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Reflective Paper, Module 4 – Sacred Activism

The times are urgent, let’s slow down
(Bayo Akomolafe)

My dearest grandchildren,

My mentor and friend, professor Philippe de Woot, always told me that “Ethical behaviour starts with the first cry of human despair” (de Woot 2014). If this would be true, what should we do if something or someone calls: “Please let me out; I will be good” such as in Ursula Le Guin’s short story “The Ones who walk Away from Omelas” (1973)? In this letter, I will try to describe how I would react as an “old-school” activist, which I have been for many years now, and how I might want to act in the future, in a more spiritual way, after my residency at the Schumacher College.

The story in a nutshell: Omelas is a beautiful city with genuinely happy people. They have everything they need and are enjoying life with perpetual smiles on their faces. Yet, the city has one dark secret: a human, not girl nor boy, is locked in a cellar under the city. The citizens are told that “It” must be kept in precarity if the citizens want to remain happy. “It” is screaming for help, but the citizens learn to live with “It” or, when they cannot take it any longer, they walk way from the city. 

“It” can be seen as a metaphor for poverty, social injustice, environmental crises etc. Like in Omelas, in some parts of the world, people are very happy, however this seems to come at a cost. The prosperity in Western societies grows on the back of human exploitation, pollution, migration, wars in other parts of the world, hidden from the happy few. Your grandfather’s favourite songwriter, Bart Peeters, has put this into words in one of his songs: 
“I am sorry that I cannot save the planet.
I know that madness has defeated common sense,
But that is a concern for later,
As long as there is bread for tomorrow morning.”
This is my own free translation of a Dutch song and a lot of it gets lost in translation, however I hope you understand its meaning: our small daily worries seem much more important than the gigantic problems far away. 

The old-school activist

Coming back to the problem of “It”, still chained in a dark cellar in Omelas, the question is: what can an activist do? Most activists would consider, like William James (1891), that it is morally wrong to use one person as a means to secure the happiness of the majority, even if a utilitarian calculation might justify such treatment. Utilitarians are of the idea that what brings “the greatest happiness to the greatest number” is right. Many live by this utilitarian calculus, but not an activist: they believe in virtue and can not let any injustice go (Curry 2011: 43). Hence an activist would react, whether in Omelas or elsewhere.

The old-school activist would fight to save “It”. Based on the conviction that “It” needs and can be saved, the activist would “act” to undo the injustice. They could act in different ways: by expressing solidarity with “It” by means of pins, protest marches, campaigning; by working with the institutions to make them change the rules; by getting themselves chained to the cellar or going on a hunger strike; by empowering “It” to speak up etc. There are a thousand different ways to act against injustice. In their focussed commitment to change the world, activists become instrumentalists, using a similar domineering logic to the one they are fighting (Kaplan and Davidoff 2014: 7). They tend to see human and environmental problems as mechanical problems, hence perpetrating the Descartian logic: all problems can be fixed and managed, like a machine. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a perfect example of an anthropocentric notion of change and causality and conviction that we can, if we put our backs to it, create the world we want (Akomolafe 2017: 245). Activists all over the world have embraced the SDGs agenda. On their warrior paths, activists meet activists and hence strengthen their common vision: the world is in need of help and it is ever so lucky to have us on its side! 

Once activists, such as myself, realise that the system will not change and that problems can not readily be fixed, they become frustrated, exhausted, despaired and leave Omelas, like in the title of the novel. Exit the Hero. 

The sacred activist

That should be the end of activism, were it not that true activists never give up. They cannot help it, it is stronger than themselves: they “need” to act. Instead of walking away, they come to the Schumacher College to learn about other ways to engage, to become sacred activists. This may sound like an activist’s promotion:  from a merely human activist to a sacred one. You might think, like I used to, that sacred activism is about adding some yoga and meditation to the regular activism to give it a spiritual coating, but it is not as simple. It really is a new way of being in the world. 

The first lesson at the Schumacher College is that Sacred Activism is not about DOING but about BEING (Kaplan and Davidoff: 3). How shocking! How can one save the world just by being? Being, sounds very passive to an activist. There is no merit in “being”, so why would it be more sacred than doing? Because, to say it in Omelas’ terms, “It” is not something external but “It” is me and fixing “It” would be fixing myself. This is an eye-opener: we are part of the problem we are trying to fix, whether or not we want it. We are an entangled part of the world and our “awakening to the deep interconnectivity of all human and non-human beings is the quest and the key to activism” (Akomolafe 2015: 250). The motto for sacred activism ought to be: Contemplation before Action. This means that we should look at reality with wider eyes than mere fixability or usability, rather looking for the way we are entangled in the problem we are trying to solve. Rather than to respond to a problem, we should “with-ness” it and consider how we are already involved and concerned (Akomolafe 2017: 653). We do not stand outside of the world, we are part of it and our ethics are not our actions but our whole beings as pieces of the word in all its complexity. When we realise there is no external problem, rather that we are all intertwined, we may be able to live by the words of the Persian Poet Rumi (1207-1273): “Let the beauty of what you love be what you do” (Rumi). That is the real sacred part of activism. 

The second lesson I learned is that a solution often perpetuates the problem. Our teacher, Bayo Akolomafe, is convinced that the ways activists have responded in the past to our current crises have contributed to these crises (Akomolafe 2015: 245). In other words, not only have we, the activists, not solved the problem, but we have even sustained it. How? We have been using terms such as “fixing” and “solutions”, that presume that the world can be “fixed” and “moulded” by humans. This logic of domination and submission is exactly the logic that caused most of our societal problems in the first place. We have become the system we are fighting! What a disaster! Take, for example, the way we try to tackle the current climate change. We think we can solve this by reducing carbon emissions or putting a higher price on carbon. In the same way as the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) measurements force us to privilege corporate industrial activity over non-monetary practices like caring, teaching or the contributions of nature to our wellbeing; so too, do carbon metrics reduce climate change to the amount of carbon in the atmosphere, favouring that over any other measure to restore our long-lost relationship with nature. This way, we play into the neoliberal agenda of progress and anthropocentric control, which is precisely what caused the crisis in the first place. Here again, before we start to act, we ought to stop and consider whether the “solution” we are contemplating does not perpetuate the problem instead. 

The third lesson is that we cannot save the world (Akolomafe 2017: 245). Blast! There goes the Rebel With a Cause. The new activist is no longer a rebel but a dancer (Akomolafe 2015). Dancing has no destination, no cause, however, a dancer is always aware of their environment. Every move induces another move, which in turn induces yet another one. The focus is on the dance, not on the dancers, who should follow the music. Being a sacred activist means realizing that the world is not a dormant place: when atlas shrugs, the world shrugs back (Akomolafe 2015: 245). We may not be able to change the world; however, we can change our relationship with the humans and non-humans we encounter. This is our “response-ability”. If we want to make a difference, we should try to “become-with”, to go with the flow instead of trying to change it (Akomolafe 2015: 245). If we sever ourselves from this flow, we lose our porosity and adopt one-size-fits-all solutions that reinforce the same realities we want to escape. 

And finally, the message is to slow down, because when we ‘hurry up’, we lose sight of the abundance of resources that might help us and we rush back into the same patterns we are used to (Akomolafe Nd.).  The idea of slowing down is not about getting answers, it is about questioning our questions. It is about staying in the places that are difficult, “staying with the trouble” (Haraway 2016). In our culture, daring to slow down is a magnificent act of rebellion. If an activist urges us to stop killing whales, for example, the call to slow down reminds us that we do not simply act upon the world as if the world were external to us. As a result, we might come to realise that the loss of our intimate connection with the oceans and its inhabitants has made us poor spokespeople for the wellbeing of non-humans. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]It does not mean that we do not care about climate change or poverty or that we cannot act or react, it means that we do not care about the old solutions because they do not recognize our entanglement in the web of life (Akomolafa, B. 2015:260). Moving outside the framework of the old solutions expands the space of “response-ability” and opens new ways into the answers. If we rethink nature as interconnected and open, we will act in “murmuration” like the starlings, never unilaterally. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) have called this a “rhizome”, a complex network of segments that has no origin or end, but rather interweaves in plateaus. If one part of it is removed, the remaining parts will continue, in an unpredictable manner, always forming interconnected plateaus. It opens all sorts of possibilities however we do not know which directions these possibilities will take. Karen Barad confirms that “there are no solutions; there is only the ongoing practice of being open and alive to each meeting, each interaction, so that we may use our ability to respond, our respons-ability, to help us to awaken, to breathe life into ever new possibilities for living justly” (Barat, K.2007: 251). 


Conclusion: the charioteer with the two horses

How will it feel for me to become a sacred activist? On the positive side, it is a relief not to have to worry about the outcome anymore but rather to be allowed to go with the flow. I would like to apprehend the relationship dimension and I love dancing. I can also feel that there is truth in the fact that change starts with our perception and that we are part of a larger whole. On the other hand, I believe will always continue to look for impact and results in the field (Kaplan and Davidoff: 13) because the road to hell is paved with good intentions, and I want to make sure that my actions and intentions do not do more harm than good. Even though I rationally grasp the idea that the results will not be my doing, I nevertheless still find it hard to be a “rebel without a cause”. Action and reaction (results) gave a meaning to my life and I find it extremely difficult to just “be” without doing. So I would like to end my letter with yet another story: Plato’s myth of the charioteer. I can relate to Plato’s metaphor as it represents the daily struggle I will have to face. 
Plato tells the allegory of the Charioteer to illustrate the human soul (Phaedros). The charioteer drives a pair of winged horses: one of them is white and sacred, the other is black and material. The steering gives him much trouble (Black, R. 2014:38), because the black horse pulls down, toward the material world below, whereas the white horse pulls upward toward the sacred heaven. Still, the charioteer must rein in both horses and find a balance between the restraint of the white horse and the bold movement of the black one. Restraint and boldness are not necessarily good and bad (Belfiore, E. 2006: 190) but are both useful. That will be my task the following years: to find a balance between my powerful activist energy and a more lenient sacred flow. Just as in Plato’s allegory, if I don’t succeed, my horses will lose their wings and my chariot will plummet to earth or crash. It may take a while to achieve this ultimate balance, however Plato assures us that, after the crash(es), the horses regrow their wings and once again take flight. This gives me hope that even if I do not immediately find a perfect balance, I can get right back on the horses and try again.
Meanwhile, my dearest grandchildren, you may wish me a safe journey in my sacred activist chariot with the double winged horses.

Love you very much,

Your grandmother


PS: Please find below my reading list.
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