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Abstract

The Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army (CIRCA) presents an absurd about-face of resistance to the militaristic coercive forces of the state. Being ‘in-Clown’ is neither pretence nor disguise, it is the embodiment and enactment of one’s inner clown. Clowns negotiate identity to subvert and reconstruct spaces of power and resistance in imaginative and organised ways. Via the twin principles of spontaneity and complicity, Clowns resist as, at once, innovative individuals and a consensual collective. Clowns highlight and so make ridiculous the gross imbalance between the practice of state domination and activist resistance, thereby perhaps loosening the knot. Exploiting always perceptions of the identity of the clown, and transcending such perceptions, Clowns transgress conceptual and spatial boundaries. In encounters with Clowns, the state’s enforcers are unsettled and made to feel out of place. Participating in performances of resistance in place yields narratives of the Clown discourse of identity. Such Clown narratives are gathered and told, retold and mythologized from our statements and the practices with which we inhabit social space. The tale presented here has a twist in the tail, however: Meet paragon of participation, defender of diversity, the deeply democratic and ridiculously responsible -  Citizen Clown!

Pre-face

My first encounter with the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army came during a blockade of Faslane Naval Base, lair of Britain’s Trident submarines. The blockade took place on 4 July 2005 as part of a series of protests timed to coincide with the Gleneagles meeting of the G8. From the permanent Peace Camp sited near Faslane, a ‘Gaggle’ of Clowns marched right up to the ranks of police deployed at the South gate of the base. With caricatured military precision they formed up facing the grim guards of potential nuclear havoc, a single-file between them and the protesters. This parade of Clowns all had white faces and some form of red nose. Clown battledress consisted of army surplus trimmed with fun fur hearts in shocking pink and lime green. Weapon of choice was a feather duster. At least one Clown wore a kitchen colander as a combat helmet. As a unit the Clowns proceeded to salute the police: they wheeled about, bent over, and farted at them.

Activist research, narrativity and discourse

In the echo of that funky resistance, I am researching CIRCA, looking at how Clowns construct spaces of resistance through identity. I adopt a third space approach (Soja, 1999), agreeing with John Anderson that this ‘offers the scope to occupy new positions in relation to the research subject; rather than being a distanced, remote and potentially colonising academic, one can occupy positions that are flexible and tentative, somewhere between the roles of academic and activist… This feeling of residence in both academic and activist spaces led to the collapse of the apparently exclusive locations of ‘home’ (academia) and ‘field’ (research space)’’ (Anderson, 2002, p. 304 & p. 312). Enlisting in the Army, I attended a Big Shoe training camp, the Clown equivalent of Boot camp, and participated in actions. 

This, then, is part of my story of CIRCA so far, wherein I contest that narrativity is ‘a reliable and meaningful form of knowledge with the power to force all generalisations to the test’ (Greenwood and Levin, 1998) and that thinking through geographies of resistance means ‘resistance is understood where it takes place and not through abstract theories’ (Pile and Keith, 1997). Moreover, I agree that ‘detailed attention to the creativity of practice is one of the most fruitful sources of new theory’ (Wainwright, 2003). My CIRCA research is carried out in the context of a larger participatory action research (PAR) project on sustainable development and empowering ‘the Green citizen’. My ‘army service’ fits with the conceptions of power and empowerment I enlist (sic) therein (see Foucault, 1994, Sharp et al., 2000) plus my theoretical foundation for a radical Green politics (see Carter, 2004).

My story is told through a self-selected sample of Clown discourse, our statements and practices, the performances with which we inhabit social space. Initially, I concentrate on the Clown discourse of identity, by which I mean who we claim we are when we are ‘in-nose’, who we believe we are not, who we set ourselves up to be, and who others may perceive us as being. I also touch upon how Clowns negotiate the identity of others, specifically those cast to physically repress our resistance, the ‘militaristic coercive forces’ of the state (see Carter, 2004). In part, I choose to analyse our discourse as a narrative device because of resonance with Clown practice. CIRCA employ discourse analysis in planning actions to come up with ‘the Clown Story’. With no apology to Norman Fairclough (see particularly Fairclough, 2003), CDA becomes Clown Discourse Analysis - but that is another story. Following a textual study, I analyse the discourse of Clowns in practice, ultimately presenting an ethnographic account centred on my return to Faslane in 2007, this time as a Clown. This account also focuses on Clown identities and the identities of others but is framed with citizenship in mind, particularly community and territoriality, diversity and democracy.

Negotiating identities: voyages in the ship of fools

In my initial analysis of who Clowns claim to be, I draw on the text of our national UK website, particularly the homepage (CIRCA, 2006), a source also drawn upon by Paul Routledge in a reflection on the anti G8 protests of  2005 (Routledge, 2005). I judge the writing on the CIRCA homepage to be elegant and expressive. And unfortunately not mine. Herein I can only extract a particular essence and so will inevitably devalue the whole. Clowns claim to be Clandestine ‘because we refuse the spectacle of celebrity and we are everyone… without real names, faces or noses… Because we reject the society of surveillance that watches, controls, spies upon, records and checks our every move. Because by hiding our identity we recover the power of our acts.’ We are Insurgent because ‘we have risen up from nowhere and are everywhere.’ We are Rebels because ‘we will dismantle the ghost-machine of abstraction with means that are indistinguishable from ends… Because we will always desert and disobey those who abuse and accumulate power.’ Clowns are Clowns ’because what else can one be in such a stupid world. Because inside everyone is a lawless clown… Because nothing undermines authority like holding it up to ridicule.’ We are an Army because there is ‘a war of money against life’ and ‘combat requires solidarity, discipline and commitment… We are circa because we are approximate and ambivalent, neither here nor there, but in the most powerful of all places, the place between order and chaos.’ 

‘Clowns are wrong. Clowns scuttle round the corner of your nightmare, itching to bite into your face’, runs a TV magazine review, seemingly quite without a context (Guardian, 2006). Though some people suffer Coulrophobia, the word for an irrational fear of Clowns, reportedly only invented in the 1980s (Quinion, 2003), the clown identity is most commonly associated with innocent fun, children’s entertainment. In the war of money against life, the forces of the fiscal have noted the power in this identity and, as Super Size Me projects (Spurlock, 2004), enlisted the quisling Ronald MacDonald to inflict maximum casualties. The legions of life, on the other hand, have noted that historically the clown has a very different dark and dangerous side, seditious rather than exploitative. This identity derives from clowns being associated with physical and mental abnormality. In tandem with being ridiculed and even harmed for their deformities, clowns have been accorded greater scope for criticism than other members of society. For who in authority could be seen to fear the statements of idiots? The oral history of Buffoon clowns, retold during Big Shoe Camp, is that they were societal outcasts commanded to entertain the King. Forced to perform the Buffoons mocked the King’s power mercilessly and he laughed himself to death. The mythic Rebel Clown point here is that, without physical violence, the King dies.

In combat, Clowns have two simultaneous states of identity, complicity and spontaneity. The Clown is trained to act both as part of a collective and at once, organically, as an improvising individual. During the demonstration at the G8 summit, while police monitored the march of a Clown Gaggle intently, a lone Clown gained access to the golf course and began to play a round using a child’s set of plastic clubs. The bill for expelling the Clown cannot be measured merely in terms of the cost of the helicopter and many ‘Old Bill’ it so conspicuously took; it also cost authority its credibility. The police were exposed, red-faced from embarrassment as well as the huff-puffing chase. The Clown, meanwhile, melted into the crowd, perhaps absorbed in the shelter of a samba band, helping beat a drum with an (age) five iron. To the demonstrators who witnessed this performance, the massive security operation became insanely vulnerable: in an instant an imperial show of force became an improbable show of farce.

Via a tactical synthesis of individual and collective identity Clowns can recover the power of our acts. How, for example, can the police disempower a Clown using the stop and search terror law when the Clown’s pockets are stuffed with ‘strings of sausages, underwear, rubber ducks, pink furry stuffed pigs, sex toys, miniature garden gnomes, old bones, small tanks, plungers…’ (CIRCA, op cit). When the police have to painstakingly itemise such objects their authority is mocked, their power subverted. When they have to employ the same procedure for a whole Gaggle of Clowns, their resources, surely key to their exercise of power (see Allen, 2003, Allen, 2004), are stretched. By embodying Clown identity into even the individual right to own property and by collectively exercising this right in the ludicrous extreme, Clowns recover the power of resistance in an encounter enacted by the state and performed by its enforcers that would surely otherwise serve to strip that power away.

CIRCA are adamantly not entertainers. We are neither peace-keepers nor mediators. Our aim is not to diffuse tensions between the militaristic coercive forces of the state and our allies in the ‘global justice movement’, ‘the citizens movement’, ‘the movement of movements’ (see respectively George, 2004, Notes From Nowhere, 2003, Mertes, 2004, and Harvie et al., 2005). Nevertheless, we consciously set ourselves up as figures of fun, people are entertained by us, and we do change the nature of those tensions. At Faslane in 2005 Clowns formed a guard of honour to applaud each departing shift of police: the brave boys and girls in blue had done such a staunch job, protecting the state’s weapons of mass destruction from – er - veteran peace campaigners, committed Christians, sundry Greens and new-agers, the Rinky-Dink - a mobile bicycle powered sound system, schoolchildren, a chorus line of pantomime geishas, a gay punk with a pink Mohican haircut and his small mongrel dog, Rotten. Not forgetting, of course, a bunch of Clowns.

Clown insurgency is an ‘irresistible insurrection of the imagination’  (CIRCA, 2006) and we employ identity as a tactic when encountering authority face to face. In one action become legend, Clowns lured the police into a game of Wizards, Giants and Pixies – a full-body, theatrical version of paper-scissors-stone (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rock,_Paper,_Scissors): Wizards hex Giants, Giants squash Pixies, Pixies defeat Wizards by climbing inside their robes and biting their knees, figuratively speaking, that is. When the two teams have huddled and each has agreed a collective identity, they line up facing each other and, on the mythically quintessential count of three, reveal themselves, ham-acting their roles. Members of the losing team then have to flee to avoid being captured and thus ‘turned’ by the opposition. If both teams select the same identity, the game is a draw and opposite numbers hug each other. So, the British police, pantomiming Pixies, would run away from a line of Giant-acting Clowns. And those captured would join the enemy and huddle with them to make consensus decisions, negotiating their imaginary identity: divide and fool. When both teams chose to be Wizards, moreover, clowns hugged cops and cops hugged clowns: ‘(I)f we really are  to win this fight for the survival of humanity and the earth’s ecosystems, then one day we  will have to convince the cops and soldiers to change sides’ (Kolonel Klepto and Major Up-Evil, 2005, p. 244).

Return to Faslane: The lunatics take over the asylum!

When I returned to Faslane in 2007 it was as a member of Byddin Boncars Clowniad Cymru (BBC Cymru), roughly translatable into English as the Bonkers Clown Army of Wales. By then, I was a ‘battle-hardened’ veteran who had seen active service both at home and abroad. This service had actually included ‘a tour’ (de farce) of Faslane in support of an All-Wales action on 20 – 21 November 2006. On international mad-noeuvres, I had Clowned with our French counterparts, Brigade Activiste des Clowns (BAC) at the European Social Forum in Athens, 4 – 7 May 2006. In the autonomous playground, near to, but unacknowledged by, the official ESF gathering, BBC Cymru helped BAC stage a workshop for an emerging army of Greek Clowns. It struck me as the hall of mirrors reflection of a NATO exercise - NUTSO perhaps: Not Unlike The Sweet Opposite? Together, the three Clown army factions participated in an action to support the ESF demonstration march. Resonating with my first Clown encounter, when the Greek police fired tear gas on the demonstration we Clowns held our noses fanned our rears with the other hand, at once pooh-poohing the efforts of the militaristic coercive forces of the state and making our allies smile through the tears (see Capten Cyboli, 2006). 

On April 1st 2007 CIRCA came back to Faslane as part of ‘a one year continuous peaceful blockade of the Trident base running from 1st October 2006 to 30th September 2007. Faslane 365 is asking a wide range of local, national and even international groups from all sections of civil society to come to Faslane committed to stay and make their visions for a just and peaceful future visible for at least two days’ (Faslane 365, 2007). The Clown Story we came up with using our unique version of CDA was detailed in our press releases: 

‘April 1st is All Fools day and so, as per tradition, we Clowns are all Kings and Queens for the Day because we’re deeply democratic. As sovereigns we command everything in our realm, notably Faslane nuclear submarine base. As an army, we totally agree with the replacement of Trident! But we want to replace it with Schools and Hospitals (maybe circuses too!) Compare the constantly rising £70 billion to be spent on Trident replacement with, say, the estimated £9 billion cost of staging the Olympic games: Let’s have Olympic Games every four years for the next – er – um – lots of years anyway (probably 32 or maybe 40). Let’s include Wizards-Giants-Pixies and other games Clowns are good at. The North Koreans, Syrians, Iranians and everyone else can play too, of course, and so no one – the United Klowndom included – will have time for war games!

 

‘CIRCA, have decided to sell off Trident and Faslane (see http://circouk.com/index.html) and spend the money on things that are more fun, healthy or edukayshinal (what wouldn’t be?!): The missiles and subs will be listed on c-bay from midnight on 31 March. Get yer weapon of mass distraction here! Delivered in just 45 minutes!  At Faslane on April 1st, we fools have to inspect our property, along with those guarding it. We will test security on land, on the water, in the air and – most of all – in the imagination. Byddin Boncars Clowniad Cymru (BBC Cymru) will join Scottish, English and international comrades from NUTSO at Faslane to make safe nonsense of non-safe ‘sense’ – if only for just one day…’ (Capten Cyboli, 2007)
 

Bringing the Clown vision for a just and peaceful future to Faslane turned out to be laden with political geography - issues of identity, community, home, territory, place, space, and scale. First off, three Clown Gaggles were present as well as individual Clowns from other gaggles in Britain and from BAC in France. Though we did not discuss our vision of the future in the Clown council held in the permanent Peace Camp at Faslane on the night of 31 March, it was evident that our ways of acting in the present varied. In particular, the Glasgow Kiss Brigade was almost on home ground with local (loco?) knowledge and evidently had an ‘edgier’ idea of action. A Glasgow Kiss is a head-butt in local parlance, though Clowns have reclaimed the term ‘as a way of turning the world on its head and re-introducing love, laughter and custard to local and global politics in Glasgow and beyond’ (Glasgow Kiss, 2007). Despite the love and laughter rhetoric, and despite their unquestionable commitment to non-violence, ‘The Kiss’ tended to act more provocatively towards the police than the other British Gaggles present. Their theatricality and particularly their adoption of surreal characters reminded me of the BAC approach to Clowning. The style of BBC Cymru is more gently humorous, more Mon Oncle than Monty Python perhaps, while the Sheffield Gaggle seemed somehow more cerebral, more in the vein of The Yes Men (see www.theyesmen.org). This is just my impression, however, and whatever our differences in style we were united in our intention to challenge the power of the state, ridiculing its enforcers and the stupid – i.e. undemocratic, militaristic, exploitative and environmentally unsustainable (see Carter, 2004)  - world they serve to sustain .

Apart from the diversity of Clown identities, individual as well as the Gaggled collective, our days of action at Faslane involved numerous other people and communities, namely Faslane 365 organisers, the Faslane Peace Camp, the other groups protesting on the days Clowns were there, the police, those people who work in the base, both military and civilian, and, on this occasion, very particularly, local residents. There has been a Peace Camp at Faslane for over twenty-five years, inhabited and enacted by a shifting population of political activists who periodically breach security, getting through a high fence bristling with obscene quantities of razor wire or canoeing or swimming into the base. Though the camp has several caravans, a mains water supply and sewage, as well as environmentally sustainable technologies such as comprehensive recycling and composting projects, in the last few years the tenancy has been terminated following county council reorganisation. Residents are now technically squatters, the Damocles’ sword of eviction hanging always over them. The Peace Camp co-operates with other protest groups and networks, notably the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), Trident Ploughshares and most lately the Faslane 365 action, but the interrelationships are not without tensions. Nevertheless, my experience and the reports of others, indicates that Peace Camp residents play unstinting host to a number of the many groups who participate in the rolling blockade, providing accommodation, warmth and food. 

Before looking at Clown interaction with the Faslane protest groups, the police, people who work in the base and local residents, detailing some of the physical geography of the area will be helpful as it is central to the construction of the politics and performance of space. ‘Her Majesty's Naval Base Clyde’ is the HQ of the Royal Navy in Scotland. The base is split between two locations. The Royal Navy Armaments Depot (RNAD) is sited at Coulport on the east shore of Loch Long, a fairly remote location reached from the south via the B883 and from the north by an undesignated minor road. The larger Faslane Naval Base is around twenty-five miles north-west of Glasgow on the east shore of Gare Loch, lying between the loch and the A814. Stretching some two and a quarter kilometres the north end of the base is only around one kilometre south of the small town of Garelochhead. Around four kilometres south of the south end of the base lies the village of Rhu, which runs on into the town of Helensburgh. 

The Peace Camp is set in a small copse by the west side of the A814, approximately three kilometres north of Rhu, one kilometre south of the south gate of the Faslane Base, and a little less than three kilometres from the north gate. Though only four kilometres from Coulport as the crow flies, the Peace Camp is some fourteen kilometres distant by road because the journey involves travelling north around the head of Gare Loch. The final location to note is a cemetery car-park less than five-hundred yards north of the north gate of Faslane Base. This car-park is used by protesters. Nearby is a fenced utilities compound, equipped with Portakabins and used by police as a holding area for people they have arrested prior to bussing them off to ‘the cells’.

The other group protesting on 1st April was a more than fifty strong band of Robin Hoods from Nottingham and Derby dressed in various pantomime versions of the folk-hero’s green garb. Like the Clowns, they employed the ‘I’m Spartacus!’ model of identity and responsibility. Many groups protesting at Faslane have used carnival or street theatre, often based around regional or national folk heroes. Protesters from North Wales in November 2006, for example, dressed as ‘Merched Beca’ (Daughters of Rebecca) with long skirts, bonnets and blackened faces. Between 1839 and 1844 Merched Beca destroyed hated toll gates in Wales, riotous protests that eventually led to the removal of the tolls. Returning to Faslane and 1 April 2007, from around 8.30 a.m. some of the Robin Hoods successfully blocked the main – North – gate of the base for more than four hours. Their ingenious lock-on device reportedly meant that Strathclyde Police had to bring in specialist equipment from other forces (notts-imc, 2007). The idea of a lock-on is simply to lock onto something fixed or another person so that one cannot be easily removed. Most popular at Faslane is lying down in the road outside the gate and locking onto other persons. Protesters use a chain or rope around the wrist with arms inserted into a steel or concrete tube. Police cannot open the lock without first carefully drilling and cutting through the tube and they can’t move people locked together because of the risk of injury. Besides, they cannot get the cumbersome socio-techno hybrid organism created by several people locked-on into their ‘Black Mariahs’ or ‘paddy wagons’. 

On April 1st CIRCA units conducted a number of operations to test the security of our Faslane and the worthiness of its guards. After covering the Naval Base sign with our own ‘Under New Management’ banner to support and promote our web-based c-bay action we concentrated on testing our security at the north gate. Disappointing. We easily flew a remote controlled dragonfly over the security fence and back out again. And while everyone’s attention was on the dragonfly’s extraordinary aerobatics, we drove a remote controlled car through the gate, breaching security. In true Spartacus spirit, each of more than twenty Clowns theatrically operated a remote control so that it would be impossible for the authorities to know who to arrest. Unfortunately, they did know how to drive over our shocking-pink car, taking some pleasure in returning the wreckage. We Clowns wept hysterically, obviously. Then we played American football with a Technicolor water soaked splash ball, hurling perfect passes over the road into the base – and over the heads of its guardians. Somewhat unsportingly, the police refused to play ‘defense’.

During the rest of the morning, they also refused to join in with games of Wizards-Giants-Pixies, Grandmother’s Footsteps and Hug Tag. Clown Intelligence reports, however, that certain police officers were extremely close to joining in a game of Pass-The-Clap when they were included in our circle. The game involves passing a hand-clap - rather than a venereal disease  - around a circle as fast as possible so that the sound is continuous. As with many Clown games, the object is to stop thinking rationally and just anticipate and react to what’s going on around you; the object is to be childish. A moment that stands out for me that morning, however, involves Clowns acting in a surprisingly mature fashion, totally out of character. 

A small group of middle-aged Christians, only some four or five, processed from the cemetery car-park to north gate singing hymns and carrying fronds to celebrate Palm Sunday. One woman determined that she would be arrested by refusing police orders to move away. While she held her ground in front of the gate, brave and defiant but visibly nervous, one of her friends sang a hymn over and over. A number of Clowns rushed over to accompany him, swelling the sound and sustaining the song for some minutes until the woman was finally taken away in a police van. It was a difficult moment for Clowns: there was no parody, no irony, no ridicule… It wasn’t funny. Giving support to fellow protesters is not uncommon for Clowns, we often act as a diversion or ‘run interference’ for the actions of others, enabling people to have time to lock-on, for example. On this occasion, however, we got seriously involved. When the police put the woman into the van many Clowns shed silent tears. To their credit, although it was difficult not to be angry with them all, a number of police officers were also obviously moved and perhaps ashamed.

Later, when a Clown in the Glasgow Kiss was arrested for spontaneously hopping in the back of a car he thought was entering the Base, a police car in at least one report (notts-imc, 2007), we followed our closely guarded comrade on foot to the police holding compound. Once he was confined inside, out of sight in a Portakabin, we clustered sadly around the gate, lamenting loudly: inconsolable. This time our sorrow came from a different place, also deep inside but otherwise, childlike: weeping loss, wailing exclusion, howling injustice; these were the tears of a Clown. Somehow, when we dispersed the gate of the compound had been locked using the sophisticated technology of a bike lock. According to Nottingham Indymedia the police arrested some seventeen people (notts-imc, 2007), including the locked-on Robin Hoods, the Christian woman and our comrade in charms. When they had loaded their prisoners into a bus and came to take them away, they found the gate locked. Being police they sent for heavy-duty cutting equipment and burned and hacked their way through the lock. They might never have noticed that the key to the bike lock was standing beside it on the gate if, afterwards, a kindly Clown hadn’t pointed it out.

No doubt feeling sorry to have caused the police so much inconvenience, the Clowns decided to be more helpful. So we took it upon ourselves to arrange some traffic cones in the road near the compound. Only, being Clowns, we got it wrong. The cones steered all vehicles into the protesters’ cemetery car-park and away from the police holding compound. First, we derived terrific amusement watching police getting out of their vehicles and moving the cones in order to get through – then getting out again to replace them! Ah, the power of the symbols of authority. Then a very long police paddy-wagon, perhaps returning from taking protestors to the cells, obediently followed the directing cones into our car-park and had to execute a very embarrassing thirty-three point turn helped by Clowns yelling ‘Left hand down a bit!’ ‘Stop!’ ‘Come on, you’re all right!’ ‘Mind the baby!’ and so on. 

Our best was yet to come, though. It seems the police always have to demonstrate their complete territorial control. So, after they had grumpily impounded their own cones, a patrol car full of police officers deliberately drove into the car-park seeking to establish their authority. Clowns parted like a red-nosed sea to admit them. Being tired at the end of a long day, though, we then simply had to lie down all across the road, blocking their exit. When the police got out of the car and voiced their wish for us to move they perhaps made the mistake of issuing a rattled order rather than a polite request. Obedient as ever, we moved. We each changed positions with another Clown and lay down once more to soak up the afternoon sun. Our ‘prisoners’ obviously called for back-up because a number of officers on foot were hastily dispatched away from their duties on the north gate, entering the car-park on the road from the compound and ‘surrounding’ us. When they got up close and almost personal, though, we executed the standard Clown ‘scatter’ manoeuvre: Clowns fled a-shriekin’ and a-hollerin’ in all directions. The police were left with only the deconstructed social space where their problem had been. Clown Intelligence reports that the senior policeman with the rescue party demanded of the red-faced officers with the car ‘Was that it?’

Which is about enough of an account of the protest that day. Oddly, the most interesting part was to be evening. All day Clowns and Robin Hoods had supported each other, coordinating the various ‘acts’ of our protest performances. In the evening the Robin Hoods left and the Clowns mostly retired to the Peace Camp. Actually, we went down to the beach beside Gare Loch and Peace Camp folk lit a fire and brought us our supper there. The Clown Navy flirted with the authorities, canoeing on the loch and turning back just before – or just after – a designated border around Faslane Base, watched every paddle stroke by a police patrol boat. In the main, though, we were too tired for much more action so we sat in the sun and drank a few sherbets. We took the opportunity to study the photographs taken by Clown Intelligence, particularly the close-ups of police evidence gathering teams – our ritual response to their standard practice. Then a Clown arrived with the news that the local Faslane 365 organisers requested that we didn’t demonstrate in Clown the following morning as per our intention. The reason given was that local people from Garelochhead were staging a counter demonstration against the disruption caused by the rolling blockade of the base: Anti-Trident demonstrators locking on obviously impedes access to the base, causes traffic jams and, as a side-effect, makes local people late for work and for school, the latter being the particular focus of their grievance or at least their protest.

The local Faslane organisers were asked to come to a meeting on the beach. Passions were running high. Clowns were hurt that they weren’t wanted, particularly after such a fun and effective day’s action. Moreover, Clowns couldn’t fathom why they were being excluded. After all, it generally wasn’t Clowns who directly caused the disruption – we didn’t lock-on. Moreover, the protest was running for 365 days and CIRCA would be here all together as an army for just two of them; we couldn’t be the problem. It transpired that the local Faslane organisers didn’t want the blockade to stop but they did not want it to be disruptive on the morning of this counter demonstration. More pertinently, they did want it to be taken seriously. This line of argument further enraged some Clowns who realised that even our own allies just weren’t getting it. Our meeting, by the way, was monitored by the closely anchored police patrol boat. It would, Peace Camp folk cautioned, be recording everything. So much for Clandestine, but Clowns do adore an open mike and being the centre of attention: No-lights, Camera, Action! 

Echoing Foucault, a Clown protested that reason and rationality had resulted in atrocities such as Faslane and Trident; they could not, therefore, be the appropriate mode of resistance. Foucault contests that in the reality we are dealing with ‘(T)he relationship between rationalization and excesses of political power is evident’ (Foucault, 1994, p. 328). Emotionally, a Clown paraphrased Pastor Niemöller’s famous quote ‘First they came for the Clowns and I did not speak out because I was not a Clown…’ Clowns then turned to the residents of the Peace Camp – ‘our locals’ - for their opinion. They were solidly with us, thought we should ‘do our thing’ and failed to understand the logic of the Faslane 365 organisers. Furthermore, a number of Clowns believed we would be the best possible ‘go-betweens’, geographically literally and perhaps communicatively, for the opposing demonstrators exactly because we do inhabit the place between order and chaos. In a sense, we are the antithetic reflection of the police, the pacifistic antidote to their militaristic coercive forces (see Carter, 2004, p. 320). 

There seemed little room for agreement. Amazingly though our meeting, which employed the mechanisms of participatory decision-making (see for instance The Trapese Collective, 2007), did result in consensus. Afterwards, two new Clown recruits enthused on how ‘inspiring’ and ‘moving’ it had been participate in ‘real democracy’. It is impossible to explain exactly how consensus was reached because not only would it be extremely difficult to summarise the complexity of the long debate, it would be beyond the power of individual perception, mine anyway, and probably group cognition to explain the Spinozan ‘affect’ in play. Suffice to conclude perhaps that this affect, ‘defined as the property of the active outcome of an encounter, takes the form of an increase or decrease in the ability of a body and mind alike to act, which can be positive – and thus increase that ability…’ (Thrift, 2004, p. 62). For me, an ardent advocate of the Clowns’ right to be and to be at the protest ‘in-Clown’, the turning point in the meeting came when another Clown pointed out that the Garelochhead locals were also a part of the diversity that we held so dear. The Clown actually said that, ultimately, we were seeking peace and nuclear disarmament for local people as much as for anyone else. It was a moment similar to that when we had supported the Christians’ very un-Clownlike protest. If this diversity explanation does not rationally and reasonably indicate that Clowns should sacrifice their identity for the day to give others the serious space they require for reasonable protest, so much the better for its Clown validity, I feel.

The following morning a number of Clowns in mufti joined the anti-nuclear protest at the north gate, a small protest by the Peace Camp and local Faslane 365 organisers. Sure enough, on the other side of the road were about one-hundred protesters from Garelochhead. Their banners read: MAD – Mothers Against Disruption; CND – Campaign for No Disruption; Protesters Peace Off! A couple of others were overtly supportive of ‘our forces’ and nuclear deterrence, notably ‘Trident Rocks!’ Children carried placards demanding to be allowed to go to school – prompting a cynical peace protester to wonder how much extra pocket money they had been paid to be here. Some out-of-Clown Clowns had arbitration and conciliation skills and experience and they were first to cross the road and engage in conversation with Garelochhead locals. Apparently, recent effective – from our point of view – actions by German and French activist were the straw that had broken the proverbial camel’s back. These actions had blocked the A814 well away from the base and caused long traffic delays. It seemed fuel to the fire of the No Disruption protest that these actions had been by foreigners. One Sheffield Clown, Commodore 64, posted her account in her blog:

‘At first my reaction to this was "f*cking NIMBYists’ however when we turned up the following day and spoke to some of the residents, while I still believe there is a large element of truth in my first reaction, I discovered that many of the residents were reasonable people with some valid points... There are a number of issues here. Firstly it is entirely possible to blockade the gate to the base without blockading the road. However when such action takes place the police have to prioritise between disruption to the base and disruption to the road and residents. The base takes priority over the locals every time which is wrong. Some of the residents pointed out that a more effective place to blockade would actually be at Coulport down the road where the Nuclear Weapons are actually stored. This could be blockaded without any disruption to residents. While roadside demonstrations could still continue at the main gates. 

‘The other thing which was pointed out was the cost of the demos. Some of the locals have started to nickname the CND as Cash Night and Day. The cost of the policing is to be footed by the local residents via their council tax. This again is clearly wrong. The nuclear deterrent is a national issue and the costs involved in this, including the policing should be footed by the MOD not the residents of a small area in Scotland. The positive thing that came out of the demo was that after the presence of the Peace Camp for almost 25 years and 6 months of the Faslane365 demo, the protestors and the residents were finally speaking to each other. There is a meeting planned in a couple of weeks between the residents, the peace campers and the police and hopefully dialogue will continue and a resolution will be found. I strongly believe in the process of direct action, however discussions can now be had including the residents. If a certain tactic is not particularly effective but causing much disruption to residents then they can work together to look at doing things another way. And if some methods are worthwhile and effective but cause disruption then the residents can learn how and why such methods are being used and at least be kept informed so they can plan around actions. Here's to the next six months of action (with the locals support)’ (Commodore 64, 2007).

While Commodore 64 and other Clowns in mufti talked with some Garelochhead protesters, I mingled with the rest of the demonstration. Neither announcing my ‘true’ identity nor denying it when confronted, I listened rather than talking. Not surprisingly, I overheard some less reasonable opinions expressed. In stark and telling contrast to the Faslane 365 campaign itself, this ‘local’ protest received significant media attention. On camera and in statements to the press, spokespersons for the protesters carefully kept to the line voiced by local councillor George Freeman that: ‘We fully support the individual right to demonstrate’ (but) ‘(B)uses can’t get through to Helensburgh so children cannot get to secondary school and people can’t get here from Helensburgh to go to work’ (Morgan, 2007). Off camera, however, in conversations with his constituents at the protest, George Freeman was very critical of the leniency of the legal system. According to the Faslane 365 summary of the protest, to 6 April 2007, 696 arrests have resulted in 26 prosecutions. George Freeman evidently judged this level of prosecution shamefully low and told protesters ‘I know what I’d like to do with them!’ 
Among the protesters there were references to the Peace Camp residents being ‘smelly hippies’ and the like. The fact that anti-Trident protesters turned up for just a couple of days, evidently maddened the locals present, particularly when these protesters were foreigners and, most enraging of all it seemed, when they enjoyed themselves, smiling and joking. By this time two Peace Camp residents had joined mufti Clowns, crossing the road that served as a no-man’s land between the bordered protest and counter-protest. They engaged with an especially strident woman protester. Of the first Peace Camper, a young Scots man, she repeatedly demanded ‘Have ye got a job?’ When he finally answered ‘Not at the moment’, having given up the struggle to get the debate onto less personal terms, the woman told him he had no right to speak unless he was employed. The second Peace Camp resident’s efforts to engage in dialogue were thwarted by his giveaway accent: ‘Gae haem to America!’ the woman yelled at him: he too had no right to a voice here. 

On the plus side for mutual understanding, groups of young men and girls from among the Garelochhead protesters had been invited to cross the road and were talking with Peace Camp residents and Faslane 365 organisers ‘over there’. This exchange was curtailed when the strident women shouted across and insisted the young people return to their proper place among their own kind. Young protesters from both sides did then walk to the local shop together, however. Moreover, ‘off-duty’ Clowns and police discussed the binary nature of creative and effective protest that are at one and the same time respectful, non-disruptive and safe.

At a loose ending

As well as there being an evident madness in our method, there is also method in Clown madness, a mixture of techniques from theatre and civil disobedience (see respectively Murray, 2003, Harvie et al., 2005) as well as clowning. Clowns are ‘unknowable, unexpected, uncertain’ (CIRCA, 2006): CIRCA negotiates identity in ways that are designed to surprise and confound. Faced with Clown resistance, the militaristic coercive forces of the state are perhaps marginally more likely to crack a smile than crack heads. The Rebel Clown point here is that it is the enforcers and not we resisters who have cracked. Whether they are caught out being human by being amused, are made to feel foolish, or lose their cool in the smiling face of absurdity, the militaristic coercive forces of the state find it impossible not to be affected by the Clowns. By subverting it, Clowns change the space of encounter between domination and resistance. We are unsettling: authority feels out of place and the cultural space, if not the territory, is ours. 

Clowns would not anyway want territory and do not seek to accumulate power from the nation-state. I believe we support concepts of socially and spatially entangled and knotted forces, practices, processes and relations of power, concepts that ‘create fresh visions of power in which (there are) genuine possibilities for resistance, and perhaps too for a creative human agency capable of carrying these possibilities’ (Sharp et al., 2000). If it were possible that power could simply be handed over to Clowns, however, we would drop it as Jaques Tati does the coffee pot in Mon Oncle (Tati, 1958). Of course, we too would play with the idea, bouncing it around to extract maximum humour. Ultimately, though, power would end up smashed to smithereens, dispersed. For what inspires and inhabits Clowns is not ‘power over’ but ‘power with’. As John Allen concludes his exploration of the specialities of power, ‘I think we have lost sight of this altogether different guise of power too. Perhaps that is another geography lost waiting to be found, or rather, waiting to be understood for the first time’ (Allen, 2003, p. 197).

The point of Clown actions is not to embarrass, enrage or entertain the police. Clowning challenges the state, subjection and subjugation not only within the Clown but also within our fellows in the global justice movement and in the militaristic coercive forces of the state: the police are simply lucky enough to be in the ‘right’ place a lot of the time; Clowns will not protest in place in the normal way and by the normal means for in our book that is no protest at all. As Foucault suggests: ‘Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to refuse what we are. We have to imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of this kind of political ‘double bind’, which is the simultaneous individualization and totalization of modern power structures. The conclusion would be that the political, ethical, social, philosophical problem of our days is not to try to liberate the individual from the state, and from the state’s institutions, but to liberate us both from the state and from the type of individualization linked to the state. We have to promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality that has been imposed on us for several centuries’ (Foucault, 1994, p.336).

Power with, in the form of ‘citizen power’ or participatory democracy, has, I believe, the potential to be a liberating form of subjectivity. During the protests around All Fools Day at Faslane Clowns learned that ‘normality is the new difference’ and that ‘power with’ means more than resistance to domination: it means the construction of new power relations; perhaps ‘new forms of political practice that value democracy as functional disunity’ (Thrift, 2004, p. 75). Following exchanges with the public at an environmentalist blockade of an oil refinery in Nottingham, Paul Chatterton proposed giving up activism in order to ‘walk with others on uncommon ground’: ‘Rebuilding dialogue means respecting the ability of autonomous individuals to make everyday moral judgments in their own time’ (Chatterton, 2006, p. 276). 

Clowns at Faslane did attempt to walk with others on uncommon ground, first with Christian protesters, then with the local Faslane 365 organisers, and finally with protesters from Garelochhead and even the police. In the instances with our co-protesters, though we would doubtless have had a problem agreeing a vision of the future, our moral judgments of the horror of the present was not dissimilar: it was possible to take significant steps together; we actually had some common ground. Otherwise, I believe Clowns demonstrated an extraordinary commitment to ‘power with’. State-Primacy Theory has it that ‘(C)entralised, pseudo-representative, quasi democratic political structures’ must employ ‘militaristic coercive forces’ (Carter, 2004, p. 316). Working in this paradigm, though their affective discomfort was clearly written on their faces (see Thrift, 2004, p. 64), the police were unable not to arrest the Christian woman. By contrast, as defenders of ‘decentralised, participatory democracy’, Clowns were not duty-bound to be Clowns in the face of democratic dissent. Though some Garelochhead protesters took literal steps towards us, meanwhile, and though even the police almost joined us in a figurative Pythonesque ‘silly walk’ on occasion, I believe our everyday moral judgments remain worlds apart.

Citizenship is a framework upon which our ethical differences can be stretched and compared. For the Garelochhead protesters citizenship seems an intensely local concept. It is extendable to the national, Scotland, and to the supra-nation state of Britain, especially perhaps in terms of support for our armed forces. The citizen identity is also strongly linked to the state through, for instance, the payment of council tax and reliance on the legal system for justice. A moral link between employment and entitlement to a citizen’s voice was also made by the strident woman protester. On the other side of the divide, anti-Trident protesters are united in a much more cosmopolitan notion of citizenship. Many banners hung at Faslane have appealed to this larger scale of citizenship. As local Faslane 365 spokesman Brian Larkin told reporters ‘The bomb is bigger than Argyll and Bute’ (Morgan, 2007). Political unity may be limited to this geo-ethical conception of citizenship, however. For Brian Larkin would be hard pressed to find a Clown to agree with his claim that the responsibility for resolving the conflict between anti-disruption and anti-Trident protesters ‘resides with the authorities’ (Morgan, 2007), presumably via them initiating unilateral nuclear disarmament. In a Clowns-eye view, the authorities and Trident are inextricably linked, in fact mutually dependent. 

Though Paul Chatterton’s notion of ‘walking with others on uncommon ground’ remains seductive, as he is undoubtedly aware one of most effective ways to get onto uncommon ground with others is activism. As Commodore 64 observed Garelochhead residents finally took the action that brought them onto uncommon ground because of activism that disrupted their lives. So, perhaps the point is not to ‘give up activism’ but rather, like the Clowns, to incorporate respect for diversity into activism, an affective respect that seeks at least a limping consensus through communication. The practical challenge for environment, peace and social justice activists is time: how long can we wait for people to make the everyday moral judgments that we know are right? Foucault suggests that the political challenge is ultimately to find ways of being without the state. If we could all imagine just that, we would save much precious time and be able to walk forward together to a different drum, beaten perhaps by a Clown in a CIRCA marching band. 
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