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Grassrooting the Imaginary:  Acting within
the Convergence

Paul Routledge

Enfolding

Glasgow apartment, Scotland, 1999.

| readanarticlein the Guardiannewspaperit wasby the IndianauthorArundhatiRoy.
In it shedescribedthe plight of the advivasi(tribal) peopleon the banksof India’s
holiestriver, the Narmada Shemadea call for internationalobserversand participants
to comeandsupport/participatén the Monsoon-longsatyagraha thatwasgoingto be
conductedn defianceof the constructiorof megadamsalongthe valley (thatwould, if
all built, displaceup to 15 million people).l decidedto travelto India to participatein
the struggleagainsthe dams.At aboutthe sametime, by a seriesof chanceencounters,
throughcontactswith acquaintanceandfriends,| heardaboutthe burningof fields of
(Monsanto-ownedsM cottonin India’s southerrstateof Karnatakaby the Karnatakan
StateFarmer’'sUnion. | alsodecidedto visit themwith the intention of settingup a
researchproject. The Farmer’'sUnion wasto be the hostof the secondinternational
conferenceof the recently formed internationalnetwork of grassrootanovements,
People’sGlobal Action. After participatingin the satyagrahaalongthe banksof the
Narmada) took a seriesof trains,busesrickshawsto just southof Bangalorevherethe
conferencavasto be held. Therel meta charming,charismaticSpaniardvho discussed
with methe brief history of the networkthat| hadjust becometentativelyentwinedin.
He introducedmeto a gatheringof people who, throughtheir proficiencyin languages,
experience®f political action,accesgo financial,technologicabndculturalresources,
represente@ rangeof socialmovementsThroughmy appearancat this gatheringof
individuals, so my further enfolding into the network commenced.l attended
workshops,informal discussionsyoundtables plenaries,parties,communalmeals,
confidentialasides,and social drinking. | becamefurther entwinedin the entangled
relations,interactionsyelays,intimacies,argumentsandjealousieghat comprisedhe

1 Literally ‘truth force’. EachMonsoonsince 1991, the NBA (NarmadaBachaoAndolan, Savethe
Narmadamovement)hasinitiated nonviolent satyagrahaswherebyvillagers in the submergence-
threatenedreasmearthe damsresisteviction from their homes pledgingto remainevenat the risk of
being drowned.
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web of contactghatenabledhesepeopleto strategiseandthe networkto act.| became
increasinglydrawnandboundto this groupof charismaticexperiencedhardworking
activistswith a lust for life andrebellion. Subsequentlygduring the nextfive years,l
travelledto someof the network’snodes]ocatedin India, Nepal,BangladeshT hailand,
to hold face-to-facemeetingswith variousactivists.We arethe network,all of uswho
resist.

A white, maleacademiandactivist,| havebeenworking andresearchingvithin this
network of grassrootpeasanimovementsn orderto facilitate collective actionand
solidarity. After describingthe network (converging and my positionality and
experiencesvithin it (following, threading,embodying, | raisetheissueof relationality
betweerresistingsubjectsn orderto discusshow movementsnight forge sustainable
mutualarticulationsof resistancehatnegotiatedifferencesn power,culture,resources,
politics etc. | arguefor a relational ethics of struggle,attentiveto difference,that
stressesheimportanceof collaborationbetweerresistingsubjectsandanalysesomeof
the preliminarywaysthatsucha networkedmaginarymight be'groundedin grassroots
communities, reflecting upon my role (and others) in facilitating this process.

Acting within this network consistsof a setof informational,experiential,emotional,
andbodily practices(Juris2004).As Riles (2001) notes,networksgenerateheir own
reality by reflecting upon themselvesan ambition for political changethrough
communicationand information exchange”(2001: 3). So what follows is also
communicatiorandinformationexchangearticulating“not somuchmy positionin the
field, as the way the field is both within and without myself’ (2001: 20).

Converging

People’sGlobal Action (PGA) representsa network for communicationand co-

ordination betweendiverse social movements,whose membershipcuts across
differencean gender ethnicity,languagenationality,age,classandcaste PGA Asia is

concernedwith five principal processesof facilitation and interaction between
movementslt actsas a facilitating spacefor communicationjinformation-sharing,
solidarity, coordination,and resourcemobilisation (Routledge,2003a).The network
articulatescertainsymbolicunifying values— what| would termcollectivevisions— to

provide commongroundfor movementfrom which to articulatecommonopponents
(e.g. neoliberalism) and coordinate collective struggles.

2 The collective visions of PGA, are as follows (Taken from the PGA website: www.agp.org):

1. A very clear rejection of capitalism,imperialism and feudalism;and all trade agreements,
institutions and governments that promote destructive globalisation.

2. We rejectall forms and systemsof dominationanddiscriminationincluding, but not limited to,
patriarchy,racismandreligiousfundamentalisnof all creedsWe embracethe full dignity of all
human beings.

3. A confrontationalattitude,sincewe do not think that lobbying canhavea majorimpactin such
biasedand undemocratioorganisationsjn which transnationakapitaliis the only real policy-
maker.
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The broadobjectivesof the networkareto offer aninstrumentfor co-ordinationand

mutual supportat the global level for thoseresistingcorporaterule andthe neoliberal

capitalistdevelopmenparadigm,to provideinternationalprojectionto their struggles,
and to inspire peopleto resistcorporatedominationthroughcivil disobedienceand

people-orientedonstructiveactions.PGA hasalsoestablishedegionalnetworks— e.g.

PGA Latin America,PGA Europe,PGA North AmericaandPGA Asia—to decentralise
the everydayworkingsof the network.The principalmeansof materialisingthe network

havebeenthru the internet(PGA hasestablishedts own website(www.agp.org)and

email list in order to facilitate network communication);global and regional

conferencesactivist caravangorganisedn orderfor activistsfrom different struggles
andcountriesto communicatevith oneanotherexchangenformation,andparticipate
in various solidarity actions); and global days of action.

The PGA networkis facilitated by socialmovementswithin the network but much of
the organisationalwork has beenconductedby ‘free radical® activists and key
movementontactgusuallymovementieadersor generalsecretariesyvho havehelped
organiseconferenceganobiliseresourcege.g.funds),andfacilitate communicatiorand
informationflows. Thesefree radicalsand key contactsconstitutethe ‘imagineers’of
the network,who attemptto ‘ground’ the conceptor imaginaryof the network(whatit
is, how it works, whatit is attemptingto achieve)within grassrootcommunitieswho
comprisethe membershipof the participantmovementsAs onesuch'‘free radical’ in
PGA Asia, | wantto consideranembodiedrelationalethicsof struggledrawingin part
from someof the insightsfrom actor-networktheory (ANT) and feminist political
theory and some personal experiences that come from direct action.

Following and Threading

Ganges river delta, Bangladesh, 2002

Following the network, so many bodily memories.Sleepingon a woodentablein a

corrugatedhut, waiting for a meetingthat neverhappenedOvercrowdedrickshaw
spewingexhaustfumesinto our eyesand lungs. Bouts of diarrhoeaand clenching
stomachcramps.Blistering humid heatbeforecooling monsoonrains. Tip-towing on

intermittentbrick steppingstonesamid the squelchingnud. On a smallmotor-powered
fishing boat, our group of activistssail down the Tetuliariver in the Gangesdelta,
BangladeshSeparatedy the flooding blue-greenriver are tiny islandsonly large
enoughfor oneor two housesandfew trees.Turbid deltabraids,endlessasthe driving

rain. Gatherednets, abandonedoats dancingto the river's swell. Mao Zedong
entreatedis cadrego moveamongthe peasantsike fish in water.In the Monsoon that
is literally whatwe do. Jungle andfields of padi* andpaart form anecklaceto theriver

4. A call to direct action and civil disobediencesupportfor social movements'struggles,
advocatingforms of resistancevhich maximizerespecfor life andoppressegeoplestights, as
well as the construction of local alternatives to global capitalism.

5. An organisational philosophy based on decentralisation and autonomy
3 | have taken this term from a fellow activist within PGA.
4 Rice.
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that shimmersemerald,turquoiseand jade. We paddle acrossrain-sodden fiver-
encroachegadifields to meetlandlesgpeasantsvho haveoccupiedslandsin theriver.
We sleepon boardthe smallwoodenboatonly to wakeastherain beginsto fall. Under
darkenedmonsoonskies, as hunting batsemergefrom the jungle, we shelterin the
boat’s small cabinfrom the torrential rains. Siren whoops,rusting rooftops,huddled
shadowswait at the river's edge.We meanderour way acrossthe vastriver and its
myriad tributaries.

TheMonsoonflooding in the deltaeffacesthe differencebetweernthelandandtheriver,
creatinga surreallandscapeCloseto theriver, thelandis inundated put only by a few
inches A fishing boatsailspastherdof cowsseeminglywalking on water.Behindthem
a strip of land is sandwichedetweenstrips of water.Beyond,small hutsare nestled
amongstclumpsof trees,surroundedoy water.Here, on the islands— or chars— that
haveemergedrom the migratingriver, the landlesshaveoccupiedthe land, fertile with
alluvial soils. 1 travelwith activistsfrom the ‘Aaht Sangathan- or Eight organizations
— which areinvolved in various strugglesincluding organisinglandlesspeasantsn
Bangladestho occupythechar$. In particular,] amvisiting Bangladestat theinvitation
of the BangladesIKrishok Federationthe landlesspeople’smovement BKF), which
formsthe largestgroupof the nationalnetworkthatis the Sangathamwhichis in turn,
part of PGA.

The PGA network comprisesa multiplicity of connectionsarticulations,momentsof
action,meetingpoints,desiresjntimaciesetc. Every networkcomprisethernetworks,
a multiplicity of individualswho are part of families, communities socialmovements
with all of their problematicmessyrelationshipsinteractionsanddynamics Networks
arein partheldtogethery the connectiveflow of narrativespr stories thatpeopletell.
They provide a groundedexpressiorof people’simaginations experiencesinterests
andvalues.Storiesexpressa senseof identity and belonging— who ‘we’ are,why a
‘we’ havecometogether,what ‘we’ standfor. Storiesalso communicatea senseof
cause purposeandmission.They expressaims, methodsandcultural dispositionsand
canbedeployedo attractexternalaudienceswWhile my narrativecanberelatedto other
narrativessinceat particularjuncturestheyintersecttheyremainquite different,voices
from differentrealities,which convergemomentarily.Eachtime we enterthe flow of
the network,we encounteisomeof the myriad connectionsinteractionsyelays,social
relationsand discourses/textthat circulatein ever-changingorms and which differ
from placeto place (cf. Juris 2004). To understandacting in the network requires
immersionin the watersof participation,in the specificnodes/placesf the network,
even as we freely flow through the network wherever it leads.

Bruno Latour (1993) arguesthat contextis alwaysmadein processyatherthanbeing
pre-given.Contextsare constructedaround/byspecific projects (out of materials,

5 Betel.

6 The Eight organizationshave a membershipof 1.3 million peopleand comprise:the Bangladesh
Krishok Federationlandlesspeasant®rganization,700,000members)the BangladestKisani Sabha
(women peasantrganization);the BangladeshFloating Labour Union (migrant labourers);the
Bangladesh-loating Women'sLabour Union; the Bangladeshdivasi Samiti (indigenouspeople’s
organization)the BangladestRural Intellectual Front; the Ganochay&aangskritikKendro (cultural
center); and the Revolutionary Youth Sabha (youth front).
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resourcetc.)thatareavailable‘locally’ to the project. As Laurier and Philo (1999)
note, this demandfor specificity, parallelsdemandsof geographershat ‘contextual
thinking’ alwayspay attentionto the precisetime-spacesvhich areinvolved (Gregory,
1994; Thrift, 1996). Every networkis a node,every node a network, henceANT’s
interestin how connectionsare fosteredand sustainedwvithin networks,alsoincludes
consideratiorthe nodes(peopleandplaces)of the networkandhow theyinfluence,and
in turn are influencedby, the weaving of webs and the drawing of connections.
Understandinghe dynamicsof networkoperationalogics entailsthinking aboutpower
relations acrossspaceand not necessarilyin any one place. This is a relational
perspectivahat focuseson the effectivenes®f connectionge.g. communicationrand
operationalinks) betweenthe actorsin the network (Massey,1994).Becausewithin
the vortex of desire,feeling, imagination,symbols,speechmovement,action and
terrain suchexperiencesre lived astheater,ceremony,spontaneityor ritual asthe
demonstratiorof thewill of thosewho arecapableof anddesirousof resistanceThere
arealsoghostshere,asthe pastcontinueso hauntthe actionsof thosewho live in the
present. There are also those unexpectedmoments;the fleeting contexts and
predicamentswhich produce potential, and human capacitiesof expressionand
invention,i.e. the powerof theimagination(Thrift, 2000:214-215).In orderto beginto
understandhow eventsareshapedasthey happenijt is importantto weave“a poeticof
the commonpracticesand skills which producepeople,selvesand worlds” (Thrift,
2000: 216).

It was my intentionto follow part of the network’s flows, interactionsand nodesof
action,to obtaina ‘sense’of it andto actwithin it. In part,| wasableto follow the
networkwhereverl choseto travel. Of course,this wasduein large part dueto the
privilegesof mobility, funding, class,nationalitythataccrueto the white, male,Western
academic.Privilegesthat included the time to engagein critical evaluationwhile
activistswereresistingthe impactsof neoliberalismon their local environmentandthe
ability to leave Asia whenever | wanted to (see Nast, 1994; Routledge, 2002).

Following is an active, embodied process. AccordinDateuze and Guattari, following
forgoesthe autonomyof a fixed perspectivan orderto chartthe coursealongwhich it
flows, while beingbornealongby theflux of eventsandthe singularities(e.g.nodes)it
encountersgngagingin “a continuousvariation of variablesinsteadof extracting
constantgrom them” (1987:372).Following connectdhe singularitiesit encounterdy
is own movementetweenandwithin them,andseeksto draw a flow of connections,
rather than enact a process of appropriation, between these experiences.

| followed the PGA networkby beingpart of it — by going with andbeing partof the
flow of interactionscommunicationsgconnectionghatcomprisepartof its action.For,
in somesenses$ actedlike athread linking partsof the networktogetherl followed the
PGA network by being part of it — by going with and being part of the flow of
interactionscommunicationsgonnectionghat comprisepart of its action.| followed,
participated,but also createdcertain encountersCertain materials enabledsuch
encounterso take place— computersairplanespusestaxis, rickshaws penandpaper
etc.Indeed,agencyis constructedhroughthe combinationof heterogeneousaterials,
humanand non-humanHowever,what do we do with that agency?Communication
betweenpeople,eyeto heartto mind, repletewith intonationsandgesturesarecrucial
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to forming the crucial commongroundingthat enableshe networkto act. The ideas
brainstormedplanshatched schemesliscardedjtinerariesplanned,logisticsworked
through- all initially takeplacein interpersonameetingsawayfrom theinsecuresites
of internetand telephonecommunicationtechnologiesMoreover,suchface-to-face
meetings enable the embodying of a relational ethics of struggle (Juris 2004).

Embodying

Following the connectivelow initiated by a newspapearticlereadin Scotland prought
me twice (in 1999 and2000)to the Narmadariver in India, anda participantin PGA
and the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA, Save the Narmadamovement).The
movement— which consistsof adivasi subsistencdarmersand wealthy cash-crop
peasantarmers— haswageda non-violentstruggleagainstthe constructionof mega-
dams along the river valley since 1985 (see Routledge, 2003b).

Satyagraha camp: Domkhetiaharashtra, India, 2000

The rhythm of the campbeginsasdawnbreaksover the silver watersof the Narmada
river. I'm awokenaround6amfrom my fitful sleepby the singingof Bhajansoutside
the Pawrahut in which | haveslungmy hammock! lie therewaiting for the soundof
the chaiwallah, beatinghis metalladle on the sideof his metalbucket,filled with black
chai sweetenedvith unrefinedsugar.By 7amteahasbeenserved,andwe beginto
gatherin the meetingtent, overlookingthe river. By 7:30amthe meetinghasbegun.
First with prayersto the river goddess Narmada,then meditation.Subsequently,
introductionsof newcomergo the camp are made,information disseminatedabout
forthcomingactions,andfuture political projectsare discussedThe meetingusually
lastsapproximatelyoneanda half hours.Following that,the camp’soccupantsonduct
shramdan(donatedabour),suchascreatingwaterlinesfrom theriver to fill thecamps
drinking watersupply.Only after this work is completeddo we sit down on the baked
eartherfloors of anadivasihut to eatbreakfastAfter that we havesomefree time to
bathe,relax, and do our own work. The restof the day is takenup with organising
meetingsjnterviewsandtheferrying of activiststo variouspartsof the valley according
to what activitiesare currentlybeingarrangedlIf we arelucky thenwe drink another
chai around4pm. The only other meal, dinner, is usually just after sun has set.
Following that, we have more meetingslong into the night. At one suchmeetinga
groupof perhapdifty peoplearehuddledunderthe meetingtentin thehamlet.Theyare
adivasipeasantswho havearrived by boatfrom their villages many miles down the
river. Under the light of a single hurricanelamp, the facesof adivasisare dimly
illuminated.A waningmooncastsasilvery light acrosshe Narmadaln the distancethe
thrum of the NBA motor boatfadesinto the darknessOneby onethe assembleanen
relatetheir testimonieconcerningheimpactsof largedamconstructionn their valley
— the traumaof displacementthe hardshipsand deceitsof resettlementthe ongoing
struggle for justice.

7 Indigenous person.
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Participantsat the satyagrahaduring July Septembe2000 includedlocal adivasis
farmersfrom the nearbyNimar Plains,Indian studentsactivistsfrom a rangof Indian
women'’s, environmental,and peasantorganizations,and international activists,
researchersand studentfrom Britain, Canada,United Statesand the Netherlands.
Becausespaces boundinto local to global networks,which actto configureparticular
places placessuchas Domkhedibecomethe focusof a “distinct mixture of wider and
more local social relations” (Massey,1994: 156), and hencecan be imaginedas
“articulated moments’iloid., 154) in the fluid spaces of networked social relations.

We — humansand non-humans- are constitutedthroughthe performanceof myriad,
heterogeneousnd messymomentsand modesof being-in-the-worldandthroughthe
living fabrics of associationand relation that configure that world. By taking
embodimentas the nexus of our situtadeness/embeddednassthe world is to
foregroundrelationality, like ANT’s networksand Deleuzeand Guattari’'s (1987)
rhizomes(Whatmore,2002: 117-118).Embodimentis aboutthe contentof social
worlds, the materialaswell asthe ephemeral?The actorsarethemselveseconfigured
in thelight of the possibilitiesthatflow throughthem” (Radley,1996:570). Woveninto
this notion of embodimentarethe emotions,becomingsandintensitiesthat prefigure,
set up, and work through encounters with human and non-human others.

Throughthe practicesof our everydaylives, we conductpolitical actsthroughthe
adoption,negotiation,and rejection— throughthe performance- of a complex of
identities (Madge, 1993). Performanceadealswith actionsmore than text, and with
habitsof the body. However,writing aboutperformancas a difficult task, sincethe
immediacyandintensity of the performancas dulled by its re-presentatiom textual
form — the eventitself is distanced.This is becauseéhe lived characterof resistance
practicess imbuedwith a ‘seizureof presence{Bey, 1991:23) thatexperienceseality
asimmediate All thatremainsis this storythat| addto the flow, evokedfrom some
bodily memories.

Acting for a Relational Ethics

A satyagrahacampon the banksof the Narmadariver. Occupiedislandsin the Tetulia

river in the Gangeslelta.Hundredsof activistsfrom aroundthe world gatheredogether

in Bangalorefor a weekof discussionsstrategiestestimoniessocialising.Eachplace
representan articulatedmomentof the PGA network. Different yet connectedEach
imbuedwith a particularintensity regardinghow “stuff is dispersedn, through,and
acrossthe spaceswhich are this world” (Laurier and Philo, 1999: 1067). More
particularly,they areindicative of how variousfacetsof the PGA networkactin the
world. The processesf interaction,communicationandmutli-scalaractionare‘global’

— in that,together theyform partof the multiplicity of actionthatcompriseshe PGA
network — even as they are primarily composed of the ties between different ‘localities’.

Collaborations,eye to heartto mind enablethe embodimentof a relational ethics.
Cultivating a dialogueon ethicsin political activism enablesthe developmentof
relations of honesty, truth, and interpersonalacknowledgementand through
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constructinga genuinemorallanguagecontributeso usbecomingmorefully conscious
humanbeings(Pulido, 2003). Relationalethical positionalitiesneedto be for dignity,
self-determinationand empowermenthat are non-dominatingand environmentally
sustainableHowever,suchan ethicsof political responsibilityhasto acknowledgehat
any collaborative‘'we’ constitutesthe performanceof multiple lived worlds, and an
entangledweb of powerrelationshipsthat privilege different partiesunderdifferent
contexts.The personalis both political and collective,enablingwhat Gibson-Graham
term a ‘partial identification’ (1994:218) betweenourselvesandresistingothers,and
articulation of a temporary common ground.

This contrastswith Habermasiamotions of consensugeachedthrough dialogue
decidedby the mostpersuasivargumentpecause relationalethicsacknowledgeshe
plurality of voicesandpositionalitiesthatcomprisepolitical collaborationsMultiplicity
(of opinion, tactics, strategiesand solutions),ratherthan consensuscomprisesthe
outcomeof arelationalethics,the strugglefor which will involve choosingour battles
in thelight of political circumstancethatarethemselvesn flux. Thewaysthatthis can
be done,contingenciepermitting,are asdiverseasour imaginationsContextualised,
relational ethics of struggle,deployedin collaborativemethodologiemneedto be a
productof reciprocity betweenourselvesand resistingothers,negotiatedn practice
(Bailey, 2001).This requiressensitivityto variousdegreesandkinds of difference(e.g.
gender,ethnicity, age,class,sexualityetc.), but alsoto the problematicand unequal
relationsof powerthatexistsbetweencollaboratorsThis necessitatesorking with the
differences between collaborators, searching for mutual understanding.

It is basedon the notion of differencein relation, constitutedin an intersubjective
mannerin the contextof always/alreadyexistingconfigurationsof self andcommunity
(Whatmore,1997). 1t is enactedin a material,embodiedway, for examplethrough
relationsof friendship,solidarity,andempathy A relationalethicsthusrequiresthatwe

are sensitiveto the contingencyof things,andthat our responsibilityto othersandto

differenceis connectedo the responsibilityto act(Slater,1997).Sucha responsibility,
within the contextof political struggle,implies that we take sides,albeitin a critical

way. This acknowledgesan embodiedpolitics that is committed yet partial in

perspective (Hyndman, 2003).

Creatingcommon ground with resisting others servesto highlight and ‘ground’
differenceqin languageethnicity, power,accesgo resource®tc.)in particularwaysin
particularplaces For examplemy participationin the satyagrahacampalongthe banks
of the Narmadariver, broughtme and many different‘others’ into closecollaborative
contact.When placedin suchactive proximity — throughmeetingscommunalmeals,
sleepingetc.— difference(in waysof being,talking, acting) canbe bothrecognisedind
negotiated.

Of coursethereareproblematicdifferencesetweenactivistcollaboratorgpertainingto
differencesin political ideologies,genderrelations, cultures,languagesetc. Such
differencesare negotiatedjn part, throughthe acceptancef the collective visions of
the PGA network mentionedearlier. Theseprovide a symbolic terrain of common
groundthat unitesdifferencesin solidarity againstcommonenemies.They provide
meeting points of constructedequivalencebetweenthe diverse multiplicities that
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comprisedifferent movements.The building of such equivalencess a processof
ongoingnegotiation,an engagemenof political practicesand imaginationsin which
groundis soughtthroughwhich strugglescanconstructcommoncausgMassey 2005).
Becausegenderrelationsremainone of the most problematicdifferenceswithin the
network,gendemworkshopsandeducatiorprogrammesavebeeninitiated within PGA
conferences and caravans, in order for the movement to begin to address these issues.

However,the technologyfor reachingout cannotextendnetworkswherethe notion of
extensiorfails to capturethe imagination(Riles,2001:26). While following andacting
in the network| had numerousconversationsvith grassrootsactivistsin a variety of
strugglesSomegrassrootsactivistsin Nepal and Bangladeshthoughtof PGA asan
organizatiorwhich arrangeceventsfor them,ratherthanimaginingthemselvessbeing
part of the PGA network. Other activists articulatedthe needfor more traditional,
tangibleorganizationaktructureshanthe notion of a networkimplied. As one BKF
activistremarked:We haveto disseminatenformationto peoplein rural areasput so
far they have not beenable too visualisewhat the networkis. We needa national
conferenceo beginthe processof visualizationof the PGA processin Bangladesh”
(interview Dhaka,Bangladesh2004).In addition,activistsdo not necessarilyseea link
betweertheir movementandtheir daily lives, andthe PGA network. This leadsusto a
discussionof how the PGA imaginaryis ‘grassrootedin the countriesof participant
movements.

Grassrooting the Imaginary

Sustainingcollective actionover time is relatedto the capacityof a groupto develop
strong interpersonalties that provide the basisfor the constructionof collective
identities(Bosco,2001).As notedearlier,PGA hasperiodicinternationalandregional
conferencesind meetingsthat provide materialspaceswithin which representativesf
participantmovementsanconverge anddiscussssueshat pertainto the functioning
of the network.At the conferenceghe hosts(a socialmovemenbr movementsgxplain
the specific problemsand ongoing history of their campaignsand eachparticipant
movemengetsto introducethemselvesndtheir struggleto the conferenceparticipants.
Studytoursareoftenorganizedat the conclusionof the conferences$or the participants,
in orderto experiencea particularstruggleor conditionsof a particularcommunity.
PGA caravansare organizedto enablecross-movemengéxchangesndto encourage
new movementsnto the convergencel he emphasi®n suchprocessess the two-way
communicatiorregardingstruggles strategiesyisions of society,andthe construction
of economicandpolitical alternativego neoliberalismSuchconferences;aravansand
meetingsalsoenablestrategieto be developedn securesequesteredites,beyondthe
surveillancethat accompaniesany communicativetechnologyin the public realm.
Moreover,suchgatheringsenabledeeperinterpersonaties to be establishedetween
different activists from different cultural spaces and struggles.

While an importantaspectof the work is to build interpersonarelationshipswith
contactswithin thesemovementsanotheris to coordinatgoint actionsacrossspacefor
exampleagainstparticularneoliberalinstitutionssuchasthe WTO. As Jeffrey Juris
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arguesconcerningthe World Social Forum,PGA gatheringsalso“provide spacedor
performing,representingand physically manifestingalternativemovementetworks”
(2004:419). Thesegatheringshaveplayeda vital role in face-to-facecommunication
andexchangeof experiencestrategiesandideas.PGA conferencesandthe network,
“providesan opportunity,beyondmassactions,for socialmovemennetworksto come
together,representhemselvedo themselvesand others,generateemotionalenergy,
broadcast oppositional discourses, and wage internal symbolic struggles” (ibid).

PGA is a collective ritual where alternative social movementnetworks become
embodied(Juris, 2004: 434). People’spositionality in relationto otherscan be re-

assessedsan activistin the Slum dwellersnetwork (within Thailand’sAoP) noted

abouta PGA Asia conferencen Dhakain 2004:“Therewasa real chancefor exchange
betweenactivists.We usually stereotypgreopleby nationbut whenwe meetfaceto

faceit breaksdown the bordersbetweenus, andgenerategollective strengthto make
change” (interview, Bangkok, 2004). PGA is a performativeritual, a symbolic
manifestationof the strengthand diversity wherediverseactivist networksconstitute
themselvesandsymbolicallymaptheir relationshipto one anotherthroughverbaland

embodiedcommunication(Juris, 2004). In addition, many movementshold post-

conferenceale-briefingmeetingsat nationalanddistrict levelsto explainto peopleabout
the conferencesindthe PGA processAs a BangladeslIKisani Sabhapeasantvomen’s
assembly) activist explained, concerning the process in Bangladesh:

The Dhakadelegateglisseminatednformation into the rural areas.| held severalmeetingsfor
Kisani Sabhamemberdn villages(in yard meetingsoutsideactivists’ houses)}o discussthe PGA
conferenceand processRuralwomenand membersf Kisani Sabhanow know aboutPGA, have
got new impressionsand the sensethat Kisani Sabhahasan internationalrole. So, rural women
have got a sense of empowerment (interview, Dhaka, 2004).

Therole of theimagineershasalsobeenimportantin grassrootinghe PGA imaginary.
For pooradivasicommunitiesalongthe Narmada’sbanks,and peasantommunitiesn
Bangladeshand Nepalfor example their only sourceof connectionto the networkis
primarily throughthe activist organisersvho operatefrom the movementsoffices,and
who visit the communitiesaspart of their organisingpractices.Free radical’ activists
(accompanying@ctivistorganizershavealsooftentraveledto visit socialmovementsn
Asia before PGA eventssuchas conferencego discusswith themthe PGA process,
conduct workshops, and invite them to participate in forthcoming events.

In Khulnadistrict, Bangladeshaccompaniedby friendsfrom the BKF, | walkedalong
brick lanesthroughflooded padi fields to local meetingafter local meeting,thereto
shareinformation with folks aboutthe PGA network, and aboutfuture eventsand
collaborationsUnderthe hummingfan we drink sweetmilky teaand! begin:“brothers
andsisterspeacebeto you.” Theimagineersactas'grassrooting/ectors’furtheringthe
processof communication,information sharingand interactionwithin grassroots
communities.For the poor of grassrootanovementssuch relationaldynamicscan
constitutean expansionof their geographicalimagination and practical political
knowledge.The presenceof imagineersin grassrootscommunitiesembodiesthe
network,andcanconstituteproof of sortsof the internationakcharactef the network—
atangible,visual examplethat peasantsire partof somethingwider andlarger.It also
enables the concept of PGA to begin to take root in peoples imaginations.
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However,owing to differential accesgo (financial, temporal)resourcesand network

flows, differential materialand discursivepower relationsexist within and between
participantmovementsThe imagineerdendto actasthe driving force of the network

imaginarycoordinatingdisproportionateamountsof informationaltraffic, andactively

determiningthe ‘content’ of thattraffic. Certaindecision-makingpoweraccruego them

by virtue of accesgo resourcegtime, money,languageskills etc.),aswell aspersonal
gualities like energy,commitmentand charisma.Social capital accruesto these
imagineerdy virtue of their key positionalitieswithin the network,andthe experience
that they gain from this.

Transnationahetworks,suchas PGA Asia, featurea constantmovementof people,
information, and resources,enabledby the multiple sites and scalesat which
participantswork. Horizontal (and within movementssomewhatvertical) networks
interconnecvillagersat the grassrootgof socialmovements)theimagineersandeven
someNGO workers,who act and speakin variouscontextsto constructPGA Asia.
Thesenetworksare also interlinked with a variety of media,journalists,academics,
other social movementsand organizations,and those networkswhich PGA Asia
participant movementsare also involved in (such as La Via Campesina These
interactionsare also entwinedwith the ideas,information, and resourcesvhich flow
throughthe skein of networks.Throughthe collective rituals of the network — the
practicesof meetingsconferencesprotestscaravansandotherforms of networking—
participants come to embody activism and cultures of solidarity.

However,althoughnetworksare both local and global at all points, enablingnetwork
analyststo refrain from a shift in scale betweenlocal and global (Latour 1993),
movementsthemselvesand the communitiesfrom which they are comprised,are
differentially connectedto networks. As Sarah Whatmore has suggestedthe
geographieof networksimply “the multiplicity of space-timegeneratedn/by the
movementsandrhythmsof heterogeneouassociationThe spatialvernacularof such
geographiess fluid, unsettlingthe coordinatesof distanceand proximity; local and
global” (2002: 6). But, she continues,“this is not to ignore the potent affects of
territorialization”, but ratherto attendmore closely ’to the laboursof division that
(re)iteratetheir performanceand the host of socio-materialpracticesin which they
inhere” (bid.).

For mostof the grassrootsactivistsof PGA Asia’s participantmovementstheir most
immediatesourceof self-recognitiorandautonomou®rganisations their locality: they
mobiliseto protecttheir community,their land, andtheir environmentCastells, 1997).
Moreover, particular experiencesof neoliberalism, and the formulation of

understandingsnd responsesdiffer accordingto place.However,theseimmediate
issuesof survival and livelihood neverthelesgan act as motivationsfor peopleto

participate(as socialmovementmembers)ithin transnationahetworkssuchasPGA

Asia, in orderto meetactivistsin othermovementsto learnfrom them,andincrease
their understanding of the issues that affect them.

Networkingis baseduponthe makingof connectionsacrosdifferenceanddistance At
baseof networksare sharedexperiencesswell assharednterestswhich articulatea
politics of relations.Thusnetworksconsistingof different place-basednovementsare
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held togetherby multiplicity and commonality.Networksfacilitate multiple localized
oppositionghatarticulatediversecritiques,approachesandstylesin variousplacesof
action(Schlosberg1999).In particular,what cangettransnationaliseth the network
imaginaryarenotionsof mutualsolidarity— constructinghe grievancesndaspirations
of geographicallyculturally, economicallyandat timespolitically differentanddistant
peoplesas interlinked. Mutual solidarity acrossplace-basednovementsenables
connectionsto be drawn that extendbeyondthe local and particular. Such mutual
solidarity recognizesandrespectdifferencesbetweenactorswithin networkswhile at
the sametime recognizingsimilarities (for example,in people’saspirations)In this
sensenetworkimaginariesmay help to reconfiguredistancein different ways—which
emphasizesommonalitiesatherthan differences As Olesen(2005) argues,‘mutual
solidarity builds on a greaterlevel of opennesdo different forms of social struggle”
[and] “entails a constantmediationbetweenparticularity and universality— thatis, an
invocationof global consciousnestestingon recognitionof the other” (2005:111). A
networkimaginarythat caninvoke interconnectednesspensup potentialsfor mutual
solidarity that enablesa diversity of strugglesto articulatetheir particularitieswhile
simultaneously asserting and transcending identity (Holloway and Pelaez, 1998).

Many activistsbelievedthat an importantstepin bringing the PGA imaginaryto the
grassrootsjay not only in having local post-conferencalebriefing meetings,or
meetingsvhereimagineerspoke but alsoto createa nationalPGA processwithin their
respectivecountries(which would also involve caravanactivities suchas meetings
between activists from different countries):

We needto bring the PGA procesgo the nationallevel andthendown to the grassrootsvorkers,
we needa national PGA procesgo which the grassrootsare linked, via conferencesworkshops,
discussionstrainings.l havebegunto talk to the grassrootcommunitiesin my district (Saptari)
andin my union aboutmy DhakaexperiencesBut this hasto be a collective processof growth.
We also needto bring otherinternationalactiviststo the grassrootcommunities.The problem
with the grassrootprocesds thatwe do not talk in depth,we needa nationalactionplanfor PGA
(activist, interview Kathmandu, Nepal, 2004).

In addition, activists articulatedthe needto establishmore ongoing grassroots
programmeswherebysomeof the experienceshatactivistswould normally only getat
conferencegsuchaslearningaboutthe dynamicsof globalization,andthe strugglesof
other movements)could be provided. This was seenas the responsibility of the
participantmovementan PGA Asia: “movementsneedto take responsibilityfor the
PGA processWe needto makeeachlocal district organizatiorhaverepresentativesn
a PGA committee,and responsibility for internationalmatters” (KRRS activist,
interview, Kathmandu, Nepal, 2004).

As Juris (2004) points out, Global JusticeNetworks“are neverfully formed, but are
constantlyproducedandreproducedhroughconcretenetworkingpracticesnvolving...
conflict and contestationover issuesrelatedto power [and] authority,” as well as
languageandoperationalogics within the network(469). Henceanimportantaspecof
network dynamicsentails deepeningthe processof network imagination within
grassrootcommunitiesfor whom digital technologiegemainrelatively inaccessible.
Network imaginariesat the grassrootgsemainunevenand potentially‘ biodegradeable’
(Plows,2004:104),i.e. they may dissipatewithout sufficientand constanturturance.
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Moreover,while networkingasa procesonstitutesnuchof the vitality of PGA Asia,
the question remains as to whether such networking is sufficient to enable
transformativepolitical projectsto be realized.Networkimaginariesnustbe grounded
in the geopoeticsof resistancethe cultural and ideological expressionsof social
movementagency- e.g.drawnfrom place-specifiknowledgesgcultural practicesand
vernaculatanguages- which inspire,empowerandmotivatepeopleto resist.This will
requirethe mutual articulationof grassrootsand network practicesand imaginaries.
Sustainabldorms of materialresistancarerequiredto preventthe performativeevents
of the network— the conferencesgaravansand daysof action— from becomingonly
memoriesin the imaginationsof grassrootscommunities.Occupiedislandsin the
Tetuliariver, satyagrahacampson the banksof the Narmada burningfields of GM
cotton — we are the network, all of us who resist.
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