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The Protestor’s Handbook
Bibi van der Zee
Guardian Books
I’ve always thought it patronising 
to say that someone’s politics are 
‘confused’ – but in Bibi van der Zee’s 
case it seems quite generous. !is 
book seems to have been written 
with good intentions. Unfortunately, 
it is incoherent and incredibly 
contradictory.

Its ‘protest phone book’, for 
example, lists the Countryside Alliance 
next to Climate Camp – both under 
the ‘environment’ heading. !ere is 
even an interview with one of the 
organisers of the 2002 pro-fox hunting march, as an example of a 
great ‘campaigner’.

It quotes Marx and Engels one minute, yet gives a history of 
‘consumer activism’ and Which? magazine the next, saying ‘!e 
modern anti-capitalists... are really the heirs of both these schools 
of consumer awareness.’

It talks about the death of Ian Tomlinson, yet suggests you 
might want to organise a ‘neighbourhood campaign’ for ‘more 
police’. (Advice: ‘Identify who your allies might be in the council and 
the local police service.’)

Gaza: Beneath the Bombs
Sharyn Lock with Sarah Irving
Pluto Press
By the time I put it down, my copy of 
Gaza: Beneath the Bombs is creased up 
with a kennel’s worth of dog-ears. I 
folded over a corner for each passage 
that, in capturing the abject horror 
and amazing humanity of Gaza under 
Israeli attack (during December-
January 2009 and beyond), was a 
must-recall for making !e Case for 
Palestine. 

Sharyn Lock entered Gaza as an 
International Solidarity Movement 
activist on a Free Gaza Movement 
boat. As a volunteer with the Red Crescent, she was at the 
centre of that horror and humanity. !e medical services 
epitomise the pile-up of pain in Gaza. Already under strain 
from siege, they then have to contend with an insane and 
impossible mass of casualties; and as they do so, themselves 
come under direct attack by bullets, missiles and white 
phosphorus.

Being a blog-to-book enterprise, Gaza: Beneath the Bombs 

!is is ‘protest’ robbed of its radical content. In van der 
Zee’s hands, the word means anything from the poll tax riots to 
the Facebook campaign that apparently got Cadbury’s to bring 
back the Wispa chocolate bar. (‘Petitions: they really do work.’)

A little digging suggests this might re"ect the somewhat 
‘interesting’ politics of the author. Bibi van der Zee’s previous 
works include Green Business: Sustainability, Resources, People, 
Planet, Pro!t – not a critical investigation, but a how-to guide.

!ese views show through most in the chapter on 
fundraising, which advises the reader to start a charity, apply 
for government funding or ‘become, in e#ect, a business’. 
Bizarrely, this chapter includes a box about the road protests 
of the 1990s. Such voices and stories of real activism seem to 
be thrown in for the ‘street cred’, as they’re not the book’s real 
focus at all.

Of its 17 chapters, only two are about demonstrations or 
direct action. !e rest cover letter-writing, lobbying, petitions, 
boycotts and so on. It may speak admiringly of anarchists and 
Che Guevara, but really, the book argues, writing a $rm letter 
of complaint is ‘one of the simplest and most e#ective methods 
there is’.

A well-told history of radical protest, interspersed with 
helpful do-it-yourself guides and legal advice, could be a useful 
and even inspiring book. !is is not that book.

Tom Walker

has its drawbacks. Entries jarringly alternate between 
tenses and it lacks an overarching narrative to pull the 
reader from page to page. !is is not to suggest that Lock’s 
priority should be distilling Palestinian su#ering into an 
easy literary experience but that readability is a key means 
to a vital end here: these stories so deserve and need to be 
read, and read widely.

!e drawbacks are, however, a reasonable price to pay for 
the blog-to-book bene$ts. Lock kept her diary on a near-daily 
basis. She didn’t have time to step back and embellish; she 
simply tells us what she saw and what she heard that day. !e 
spare adjectives, the spare emotion even (in a state of shock, 
Lock doesn’t cry over the corpses of children; she is without 
fear in terrifying circumstances), strips away the author and 
places us, the readers, in Gaza. 

We $ll in the adjectives, we feel the emotion. We 
also get lovely quotidian details, little asides that reveal 
big Palestinian generosity and Gazan humour. And so 
signi$cant are these details when Israel’s actions rely on (and 
perpetuate) the dehumanisation of Gazans.

Pick up this book, read it, fold over the pages that tug and 
go re-tell those tales. 

Andrea D’Cruz
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