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FOREWORD
BY OWEN JONES
―



The whole premise of activism is this: all injustice is temporary. It is the consequence of conscious human decisions – it is not a tragic fact of life. It can be ended, but only if the will and determination are there. It is the by-product of a society rigged in favour of privileged interests. Privilege – and the concentration of wealth and power in the hands of tiny elites – is inevitably accompanied by injustice. It is in the interest of elites to defend their entrenched position, and they can wield their unique power to do so.


The only possible counterweight to this is for those who are punished by a status quo rigged against them to use their collective power. Yes, the dominant vested interests of our time have networks, media backing, money, know-how and political players in their pocket. But this systemic power has repeatedly crumbled before movements that have harnessed the collective strength of those who – on an individual level – lack wealth, power, influence and connections.


That is how all the rights and freedoms we have today – often taken for granted – were won. The early trade unionists were severely persecuted. The so-called Tolpuddle Martyrs – agricultural labourers in Dorset in the early 1830s – were deported to Australia for daring to attempt to unionize. One of the country’s first great political demonstrations and a petition signed by hundreds of thousands helped vindicate them.


The Chartists – the world’s first significant working-class political movement, who fought for working men to have a say in running Britain in the nineteenth century – were imprisoned and killed. Suffragettes are now lauded as secular saints. Not so at the time, when they were dragged by police officers from demonstrations and thrown into dirty cells, with tubes forced down their noses. The ideas of a comprehensive welfare state and a public health service were once impossible, far-fetched dreams, resisted by the powerful. Those who have fought racism and sexism and homophobia have been spat at, bayoneted by police officers, imprisoned and vilified by the media. All of these activists have been vindicated. It wasn’t easy for them. It was often lonely, and it seemed as though the entire world was conspiring against them. Public opinion was often unsympathetic, or worse. But they achieved great victories, even if that seemed impossible at the time.


Without activism, there is no hope of overcoming the injustices that define – let alone scar – our society. But it is worth noting that the progress and social change achieved by activism is not a linear process. It is not a story of repeated successes, each building on the last. It is a story of repeated defeats and setbacks.


Modern British politics cannot be understood without looking at the role of activism and campaigning. After her third election victory in 1987, Margaret Thatcher set about rolling out a new policy: what she called the Community Charge, but what would popularly become known as the poll tax. It established a flat tax to fund local authorities: whether you were rich or poor, you would pay the same amount. This deeply regressive policy triggered a national movement of protests and civil disobedience, with many refusing to pay. This grassroots insurgency led to the downfall of the previously unassailable Thatcher in 1990 – and the abolition of the poll tax.


When the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats formed a coalition cemented by austerity in 2010, a group of young activists decided on a strategy to fight back. The new administration claimed that cuts were unavoidable because the money simply was not there. Not so, said the activists: billions of pounds were being lost each year because of industrial-scale tax avoidance. UK Uncut was formed, occupying shops and businesses whose owners avoided tax, like Vodafone and Starbucks. Many of these activists were arrested. But their campaign tapped into a popular mood, and helped make tax avoidance one of the central political issues of our time.


The new Conservative administration triggered a wave of political dissent. The Liberal Democrats had pledged in the general election campaign to scrap tuition fees: in the new coalition, they voted to treble them. Tens of thousands of students took to the streets and occupied their universities in protest. In November 2011, unions coordinated the biggest industrial action since the General Strike: hundreds of thousands of public-sector workers went on strike. Disabled People Against Cuts took direct action against cuts that hammered disabled people. The People’s Assembly Against Austerity was launched to coordinate mass rallies and protests across the country.


Without this political context, the ascent of left-wing backbencher Jeremy Corbyn to the Labour leadership would have proved impossible. These struggles, protests and campaigns revitalized the left. While many students felt demoralized and defeated when MPs voted for the trebling of tuition fees, their struggle helped lay the foundations for a Labour leadership committed to abolishing them. When the Labour Party deprived the Tories of their majority in the June 2017 snap general election, the left was confirmed as a mass political force in the ascendancy. That was down to the commitment, dedication and resilience of activists and campaigners.


The struggle against injustice – and for emancipation – is long, difficult, arduous and full of defeats and setbacks. But all of the rights and freedoms we enjoy today were won through campaigning, activism and struggle: LGBT rights, women’s rights, workers’ rights, rights against racist discrimination, social security, and civil liberties. The broader political struggle for a more just order is dependent on every individual battle, from the strike for higher pay to the protest against a local library being closed, to a national demonstration against the government. The power of collective strength to achieve lasting change is irrefutable, and this should inspire those of us who want a more just world. It should also terrify the vested interests who have everything to lose from a society that is no longer rigged in their favour.


Now it’s over to you …





INTRODUCTION
―



As children we want to be great leaders – to embark on journeys through uncharted territory, and to charge headfirst with boundless energy and limitless dreams into the world that sits before us. A bright vision of the future seems to sit in the palm of our little hands.


It’s not long, though, before we’re pounded with ‘reality’ from every direction – slammed doors and sceptical looks wherever we turn. We’re told that there’s no point trying to build something better; that one day we’ll grow up, grow compliant, grow tired of wanting something more. ‘That’s life’, we’re told.


But the first lesson that any activist needs to learn is that it doesn’t have to be this way. When Rosa Parks refused to move to the back of the bus, when the Pankhursts led the suffragettes on their hunger strikes, when the Stonewall rioters refused to apologize for being gay – they looked around and saw possibility.


For those who continue to see possibility around them, this book aims to provide the tools to follow in the footsteps of these pioneers.


Today we are faced with a world that feels increasingly fragmented and hostile. Our futures seem less certain than ever before.


The challenges we face are far-reaching and, at times, feel insurmountable: climate change, the rise of bigotry, international conflict and the widening gap between the richest and the poorest are just the tip of the iceberg.


That’s not to say it’s time to resign ourselves to a future of hatred and destruction. Quite the opposite. Now is the time to fight back. We live in the age of resistance. From the local to the international, a collective consciousness is forming. It’s up to you to play your part.


Some look at the world around them and feel emboldened to take action, while others are pushed to the brink and left feeling that they have little choice but to act. It doesn’t matter how you get there – what matters is that you take a stand. We have no other choice.


Change happens when ordinary people do extraordinary things.


There’s no Royal Society of Activists, no certificate that will qualify you to fight for a cause, but the pages that follow cover all the basics you need to know. From the arts of petitioning and protesting, how to articulate your message and how to get it heard, this book will be your guide. It will explore how to harness the power of the internet, hold effective meetings and build a movement that can take on a life of its own.


Whether you want to stand proudly at the back of a million-strong march or be the one at the front wielding the megaphone, the tips, tricks and stories that follow should provide ample inspiration to accompany you on your journey.


It doesn’t matter if you’re a seasoned activist or just getting started. One approach alone is unlikely to lead to success; utilizing a range of tactics is your best chance of victory. Change takes both time and persistence: the foundations of a new world are evolving every minute of every day.


And a final, important note. This book is not encouraging you to break the law. But democracy has a long and noble tradition of peaceful disobedience – and sometimes, protesting for what’s right can result in the letter of the law being infringed. If do you encounter grey areas, just remember: never, ever use threats or violence.
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INTRODUCTION
―


It’s not hard to find reasons to be angry, especially when injustice is everywhere you turn. Feeling fired up and ready for action is the starter’s mark in your race to changing the world for the better, and identifying who has the power to make those changes happen is the first step on your campaign’s journey to the finish line.


Power doesn’t rest with just one office, ballot box or boardroom: it’s not just leaders at the highest level of government who have the authority to listen and take action. Change is seldom sparked by a single person, either. Instead, we’re influenced by those around us who shape our actions as they follow their course. Sometimes your focus will be local; at other times you’ll want to tell the whole world about your plans for a better tomorrow.
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Who has the power
to make a change?



Start off by digging deep into the issue you’ve identified as important. Research all you can about that topic. Scour the internet, open up a history book and don’t be afraid to contact activists you find online for advice. Sometimes working out whose minds need changing will be easy, but at other times a complex web will quickly form.


Whether it’s the closure of a local library that has you seething, a supermarket selling unethical products, or the government leading your country to war, mapping out where power lies will will be invaluable to your cause.


Creating a campaign to win is no mean feat, but if you haven’t identified who has the power to bring about change, you might well find yourself targeting your efforts in the wrong direction.


Let’s say you want the cost of rent reduced in your university halls. Do you speak to a class representative, your lecturer, the cleaning staff, the student union or the company responsible for maintaining the building?


Power mapping is a tool you can use to identify your targets. It isn’t just about picking out who sits at the table, but who they are influenced by, and what might matter to them. This is an exercise in unpicking power dynamics – identifying the different stakeholders, as well as the various levels of power and how they intersect. In every power map there will be both primary and secondary targets: the people who’ll have the final say, and those who can put pressure on them.


Power mapping
in 10 easy steps


1 | Start off by identifying the problem you believe needs fixing, and get a rounded understanding of the forces with a vested interest in it.


2 | Next, it’s time for some serious research. Identify the main stakeholders. Try asking yourself:




	Who is responsible for creating the problem?


	Who has the power to fix the problem?


	Who has a personal relationship with the issue?


	Who lives locally and is affected?


	Which companies or organizations are involved already?


	Who might support you but isn’t yet involved?


	Who is already working to try and fix things?
(Don’t forget to include your own group in the list.)





3 | Within the institutions and organizations you’ve identified there’ll be specific people with power – individuals who can bring about change. Create a list of these names.


4 | Take your list and ask yourself two questions: do these people agree or disagree with you on the issue, and how much power do they really hold?


5 | Draw the diagram opposite on a large piece of paper. Write the names you’ve collated onto sticky notes and then plot them on the graph.


6 | It’s now time to scope out your primary target – the individual you’ve identified as having the most influence and who is also likely to give you what you want. In an ideal world your perfect target would be the most powerful and the most sympathetic; however, in reality these rarely go hand in hand. If there isn’t one clear winner, or you have the capacity to take on more, try the next step with a selection of individuals. Remove the sticky notes naming your chosen target(s) from the chart, then proceed.
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7 | You will now create your power map. Grab another large piece of paper and stick down your chosen sticky notes detailing the various people and organizations involved. Then map the power relations that connect your primary target(s). Do this by drawing links between other stakeholders you’ve previously identified and your primary target, and add new names into the mix where relevant, too. It sounds like a complex task, but when you put pen to paper it’ll be easier than you think. Use arrows to map out the nexus – and don’t forget to include your own group and any potential relationships you can build.
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