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Introduction

‘I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing the things I cannot accept.’

— Angela Y. Davis



When I was ten my mum took me and my eight-year-old sister to register at our local doctor’s surgery. We’d just moved to a predominantly white village in South Derbyshire after my parents bought a newsagent’s shop. When we got to the surgery, my mum asked, in her best English, with an Indian accent, if they could register my sister and me. The receptionist made her repeat herself, twice, and then turned to ask me what she was saying. It was humiliating. I remember thinking, I’m sure the receptionist can understand, why is she making this so hard? And even if she couldn’t, why was she making Mum feel as though she didn’t belong?

Back in Leicester where I’d grown up, I was surrounded by people speaking broken English in Caribbean and Indian accents. But in this new village, English was spoken in a thick South Derbyshire accent and you either conformed or were humiliated, as we were that day. My mum was left voiceless, her voice robbed from her by this receptionist. We went home from the surgery to tell Dad that we couldn’t get registered because they didn’t understand us. We ended up finding another surgery in a nearby village; it was always a little further to travel to get there but worth it knowing we were protecting our dignity.

I was one of two Indians in my year at school, which was very white. We sang hymns at assembly and I pretended to sing along, feeling a bit uncomfortable, unsure why it didn’t feel right but knowing I should play along to avoid drawing attention to myself. But slowly I got tired of it; tired of being told how I should act and look in order to be accepted. When I was in secondary school, the uniform was dictated: you were allowed to wear anything that was black, white, navy or grey. When I was in year nine, my parents bought me a lovely baggy grey wool jumper. I loved it; I felt happy in it. Then two weeks later the uniform policy changed and grey was no longer allowed. This seemed silly and arbitrary – if we were allowed to wear grey a few weeks ago, why not now? This new rule didn’t make sense to me, and besides, I really liked my jumper, so I didn’t mention it at home and carried on wearing it. This caused a lot of distress for the school authorities: tense conversations in the corridor when I was pulled up by teachers for not adhering to the uniform, constant warnings not to wear the thing, stern announcements in assembly that some people had not taken on board the new rules. I insisted. I explained that the jumper was not cheap, that my parents had bought it specifically for school, that we weren’t rich, and it was unreasonable to ask me to stop wearing it now in the middle of term – they could at least give us some notice before phasing in a new uniform. If I was in this situation, I thought, there must be others. Some days later I was summoned to a meeting with my head of year, where she accepted defeat and I experienced my first campaign victory.

It was a small win, but I knew from that day at the doctor’s surgery that just because an adult held more power, they weren’t always right. Challenging my school’s rules taught me the power I held in my own voice, a power that I hadn’t yet realised. We are faced with choices on a daily basis: choices to speak up, stand up for ourselves, or stand up for those around us. Each opportunity to speak up may not be world-changing in itself, but it is important. This is everyday activism.



Most people I speak to wouldn’t call themselves ‘political’, but if I ask them what they think about the area they live in, about their GP, their university fees, about the sexist advert everyone’s talking about or whether the minimum wage is enough for someone to live on, I get an animated monologue, impassioned statements of what’s right and wrong. We tell ourselves we’re not political because we have never really been taught what it means to be political.

Politics is everything. But because most of us never learn about politics at school, our idea of it is what we read in the news and see on the screen. It’s politicians and Parliament and prime ministers. It’s something very detached from our everyday lives and, quite frankly, unrelatable. And that has a bigger impact – it means we are less likely to fight for what we want. If politics is so far away and detached, it means we can’t make a difference.

Some years ago, I ran a series of focus groups with young people across the country to ask them what they thought about politics. What they said won’t blow your mind, it’s stuff we all know because we’ve been there, and maybe still are. While many of the young people were interested in discussing issues they cared about or even signing a petition, they didn’t want those activities to be seen as political because they felt that wasn’t socially acceptable. There was almost an unwritten rule that ‘politics’ is bad, a common understanding that they all bought into. The way politics is represented in the media reinforces this idea – the polarising effect of party politics, the satire of politicians, the hunger for scandal in the media.

But as we demonise politics, we leave ordinary people feeling out of control and without agency, and end up with power dominated by the usual suspects. Who benefits from the idea that politics is inaccessible? You got it – privileged white men. Look around and you’ll find that CEOs, politicians and other decision-makers are some of the most elite, wealthy people in the country. They disproportionately come from the same schools, the same universities and the same social circles. In 2017 from a list of just over 1,000 of the UK’s top political, financial, judicial, cultural and security figures drawn up by the Guardian it emerged that 97% of Britain’s most powerful people were white, even though 13% of the UK population has a minority background. There are more men called John than the total number of women in the FTSE 100 index. Eighty-two per cent of barristers went to Oxford or Cambridge, as did 78% of judges, and 45% of leading journalists. And though a mere 7% of the population go to private schools, they take 44% of the places at Oxford, and 38% at Cambridge.*



* Sutton Trust



At the same time, in the age of the internet that we now exist in, we have more access to, or rather are bombarded with, more information about the state of the world around us. This increased transparency about what’s going on creates a choice every time we read or hear something: ignore it or do something. This is overwhelming; how can we do something, everything, anything? And about what? There are so many things! It creates a sense of inertia, we freeze. We do nothing instead.

This is why we have to do something. And luckily for us, it’s never been easier. For all its flaws, the internet offers people like us power that we’ve never had before. Power to organise and mobilise. Power to collect voices that together are stronger than the sum of their parts. The kind of power that can tip the scales in favour of what people want. Imagine what you could do with that power!

Without the internet we would not have had the Black Lives Matter movement, which started after the verdict given to George Zimmerman, a Neighborhood Watch volunteer in Florida, who had shot dead seventeen-year-old African American Trayvon Martin. When Zimmerman was found not guilty of second-degree murder and acquitted of manslaughter, Alicia Garza felt personally wounded. She had a brother the same age and build as Trayvon, who was regularly racially profiled. This could happen to him. She logged on to Facebook and wrote a long post, ‘a love note to black people’, she called it. It ended with: ‘Black people. I love you. I love us. Our lives matter.’ After that the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter went viral. Protests started to spring up across the States; as other black lives was taken, the movement grew. There are now over thirty Black Lives Matter chapters across the United States.

Without the internet the tidal wave of the #MeToo movement, where millions of women spoke out against sexual harassment and sexual assault, would not have emerged. Without the internet we would not have seen the movement of young people mobilising for a climate emergency, creating the largest youth demonstration the world has ever seen, with children as young as ten going on weekly #ClimateStrikes, urging their governments to take drastic action.

Each of these movements led to important change. They may not have achieved their ultimate goal, but they have set cogs whirring, dominoes falling. Dr Khadijah White, a professor at Rutgers University, says that Black Lives Matter has ushered in a new era of black university student movements. And the ease with which bystanders now record graphic videos of police violence and post them onto social media has driven activism all over the world. Multiple men have been arrested across the industries of fashion, TV and film as well as in politics and the Church in light of the #MeToo movement. Children and young people are developing a sense of agency through protest with the climate strikes and their protests have led to climate change being forced onto the political agenda across Europe and the United States.

Each of these movements was started by ‘ordinary people’ who had had enough, and in a moment of passion they raised their voices and those voices created waves around the world. Because, more often than not, our experiences are not unique. There are people across the country and around the world experiencing the same injustices, waiting to be united so they can fight back.



There’s a lot of negative stuff about the internet but we can use it to strengthen our connection with each other, rather than letting it drive us further apart. We can unite, we can be part of something bigger. That doesn’t mean we have to pick up a placard and wave it around Parliament Square. Choosing not to shop at a clothing chain because you know they pay their workers less than the living wage is activism. Writing to your MP about your library shutting down is activism. Activism can be as local as the food you eat and as big as travelling to Downing Street to deliver a petition.

Right now, our lives are being determined by a small group of people who look and act and think the same. They are the privileged elite who became the decision-makers of the country.

This book is for the rest of us. It’s an attempt to balance the scales and disrupt the way things have always been. I’ve spent the last twelve years working as a campaign-

er, from grassroots activism to the machines of NGO campaigns. It has always struck me that things I was learning were kept from the public, things that we should all be taught in order to really understand our rights and how to shape the world around us. I worked with young people to help them identify what they were passionate about and how to get those things heard in the powerful corridors of Westminster. I saw that when they had adopted a few tips and tricks, it wasn’t as hard as it looks to get your issue on the political agenda. I worked for NGOs who adopted those same tips and tricks. It seemed that if you knew what to do, then anything was possible. But nobody was teaching ordinary people this vital information. I’ve spent the last six years at Change.org, the world’s largest petition platform, doing just that. Every day I see people turning to the platform when all else has failed. They realise that once they spread their message far and wide, you don’t need to be a certain type of person, a politician or in powerful circles to create change. You just need to know how to use the tools at your disposal in the most effective way to create maximum disruption. I’ve seen a single mum fight for and stop her social housing estate being taken over by an American property developer so that they could triple the estate’s rent. I’ve seen a group of young people persuade their local council to declare a climate emergency, and commit to drastic changes to help save the planet. And a mother who fought her mixed-race daughter’s school after she was told to remove her braid extensions to fit into the school’s uniform policy, forcing them to adapt their policy to include Afro hairstyles. I want to tell you everything I’ve learned about winning campaigns; the secrets that the people in power don’t want you to know because the status quo works in their favour; the tools I’ve learned and tips from the most powerful campaigners I’ve come across. I hope it will be both an inspiration and a handbook for real change in your life. Maybe there is something you know you want to change but you don’t know how. Or maybe this book will be the turning point for you, to start seeing the world with a knowledge that things don’t have to stay the same just because they’ve always been that way.





Making the Cake (or, The Strategy Bit)

‘I think baking is very rewarding, and if you follow a good recipe, you will get success.’

— Mary Berry


Before I begin I need to apologise for the heavy-handed metaphor you’re about to endure. But I’ve been baking lately, so forgive me. Ready? We’re going to get a bit technical.

Campaign strategy is the theory for how you will win your campaign and you’d be lost without it. There are a million different tactics you could use in every campaign, but they’re not all relevant and rather than getting you closer to winning, best case, they will waste your time; worst case, it sets you back further from your goal. So in order to decide what to do, you need a strategy.

And yes, I agree. The word ‘strategy’ is boring, and let’s be honest, it sounds like a lot of work when you probably already have a lot of work on your plate (see the baking metaphor beginning to creep in?). But if you give it a go and have the right approach, I think it can be one of the more fun parts of campaign planning.

Think of your strategy like making a cake (ta da!) – you wouldn’t expect it to just happen, to just appear in front of you in the kitchen, would you? You would write lists, buy ingredients, have a recipe that you follow. Campaigns fail when they haven’t been thought through and when the same old tactics have been used regardless of who the decision-maker is. You wouldn’t put baking soda in every cake you want to make; each cake has a different set of ingredients in order to produce different results. For example, often campaigns focus far too much time on trying to get the maximum number of people signing a petition rather than really thinking about what will persuade the decision-maker. There’s a different technique for baking

a bread-and-butter pudding than for baking a Victoria sponge – just as there is a different way of messaging your campaign to a politician or to the public. OK, I think I’ve stretched that cake metaphor to its limit.

Developing your campaign strategy involves answering a set of questions that enable you to think about the big picture. It’s not the actual plan, your to-do list or a list of your tactics, but the framework for how you’ll win. You make your campaign decisions based on this framework – does taking step X or Y fit with my strategy to win?

It’s about putting yourself in the gatekeeper’s or

decision-maker’s shoes, identifying what they value

and how you can use what they value to motivate them to agree to your ‘ask’. It’s about being cunning and mischievous. If you’re a person who likes to scheme, you’ll be in your element.

The basic questions you should answer to create your strategy are:
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