consistent action on the social causes that are most important to you.

For our activism to be consistent, it must also be sustainable. As in, for a lifetime, not just a season. And for it to be sustainable it has to make sense in the context of who we are, what our lives look like, what we’re skilled at, what inspires us, and what our capacity is. It all starts with us—that is one of the first things I learned from Omkari Williams.

I first met Omkari in an online course. As the only Black women in the class, we immediately gravitated to each other. Omkari reached out to me and asked if I wanted to have a video call. We became fast friends and felt as though we’d known each other all our lives. Later that year we had the joy of meeting in person at a leadership conference in Georgia. During that conference, Omkari led a session on the importance of owning our personal stories and using them to create change in the world in our own unique way. I found this so powerful.

Too often we are encouraged to look at everyone else, measure and compare ourselves, and then try to force ourselves into ways of being that just don’t fit. Unfortunately, we carry this into our activism and change-making work, believing that there is one right way or one desirable way to change the world. This reflects the very paradigms of hierarchy, supremacy, and dominance that we need to dismantle. And that’s what micro activism is all about.

Micro activism helps us stop playing into the oppressive conditioning that teaches us to compete and compare. Instead, it teaches us that exactly who we are and what we bring to the table is precisely the kind of activism the world needs. There is space and necessity for all the activist types mentioned in this book: the Indispensables, Producers, Organizers, and Headliners. Being one or another isn’t more right or more important. All are needed.

Each of us, consistently committed to our own practice of micro activism and working together as a collective, is what will actually create the healing and liberation we all desire. We don’t need everyone founding movements or everyone being community organizers or everyone running social impact businesses or everyone hosting book clubs and podcasts. We don’t all need to start a revolution. But we do need to figure out the part we are here to play in fighting racism, sexism, and all other -isms that deny human beings their humanity and harm the earth.

If, like me, you shy away from the title of activist or don’t know if what you have to offer is enough or even important, this book will show you otherwise. You will walk away knowing that your unique way of being a changemaker is valid and valuable. And you will have the tools and mindset to ensure that you’re joyfully in this work for the long haul. Because your activism will not just be what you do. It will reflect who you are.

Micro activism . . . teaches us that exactly who we are and what we bring to the table is precisely the kind of activism the world needs.




Welcome I’m so glad you picked up this book!



I’m guessing you did so because you’re looking for a way of making a difference that fits in your life. A way of making a difference that doesn’t ask you to make activism your career. You are in the right place.


You Don’t Need a Bullhorn

Maybe you hear the word activist and think: That’s great, but that’s not me. Maybe it’s because the word is too often defined in narrow terms, as something that requires giving speeches, leading marches, or taking other types of bold public action. But what if you actually can make a difference without standing on a stage or using a bullhorn? In fact, you can.

What if there is a way for you to make an impact on the social justice causes that you most care about without being an “influencer”?

What if there is a way for you to do the work that calls to your heart without giving up the rest of your life and responsibilities?

What if all the small, sustained actions that unknown millions of people do are actually what moves the needle on prison reform, reproductive rights, LGBTQIA+ rights, housing for all, racial equity, solutions to the climate crisis, and all the other causes that people are working on every day?

What if there are as many ways of being an activist as there are people on the planet? What if an activist looks like . . . you?

What matters is that you are regularly taking action to make a difference. In fact, I believe that for most people, the most sustainable form of activism is micro activism.


Activism Means Taking Consistent Action

Being an activist means that you are someone who takes consistent action, whether you are front and center or behind the scenes, to advance a cause that you are passionate about. That’s my definition of activism. For me, the size of the action isn’t the point, nor is how vigorous the action is.

What matters is that you are regularly taking action to make a difference. In fact, I believe that for most people, the most sustainable form of activism is micro activism.

When you think about the world, maybe you see all the things that are wrong, and all the broken places. You want to do something to make a difference, but you feel overwhelmed by the enormity of the challenges. Or maybe you know exactly where you want to put your efforts, and you know that the path of activism isn’t one we walk alone; you’re looking for some guidance to help you add your talents to the larger mix. Perhaps you are somewhere in between.

No matter where you find yourself on your activist journey, this book will help guide you. It will pose questions to help you discover your way of making a contribution and having a positive impact on the things you care about.

There is a lot going on in the world: a lot to deal with, a lot to think about, a lot of difference to be made. But none of us can do it all. None of us is meant to do it all. Finding a way to choose which causes to put your efforts toward—from all the ones that call to you—will help you make the impact you would like to make.

This is where life meets activism and activism meets life.


What I Know for Sure

The following six principles help me stay on the path when I am feeling pulled in a thousand directions, when I’m discouraged by how much there is to do, or when I witness harm. They keep me focused on what truly matters. If you share some or all of my guiding principles, we can create some activist magic here.




6-principle manifesto


1. Integrity is key.

When we are being true to ourselves and our principles, we find stillness amid the storm. From that point of stillness, we can more readily take in stride the setbacks we encounter along the way to our goal.


2. Justice equals freedom.

True justice lets us put down the burdens of anger and revenge. Where there is true justice, there is freedom for all of us.


3. Stories matter.

Stories connect us to one another and reveal our shared humanity where we might otherwise miss it.


4. Compassion is required.

Without compassion for self, there is no compassion for others. Without compassion for others, there is no compassion for self.


5. Joy helps.

Joy helps us through the hard times. Joy points us to what’s possible even amid struggle.


6. Love wins.

Love is always the right choice.





You Can’t (and Shouldn’t) Take It All On

The world we are living in is facing unprecedented crises—from climate change to racism to the inequities highlighted by a global pandemic to the rise of authoritarianism. Each of these crises is significant but put them together and we are challenged to step up as never before. It can feel like the world is on the brink of collapse. If we were to try to take on all the challenges, we would be overwhelmed.

But taking it all on has never been possible and certainly is not what this moment calls for. What is needed instead is for each of us to take on the one thing that speaks most strongly to us, whether that’s animal rights, reproductive rights, antiracism work, climate change, food security, healthcare equity, voting rights, or something else altogether. We are not able (or meant) to fix everything; we’re meant to work to fix what we can. That’s the power of engaging in and nurturing micro activism.

Throughout this book, you will meet ordinary people who are making a difference with their activism. Most of them are micro activists; their activism is one part of their very full lives, not their main work. Others started as micro activists and then their activist passion became their main work. The point is that activists span the spectrum, and all contributions are needed. That includes yours.

While some activists are on a national or even an international stage, most of us can make an impact in our own backyards. That means doing our activist work on a small scale, working in collaboration with our local communities, our neighbors, or maybe even just one other person.



What Micro Activism Looks Like

Micro activism might be creating a community garden that brings fresh fruit and vegetables to those living in a food desert. It might be working with a literacy program at the local high school. It could be bringing visual or performing arts to kids who are not typically exposed to art. Or it might be knocking on doors to encourage people to exercise their right to vote.

Your small actions build one on the other and, collectively, have more of an impact than you might realize. Everyone has one gift or another that can be of use in service to a local community and, by extension, the global community. The key is to uncover your unique gift and then use it alongside other people to make the difference that only you can make.

Yes, it would be wonderful to end world hunger, but if you feed one person, doesn’t that matter? It certainly matters to the person you feed.

One of the places that we get stuck in the conversation around activism is in thinking that activists are a select group of people, those comfortable with being in the spotlight and on the national or world stage. While that is certainly a section of activists, most do their work quietly, often way out of the view of those not in their communities. Some of those quiet workers are profiled in this book. Each is an activist in their own way. Each is making a difference in their community, and all their actions matter. Activism isn’t just for those in the spotlight; it’s also for those who want to help make things better right where they are planted. You have the power to make a positive difference; let’s find your way and get on with the business of making the world a better place for us and for generations to come.




Chapter 1: What If an Activist Looks like You?




[image: Chapter 1, what if an activist looks like you?]






The Heart of Activism

Activist. Whose faces pop into your head when you hear or see that word? Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, Greta Thunberg, Malala Yousafzai, Rosa Parks, Gandhi, Desmond Tutu, Cesar Chavez, the Dalai Lama? Each person on that list is absolutely an activist, no argument. But these folks are just a tiny part of a much larger whole that includes millions of people around the world doing their part without acclaim or attention.

Those out-of-the-spotlight people are the heart of activism. And I’m going to guess there is a face you didn’t see when you read the word activist above: yours.

When we think about activists, we typically think about people who are the face of a movement. We don’t think about all the people working behind the scenes. But if the only people who qualified as activists were those bold faces and names familiar to us, nothing would get done. We would be no further along in the fight for racial justice, gender justice, and climate justice, to name just a few of the causes people around the world are working on every minute of every day. We would be no further along because significant change doesn’t happen without the efforts of many, many people, the overwhelming majority of whom we will never know: deeply committed, often quiet, everyday activists making their small yet essential contributions to the collective, without fanfare.


Big Isn’t for Everyone

We live in a world that celebrates the big, the bold, the noteworthy. We live in a world that tends to diminish the small actions with statements like “Go big or go home.” But big isn’t for everyone, big isn’t what is needed in every case, and while big can be great, so can small. The small, cumulative actions are the ones that add up to the big change. The small, often unnoticed actions are the ones that create the tipping point.

In 1955, nine months before a Black seamstress named Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat to a white passenger on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, a 15-year-old girl named Claudette Colvin was arrested in the same city for doing the same thing. Then, two months before Parks’s arrest, an 18-year-old girl named Mary Louise Smith was arrested for refusing to yield her seat. Few people know the names and stories of the teenagers, whose actions were spontaneous, but resistance to racial segregation had long been planned. Did you know that Rosa Parks had received extensive training to prepare her to resist Jim Crow laws? Civil rights leaders selected her to be the face of that fight because she was better positioned to withstand the rigors of it, including death threats, than the two younger women were.

Although inspired by Parks’s activism, the Montgomery bus boycott succeeded because of all the unknown Black people who, for 13 long months, did not take the bus. It ended only when the U.S. Supreme Court upheld a ruling that deemed bus segregation unconstitutional.


If the only people who qualified as activists were those in the spotlight, nothing would get done. 


I love this example of the Montgomery bus boycott because it shows how critical community participation is. It was the steadfast refusal of Black residents to take the bus—no matter how hot, wet, or cold it was—that forced the change. Many showed creativity in organizing carpools and in driving cabs that charged the same fare as the buses. Others walked miles, adding hours onto their workdays. Who were those people? I don’t know their names, but I know that, without them and their dedication to the cause of justice, Jim Crow laws would have continued far longer than they did.


Don’t Underestimate the Power of Unglamorous Tasks

I like glamour as much as the next person. The charismatic speaker, the grand gesture—these are compelling, no question. But they’re also the outliers. All the while, behind the scenes, other people are doing work that makes the great speech or the grand gesture possible.

It is the critical mass of people standing up for what they believe in that ultimately moves the needle toward justice. 

When we’re watching a movie, we see the actors in all their glory. What we don’t see are the film crew, the wardrobe team, the hair and makeup people, and the craft services employees who kept everyone fed during the filming. We don’t notice the names that scroll by in the closing credits; we just see the main show. But without all those other people, the film wouldn’t even exist.

It’s the same with activism: While the people who are the face of a movement have a crucial role to play, so does everyone else. It is the critical mass of people standing up for what they believe in that ultimately moves the needle toward justice. Take the unsung heroes out of the picture, and nothing changes.


Discover Your Personal Activist Style

Each of us has our unique way of doing activist work. It’s a mix of our personality traits and how those interact with the activist cause and the circumstances surrounding us.

You’ve likely experienced a circumstance that forced you outside your normal comfort zone of response. Maybe you typically avoid confrontation, but if someone verbally attacks your child, you might speak up without hesitation. Or maybe you have no problem using your voice, but you hold your tongue to let your child stand up and learn how to advocate for herself.

What is happening around us impacts how we respond to a circumstance; none of us is the same person in every situation. For example, millions of people around the world who had never been to a march in their lives took to the streets in the wake of George Floyd’s murder by a Minneapolis police officer in May 2020. Their grief and outrage propelled them into an action that had previously been foreign to them. The moment in which you find yourself matters. Allow yourself to embrace the flexibility that comes with responding to that moment.



The Four Activist Archetypes

I’ve identified four overarching types of activists. Nobody is 100 percent one type, but most of us have a type or two that predominate. The archetypes can give us valuable information about our most comfortable, and therefore most sustainable, way of doing activist work. Identifying your type will help you craft a plan of activism that you can maintain and grow with over time.


Take the Activist Archetype Quiz

Go here and take the Activist Archetype Quiz to find out what kind of activist you are. Then come back here and learn more about your archetype. You can also take the quiz online at omkariwilliams.com /activist-archetype-quiz.




[image: The Indispensable]
The Indispensable: You are one of the many people working in the background to make change.




[image: The Producer]
The Producer: You create the schedule and make sure that nothing falls through the cracks.







[image: The Organizer]
The Organizer: You keep things on schedule and address the various assignments.




[image: The Headliner]
The Headliner: You are the face of the movement, the person who inspires those who seek the same change you do.







The Indispensable


You want to conduct your activism as far out of the spotlight as possible. Being center stage is your idea of torture. So you are backstage, doing the unsung work that keeps things moving. Thankfully, you are among millions of other people who are happy to do such work. Fortunately, you recognize that the value of the work you do doesn’t correlate to how well known you are. It suits you just fine to keep the office running while others take the public-facing roles.

Or maybe you are out marching with your family and friends and dozens (or millions) of others for a shared cause. Or perhaps marching isn’t your thing, and you prefer instead to make sure the marchers in your life have water, snacks, sunscreen, and anything else they might need.

To support an organization, you could be answering phones, stuffing envelopes, making coffee, or creating posters—making your voice heard by bolstering the people who are committed to your cause so that those with the power to make a difference, those with the power to change policies, can’t ignore you.
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