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Introduction
The Root Cause March walked 34 miles over three days from Ft. Lauderdale into downtown Miami to protest the Free Trade Area of the Americans and to call upon people to boycott Taco Bell, to demand the government release the Haitian economic refugees held in an INS detention center and to support public education. 

Rachel Hicks, a documentary filmmaker, and I walked on this march as participants. We took notes on the march immediately afterwards. However, I am just now, May 19, 2005, typing them up and expanding on these notes.  I’m doing this to provide yet another guide for the twenty-three students in my class entitled, “Marching.”

I want to say first, however, that the Root Cause March was the best organized long term march I have ever participated in. I hope people who want to preserve the act of marching as a mechanism for political expression in the United States will study this march and learn from its organizers. I’m grateful to have watched them in action.

Registration, Community Agreement and Daily Meetings
When we arrived at the gathering point on Sunday night, we were asked to do several things.  First, fill out a registration form stating who we were and what organization we were with. Second, sign a “community agreement” stating our commitment to the goals of the march and our agreement to avoid violence, drugs and illegal activity while on the march. Third, we were asked to wear a bright yellow “Root Cause” T-shirt. Fourth, we were asked to wear a wristband to show we were a registered participant. Fifth, we were asked to wear another colored wristband for languages other than English that we could speak.

To me, as a potential participant, I had to consider each of these requests and decide if I was willing to give up a bit of my individuality and make the commitment they were asking of me. When others and I did make the commitment, I believe it created a collective responsibility that was in large part a reason for the success of the march.

This process of registration and commitment building went on each night of the march and even took place while we were on the move as we were coming into Miami at dusk on Wednesday night. Organizers with clipboards met people entering the march without yellow T-shirts and asked for them to register.

In addition to the nightly registration process, there were also community meetings at the end of each day and at the beginning of each day.  This kept the lines of communication open between the march organizers and the march participants.  Communication gets difficult when your march line is spread out and on the move. These meetings were also an essential mechanism for building march commitment and community.

Legitimacy and Moral Authority

There is something more than a paper commitment or T-shirt or a wristband that holds a march together when feet get tired, nerves get frayed or motorcycle police rev-up their engines.  I think it has something to do with the legitimacy of the cause and the moral authority of its leadership. 

People on this march held it together, in my mind, because the farm workers from Immokalee who were leading the march had held it together over several years of organizing. They had exposed and broken the back of slave labor, literally slave labor, in the tomato fields of South Florida. They deserved respect and marchers showed it by abiding by the rules of the march.

There was another element of moral authority that legitimated and protected the March. This was provided by the Churches we camped next to each night; the ministers and priests who blessed us each morning and walked with us each day; the parishioners who welcomed us and gave us sandwiches, fruit and juices at our rest stops.

I don’t know whether the presence of the Churches strengthened the political solidarity of the marchers, but it certainly provided them with “cover” from the commercial media who wished to characterize the marchers as violent anarchists coming to destroy downtown Miami.  By the second day of the march, there were newspapers articles which stated that these marchers could be – hold on to our hats! – “ordinary people.”

Preparation, Advance Work and Resources.
As the march unfolded over the next three days, we began to see the extraordinary level of preparation and advance work that had gone into this march and the resources that had been mobilized to make this march a success. 

Huge tents were ready to house us each night and security stayed up to make sure we stayed safe. There were vans to carry our gear from site to site. Passenger vans for those who got too tired to walk or for our senior citizens.

The route had been carefully designed to match the physical capacity of the marchers.  Food and water were never a problem. Medics watched over us as we marched, kept us hydrated, gave us sun bloc, sprayed us with water bottles, tended to our feet and asked us if we were doing alright.

Security team members with their orange vests and wrist bands walked along side us, kept us safe from traffic and encouraged us with their smiles and gentle chiding.

Music, speeches, and songs blared from the flatbed truck kept at the head of the march.  Marvin Gaye and Sam Cook soothed us with their songs. Mexican and Haitian music kept our spirits high. Martin Luther King, Jr. talked to us about the beloved community. Community leaders sitting on the flatbed truck told us stories. By unanimous consent, the word “tired” was eliminated from the language of the march.

A trailer with Porta-Potties raced ahead and was always in place when we took our breaks. The organizers had even found places for us to take showers and got us there and back in vans and buses.

We took up one lane of traffic through multiple police jurisdictions, walked through tunnels, crossed freeway exchanges and rested in public parks.  Imagine the advance work that negotiated all this with multiple authorities in an atmosphere of police paranoia and corporate media intimidation.  

Chants and Songs  (Spirit Building and Directional)

On this march, chants and songs were pretty much for our own gratification.  There was such a heavy police presence at all times and on both sides of us that those people who might have seen us most likely could not hear us. Nevertheless chants and songs were very important to our spirits and there were several different chant leaders who took turns from the flatbed truck or worked the line with bullhorns.

Many chants took energy from us, but there was one chant that gave us energy and lifted our spirits.  It started out by us raising our arms and singing, “ I said up with the people, (students, workers, whatever)  Yeh, Yeh!”  -- “cuz we know we’re right” Yeh! Yeh! “cus we do the work” Yeh! Yeh! and then everyone bent down and yelled “And down with those bosses” and grunted “um, um” “those greedy bosses” and grunted “um, um.” It was fun and a bit silly. The message of this chant would be easily adaptable to many causes and marches, but its form is fun and keeps spirits up.

Despite the use of a sound system on the flatbed truck, it was still very difficult for the entire march to hear the commands of the chant and even the music or speeches. 

There needs to be a way to teach the chants before the march gets moving and then use hand signals from security to show which chant we are all going to use. Also, I think chants could be use to indicate march formations.  When security tried to get us to march 3 by 3, most of us would not do it.  Either because we didn’t hear the request or we had not practiced it. I think chants could be used to signal march formations or even the presence of upcoming actions or rest stops.

Use of Symbols

Marches often make use of symbols to highlight their message. The Root Cause marched “34 miles” to represent the 34 nations in the FTAA.  

They stopped for a few minutes at a Taco Bell to highlight their boycott. They stopped at an INS detention center to highlight the injustice of penalizing Haitian refuges for only being “economic refugees.” And, they stopped outside the Dade County headquarters of the Public Education Department to demand a better public education system.
Anticipation

Marchers often times don’t know what is ahead of them or what to expect.  When organizers tell you as clearly as possible what the situation is, marchers gain trust in the organizers and continue to trust them even when marchers don’t know exactly what’s happening. On the Root Cause march, organizers told us how much longer we needed to walk, and when our next break was coming. They told us when we would stop to demonstrate and what the issue was. 
Sidewalk Information
Several participants in the march made an effort to pass out literature about the Root Cause march to pedestrians as we passed by.  This was made very difficult due to the heavy police presence on all sides of the march.  

Nevertheless, one of the functions of marching is to gain attention to your cause. As we learned on ASJE’s March to Miami, if you raise a question such as the FTAA, you had better have good and distributable information about it.

Definition

One of the marches we studied in our class was the 1913 Women’s Pageant, organized by Alice Paul. She organized it one day before Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration and, in the process, “defined’ the issue, women’s suffrage. The Root Cause March walked for three day prior to the “big rally” that was organized on Thursday in downtown Miami by national groups such as the AFL-CIO.  

In getting out front and honing the message over three days, the Root Cause march defined the issue, showed who it was protesting the FTAA (“ordinary people”) and set a standard for discipline that even the extraordinary police presence could not break. 

                                         -- Dan Leahy. May 19, 2005

