From the cosmos to the Labour Party – thoughts on our ‘reflective event’
One of the things said about NCIA is that our ‘circle of concern’ is bigger than our ‘circle of influence’! The landscape of voluntary action on which we work is huge in itself and we continually try in turn to relate what is happening in that sphere to larger social, political and environmental forces at large. To try and tackle the confusion that this inevitably generates we convened a special two-day event at the end of April that brought together 20+ people from a wide variety of vantage points – reformist and revolutionary, engaged and alienated, but all from a starting point that the things we stand for and believe in need to be fought for. In relation to this big picture, what’s going on and what can we do about it?
The result was inspiring, making visible the tensions and contradictions that exist within and between us, and looking for the ways that these can be accommodated to serve our shared aspirations. This article is my personal take on our discussions and their impact, informed also by contributions after the event from other participants and a discussion at one of our co-director’s meetings. 
Remember our time and our place
“When your head is full of busyness to right the wrongs of the world, don’t forget, on a clear night, to look up at the stars and remember what we are a part of”

This was one reminder to our ‘task-and-finish’ impulses that we are part of something much bigger than ourselves, something awesome to grasp and precious to belong to. Much of our discussion meandered through the yin and yang of this – short-termism v the long view, young or old, incisive action NOW or steady development, learning from history or gazing into the future, reform or revolution, but above all honouring the process. As another participant said:
“This has been going on (long) before I became involved. My struggle is only an extension of what’s gone before. I won’t complete it either. In fact it won’t be ‘completed’. All I can do is contribute – at this historical moment; within these current contexts.”

Of course, being reminded that you are part of the cosmos isn’t necessarily a handy guide to action but it did help to inspire a sense of symmetry, wholeness and an awareness of time and place. It slowed some of us down, allowed us to draw breath and calm our panic about the state of the world and to take solace from the conundrum that as human beings we are both puny and incredibly powerful at the same time.
More directly for me, it made sense of the need to move constantly from the general to the particular and back again in our attempts to make sense of our world and our work. Specifically the merit and learning that comes from interpreting and describing daily events and actions against a backcloth that is social, economic, environmental, political and ideological – and making the connections between these. This is what we have always tried to do within NCIA and it was good to be supported in the approach.
The threats we face
Things are bad and are getting worse. Whether at the planetary level or in contemplating your neighbourhood back yard, the direction of travel is not hopeful. Resource wise we are living beyond our means, which though true, is an insult to the billions of people on earth who have practically nothing - in power and in the privilege of consumption, inequality rules. This is about human nature but it is also about ideology and values, individual and collective. In our epoch the rise and hegemony of global capitalism, amplified by the neo-liberals driving it, is destroying our planet and impoverishing its people. It will end badly unless we are able to stop it.
Though it may depress us, the first step in taking back the initiative is to recognise the threats we face and their enormous scale. This appreciation allows us to direct our energies to the places where we think we can have most impact – amongst those that surfaced during our two days were environmental concerns, equality, race, xenophobia, and paying attention to the casualties, those hardest hit (poverty, health, women, young people, employment….).
A tent that’s big enough for all of us

For our event, we had deliberately invited people whom we knew to adopt different approaches to the ‘threats we face’. We were amply rewarded by the exchanges that resulted. The ‘insider’ perspective was represented by the belief that the system might be rubbish but it is still possible – and crucial – to influence it. This took us into the politics of the establishment, how to manoeuvre the government into backing off from damaging policies, how to get the Labour Party returned at the next election, how to win small gains that nevertheless pushed in the right direction. The urgency argued here is for the need to protect and defend against the theft of our common wealth – rights, liberties, and social protections. Against this, the ‘outsiders’ see the system as broken and beyond repair and engaging with it will at best waste our time, at worst simply result in our incorporation. Self reliance is our armour and our strength, building our own structures and connections that will sustain us through the developing crisis and collapse.
Another way of framing this division is between those who press for political engagement as opposed to community engagement, the latter looking to longer term and more developmental strategies to generate movement and change from the bottom up. Within this perspective, the pursuit of individual self realisation and sociability are valid in their own right and meaningful routes to other objectives of collective and political action. Although it was also said that moving to the latter needs the input of “conscious intent” – the stimulus of activists and ideas that can help people to move into a political space.
All, however, seemed to agree that the seeds for the future lie with millions of small scale actions, people doing what they can when they can. In turn this creates the dilemma of scale and critical mass – how do we mobilise and connect in ways that creates strength, resilience and power, both to resist and to substitute positive paradigms for the grubby ones on offer to us now?
Resistance and opposition also took our attention – is it effective, will it gain support, is ‘being negative’ a handicap in our struggle for social justice, equality and environmental sustainability? The ‘abolitionist’ approach was vigorously defended. As one person argued, there is nothing wrong with saying: 
“This will not do. This is not ethical (or perhaps workable). This far and no further. We need first to ‘put out the fires’/halt the assaults…. I can only discuss alternatives when the shaping hegemonic (oppressive) ideologies/values have been shifted or replaced.” 
Others felt that it is our responsibility to know what we want to see instead and, if not us doing this, then who are we going to leave it to? We need big ideas and little ideas about what we want and we should always be able to present these alongside our critique and our anger.
It felt to me that our mood at the end of our first day together reflected these differences and divisions. We were confused, frustrated and rather irritable with one another but we managed to hold the line. More frank, and more mellow, exchanges in the pub and the opportunity to withdraw overnight meant that we gathered again the following morning with energy and optimism and, I sensed, a determination to square the circle. 
Time was spent talking about alliances and connections and it was accepted, I think, that these can be found in the strangest of places, outside of the tribal political homes which have anyway become emasculated. This also raises the need to move beyond the converted and reaching out to the undecided and the potentially and resentfully accommodating. Perhaps the conclusion of this part of our debate – or maybe it is just my conclusion – is the need to ‘agree to disagree’ as a basic presumption. It was clear that all of us in that room, despite our differences, were on the same side and we all need all the help we can get on the particular paths that we have decided to follow.

So what about the state and the citizen?
Given the immediate environment in which we are working it was inevitable – and right – that we devoted time to questions of the state, the citizen, civil society, public services and the market. Here again, we found agreement and disagreement. Some of our group come from an experience that says the state is overbearing, dangerous and, in the matter of public services, has served us poorly. Others hold that it is only a progressive state that could possibly hold the power and leverage to counteract global capitalism and, more domestically, control its abuses; the need therefore is to re-claim and rehabilitate the state. A third position in the room held that the state is a necessary institution but cannot be trusted to protect or act in the interests of the people – hence the need for an informed and active civil society to hold it to account, including an independent and feisty voluntary and community ‘sector’. All, I think, agreed however that the ‘market state’, where its principal purposes are subservient to corporate private power, is where we are heading and must be opposed.

Most, though not all, would also probably agree that a key alliance, in a more ideal situation, would be the state and the voluntary sector together against the entryism of the private sector. Such a perspective and alliance would allow some leeway, for example, in dealing with the problems of public services. Certainly a difficulty for NCIA, in defending public services and opposing outsourcing and privatisation has been to place us in the position of appearing to defend service delivery and quality that is actually indefensible. For me, a concrete outcome of our event is the resolve to work towards a coherent position on how public services should be designed and delivered by whom. And another is to continue our work to link with public sector trades unions and others with commitment and goodwill to sort this tangle out.
Boiling it down, getting specific….

Reading through this article much seems tentative, a definite maybe. But we did get specific in our small groups and from these four themes emerged with a good deal of clarity:
· What is needed for communities to thrive, especially our aspirations to promote and encourage mutuality? This has to be the bedrock to permanent and sustainable social change. Already follow up work is happening in relation to this theme;

· How can we stop the juggernaut? We are losing so much, so fast in the here and now. We cannot stand by and watch this happening and we need to use all of the weapons at our command to marshal and mobilise opposition;
· We must find ways of creating new relationships between the state and the citizen. We have to halt the drift into the ‘market state’ at the same time as building the connections and alliances that will generate citizen power. If we don’t stop what’s going on, there is no-one else who is going to do it for us;
· Which also means that we have to find better ways of joining up the activism – it’s an old adage but still true – together we stand, divided we fall.
The point of it all

So what then was the point of it all? Within the room, we have certainly chosen different paths to express our aspirations for a better world. But the stirring message that came through this dialectic and which united us was the value of the concept and exercise of rights as our fundamental social protection and emancipation. And that one of our rights (and our duty) is to create and fight for an alternative narrative; one that asserts the goodness of human beings, does not hark back to the past (but learns from history), recognises with humility our place on the planet, and in the cosmos, and the responsibilities we owe to future generations
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