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This reader gives some background to the
grassroots gathering & to some of the issues
we hope to explore through the gathering over
the June Bank Holiday Weekend.

get in touch
grassrootsgathering08@gmail.com
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What was initially an uncertain experiment has become “just how things are”, and
we are at risk of taking this achievement for granted and ignoring it or getting on
with other things. But if we do this, we also accept that this is as much as we can
hope to do together, and abandon the bigger space – of who shapes the world – to
the forces of capitalist globalisation, patriarchy, “the long war” and racism to define.
The real question is to think beyond what has seemed possible up to now, and to
ask what more the movement of movements in Ireland can become.

Laurence Cox was a signatory of the original invitation to the Gatherings and
has been involved in organising three of them. This article originally appeared
in Red & Black Revolution  11 published by the Workers Solidarity Movement
in Autumn 2006.
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Grassroots Gathering 2008
The Grassroots Gatherings – an institution of the movement-building seen in
Ireland post-2000 – are coming out of hibernation this June Bank Holiday
weekend in Dublin. But it won’t be quite like before...

The upsurge in social movement struggles around the turn of the century, from
the streets of Seattle to the barrios of Argentina, from the townships of South
Africa to the docks of South Korea, set the tone for much of the oppositional
politics seen in the 2000s. Drawing clear lines around such moments is always
difficult: establishing when something has peaked, when something has hit a
plateau, and when something is in decline. But UK-based  collective The Free
Association captured a widespread sense of unease regarding this historical
continuum in summer 2007 when they observed that “the ‘we are winning’
sentiment of the couple of years following Seattle has disappeared and been
replaced by, at best, head-scratching and soul-searching. More a case of WTF
than WTO...”

The social movements landscape of Ireland did not go untouched by this chain of
global events: we’ve had our WTO moments and more recently our WTFs. From
2001 – a highpoint of the international wave of struggle – a key local symbol of
global developments was the Grassroots Gatherings, open get-togethers for
anyone who wanted to transform Irish society and the world in radical ways –
‘grassroots’ ways, in their focus on real democracy, and bottom-up methods, in
keeping with the ethos of global networking bodies born in the turn of the century
moment such as People’s Global Action (PGA). Though never really intended as
organising platforms, the Gatherings made up a key hub of Irish movement-
building and action: reclaiming the streets, building social centres, resisting war,
environmental destruction and EU neoliberalism, the networks formed around the
Grassroots Gatherings took their place in the global uprising against capitalism.

But reflecting the collapse of that ‘we are winning’ sentiment internationally, the
Gatherings themselves had stalled by the end of 2005. It’s not as if this marked
the death of Irish anti-capitalism – far too many good things have happened in
the meantime, and too many great people have got on board for this to be true –
but the sense of distance from the heady days of the early part of the decade has
become stronger. Lots has changed since Seattle.

So why resurrect the Grassroots Gathering in 2008? Falling back on forms that
have already broken down, until they break down again, is a self-defeating
strategy. It’s what you might do when you have no strategy at all. We don’t need

The story so far
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Perhaps most importantly, they make visible the “other world” that has been so
much talked about in recent years: in the everyday struggles that ordinary people
like us engage in to change their situation, in critiques of the official wisdom provided
by experts, in our own capacity to organise ourselves and have an effect on the
world, in our ability to work together with people who we are supposed to be cut off
from by different interests, styles of consumption, ways of being in the world and
political traditions. That other world is colourful, problematic, creative, emotional,
intelligent, conflict-ridden, interactive and vividly alive in our Gatherings.

This article is of course in part a call to local groups to host another Gathering, and
an argument for their continued value. There is a fair amount of work involved in
this, but the benefits for a local group, particularly one which is not currently involved
in a massive campaign, are significant in terms of revitalising activism, bringing in
new people, making links and developing capacity.

Another call that needs to be made is for a revival of the Gatherings’ internet
presence, which has largely lapsed. A handful of people made an effort last year to
gather all the different Gathering websites; the site they built suffered from technical
problems and has since disappeared, so that our shared experiences over the last
five years are now only recoverable through Google and often overlaid by dating
ads. Similarly, the grassroots-network mailing list has largely lapsed, and these
days mostly consists of cross-postings from the GrassrootsDissent list.

The general pause in holding Gatherings does almost certainly reflect the broader
questions about their purpose, achievements and limitations, and what role they
should have in the future. My own feeling is that they should act as a point of
contact between all the different bottom-up struggles happening nationally (which
perhaps means meeting less frequently than before, given how much is happening),
that they should consciously aim to extend the network beyond its current limitations
(and approach activists in the women’s movement, trade unions, minority groups
and community organising not simply as speakers but to ask how we could do this
or to organise joint events), and that they should remain primarily an activist-to-
activist event, which is ultimately a better way of introducing people to bottom-up
activism than organising specifically “educational” events targeted at people who
supposedly know nothing.

The greatest strength of the Gatherings is in the diversity of the movements they
bring together; this is always a fragile alliance, dependent on better-organised groups
refraining from pushing through their own ways of doing things and pushing others
out, and on less well-organised groups pushing to have their voices heard, to make
alliances and to create their own space within the broader network rather than
retreating to somewhere safer.

Future
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a time capsule back to 2003 or 2004 – to a happy-clappy lucky dip of the same
old ‘one last push, comrades!’ campaign workshops, skill-shares and alternative
lifestyle ideas.

But unless we want to wallow in cynicism, and bail out of history like so many
broken, bitter ex-radicals before us, what we do need is a space in which to be
critical about our mistakes and handicaps, rather than just look back on them with
a baleful eye; to learn from them, and to start to look forwards and outwards.

Maybe this means admitting that the forces set in motion at the turn of the
decade have run their course. Maybe it doesn’t. Maybe it means we can’t speak
of a ‘movement of movements’ anymore. Or maybe we can. Maybe it means that
the idea of a ‘Grassroots Gathering’ is obsolete.

But one thing it definitely means is this: amid the legacy of the turn of the century
moment, a political sensibility (and maybe even a critical mass of people) now
exists here that didn’t exist ten years ago: one that’s committed to radical social
change, but not trapped in the dismal cul de sacs of Leninist, Stalinist and other
dogmas. Whatever else has happened, we have broken through the supposed
‘end of history’ of the 1990s. Our local experience of post-2000 anti-capitalism
has been idiosyncratic (compared to wider trends, the course of Irish history often
is); without the same movement traditions to draw upon as elsewhere, we
reached our high-points later, and while some other nodes in the global network
have even collapsed, ours hasn’t. Activists from overseas sometimes remark that
the movement in Ireland seems fresh and outward-looking, unburdened by much
of the baggage found elsewhere.

It may be that our situation is marked as much by opportunity as by defeat. So
what are we going to do about it?

While this Grassroots Gathering, like past ones, retains a vital element of straight
ahead ‘popular education’ – with workshops on themes as diverse as Militant
Research and Biotechnology – running through it are also some more focused
workshop streams.

One of those ‘streams’ looks outwards: ‘Radical civil society and the state: hopes,
fears and experiences’ is geared not so much towards the concerns of a typical
Grassroots Gathering activist milieu, but towards those of community workers
and activists, who will join us at this Gathering, and whose struggles against the
vicissitudes of Irish society parallel the goals of the Grassroots Gatherings.

Another stream looks forwards and, to some extent, inwards: ‘Thinking about the

What’s happening?
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A second question is geographical. Realistically, only a handful of towns
(withoutnaming names!) have continuous libertarian scenes which are able to
organise Gatherings – at present, no-one seems to feel able to do so (in some
cases because of the pressure of other issues, in some cases because of
organisational crisis). At times Grassroots activists have discussed deliberately using
Gatherings as a way to help local scenes develop, but so far no such Gatherings –
which would logically happen in small towns or extended suburban areas – have
happened. Does this mean that libertarian organising will remain a matter of well-
connected urban scenes and small networks of individuals elsewhere? Or do
Gatherings have a responsibility to help capacity-building and skill-sharing?

In Dublin, it seems that the recent anti-authoritarian assemblies and the associated
GrassrootsDissent mailing list have to some extent filled the networking place that
Gatherings used to fulfil. Something like this might happen elsewhere (Cork?
Belfast?) in the future, but will hardly be able to happen even in other cities let alone
elsewhere. The geographical issue needs to be taken seriously, however it is
answered.

A third issue, which to date has been largely fudged, has been that of how decisions
are made. This includes the opposition between consensus and voting systems; the
extent to which Gatherings are planned in advance by a local team around a theme,
left completely open (as with “Open Space” technology) or cobbled together out of
whatever workshops people happen to offer. To date, the Gatherings’ focus on
discussion rather than decision-making has saved us from total disaster in this
area, but these issues have brought up very strong emotions on all sides.

Despite these weaknesses, the Grassroots Gatherings can claim significant
achievements, many of which have already been indicated. The Gatherings, and
other associated “Grassroots” organisations, are the only network within the
movement of movements in Ireland which has had anything like a continuous life,
and have contributed significantly to the broader movement (in large-scale protests
against the WEF, EU, Bush and G8 as well as in specific struggles at Shannon,
Rossport and elsewhere).

This contribution has come from sharing skills across movements, identifying
common issues which enable cooperation, and glimpsing broader possibilities for
social change; it has also come from developing trust among ourselves and
supporting the development of local activist capacities (not least through the
organisation of a Gathering: it is no small undertaking to host two or three hundred
people for an event with several dozen workshops and organise food, accommodation
and socials).

Achievements
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Grassroots Movement’ takes in sessions on strategy; on how to create movement
cultures of respect and solidarity; and on the question: across our uneven efforts
to build networks regionally, nationally and globally, who are we, anyway, and
what is it that unites us?

Stream A:  Radical civil society and the state: hopes, fears and experiences

(1) Radical civil society and the state: hopes, fears and experiences
(2a) What do we know?
(2b) Is what we’re doing working?
(3) Plenary

Stream B:  Thinking about the Grassroots movement

(1) Catching up on who and what we are
(2) Going places: strategy and the Grassroots movement
(3) Solidarity? Building a healthy movement culture

Stream C: Learning about grassroots movements

(1) Timeline of the ‘Movement of movements’
(2) ABCs of social change
(3) Militant Research
(4) What would it mean to win?
(5) Biotechnologies, food sovereignty and climate crisis
(6) Migrants in the movement
(7) The war against war
(8) Community garden wander
(9) The ‘gathering of gatherings’: round-up from a season of meets

& more TBC
More details on ‘the streams’  over the next four pages.

Sessions
at the Gathering
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Alternatively, we can ask questions about the different political focus of these
movements (the emphasis placed on working with the state and elites, the role of
professional organisers and academics, the fear of disruptive action) and ask in a
more focussed way what elements within these movements may be interested in
working with bottom-up, direct action-oriented groups trying to build a “movement
of movements” – something which has been pursued to some extent in the selection
of topics and speakers. This has been attempted particularly in relation to community-
based movements, in the preparation of the 5th, 9th and 10th Gatherings.

Here generational questions seem particularly important, as the political experience
of dominant groups within each movement (eg feminist academics schooled in the
campaigns of the 1980s; community activists who have been through the
professionalisation of the 1990s; ethnic minority organisers who are still constructing
their own organisations and finding their feet within Irish politics) mean that we are
often looking to speak to minority wings within these movements, who are (still)
willing to break the law, who are (still) willing to step outside their own organisational
comfort zones, who are willing to explore what for most Irish activists are relatively
new ways of organising, and who are interested in being part of the “movement of
movements” in ways that go beyond attending conferences or passing motions of
support.
For the moment, however, the internal changes of political culture seem easier to
affect than broadening the network to include relatively self-confident movements,
which in turn seem easier to affect than the broad inequalities of power and resources
in Irish society. However, the current pause in Gatherings, and the reorganising of
the broader “movement of movements” that is underway in Ireland, should give us
the chance to think about how we can tackle all three constructively.

By comparison with these political issues, the (other) practical issues faced by the
Gatherings are relatively minor. Probably the biggest one is whether the Gatherings
should continue to be a network of existing campaigns or whether, as the movement
develops, they should increasingly take on a role as point of first contact, with a
focus on education and information – something which would probably reduce the
degree of democratic organisation in favour of top-down presentations. However,
new activists have to start somewhere, and as the movement of movements grows
internationally, it can be easier for people to see the whole picture and then try to
find somewhere they can make a difference rather than start from a local campaign
and then find their way forward to broader and broader networks.

Practical limitations
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An important part of Grassroots Gatherings is that it creates
a space in which people and groups with diverse experiences
and perspectives on creating a more just and equal society
can learn from each other and find common ground. As part
of this the organisers have invited a number of community-
based activists and workers to discuss their experience of
creating radical change from below. Activists involved in
housing and tenants’ rights, environmental struggles, edu-
cational initiatives, justice campaigns will join together to
discuss in three linked sessions the topic ’Radical civil soci-

ety and the state: experiences, problems and hopes. The sessions will draw on the
rich and varied experiences within community based activism to reflect both upon
the history and some of the most pressing contemporary issues faced by activists
and workers in this area.  In doing so we also want to trace out some strategies for
the future and find reasons for hope in this vital arena of Irish activism.

‘Reflecting on the movement today’ hopes to engage with current issues for activ-
ists in the grassroots movement.
There are real issues that we see around us and face today and tomorrow when we
begin to organise something or decide what to be involved in, the choices we make
can be influenced by how we feel on these.

For us personally operating in a political movement it can be illuminating, interest-
ing and comforting to have the chance to share what you’ve been thinking about
and learn how others are negotiating these issues.

The grassroots movement in Ireland has grown and developed and is at a particular
point where it is relevant and timely to take some space and time to look at deci-
sions we’re making with a bit of a strategic lens; have some discussion on where
we’re at and where we’re going. And how the everyday decisions that we make in
our activism and where we put our energies are bringing the movement on a trajec-
tory.

Thinking about the
Grassroots Movement

Radical civil society and the state:
hopes, fears and experiences
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In the aftermath of the Mayday protests, DGN and the Gatherings were shaken
when one activist was accused of raping another. This brought up issues of personal
safety and gender dynamics within the movement, questions of how to deal with
internal violence from a grassroots point of view, and a range of power issues as
various processes were improvised to tackle the case. Partly as a response to this,
the 8th Grassroots Gathering in Belfast was dedicated to issues of gender and race,
and at this and the 9th Gathering in Dublin feminists organised their own, massively-
attended workshops around issues such as safe space policies.
Most recently, the 10th Grassroots Gathering was held at Rossport Solidarity Camp
last year as a way of building support for the campaign and linking rural community-
based struggles. In many ways this is exactly what bottom-up gatherings should be
for: a tool that local activists can use for their own purposes, rather than a travelling
circus or an organisation parachuting into a local area.

The rape case threw up in a very vivid form some of the informal problems which
activists in the Gatherings had been aware of without being able to tackle. These
can be summarised firstly in terms of participation (few participants from ethnic
minorities or traditional working-class backgrounds, few participants over forty or
under twenty, significantly more men than women). Secondly, in terms of internal
culture and operating style, there are definite conflicts between the different ways
of being that people bring from their own life experience and political practice (more
macho cultures of direct action versus softer, less confrontational approaches; more
wordy and competitive orientations versus more hands-on and cooperative
orientations; a tendency to assume that everyone shares a common history and
points of reference versus attempts to be clearer about one’s own background and
starting point). Thirdly, in terms of political movements, some of Ireland’s largest
progressive movements (community organising, the women’s movement, trade
unionism and the self-organisation of ethnic minorities) have relatively little presence
at the Gatherings.

Obviously this can be interpreted in different ways, leading to
different political conclusions. One is to look at our own internal
practice and try to challenge conventional ways of working, to
hold “a revolution within the revolution” as the 8th and 9th

Gatherings to some extent attempted to do. Another is to see the
problem as lying within the broader society and the constraints to
political participation faced by women, working-class people and
ethnic minorities, leading to underrepresentation and a focus on
the most immediately pressing issues; while there is no doubt
some truth in this, it says little about what can be done to change
things.

Political limitations



8

‘Thinking about the Grassroots Movement’ has been fuelled by conversations hap-
pening at meetings, at parties, over tea, amongst friends and comrades.

The idea is to bring these topics to a forum where, hopefully more peeps can ex-
change ideas, learn from each other and get in touch with how we’re thinking stra-
tegically.

How can we address the things that undermine solidarity within the grassroots
movement?.

How do we create a situation where we have room to disagree and differ without
this fracturing our solidarity?
Why is this a movement issue? Disagreements can fracture solidarity, create a
climate of mistrust and unease, lack of respect and low morale.

This forum can be used to look at how we can create a movement culture, a way of
doing things where it is good and beneficial to have disagreements, that these are
received openly and engaged with and also that they are expressed in a manner
that does not undermine each other’s work.
If divergences and disagreements are turned into something that we engage with
this can foster debate we can learn from, and be part of a healthy movement culture.

The Oxford English Dictionary describes a movement as “A course or series of
actions and endeavours on the part of a group of people working towards a shared
goal; an organization, coalition, or alliance of people working to advance a shared
political, social, or artistic objective.” Implicit in this definition is the subject of strategy:
just how the collective in question intends to try and achieve its goals.

But if a Martian, interested in how social forces worked among Earthlings, descended
to our planet today, would s/he find obvious the strategic outlook of the ‘Grassroots
movement’ in Ireland – that loose coalition emerging into visibility from the end of
the 1990s, united around a rejection of capitalist globalisation and a desire for bottom-
up, rather than top-down solutions to changing the world?

At the turn of the decade, many of us were happy to get swept away with summit
protest fever, and scream and scrawl “We are winning!” across various cities of the
globe. A few years on, many of the same people wouldn’t be caught dead at a
summit protest. (Let alone talk about winning.)

Solidarity? Building a healthy movement culture

Going places: strategy and the Grassroots movement
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Some specific offshoots of “Grassroots” can be identified, where activists have
used the Gatherings to develop new campaigns and networks that have taken on a
life of their own. Briefly, these include the Grassroots Network Against War, that
organised mass direct actions at Shannon airport; a variety of local Grassroots
groups (in Dublin, Cork, Belfast and Galway at least); and (in Dublin) the development
of Grassroots Dissent and the monthly “Anti-Authoritarian Assemblies” mentioned
above from the merger of Dublin Grassroots Network, which organised the Mayday
2004 summit protests, and the Dissent! Group, which organised participation in the
Gleneagles 2005 G8 protest.

Beyond this, “Grassroots” has come to stand – sometimes positively, sometimes
negatively – for a new style of organising in Irish activism: committed to direct
action for radical goals, oriented to bottom-up democracy, and connecting activists
across all our diversity rather than trying to force everyone to follow a single “line”.
Gatherings have been important organising sites for people trying to develop direct
action in particular campaigns, building support networks (eg prisoner support, legal
action, alternative media), and creating new projects (eg community gardening,
squats / social centres).

Although the purpose of the Grassroots Gatherings have been explicitly focussed
on discussion, naturally the prospect of imminent action enlivens things wonderfully,
and is one area where specific contributions can be named. The June 2003 Dublin
Gathering set out to make a bridge between the energy then flying around anti-war
activism and the planned WEF regional meeting in Dublin that autumn. That meeting
was subsequently cancelled; initially the government cited security reasons but
then (perhaps realising that it was not a good idea to tell people that activism could
have effects) came up with various other explanations (a report for the meeting was
said not to be ready). Given the political capital invested by individuals such as
Peter Sutherland and Mary Harney to bring the WEF to Dublin, it seems unlikely
that a consultant’s missed deadline would cancel such an expensive meeting. Far
more likely is that the 2003 Gathering (said at the time to be the largest libertarian
gathering ever held in Ireland) and the more or less simultaneous Irish Social Forum
showed sufficient opposition to the WEF that holding it in Dublin Castle as planned
would have been a very risky strategy.

The energy developed around planning opposition to the WEF was still available
the following year for the formation of Dublin Grassroots Network, which organised
a “weekend for an alternative Europe” in opposition to the May EU summit and its
politics of Fortress Europe, neo-liberal economics and global warfare.

High and low points

Offshoots
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And for a while, opposing Gulf War II seemed like a
real focal point for struggle; but this sense of opportunity
turned to disillusionment, and other focal points were
sought.

Solidarity with the victims of Shell in Erris was tangible and
close enough to home for some, marking a break with ‘mere
activism’ in favour of ‘real class struggle’. More of us have answered this break
towards the ‘real world’ down the road, with bids to build our own worlds, starting
now; to carve out spaces like Seomra Spraoi, autonomous from the logic of capital,
and embracing the logics of creativity, life, fun and freedom.

The contrast between these two paths echoes that old adage of anarchist thought
(recently revisited in much wider movement dialogues) that human emancipation
will be achieved not just through resistance – through ‘negative’ action – but also
through the ‘positive’ action involved in building a new world in the shell of the old;
not just seizing power, but destroying power, and constituting something better in its
place.

Consciously or not, such radically different approaches to revolutionary action coexist
in our midsts. How do we balance them?

The Grassroots Gathering principles give us a sketchy consensus around a desired
political destination; but what is our roadmap? What is our strategy for getting there?

As movements take their course, people’s lives also take their course; at one time
entangled, at another time these trajectories can become estranged. So maybe
sometimes we should take a moment to look at where the various nodes of our
movements are at, and at what you might have missed if you were looking the other
way.

Geography comes in here too: before the Grassroots Gatherings went on holiday
(this one’s the first since 2005), they were prided on rotating between different places
and different organisers; this went alongside the strengthening of links between
activists on the banks of the Liffey, the Lagan, the Lee, the Shannon and the Corrib
– to think only of Gathering venues.

Have we kept on building these links? Or, without enough networking, have we
retreated inside more parochial horizons? What are we all getting up to in our niches
around the country?

Catch-up
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and sets it off from that in other parts of Europe (such as France or Italy, where
trade unions and immigrant groups have been central parts of the movement), as
well as from the rest of the world (such as Latin America or India, where women’s
groups and community organising are far more central to the movement).

A second goal, represented by the principles of the Gatherings, has been to develop
a specifically bottom-up wing within the movement of movements, defined in ways
which can include anarchists, ecologists, feminists, libertarian Marxists, community
activists and radical democrats (see box). Probably the details are not too important
(to the best of my knowledge the only debate around these has been during the
formation of GrassrootsDissent in 2005), but to the extent that they represent a way
of working which enables cooperation across our different organisational styles and
traditions, they seem mostly to work.

The main criticisms have been around informal realities: domination by older, more
articulate activists and masculine operating styles which disempower women. We
should not ignore, though, the “voting with your feet” represented by the fact that
people from trade union, community, women’s and immigrant / ethnic minority groups
(as well as activists in their forties and beyond) rarely come to the Gatherings except
as invited speakers or as members of other movements which are present. This
may reflect a criticism of organising styles, a sense that the Gatherings are not
relevant to their movements, practical issues such as time, travel etc. or a mixture
of all three (see below).

The third, and most important, goal has been to contribute to the development of
the movement of movements in Ireland by feeding into the development of local
campaigns and movements as well as direct confrontations with the state. Other
than direct organisational links (see next section), it’s obviously hard to name which
developments can be specifically traced to the Gatherings and which have to do
with events in the wider society, the impact of the global movement or the work of
other activists and organisations.

What can confidently be said is that the Gatherings have been a significant part of
the rise of the movement of movements in Ireland, from a situation where the most
that happened locally was events in solidarity with protests and movements elsewhere
to the point where the big power structures have been confronted massively – around
the cancelled WEF meeting in 2003, the EU summit and Bush visit in 2004; radical,
direct action-oriented campaigns with a democratic orientation have grown - around
the military use of Shannon airport, the Shell / Statoil project at Rossport, other big
projects at Tara, Ringaskiddy and elsewhere; and a host of local campaigns and
projects have developed, so that (at least in my own town of Dublin) it has at times
taken a monthly meeting just to update each other on everything that is going on in
terms of bottom-up organising (from StreetSeen to community gardening, from the
anarcha-feminist RAG to anti-racist actions).
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And who is ‘we’ anyway?

Do the famous Grassroots Gathering principles still serve as a meaningful rallying
point for our loose coalition against capitalist globalisation? If these principles mark
out our ‘identity’ from anybody else struggling for another world, it is in their emphasis
on horizontal, libertarian ways of organising. They say as much about process as
about goals: for “People should control their own lives and work together as equals,
as part of how we work as well as what we are working towards.”

Has this emphasis on a particular kind of process stood the test of time? Does it still
form a cement for our endeavours, and tie us together as we try to move forward?
Does it amount to more than a ‘nice-ification’ of politics? And how does an obsession
with ‘openness’ and horizontality, and with the rejection of leadership structures and
expertise, equip us to make a difference in an era defined by the global battle
between an out of control, neoliberal capitalism on the one hand, and the future of
humanity and of the planet on the other?

‘Learning about Grassroots Movements’ is a strand of introductory workshops &
discussions exploring different ways of thinking about social change. These
sessions aim to increase our understanding of social movements and the theories
behind them.

The workshops will explore concepts like ‘the movement of movements’ some
‘abc’s’ of feminism, anarchism, & socialism, and explore where they converge/
collide, how they shape our view of society and inform our choices in the struggle
for a different world. The workshops will have an emphasis on popular education
moving beyond assumed understanding of knowledge to a space of
communication sharing and learning. Whether you’re coming fresh to these
discussions or an old dog seeking new tricks we hope in these sessions you’ll
have something to contribute & something to gain…

Learning About Grassroots Movements…

Militant Research aims to generate knowledge and theory from the point of view
of everyday experience and collective resistance. In this session we’ll explore the
relationship between activism and theory and the concept and practice of militant
research in particular.

Militant Research
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This has fed directly in to one of the main goals of the Gatherings, which has been
to build alliances by meeting each other outside the pressured situations of organising
committees, public meetings and street actions. At the start of the Gatherings, Irish
anarchists were already working well together despite theoretical and organisational
differences, and links were growing with radical environmentalists around campaigns
such as the Glen of the Downs and Reclaim the Streets. Almost from the foundation,
strong connections were made with alternative media (particularly Indymedia),
international solidarity (particularly with Latin America), the anti-war movement
(particularly its direct action wing).

In other areas (the women’s movement, anti-racist and immigrant groups, trade
union activism, working-class community organising), while the links are real, they
are also relatively small, and the bulk of these movements remains separate from
the kinds of alliance represented by the Gatherings. This situation is familiar from
the movement of movements in other parts of the English-speaking world in particular

Purposes

The Grassroots Principles

The call for the first Grassroots Gathering in 2001 set out a list of principles
which have become accepted as a basis for the Gatherings. The basic points
are these:
People should control their own lives and work together as equals, as part of
how we work as well as what we are working towards. Within the network this
means rejecting top-down and state-centred forms of organisation
(hierarchical, authoritarian, expert-based, Leninist etc.)
The network should be open, decentralised and really democratic.
We call for solutions that involve ordinary people controlling their own lives
and having the resources to do so:

- The abolition, not reform, of global bodies like the World Bank and
WTO, and a challenge to underlying structures of power and inequality;

- The control of the workplace by those who work there;
- The control of communities by people who live there;

We argue for a sustainable environmental, economic and social system, agreed
by the people of the planet.
We aim to work together in ways which are accessible to everyone, particularly
women and working-class people, rather than reproducing feelings of
disempowerment and alienation within our own network
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The worldwide “movement of movements”, which has brought together individual
movements fighting neo-liberal capitalism and the “New World Order” since the
late 1990s, is a strange kind of animal. Some might say it is less of a single species
and more of a symbiotic relationship between several species, or even a mini-
ecosystem making its way through the cracks of the world the powerful created.

Metaphors aside, the “movement of movements” consists of several very different
kinds of things. It includes a multitude of local campaigns, sometimes organised
into large-scale movements around specific issues (opposition to “war on terror”,
fighting resource extraction companies, workplace organising, struggles over
women’s rights over their own bodies, movements of peasants and small farmers,
intellectual property campaigns, opposition to racism… the list goes on and on).

It includes the high-profile summit protests where the ritual meetings of our rulers
are disrupted by direct action, delegitimated by mass demonstrations, critiqued in
counter-summits and forced to hide in remote rural areas, dictatorships where protests
are banned, behind massive walls or shielded by armies and surface-to-air missiles.
And it includes the long, slow process of creating continuity between summit protests,
networking between different movements and campaigns, building trust or at least
cooperation between different political (and anti-political) traditions: learning to have
confidence in ourselves across a whole society or a whole world.

The Grassroots Gatherings, which have been running in Ireland for the last five
years, fit in here: a space to meet each other and learn to work together; a place to
dance, learn juggling, fall in love and practice for street fighting; a place to work on
the issues that divide us and identify what we have in common; a very temporary
autonomous zone where the phrase “another world is under construction” is more
than just a neat slogan.

From one point of view, part of the job of activists is to build links between individual
discontent into local campaigns, to tie together local campaigns into movements
around single issues, and to find the common threads shared across those
movements. This is where we fight back against the isolation and particularism that
capitalism, racism and patriarchy impose on us, and where we start to create
possibilities that go beyond changing little things within a big picture that remains
the same.

The Grassroots Gatherings
Networking a “movement of movements”

Context

by Laurence Cox
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The general framework of Gatherings has been as a series of discussions; sometimes
organised along the style familiar from international anti-capitalist events (opening
plenary and introductions, multiple parallel workshops, closing plenary), sometimes
in other ways (discussion sessions where speakers were limited to 5-minute
introductions; “Open Space” methodology; practical planning sessions). Around the
edges literature has been distributed, mailing lists set up, contacts made, actions
organised and new events planned.

Much of the “real work”, though, has taken place outside of this structure, in the
practicalities of setting up, cooking and cleaning together; childcare and events for
children; evening socials; sleeping on other people’s floors; sharing buses or lifts;
and coming to recognise each other - beyond theoretical principles and the details
of our campaigns – as intelligent, competent, independent activists not too different
from ourselves.

Participation has varied from about 50 people to about 300, depending on location
more than anything else. Of these, at least three quarters at any Gathering I have
attended have been activists, people already significantly involved in different
campaigns or organisations; while there have been a scattering of people who enjoy
gatherings for their own sake, people trying to find a way into activism and overseas
visitors, the Gatherings have always been mainly about networking between activists,
and numbers need to be assessed in these terms.

1) Dublin (Teachers’ Club and Spacecraft), November 2001. “Global and
local: a grassroots gathering”.
2) Cork (Cork Autonomous Zone), March 2002. “Taking back control of our
lives”.
3) Belfast (Giros), October 2002. (no title)
4) Limerick (Locus), March 2003. “Community, environmental and global
justice activism”.
5) Dublin (Teachers’ Club), June 2003. (no title)
6) Galway (UCG), November 2003. (no title)
7) Cork (Mayfield retreat centre), March 2004. (no title)
8) Belfast (QUB and around), October 2004. “Building safe communities,
addressing gender bias and racism”.
9) Dublin (St Nicholas of Myra community hall), April 2005. “The death of
partnership / what now for grassroots activism? / gender”
10) Erris (Rossport Solidarity Camp), August 2005. “Local community
campaigns

Grassroots Gatherings
to Date
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Although activists are always doing this, there are times when
people are on the defensive in their own lives and the big
structures of oppression and exploitation are on the advance,
and in these times our efforts to connect are houses built on
sand, constantly undermined by the tide of money and power.
In other times, such as the last ten years, our own limited
efforts connect with the much broader movement of other
people’s everyday struggles to change their lives; activists
learn from these as well as helping give them shape, and the
process feels as though it may be able to change something
larger, beyond our own comfort zones.

The movement of movements in Ireland draws on long-standing struggles:
community opposition to multinationals, the women’s movement, left and trade
union battles, working-class community organising, the counterculture and a huge
range of anti-racist, solidarity and self-organised immigrant groups. It also draws on
a long history of networking between movements. Its ability to take these processes
further depends both on shifting power relations within people’s everyday lives and
the broader successes of the movement of movements elsewhere.

Thus Zapatista solidarity goes back to the 1990s, and several Irish activists
participated in the two Zapatista-sponsored Encuentros which encouraged networking
processes around the world. Irish activists took part in the 2000 World Bank / IMF
protests in Prague and the 2001 G8 protests in Genoa, and various events were
organised in Ireland around these. Since 2001 Irish involvement in opposing the US
administration’s “long war” has grown and shrunk in tandem with the movement
elsewhere.

Specific features of the Irish situation include the “Celtic Tiger” and, more broadly,
the widespread social change from a post-colonial, semi-peripheral situation in the
1980s to becoming “part of Europe” in terms of salaries (and racism), consumption
patterns (and individualism), declining religious power (and the defeat of some
elements of old-style patriarchy).

Many of those whose hopes for social change did not distinguish between the liberal
and radical agendas had to discover for themselves that to become “like other
countries” was not enough to bring about equality or justice. Others had to gain the
resources and confidence to come out from under the thumb of what had often
been, particularly at local level, an intensely disempowering, intimately personal
and status-ridden power structure. New kinds of struggles developed – opposing
incinerators or bin taxes, reclaiming the streets or opposing new roads projects –
and new kinds of alliances were forged.
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In this context, a number of activists – on the suggestion of Irish anarchists – took
the initiative of calling a meeting for those involved in the movement from bottom-
up points of view. The goal was to “keep campaigns open and decentralised, [get] a
radical message across [and avoid] the co-optation, fragmentation and
professionalisation of activism”. The invitation defined “bottom-up” as broadly as
possible (“grassroots, libertarian, anarchist, participatory, anti-authoritarian”) so as
to include community activists, feminists, ecological activists and radical democrats.
Those writing and endorsing the letter were mainly anarchists (WSM, ASF, Alliance
of Cork anarchists), environmentalists (Gluaiseacht, Free the Old Head of Kinsale,
Sustainable Ireland), solidarity activists (Irish Mexico group), community organisers,
alternative media (Indymedia, Cyberjournal, The Path, Blue, Rebelweb, A-Infos)
and individuals involved in abortion rights, anti-racist work and trade unions. They
were based in Dublin, Belfast, Cork, Derry, Limerick, Kildare, Monaghan, Wexford,
Down, England and Rome.

At the time the goal was stated as the development of a separate grassroots strand
within the movement which would nevertheless be able to cooperate with other
strands (NGOs, authoritarian left groups etc.) when appropriate. In practice, the
Grassroots Gatherings – and groups linked to them – have become the main (and
the only continuous) networking of the “movement of movements” in Ireland. Other
attempts have been made (the broader-based Irish Social Forum, the SWP-
dominated Global Resistance and Irish Anti-War Movement, some NGO-led
conferences) but none has had a continuous and active presence, unlike other
countries where these strands are often the dominant ones within the movement.

To date 10 gatherings have been held between 2001 and 2005 (see box). In keeping
with the goal of autonomy and decentralisation, there has been no central committee;
at the end of each gathering a group of activists has offered to host the next one in
their own area, and has got on with organising it in their own way, around an agenda
set by themselves and with sometimes very different structures and themes.

This means that - rather than the same people being involved in organising every
Gathering, or being frowned on if they were unable to do so – the organising teams
have been constantly shifting, as has participation at the Gatherings. Not only has
this not been a practical problem (indicating the power of bottom-up organising
strategies and the growing capacities of activists around the country), but the usual
guilt-tripping over participation, and the identification of projects with individuals,
seems not to have happened (which means that we are starting to get out of the
emotional space of old-style Irish organising). It’s a small example, but against the
backdrop of traditional activism in Ireland a telling one.

History


