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Foreword by Kofi Annan


We feel that this book would not be complete without including some of the wisdom embodied and shared with us by Kofi Annan over the years. He was a staunch supporter of One Young World, and as such we would like to share quotes from his various speeches and question and answer sessions at our One Young World events, as he may no longer be with us but his vision and approach are more relevant today than ever before.


Activism for the young, Johannesburg, 2013


‘I hope to share some of the lessons on leadership from my own experiences and career. I was fortunate to have served as UN Secretary-General soon after the Cold War, during a period of significant global change. My goal has always been to inspire people, especially young people, to step forward and take responsibility for the future of their societies and the wider, global community.


You are inheriting a rapidly changing world with problems of unprecedented scale and complexity. These challenges affect us all. Today, for example, many young people face serious obstacles to realizing their full potential because of poverty, insecurity, unemployment, environmental stress, and conflict. However, you are also blessed with unique strengths: information and communication technologies make you the most aware and interconnected generation. Social media platforms are providing you with opportunities to organize, mobilize, advocate, and create.


You have the knowledge and the tools to seize new opportunities and have an impact beyond the borders of your own countries. Unfortunately, you are inheriting a world from a generation of political leaders, my generation, who have largely failed to address the global imbalances and institutional failures that are the cause of so many of our problems today. You must never doubt your own capacity to triumph where others have failed.


You have to work and think about how we can make this world a better place for all. For I have always maintained that you are never too young to lead. Young people must take ownership and leadership of tomorrow. For that to happen, you have to strengthen your capacity and widen your horizons as global citizens. Good global citizenship begins in the community: be it a village or a school where you can team up with others to resolve problems, but you must also be aware that your activities could have an impact on people thousands of miles away. By acting locally and thinking globally you can lead the way towards a fairer more secure world.’


Peace building, Dublin, 2014


‘Young people are especially vulnerable to and disproportionately affected by violence and conflict. They are caught up in and victimized by violence as child soldiers, gang members, or as refugees or migrants. Yet, you the young are also amongst the most determined peacemakers and the most effective agents of reconciliation.


Why? Because you realize that we are all in the same boat. You cannot have peace nor prosper at the expense of the other. You understand that real peace-building is conflict prevention, and that reconciling grievances is an investment in your future. You are more aware than previous generations of the complexities of conflict. You have an array of tools, in particular, social media, to help you shine light on causes of conflict whatever and wherever they may be.


You understand that genuine peace is the sum of many small actions by many individual people all across the globe. Each of us sometimes have our little bit to do. As the first truly global generations, truly global citizens, you know better than anyone that cultural, religious and ethnic diversity can be a source of strength, not only a source of division.


From my own experience in dealing with conflict, I firmly believe that young people must be empowered as agents and not simply as targets for peace and reconciliation efforts. Some of you may be focused on these challenges. Let me suggest a few questions you may ponder as you work on this issue:


The first question is, how can we ensure that underrepresented groups such as women and young people are active in political life in general and peace processes in particular?


Second, how can activists help create an understanding that peace and justice are two sides of the same coin?


Third, how can young people help build strong institutions that create trust among people, especially in societies recovering from conflict?


Fourth, how can we strengthen the institutions of global governments and make them better able to respond to threats to international peace and security?


Finally, how can activists hold leaders to account and ensure that they serve their democratic duties responsibly? These are challenging questions, but I’m confident that you will find the answers as you have done already by bringing about positive changes in your own local communities. I’m confident too that you will build on those successes to construct a more secure and fairer world for all.’


Peace building, Dublin, 2014


‘Define your objectives, organize and make things happen – you have the capacity. You have to find like-minded people like you, band together, work together and decide what would be the most effective way to achieve your objective. Would it entail writing into your parliamentarians? Would it entail a mini demonstration and going to speak to your representatives in their offices? It will almost certainly entail getting other people together and saying, “Let’s do something about this together and when we act, others will follow.


We should focus on the issues of tomorrow, which are your issues and you are the ones who are going to live with the consequences. Don’t leave it only to the politicians, you should reach out and engage. You have the capacity to do it, so don’t sit back and say, “They are not talking to us, they are not paying attention to us.” Make sure they know you are there. Make sure they are paying attention to you.


Don’t feel that because you are young, people will not listen to you or you cannot lead. As I’ve said time and time again, you are never too young to lead. If the idea is good and the objective is clear, you will be able to lead and you will get the support necessary, but of course when you say, “Where do we go for support?” You must also know what support you need to be able to articulate it and make demands.


You’ll be surprised the support does not necessarily have to come from the government. Sometimes, people in your own community, some of the companies in your community will be inspired by what you are doing and support you through donations, or through offering facilities to make your work successful. There will be resistance: some may think these young people are being uppity and jumping ahead of themselves. You should be able to take that on the chin and continue – don’t let it dissuade you.


It’s extremely important that intergenerational dialogue takes place, that in committees, either on a local or on a national level, we should find ways of bringing in various generations so that the next generation is ready to take over. The difficulty we’ve had in our world, when you look at politics especially, is that those who achieve power hold on and hold on for too long – sometimes they don’t want to move at all – so they do not create space that includes others and allows young people to come up and participate.


This is a problem that we need to do something about. I keep saying, “Let’s bring in the next generation.” We are all aging. Tomorrow we’ll all be gone and you don’t want to create a vacuum. You need to have continuity and you can only have it by bringing in young people and relying on their energy, their ideas and working with them to move forward.


A bad leader is easy to describe. You see leaders who do not listen, who believe they are always right, who are stubborn, who, in some cases, even when the decision is patently wrong, can not only not change the direction but refuses to listen to all this. You have to be open as a leader, you have to learn to listen, and a leader need not always be right. A good leader is also a good follower, you must remember that.’


Climate change, Bangkok, 2015


‘Climate change is the greatest contemporary challenge facing our global community; we are rapidly approaching the tipping point beyond which climate change may become irreversible. And no other issue will have a greater impact on the well-being and security of future generations; your health, your security. It will take all of your creativity, vision and determination to find and implement effective solutions.


You will need to work together with your peers from around the world to convince today’s leaders that they must act swiftly and decisively to secure the safety of our planet. Our priorities must be to secure clear and strong commitments on climate finance, a mechanism to assess collective progress, and the enabling conditions for the introduction of a global carbon price so that every country can reach a state of carbon neutrality by 2050. I am confident this can be achieved.


It is a moral outrage that 30% of food produced for human consumption is spoiled or squandered every year. Even if just one fourth of it could be saved, it would be enough to feed the 870 million hungry people in the world. Hundreds of millions of our fellow human beings also lack access to both water and energy, which are cornerstones of economic progress and poverty alleviation. The growing impact of climate change is exacerbating these challenges and risks pushing millions more into abject poverty and hunger. And as always, it is the world’s poorest who are paying the highest price.


Together you can proclaim loud and clear that no target is too ambitious to reach, no obstacle too hard to overcome. Your call on climate action will make it clear to the world that the activists of today -the leaders of tomorrow-simply will not accept failure


You have an unparalleled capacity to catalyse constructive change. You must now show the world how you plan to rise to this responsibility, and show us how you will re-shape our global community, and your future, for the better.


What I will plead with all of you, is not to be afraid. I know that’s easier said than done. I faced this at one time in my career, when Bin Laden put a price on my head because of my views and work on East Timor. I pushed very hard for the independence of East Timor and he claimed that this criminal, Kofi Annan was breaking apart, the largest Islamic state in the world, by taking East Timor away from Indonesia, and therefore I must be punished. There would be a certain amount of gold for whomever succeeded in killing me.


I had to decide – should I withdraw to protect myself or should I keep working? If I withdrew, what would have happened to the problems I was dealing with, to the people who were looking to me for leadership, to the people who were expecting me to stand up for the problems that they were facing?


Yes, we need to be careful, we need to be conscious of our environment and not take undue risks, but we should not be intimidated to the extent that we cease to live or give our leaders a free hand to take some of our liberties away, promising in exchange, security. I’ve seen many situations, where governments have promised security, where they have been repressive and things seemed very stable. In the end, repression is not stability, down the line it explodes.


Often, when governments promise security, they want trade-offs. They sometimes tell us we have to give up a bit of our freedom for security. In my judgment, it’s a very slippery slope. We have to be careful. There’s very little trade-off between security and liberty. If you are asked to give up your liberty for security and you do give up that liberty, do you, in the end, have security?


Terrorists and oppressors share a strategy. Their strategy is to instill fear, to intimidate and we should make sure they do not succeed. Not only should we make sure they do not succeed, we should also be consistent and uncompromising with our own values. Values of freedom, values of liberty, values of freedom of expression and association.


Let me repeat, you are never too young to lead. You must remember that and you should act and take charge where you can. I would urge you all to remember the words of Dr. Luther Martin King Jr., who reminded us that in spite of temporary victories, violence never brings peace. Put your remarkable energy, your insight, your passion in the service of reconciliation and peace. It can start at the most personal level, but small steps lead towards a better future.’


Kofi Annan (1938–2018)


Secretary-General of the United Nations (1997–2006)




Foreword by David Jones


If you are reading this book, chances are you are keen to make a difference. As the world’s leaders stoop to new lows in terms of their ability to divide us and to ignore the existential threats to our planet, we are overwhelmed, firstly, by the sense that we must do something. We must act. And secondly, by the thought which quickly follows, equally powerful and concerning, Yes, but what can I do? I’m only one person. How can I make a difference?


This book is full of the stories of individuals who were just one person. But whose actions, ideas and initiatives have gone on to create major change.


Kate and Ella Robertson, the book’s authors, are exceptionally talented, powerful, smart and generous leaders, both of whom I have had the pleasure of working with – in Kate’s case for almost three decades and in Ella’s for nearly one decade.


Two exceptional leaders


Kate’s energy and drive to make a difference in the world came from growing up in Apartheid-era South Africa. And it was reinforced by one of Africa’s great statesman, Kofi Annan. He was a huge influence on us and on One Young World and was in fact our first ever Counsellor. He was also one of the greatest examples of someone making a difference. And he was tireless in his pursuit of driving positive change in the world, right up until the day he sadly left us. Kate and I first met Kofi Annan back in 2008 when we helped him with his global climate campaign. He was the wisest and most impressive leader I’ve ever met. One of his favourite sayings was, ‘You’re never too old to learn nor too young to lead.’ I can still hear his soft yet powerful voice saying it – he once remarked that the reason he spoke so softly was to make people listen.


Kate is the heart of One Young World. Its soul and guiding force. Someone who never stands still and who is always looking to make sure One Young World is at the absolute forefront of the issues facing the world. She has vast knowledge across so many subject areas – I personally keep abreast of what I need to know on any issue through Kate. Some people after rising to a senior level become know-it-alls. Kate is a learn-it-all. And she has imbued her teams with her attitude. She is a brilliant strategist who knows exactly what needs to be changed and who needs to be influenced in order to make something happen. And that is how she has been able to make a difference.


Ella is the irrepressible energy behind One Young World. Relentlessly driving it forward. Refusing to think that anything is impossible. She’s the living embodiment of Kofi’s statement that you are never too young to lead. To watch her operate and lead people who are often many years older than her, is a lesson in how to make a difference in itself. It’s easy to forget that she is still in her twenties. It’s perhaps fitting that such a great example of a young leader is one of the key reasons that One Young World has become such a powerful platform, or to quote Vice, ‘The world’s largest and most impactful youth leadership summit.’


And it’s very fitting that the two of them, who form such a great team that has taken One Young World to where it is today, and who both in their lives have made a real difference, have shared their learnings and those of other great leaders young and old in this book.


How making a difference has changed


One of the key subjects this book covers and one of the great advantages that anyone wanting to make a difference today has, is technology. The industrial revolution empowered corporations, the digital and social revolution has empowered people. It allows anyone with access to technology to create a major global movement around the issues and subjects they care about changing. It has enabled a single individual to be a force for massive change. And it has mobilized communities of people to do the same. From Greta Thunberg’s climate action to the #Metoo movement or Black Lives Matter.


What technology has also done is create a unique generation of young leaders. This is the first time in human history that the youngest leaders actually have a superpower that older leaders don’t. Technology has created the most educated, the most knowledgeable, the most socially responsible, but above all the most powerful generation of young people we have ever seen. They understand better than anyone how to use the power of digital and social media to drive real change in the world.


Young leaders and making a difference


This was the very reason we created One Young World in 2010. To give these exceptional leaders a bigger platform to drive change in the world. And while it is easy to be despondent about the behaviour of the world’s senior leaders, we can all draw hope and inspiration from some of the incredible young leaders who are stepping up to fill the giant leadership vacuum.


There are huge lessons to be learned from them: from Yeonmi Park’s courage to share her experience of defecting from North Korea, to Cameron Kasky’s dedication to end gun violence, to the bravery of Loujain al-Hathloul (who has been unable to contribute to this book due to being unjustly imprisoned throughout the writing process) and her fellow activists in getting women the right to drive in Saudi Arabia.


This amazing generation is also driving major change and making a difference across the business world both directly and indirectly. Smart businesses today understand that this generation is wired differently. They know that unless they behave responsibly, unless as a business they have a genuine purpose beyond profit, then this generation will no longer buy their products and will no longer work for them.


One great example in the book of a leader who knows this is Paul Polman, the chair of the One Young World advisory board. Paul has led the way to drive businesses to be more socially responsible. In doing so he has demonstrated that doing good and doing well don’t belong to different universes, but rather doing good is the new price of doing well. As proof of that, Unilever’s purposeled brands have outperformed the rest of the portfolio. And increasingly, in a world where social media has taken CSR out of the silo and put it firmly into the P&L statement, progressive businesses understand that if they are socially responsible, they will indeed perform better.


In this book there are many examples of progressive businesses and leaders who made a difference. And you will also see evidence of a new trend. In recent times, what has become very clear is that brands need to take a stand for something. That matters more and more, especially to young people.


If in this decade we’ve talked a lot about business moving from profit to purpose, the next decade will be about moving from purpose to activism – from marketing to consumers, to mattering to people. From Nike’s incredibly powerful work with Colin Kaepernick to combat racism, to Blake Mycoskie and TOMS setting out to end gun violence, to Patagonia giving back the tax cuts they’d received to climate change charities, 21st-century brands are genuinely trying to make a difference in the world.


Reading this book will allow you to spend a few hours learning from Kate and Ella Robertson. They’ve both made a huge difference in the world, and to those of us they lead. And I have no doubt they will inspire you to do the same


And to quote our motto at One Young World: ‘Here’s to a bright future.’


David Jones,


Co-founder, One Young World




Introduction


We are living in an Age of Activism. From the Women’s March to the Ice Bucket Challenge, in our increasingly connected world people are finding more and more ways to make their voice heard and make a difference. As we know more about the world around us and gain new tools to change it, flames are being lit in even the darkest of places.


Activism is making aspects of our lives which once seemed cast-iron, fluid: who would have thought a bunch of teenagers from a town of 30,000 people in Florida would be able to threaten the multi-billion-dollar gun industry in America? Or that a 15-year-old girl in Sweden would challenge the fossil fuel industry, sparking climate strikes across the globe? At the very time of writing, a new Arab spring has emerged in Algeria and Sudan. The long-time Sudanese president Omar Al Bashir has been ousted from office by thousands of protestors, as has the Algerian president Abdelaziz Bouteflika.


Many consider this fluidity to create an era of uncertainty: activism is certainly rearing its head at the polar ends of the political spectrum. From Sanders to Trump, Brexit to Momentum, Italy to Mexico… many of the most remarkable campaigns of our age have embraced the activist spirit.


There are two main reactions to uncertainty: fear and optimism. Fear tends to be felt by the establishment and the economists; which is, of course, perfectly natural. But at a time where so much of the media seems to be telling us the sky is falling in, we find tremendous hope and inspiration in knowing that brave, brilliant people are overturning the status quo and fighting to make the world a better place.


Our work at One Young World has allowed us to get to know some of the world’s greatest activists who have used their voices, their networks and their abilities to change communities, companies and countries. From the historic – legalizing driving for women in Saudi Arabia – to the personal – ensuring their children had lawful access to the medication they needed – we know that every individual can make a tremendous difference to the world around them.


It was from our need to empower more and more people to believe that they could make a difference, that the idea for this book emerged: where the force of all OYW ambassadors could be combined to form a practical roadmap to making a difference at scale and with lasting results.


Along the way we have spoken to a global team of change-makers who have walked the walk – from statesmen-like President Santos and President Mary Robinson, to protestors like Joshua Wong who have been jailed for speaking the truth. We have scoured the globe to bring together the best advice and inspiration in order to create this definitive guide to activism in the 21st century.


Anyone with a vision knows they’re going to need help. In this practical book we have combined the latest thinking and current wisdom. You’ll find advice on how to build the team you need to make a difference, and stories from other people who have made a huge impact. We’ve asked activists where they went right and also where they made mistakes. Hopefully, they’ll inspire you and show that even the most daunting of tasks is possible if you set your mind to it. While there is a lot to learn from the advice within these pages, the one overriding message is: you can do it.


What is One Young World?


Every year One Young World convenes thousands of activists to work together to accelerate change. Its annual Summit brings together the most talented young leaders from across 196 countries to tackle the globe’s most pressing issues, from climate change to conflict resolution.


One Young World’s mission is to create the next generation of more responsible and effective leadership. Kate Robertson and David Jones founded One Young World in 2010 because they believed, at the time, that there was a leadership vacuum amongst world leaders – this picture has worsened in the last decade. One Young World finds the brightest young people with proven track records of leadership and convenes them with inspiring figures: the One Young World Counsellors.


One Young World is actively supported by a distinguished line-up of Counsellors, including Kofi Annan, Bill Clinton, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, President Mary Robinson, Juan Manuel Santos, Bob Geldof, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Emma Watson, Meghan Markle and Professor Muhammad Yunus. Counsellors work alongside delegates at the global Summits, sharing their collective experience in creating positive social change.


Since launching in 2010, One Young World has built a network of over 10,000 Ambassadors, whose projects have gone on to benefit more than 20 million people worldwide. After the Summit, the young leaders become One Young World Ambassadors, charged with returning to their countries and accelerating change. You’ll meet many of them within these pages.


Who is in this book?


Through the One Young World network we have reached out to people we believe are making a difference in a variety of innovative and meaningful ways. We interviewed more than one hundred people in the course of writing this book and nearly seventy of them have contributed to these pages.


Activism may be having a moment but it’s not a new phenomenon. That’s why we’ve done our best to give a historic overview with contributions dating back to the Civil Rights Movement and bringing us up to date ahead of One Young World’s tenth anniversary in 2019.


We have asked them for their most tangible, practical advice for people wanting to make a difference. We’ve tried to frame this advice in such a way as to really answer the question: ‘How can I make a difference today?’


You’ll find advice on simple things such as amplifying your message with social media, as well as more complicated issues such as whistleblowing and crisis management. We know that not every activist is marching in the streets or navigating the halls of Westminster or Washington – you’ll hear about how you can make a difference whether at a local level or on an international scale.


We know that local activism is more interconnected than ever – that’s why we’ve gone to great lengths to represent every continent in the accounts you will read. We have included often marginalized voices, with advocates who have disabilities and members of indigenous communities contributing their wisdom.


Our ultimate hope is that you will see yourself in this book somewhere – we’ve done everything we can to show off as vibrant and diverse a pageant of examples as possible. Activism is for everyone and we want all of our readers to know that they have a part to play. Young, old, left-wing, right-wing… if we are going to solve the climate crisis, balance gender inequality, end poverty…we’re going to need everyone to be involved.


Is this book political?


Activism is inherently political. Political systems must be engaged with and reformed in order to bring about the change you require. We reject, however, the notion that activism belongs to the left or the right.


There are activists at all points on the political spectrum and many of them are working for the good of the planet and other people. Activism doesn’t necessarily have a natural home at one particular point on the spectrum. We find conservatives who are passionately working to end the blight of female genital mutilation; we find those on the left who wish to lower regulatory levels for businesses so they can employ more people.


Some people wish to make activism exclusory – they will only welcome people of certain political beliefs to march alongside them. We understand their desire to purge their cause of hypocrites, but we fundamentally believe that a broader movement achieves more, and that greater tolerance leads to greater and wider understanding.


We have also seen unlikely alliances throughout the history of activism. In London 1984–5, the LBGT community fundraised for the miners striking in Wales, and the miners then marched at Pride.


We would encourage people to leave their political, social or cultural labels at home and take each person as you find them. If anyone is willing to support your cause, we recommend embracing them: none of us is perfect but we can all learn from each other as we grow as activists.


Making the right kind of difference


A message that we hope you’ll take away from this book is that there is no wrong field of activism. However big or small your cause, what will enable you to be successful is your passion and determination. Our purpose in life isn’t always logical: there is no reason why we may care more about cancer than wildlife or more about plastic pollution than HIV. Whatever you are passionate about is the cause you should pursue. Do not be shamed into thinking your cause is too small to matter or too big to take on. You shouldn’t be afraid to care and campaign about a local issue because ‘children are dying in Yemen’; just as you shouldn’t fear becoming an activist for peace in Yemen because it feels too far away and beyond your conception.


What we warn against, however, is jumping on a bandwagon without examining the ultimate consequences of your actions. For example, orphanages have now been recognized as a major source of trafficking and exploitation, yet many well-meaning volunteers and donors continue to fund an industry that is ultimately harmful to children. Many people, similarly, organize massive recycling drives without ensuring that the refuse they diligently sort is actually recycled, as opposed to being shipped to a landfill in Malaysia.


The other warning we offer is around the concept of allyship. We believe activism is at its very best and most powerful when it is as inclusive as possible. We know that many voices are often marginalized in mainstream activism and that well-intentioned activists often try and speak up on behalf of the unheard. We’ve spoken to many people about what allyship means to them and they counsel all activists to ensure that they are giving a platform to the voices who need it, rather than simply being the voice themselves. Unheard voices need to be heard in their own right.


Our final word of warning that we would like to counsel against is violent protest. We know that one man’s freedom fighter is another man’s terrorist and we’ve thought long and hard about our stance on this. We have spoken to activists who have been involved in violent and non-violent protest and also read a lot of the latest research on this difficult topic. Ultimately, we believe protest and activism is more successful when it’s peaceful – it is easier to justify and it usually achieves more sustainable, applicable results. We understand that civil disobedience may be a part of an effective protest but our guidance will remain that it should always be peaceful and not bring any harm to other people.


There is no right form of activism – the courage to make a difference comes from the deepest part of our souls, it cannot be prescribed. There is no rhyme or reason behind what drives us to sacrifice our time, our energy (sometimes our sanity) for a certain cause, but the human capacity to channel our efforts and ingenuity into making the world a fairer and safer place is one of the most remarkable things about our species. The prevalence of this spirit in our current era is what will make the 21st century remarkable.


What is ‘effective’ activism?


The people in this book are the people who we consider to be the most effective activists in the world. They are people we believe have made an effective change.


What do we mean by this? In some cases they will have succeeded in changing the law, ending a war or bringing about a revolution. Change on a massive and historic scale. In other cases, the change is humbler but no less critical – we all need to take responsibility for making our communities cleaner, our schools better, our neighbours safer.


We want this book to be a guide for those who want to change their communities as well as the people who want to change the world around them. We encourage everyone to dream as big as you dare – none of the people in this book thought they would change the world but so many of them have. Activists never begin by wanting to make history – they begin by identifying a problem and setting out to put it right.


No one says you can make a difference without putting in any effort. What they do say is that you CAN make a difference and that it is truly worth the effort.


And we know this from experience: One Young World was an idea on the back on a napkin and it now spans every single country in the world and impacts the lives of millions of people. In turn, the young leaders who have attended One Young World have left feeling empowered to go and make change themselves – some at a local level and some on a massive multi-national scale.




Chapter One
How to find a cause that matters to you


‘Activism’ has become a mainstream activity that our increasingly socially conscious society pushes us to engage with. At its heart, activism is seeing something wrong or unjust in the world and using the means available to you to try and do something about it, whether it is a community cause or a historic injustice.


For some people the idea of having to find a cause may seem incongruous. And often, causes find their activists before the activists find them – activists didn’t even know they were looking for a cause when their day-to-day existence becomes irrevocably changed by devastation that has directly affected them or that they have witnessed.


For others the process is more circumspect: they have the time, energy or perhaps the money to make a difference, but, in a world where so many problems exist and so many causes are worthy, deciding which channel to pursue is difficult.


What matters to you and the difference you can make might be in your immediate surroundings: local community issues and injustices are often where activism begins, where change can be felt by those around you impactfully.


In fact, finding a cause that matters to you can give your life a deeper sense of purpose and fulfilment. Occupying your mind with a cause can create energy and dynamism in every aspect of your daily life. As humans we are perennially fixed on what our life’s legacy will be, and finding a cause or making change often can be felt for generations after our own. Because of this, activism may be the most important thing you ever do for yourself. Indeed, many activists feel they are helping themselves even more than they are helping their cause. The sense of clarity and direction you experience allows you to achieve a higher level of performance and success. It can help reduce stress, improve emotional well-being and even benefit our physical health too.


In How to Make a Difference we want to debunk the notion that activism is a lofty activity or a higher calling – real change is made by ordinary folk trying to improve the world one person and one change at a time. In this chapter we want to showcase how, in a universe swirling with charity campaigns, digital demands and political dissatisfaction, you can still align your personal passions and talents with a cause which can make a big difference to this busy and often self-serving world.


The history of activism


We all have our own idea of what activism is; after all, one person’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter. Indeed, the history of activism is varied and complex, as are the protagonists involved, but certain themes and tropes keep cropping up. You can correlate recent movements like the Women’s March or Black Lives Matter with earlier swells such as the French Revolution, because any injustice – the deliberate and structural degradation and disenfranchisement of various groups in society, and the inequality that creates – has historically given rise to the need for activism from the ‘common’ people. Be it political or be it legal, unfairness is, in its very nature, in opposition with our humanity.


There are common themes that have run through most major revolutions since written records began – across civilizations and across the globe. The convoluted processes of revolutions develop when the social order becomes strained and disrupted in several ways all at once, which leads to widespread anger at injustice. This injustice usually manifests itself in economic deprivation for some, while an elite class seems uncaring and alienated from the masses. The anger created by this injustice boils over into revolution from the public.


Successful protests have a shared message which unifies a section of society. This tends to be propagated by charismatic leaders who are able to communicate efficiently with their supporters such as Gandhi’s Salt March in 1930 and Bernie Sanders’s ‘Feel The Bern’ 2016 presidential campaign. Although many revolutions might seem to have an ephemeral trigger, it is the years of oppression which went before that gave rise to the outburst of action. For example, the fatal shooting of unarmed Michael Brown sparked the Ferguson Uprising in 2014, but the situation exploded because of decades of building tension within a system that burdens the poor and black. And added to this was the historically highly problematic relations between the police in Missouri and the African-American population. As early as Aristotle, it was noted that ‘poverty is the parent of revolution’ – when society and institutions preside over desolation and misery, rage flourishes. When peaceful dialogue is ignored, violence becomes inexorable.


Activism can also be contagious: United States founding father Thomas Jefferson proclaimed that France had ‘been awakened by our Revolution’. What was known as the Arab Spring spread from country to country following Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution which saw the removal of dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali and a move to free and democratic elections. Many 21st-century movements have spread because their message or symbolism can be watched by millions – videos, posts and images can go viral across the internet in seconds – and these messages fundamentally strike a chord with people from different places: from Black Lives Matter, to the Occupy movement, to the Gilets Jaunes and the School Strike for Climate.


Unfortunately, most people only think about injustice when it happens to them, or in front of them, which is why many of the most powerful revolutions start quietly, in the shadows. They are treated as extremist and fanatical at the time, and later, usually, regarded as historical inevitabilities.


The overwhelming reaction that we have when we witness or experience unfairness and injustice is a universal human response and it’s one of our strongest, earliest emotions. In a 2007 study, monkeys were found to invest less energy in a task if they saw other monkeys receiving better rewards for the same task. Frans de Waal at the Yerkes National Primate Research Center in Atlanta, Georgia, trained 13 capuchin monkeys to retrieve a small rock and place it in the experimenter’s hands. In exchange for completing the task, the animals received a reward. When the monkeys given a cucumber saw their partners receive the preferred grape reward, they invested less effort in future repetitions of the task. This confirmed that the monkeys reacted to what they deemed to be fair and unfair treatment. This demonstrates how ingrained our reaction to fairness is; indeed, this experiment seems to suggest it is more of an instinct than an emotion.


There is a societal pride in standing up for what’s right. Almost two thousand years ago, the imperial philosopher Seneca counselled that ‘injustice never rules forever’. The world has more recently been seized by the fervour of Hamilton, which celebrates the possibility of ‘the world turned upside down’ – we revel in the downfall of tyrants and the rise of fairness.


Over the years, activism has become democratized and mass-disseminated. It has become easier for people to discover a cause or join the swell. The power of communicating to millions of people, which used to only be afforded to politicians, the wealthy or entertainers in the 20th century, has become available to anyone with a smartphone.


The heroes of activism have historically been the downtrodden and the underserved. Those have been traditionally the people who, through speaking out or refusing to desist, have relentlessly forced the arc of history towards progress.


There is no one way; no correct route. The key word is action.


Overcome apathy with enthusiasm


Our human psyche has evolved to avert our gaze from the homeless person on the street because we cannot give money to every homeless person we encounter. We tune out the charity campaigns because we cannot text to send £5 every time we see an advert asking for donations. We pass over 99 per cent of the news stories that we come across about Yemen or the Congo because they are overwhelming and we feel helpless when faced with them – there’s seemingly nothing to be done.


Globalization has brought every world issue onto our humble doorstep. We are bombarded with more problems than ever but often feel less and less equipped to tackle them. Traditional community structures are neglected or underused: our village halls and religious institutions are often empty. This in turn has given rise to new problems: the loneliness of the elderly and the rise of mental health concerns, as people flounder without the human support networks of past generations.


People can be apathetic because of an overabundance of information and less and less time. They don’t feel that they can make a difference. They feel increasingly insignificant and redundant in the face of a fast-paced world. Yet, one person is still enough. If not you, who? If not now, when? Every journey starts with a step; every big difference is made by an initial small difference: it’s better to throw yourself in at some point than stay on the sidelines forever.


Just by taking the plunge into activism, you begin to make a difference and immediately gain energy from the work, as pointed out by singer, songwriter and political activist Bob Geldof. His activism has created widespread public anger and engagement on issues such as famine and Ebola, which had seemed previously too remote to care about:


When you are engaged in humanitarian work, your enthusiasm (if that’s the word) comes from just being able to help a little in making another person’s life a bit better. With the advancements in health, technology and education, that sometimes makes it ‘easier’ to do.


We are often focused on the obstacles and overly negative landscape, but the empirical reality is that things for the poor, dispossessed, powerless and less economically developed peoples of the world are improving. It is important to maintain that momentum and indeed that hope and optimism in your activism. However, it is also important to remember the imbecilic and terrible inequality, the vast poverty and unfairness that still exists in many, many parts of the world today. These problems are an affront and frankly stupid, and we must continue to confront and challenge them.


Contrary to the cynic’s excuse for doing nothing – ‘What’s the point, nothing changes?’ – the world is in a constant state of flux. The point must be to help usher that change in the direction that benefits the poor and therefore the planet in general. It has never been easier to help guide and steer that change. What is required is the will and the commitment.


We often hear ‘Me? I’m not political. I’ve never been on a protest before.’ It doesn’t matter. You don’t have to care about every issue in order to be an activist. You don’t have to have been on lots of protests to attend this rally. There’s never a bad or a right time to get started and become informed.


There’s something truly special about the transformative effect of joining a cause for the first time, whenever you come to it in the course of your life. It’s never too soon to be an activist and it’s never too late.


When it comes to picking a cause, you don’t have to be personally affected by the issue but you have to personally care deeply about it. It should be a cause you feel passionately about, that you could talk about for hours, and which chimes with your own beliefs in inequality or injustice.


When all is perfect, there is no story to tell


You don’t have to have something bad happen to you to be an activist. However, if something has happened to you and you feel a sense of injustice about it, or you feel that there is something you can do to prevent it from happening to other people, your experience will make you a very powerful advocate.


That power has a responsibility attached to it. Your story will be listened to and taken seriously because it happened to you. A lot of people are scared about using their personal stories and about discussing a cause that matters to them, because it’s the terrible illness, it’s the assault, it’s the accident, it’s the crime, it’s the loss of someone they care about.


While it may be difficult to share some of the worst times of your life with the whole world, if you don’t tell your story who else will?


Luke Hart became an activist because his mother and sister’s voices were missing from the coverage of their murder:


In every report, there was speculation that the prospect of divorce ‘drove’ our father to murder, implying we were responsible for our father’s actions. One report stated that the murder of our sister and mother was ‘understandable’. Even among close female friends of our mother, numerous rationalizations were performed on our father’s behalf. Close friends and neighbours asked if she’d had an affair, in their attempts to somehow justify his behaviour. Our murdering father was eulogized in the press despite the fact he had been abusive to our family for 25 years. We felt as if we had to listen to our father’s voice through the media, even in death. This experience made us commit to raising our voices on my mother and sister’s behalf and on behalf of all silenced victims, to ensure victims’ stories are heard and understood.


I realized if I did not speak someone else would potentially discuss domestic abuse and violence on national and international media networks incorrectly. Our story had already received a lot of press coverage, so we decided to take action.


The power of your story shouldn’t be ignored. The impact of trauma shouldn’t be underestimated. A story people can empathize with and be moved by is much more impactful than a leaflet or a case study. Using your pain and applying it to a situation will bring people to your cause and create understanding, awareness, care and compassion that might otherwise be absent.


If you’re going to be an advocate and you’re going to use your personal story, you need to be ready. Make sure you’ve got a solid support system around you, whether that’s the organization you are an ambassador for or your family and friends. On the whole, sharing your story will be a rewarding experience. People will rally around the cause and give you comfort. Your pain can help someone else who has gone through a similar experience, and this is really at the heart of human progress. However, you may not always get a wonderful reaction and you have to be emotionally and mentally ready to accept that. You will be sharing the most painful part of your life, so make sure you have the right support network around you before you put it out for the world to chew over.


For Terry Crews, telling his personal story has brought greater reward than anguish. As an NFL star turned actor, he never expected to find himself doing things like testifying for the US Congress, and classes himself as an accidental activist:


An accidental activist is someone who is thrown into their circumstances. Becoming an activist takes total sacrifice. You have to risk everything you have. However, I find solace in the Biblical phrase, ‘He who loses his life shall find it.’


Two years ago at a party, the head of the motion picture department at my agency, Adam Venit, came up to me when I was with my wife and groped my genitals. I was completely shocked. Honestly, I wanted to fight him. I thought, ‘I’m 240 pounds, I got a lot of muscle, I can handle it.’ But then I thought, ‘I am a black man in America. He is a very rich, successful white man. If I hit him, what’s going to happen to me?’ #MeToo is not about sex, it’s about power.


There is a false belief that everybody that says #MeToo is rewarded and gets positive publicity. That couldn’t be further from the truth. In fact, when you come out, you can be ostracized and it changes your life forever.


As men it is so important to be open about having been through trauma and being exploited. There are people who say, ‘You are too big to be assaulted, you’re too strong to have someone sexually assault you.’ I always respond that even if I had beaten that guy up I still would have been assaulted. After I came out there were so many men all over the world telling me that they were molested too. Usually one predator is responsible for so much damage, yet it takes them years to get caught. This is why it’s so important we come out and speak out.


One of the difficult things that happens is that everyone tends to compare and they compare their traumas. You begin to feel that you shouldn’t say anything because your experience is not as bad as others. That is something I’ve had to unlearn. This is not the trauma Olympics. Your experience is valid and you have the right to speak out about it.
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