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As a result of the invasion of Iraq and the overtly hegemonic agenda of the Bush administration, there has been growing fears by nationalist governments, progressive activists and others over the possibility of subsequent efforts at “regime change” by the U.S. government.  Though such concerns are well-founded, there has recently been a series of articles appearing on websites, in progressive publications and even mainstream periodicals which have erroneously claimed that popular nonviolent civil insurrections of the kind which toppled the corrupt and autocratic regimes in Serbia, Georgia and Ukraine in recent years and which could potentially threaten autocratic governments elsewhere are somehow part of an effort by the Bush administration and its allies to instigate “soft coups” against regimes deemed hostile to American interests and to replace them by more compliant regimes. 

Much of this concern is misplaced and actually serves to strengthen the Bush agenda.


 There is no question that the U.S. government, along with some other Western governments, has provided small amounts of money to various opposition groups and political parties through the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) and other organs.  Such funding has helped opposition groups cover some of the costs of their operations, better enabling them to afford computers, Internet access, fax machines, printed materials, office space and other materials which have helped support their movements.  Assistance from foreign governments has also helped provide for poll watchers and other logistical support to help insure free and fair elections.  The United States, though the NED and other U.S.-funded projected,  has also provided seminars and other training for opposition leaders in campaign strategies, though these have been directed primarily at conservative pro-Western parties and not parties of the democratic left.  U.S. agencies have also backed opposition parties in countries such as Venezuela, where – despite some excesses in executive authority by President Hugo Chavez – the country remains a democracy.  

Some of opposition groups in some countries have welcomed U.S. assistance while others have rejected such aid on principle.  There is no evidence, however, that the United States or any other foreign government has ever provided any training, advice or strategic support for the kind of massive nonviolent action which could threaten the survival of an unpopular regime.

This paper takes a critical look at the “pro-democracy” agenda of the Bush administration; analyses the nature of the scores of nonviolent civil insurrections which have led to the demise of autocratic regimes of both the left and right in recent decades; examines the role of North American and European non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in promoting strategic nonviolent action; looks at the forces which led to the overthrow of autocratic post-Communist regimes in Serbia, Georgia and Ukraine; challenges recent charges by the Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez – justifiably concerned about U.S. subversion of his government – that independent NGOs are part of a Bush administration conspiracy to overthrow him; and, provides an analysis of the phenomenon of nonviolent civil insurrections and democratic change and its relation to U.S. foreign policy and international solidarity movements.
The Bush Administration’s “Pro-Democracy” Agenda

The utterly predictable fiasco resulting from the U.S. invasion of Iraq has brought heightened popular awareness to the legal, moral and strategic problems inherent in U.S. intervention in the affairs of other countries.  While the ludicrous but often-repeated claims that certain developing nations have somehow posed unacceptable dangers to American national security requiring U.S. military intervention may now be easier to challenge since the bipartisan claims about non-existent Iraqi WMDs were proven to be completely unfounded, the moral appeal and the strategic logic behind the importance of promoting democratic change will continue to have resonance.

Given that the United States remains the world’s number one supplier of armaments and security assistance to the world’s dictatorships, it is relatively easy to discount the Bush administration’s claims regarding its commitment to advancing democracy.  At the same time, President Bush is correct in noting that societies suffering under authoritarian rule are far more likely to produce political extremists and terrorists than societies where there is accountable government and people have a realistic hope for change working through the political system.  Since it really is in the national security interest of the United States to pursue policies which serve to advance the cause of greater freedom and democracy in the world, this is not an issue the left should summarily dismiss.

There are those who argue that, as the world’s one remaining superpower, the United States should take the lead in democracy promotion and attempt to redress the years of U.S. support for dictatorial regimes.  Others note that, given the ongoing U.S. support for dictatorial regimes and occupation armies and the history of imperialistic intervention under the pretext of promoting freedom, overt support of pro-democracy movements could end up being counterproductive and leave these popular movements vulnerable to government claims that they are agents of a foreign power.  Still others argue that external assistance can on balance be positive as long as it is indirect – such as through independent NGOs – and only a modest supplement of their own efforts.  Another variable as to whether U.S. support helps or harms a democratic opposition movement may depend upon popular attitudes toward the United States, which tend to be largely positive in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, but are mostly negative other parts of the world, such as Latin America and the Middle East.

In any case, there is little evidence to suggest that U.S. foreign policy – or the foreign policy of any major power for that matter – is based primarily on a sincere belief in advancing freedom and democracy as a matter of principle.  History has shown repeatedly that the United States will support democratic rule if it seen to promote its perceived economic and strategic interests and will oppose democratic rule if it seen to be contrary to its perceived economic and strategic interests.  Since the vast majority of Americans, according to public opinion polls, do support democracy as a matter of principle, however, the promotion of democracy has long been used as a rationalization for various U.S. foreign policy initiatives, even when these policies end up supporting authoritarianism and repression.  As a result, though support for democratic change is indeed a worthwhile goal in itself, skepticism over the Bush administration’s pro-democracy rhetoric is indeed warranted.

How Democratic Change Occurs

What recent history has repeatedly shown is that the most effective means for democratic change has grown out of broadly-based nonviolent social movements, such as those which have toppled dictatorships and forced democratic reforms in such diverse countries as the Philippines, Chile, Bolivia, Madagascar, Nepal, Czechoslovakia, Indonesia, Serbia, Mali, Ukraine and elsewhere.  Even the relatively conservative Washington-based Freedom House has produced a study which, after examining the 67 transitions from authoritarian regimes to varying degrees of democratic governments over the past few decades, concluded that they came not from foreign invasion, and only rarely through armed revolt or voluntary elite-driven reforms, but overwhelmingly through democratic civil society organizations utilizing nonviolent action and other forms of civil resistance, such as strikes, boycotts, civil disobedience, and mass protests.


Whenever autocratic governments are challenged by their own people, they will attempt to claim that those struggling for freedom and justice are traitors to the nation and agents of foreign enemies.  In previous years, opposition activists challenging U.S.-backed dictatorships in Latin America, Southeast Asia and elsewhere were routinely labeled as “pro-communists” and “Soviet sympathizers.”  Today, opposition activists in U.S.-backed Arab dictatorships are being labeled as “Islamic fundamentalists” and “pro-Iranian.”  Similarly, opposition activists in Iran, Belarus, and Zimbabwe have been labeled as “Western imperialists” and “American agents.”

Some nationalist governments opposed by the United States – such as those in Iran, Belarus, Zimbabwe and Venezuela, in critiquing U.S. support for opposition groups in their respective countries – have gone as far as to claim that the United States was responsible for the nonviolent civil insurrections which toppled the corrupt and autocratic regimes in Serbia, Georgia Ukraine and have gone on to claim that similar plots are in the works to topple their own regimes as well.  

In reality, however, the limited amount of financial support provided to opposition groups by the United States and other Western governments cannot cause nonviolent liberal democratic revolutions to take place any more than the limited Soviet financial and material support for leftist movements in the Third World in previous decades caused armed socialist revolutions to take place.  As Marxists and others familiar with popular movements have long recognized, revolutions are the result of certain objective conditions.  Indeed, no amount of money could force hundreds of thousands of people to leave their jobs, homes, schools, and families to face down heavily-armed police and tanks unless they had a strong heart-felt motivation to do so.


It should also be noted that rather than a dramatic ouster of a regime as occurred in countries like the Philippines in 1986 or Serbia in 2000, more often massive nonviolent action campaigns force the incumbent regime to negotiate with the opposition over demands for greater freedom, democracy and justice, resulting in less dramatic but still significant political change.  Some of the more impressive examples over the past century have included nonviolent action campaigns which forced the incumbent regime to hold free and fair elections (as in Poland and South Africa), end colonial rule (as in India and Zambia), or provide for civil and political rights of an oppressed minority (as in the American South.)  Just as a strike by factory workers gives a union bargaining leverage over management, nonviolent resistance campaigns against repressive rulers, even when they don’t result in forcing government leaders to flee in a dramatic late-night flight into exile, can still compel the regime to yield to popular demands for change. 
Attacks on NGOs

A number of regimes facing popular opposition have gone as far as to claim that certain small independent NGOs and prominent nonviolent activists from Europe and the United States who have provided seminars and workshops for opposition activists on the theory and practice of massive nonviolent resistance are somehow working as agents of the Bush administration. Some Western bloggers and other writers critical of the Bush administration and understandably skeptical of U.S. intervention in nations in the name of “democracy,” have actually bought into some of these claims by these governments.  These conspiracy theories have in turn been picked up by some progressive websites and periodicals and even by some in the mainstream press, which then repeat them as fact.  

Ironically, most of these activists and NGOs (described below) happen to be highly-critical of U.S. foreign policy and follow a strict policy of not giving specific advice to opposition groups.  Virtually all of their seminars and workshops come at the direct request of opposition organizers themselves virtually none of them seek out specific groups to assist. In addition, virtually all of them also have a strict policy of refusing support from the NED or any other government-funded entity.

The American and European NGOs which provide the tools and share information with civil society groups on the theory and practice of nonviolent resistance are not unlike the Western NGOs that share environmentally-sustainable technologies and agricultural techniques to farmers in developing countries.  They are useful tools which, if applied consistently and effectively, could improve the quality of life for millions of people.  There is nothing “imperialistic” about it. 

Just as sustainable agricultural technologies and methods are more effective in meeting human needs and preserving the planet than the conventional development strategies traditionally promoted by Western governments, nonviolent action has been shown to be more effective in advancing democratic change than threats of foreign military intervention, backing of coup plotters within the military, punitive sanctions, support for armed rebel groups and other methods traditionally promoted by Western governments.  As a result, just as the application of appropriate technologies can also be a means of challenging the damage caused by unsustainable neo-liberal economic models promoted by Western governments and international financial institutions, the use of massive nonviolent action can challenge the damage caused by the arms trade, military intervention and other damaging manifestations of Western militarism. 

Development based on Western models usually means that Western corporations and their governments end up exerting a large degree of control on these societies, whereas appropriate technologies allow for genuine independence and self-sufficiency.  Similarly, unlike fomenting a military coup or establishing a military occupation, which is based upon control of the population and potential political opponents, nonviolent civil insurrections – as a result of being based upon a broad coalition of popular movements – are impossible for an outside power to control.


It is ironic, then, that some elements of the left in Europe and North America are attacking those very individuals and groups who are trying to disseminate these tools of popular empowerment against the forces of oppression.

Another difference is that, unlike the NED and other government-backed “pro-democracy” efforts, which focus primarily on conventional political campaigns led by pro-Western parties, these NGO efforts usually focus upon nonviolent direct action with grassroots movements unaffiliated with established political parties.  

Historically, individuals and groups with experience in effective mass nonviolent mobilization tend to come from leftist and pacifist traditions which carry a skeptical view of government power, particularly governments with a history of militarism and conquest.  Conversely, large bureaucratic governments used to projecting political power through military force or elite diplomatic channels have little understanding or appreciation of nonviolent action or any other kind of mass popular struggle.  


In short, the U.S. government does not know the first thing about fomenting a nonviolent civil insurrection.  As a result, the dilemma for U.S. policy-makers – and the hope for all of us who support democracy as a matter of principle and not political expediency – is that the most realistic way to overthrow the world’s remaining autocratic regimes is through a process the United States government cannot control.  


The U.S. government has historically promoted regime change through military invasions, coup d’etats and other kinds of violent seizures of power by an undemocratic minority.  Nonviolent “people power” movements, by contrast, promote regime change through empowering pro-democratic majorities.  

As result, the best hope for advancing freedom and democracy comes from civil society, not the policies of the United States, which should neither receive the credit nor the blame for the growing phenomenon of nonviolent democratic revolutions. 
The “Color Revolutions” and the West

The myth that the United States and other Western governments are playing a significant role in promoting nonviolent civil insurrections stems in part from allegations that the recent successes of pro-democracy movements in Eastern Europe were a result of American and Western European intervention.  Those who were actually involved in those struggles and are familiar with how they transpired, however, tell a very different story.



During the Cold War, the United States insisted that military means, such as marshaling strategic alliances like NATO and supporting armed insurgencies like the Afghan mujahedeen, were the only ways Communism could be challenged. And yet, it was nonviolent movements from within which eventually brought down entrenched communist rule in such countries Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Mongolia. During that same period, the Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia broke free from the Soviet Union, also largely through the use of nonviolent resistance. With the partial exception of the Solidarity movement in Poland – an indigenous movement led by left-leaning intellectuals and working class labor leaders whose tangible American support was quite minimal – there was virtually no financial or other practical assistance from the United States in support of these homegrown pro-democracy movements.


Similarly, as outlined below, the more recent nonviolent insurrections against autocratic post-Communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union also came as a result of popular homegrown movements and not the intervention of the United States and other Western governments.  
 


Serbia:  In the fall of 2000, the people of Serbia were able to achieve nonviolently what eleven weeks of NATO bombing the previous year could not: the ouster of their corrupt, autocratic and militarist leader, Slobodan Milosevic. Western NGOs, some of which received some funding from the U.S. State Department and Western European governments, provided a limited amount of financial support for the student-led pro-democracy movement known as Otpor, to help them purchase computers, fax machines and other equipment, as well as help cover costs for printing and other accessories.  Western governments also sent poll watchers to observe presidential elections.  When the elections proved to be fraudulent, an unarmed revolt ensued that forced Milosevic out of power.  While such Western aid was certainly useful in Otpor’s growth and development, it was not critical; it was Otpor’s message – developed by the young student leaders at its helm – not Western assistance, which captured the imagination of the Serbian population angered by years of war, corruption, oppression and international isolation.  And there was no outside support or facilitation for the uprising itself, which actually took Western leaders by surprise.  

Indeed, Otpor’s leaders tended to be decidedly left-of-center Serbian nationalists who vehemently opposed the 1999 NATO bombing of their country and were sharply critical of U.S. policy in the Balkans and beyond.  They not only opposed the policies of the Milosevic regime and the U.S. government, but the traditional opposition parties as well.  The success of the populist groundswell they generated forced the once-feuding opposition groups to unite behind a single opposition candidate, which made Milosevic’s defeat in the election possible and, when the incumbent tried to steal the election, they were able to organize the successful uprising which forced him to honor the election results.  As the Times of Great Britain describes it, rather than being part of some kind of Western plot, Otpor was inspired by the “Situationists of 1968 Paris, Martin Luther King, the writings of the nonviolent resistance guru Gene Sharp and Monty Python’s Flying Circus.”


 Rather than being American agents, the Otpor leadership had also been in opposition to Milosevic back when the United States was supporting him in the years immediately following the Dayton Accords in 1995.  As Vojislav Kostunica, the democratically-elected Yugoslav president who replaced Milosevic as a result of the uprising, put it: “The Americans assisted Milosevic, not only when they supported him but also when they attacked him. In a way, Milosevic is an American creation.” 

Disputes regarding extradition requests, economic issues and the fate of Kosovo have kept relations between the United States and Serbia’s new democratic leadership tense, challenging the notion that the United States had somehow installed a puppet regime.

With the success of the democratic revolution, Otpor was unable to sustain itself as an independent movement and eventually dissolved.  In 2002, some of Otpor’s former leaders founded the Centre for Nonviolent Action and Strategies (CANVAS), an independent NGO which has taken lessons learned from their successful nonviolent struggle and has disseminated them through scores of trainings and workshops for pro-democracy activists and others around the world.

Georgia:  In late 2003, a popular nonviolent uprising known as the Rose Revolution toppled the corrupt regime of Eduard Shevardnadze in the former Soviet republic of Georgia following his efforts to rig parliamentary elections.  Despite claims that the Bush administration was somehow behind this popular uprising, the U.S. government actually backed Shevardnadze – who had previously served as Soviet foreign minister under Mikhail Gorbachev – and was his government’s biggest foreign donor, pouring in over $1 billion in aid over the previous decade.  When the U.S. ambassador to Georgia learned that some CANVAS leaders were in Tblisi to give trainings for pro-democracy activists there, he told the young Serbian activists to “Get out of Georgia!  We don’t want trouble here.  Shevardnadze is our friend.”  CANVAS ignored him and the trainings went forward anyway.  

As the nonviolent civil insurrection under the leadership of the pro-democracy group Kmara gained strength that November, the New York Times reported how “Georgians have a different perspective” than the generous pro-government view from Washington.  Indeed, that same week, the Georgian daily newspaper The Messenger put it, “Despite the fact that he is adored in the West as an ‘architect of democracy’ and credited with ending the Cold War, Georgians cannot bear their president.”  Though critical of the rampant corruption and the rigged election, the Bush administration stood by the Georgian regime, as they had the post-Communist dictatorships in Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and most of the other former Soviet republics.  In fact, the Shevardnadze regime initially accused Kmara of being foreign agents, not of the United States or the West, but of Russia.

Despite this, Shevardnadze was toppled in a massive and largely unexpected civil insurrection.  Once the new government came to power, Washington immediately lent its support and, like most countries with struggling economies, Georgia’s dependency on Washington and other Western powers, combined with their strong anti-Russian nationalism, has led to a close alliance.  Thus, the Bush administration was able to take advantage of the change the Georgian people brought about after the fact, but the United States was certainly not responsible for the change of government itself.
Ukraine:  In response to the murder of opposition journalists and opposition political figures and the attempted theft of the 2005 presidential election, an uprising known as the Orange Revolution led to the ouster of the corrupt and autocratic ruling party and enabled opposition leader Victor Yushchenko to become president.  
There was a much higher level of support for the Ukrainian opposition from Western NGOs (some of which received funding from the U.S. and European governments) than was the case of Serbia and Georgia, though proportionally it was rather small, given Ukraine’s much larger population.  Furthermore, this Western financial assistance paled in comparison to the resources of the Ukrainian government itself, which largely controlled the media and directly funded the activities of the incumbent party.
As Nick Paton, writing on the Ukrainian uprising for the left-of-center British newspaper The Guardian, observed, “This protest is no longer about America’s or Russia’s candidate, but an end to the past 12 years of misrule.”  It was an eruption of civil society, where significant sectors of the Ukrainian population were, according to Paton, “for the first time, realizing how they could one day have a government whose main interest is not stealing from state coffers and protecting favored oligarchs, but actually representing the people who elected them. For most people, this is a first taste of real self-determination.”

Indeed, despite claims to the contrary, this was not a case of the United States trying to impose its candidate over the Russian-favored candidate Leonid Kuchma.  In fact, among the popular criticisms directed at Kuchma had been his call for Ukraine to join NATO and, in particular, his support for the deployment of Ukrainian forces in Iraq.  By contrast, opposition presidential candidate Victor Yushchenko pledged during his campaign to immediately withdraw Ukrainian troops from Iraq, which he did once assuming office.  Despite pressure from the United States and international financial institutions, the Ukrainian government maintains the strongest state role in the economy of all but one of Europe’s 42 countries.  Given the strong sense of nationalism resulting from centuries of subjugation by the Russian, Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, Polish, and Lithuanian empires— combined with the country’s large industrial capacity, sizable population base and generous natural resources—the new government of Ukraine, despite ongoing internal political divisions, appears determined to put its own national interests first and not be subservient to U.S. interests.
The Role of American and European NGOs

A look at the major NGOs which have been giving workshops and seminars in strategic nonviolent action to opposition groups challenging autocratic governments demonstrates the absurdity of charges that they somehow collaborate with the Bush administration or support the Bush administration’s foreign policy agenda.  Each of these groups, in addition to providing educational forums for movements challenging regimes opposed by the U.S. government, have provided at least as many forums for movements challenging regimes supported by the U.S. government. 

Organizations and individuals promoting nonviolent action initially grew out of religious pacifist groups inspired by Gandhi’s anti-colonial campaign in India and the civil rights struggle in the American South.  During the 1970s and 1980s, activists from the International Fellowship of Reconciliation (IFOR) – an interfaith peace group – and its affiliates were active in organizing nonviolent resistance against U.S.-backed dictatorships in Latin America and elsewhere.  Historically, the nonviolent revolution in which Western trainers and advisors perhaps had the most impact was in the 1986 “People Power” uprising against the U.S.-backed dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines.  Though the Filipinos had been engaged in massive nonviolent resistance, primarily in the forms of welgang bayans (people’s strikes), since martial law had been declared in 1972, it was IFOR activists who, following the assassination of leading pro-democracy activist Benigno Aquino, convinced the Aquino family and other opposition leaders that nonviolent resistance was the most effective means of challenging the Marcos dictatorship.  After Marcos attempted to steal the February 1986 presidential election and the Reagan administration continued to back his dictatorship, a nonviolent resistance campaign culminated in Marcos fleeing the country and Corazon Aquino, the real victor in the election, assuming office and ending martial law. 


Key elements of the presentations by IFOR trainers – which encouraged the Filipino opposition leaders to evaluate the “pillars of support” for the regime and ways to undermine them through nonviolent resistance – are used to this day by CANVAS and other NGOs who hold similar workshops for opposition activists elsewhere.  In other words, the strategic elements emphasized in contemporary trainings in nonviolent action are not part of some recently-developed strategy put together by Western governments, but were garnered through material compiled by scholars and activists from the study of and experiences in nonviolent struggles over the past century, primarily by those in the Third World and by oppressed minorities in the West.

The Unlikely Targets of Some Anti-Imperialists

Below is an annotated list of the primary European and North American-based NGOs and individuals promoting education on the strategic application of nonviolent action.  Some of these organizations and individuals – despite being labeled by nationalistic and anti-Western regimes and their apologists within the American and European left as part of some kind of U.S. government conspiracy – are actually strongly opposed to U.S. imperialism and military interventionism.  Others are largely apolitical beyond their belief in popular empowerment for democracy through nonviolent action.  Only the latter two listed below could be considered broadly supportive of Western liberal capitalism, but even they are quite critical of the Bush administration and have no qualms about supporting pro-democracy movements opposing U.S.-backed dictatorships.  

Centre for Nonviolent Action and Strategies (CANVAS):  This Serbian-based NGO, founded by some of the Otpor leaders who led the 2000 uprising against the Milosevic regime, has engaged in scores of trainings and workshops for pro-democracy activists and others around the world.  As a matter of strict policy, CANVAS has never received funding from the National Endowment for Democracy or any other government entity.  Accusations that CANVAS seeks to advance American foreign policy interests are demonstrably false. Their workshops have included opposition figures from Zimbabwe, Cuba, Belarus, Venezuela and other governments opposed by the United States, but they have also sponsored and participated in workshops for activists challenging U.S.-backed governments in Egypt, Morocco, Azerbaijan, the Maldives, Eritrea, Fiji, Tonga, Indonesia, and the Israeli-occupied territories. 


Interviews with CANVAS leaders Srdja Popovic, Ivan Marovic and Slobodan Djinovic have revealed their contempt for NED which they see as undermining pro-democracy struggles around the world due to its “clear political agenda” on behalf of the U.S. government.  Indeed, their hostility toward U.S. foreign policy dates back to the counter-productive U.S. policy toward the Balkans in the 1990s.  For example, as Popovic – whose mother, a senior editor for Serbian state television, narrowly escaped death when U.S. forces bombed the building in 1999 – puts it, “Do you think I would ever collaborate with the government that tried to kill my mom?”

Though CANVAS’s leaders were involved with Otpor when the latter received some U.S. Agency for International Development funding back in 2000 during the anti- Milosevic struggle, their limited contacts with U.S. officials both before and after the overthrow of Milosevic revealed to them a profound ignorance by many in the American government regarding the dynamics of nonviolent action and the nature of their particular struggle.  While they were willing to accept some Western funds during that period, they doggedly kept to their own agenda and priorities.

Despite claims by Iranian state television in July that Marovic had met with President Bush in the Slovakian capital of Bratislava in 2005 to plot the overthrow of the Iranian government, Marovic’s encounter with Bush consisted only of a brief conversation as part of a group reception and did not include any mention of Iran. Marovic later described Bush as profoundly ignorant of and apparently disinterested in how nonviolent resistance actually works. 


Dr. Gene Sharp and the Albert Einstein Institution:  The Albert Einstein Institution is a small nonprofit Boston-based institution for research, policy analyses, and education on nonviolent action.  Despite claims by the governments of Iran, Belarus and Venezuela to the contrary, it has never received any government funding nor does it take ideological sides in conflicts.  The research on the power on nonviolent action by founder and director Gene Sharp (who began his career as the personal assistant to the legendary radical pacifist and labor organizer A.J. Muste) has inspired generations of peace and social justice activists in the United States and around the world.  Despite claims to the contrary, no evidence has emerged that he has ever worked with CIA or any other organ of the U.S. government, an idea that those who know him find completely absurd.   

Veteran nonviolence trainer and radical scholar George Lakey, who has known Sharp for nearly fifty years, noted that in the “countless occasions” in which he witnessed Sharp dialoguing with leftist activists organizing against various U.S. foreign policy initiatives, Sharp “did nothing to encourage them to change their minds” or “to become pro-U.S. in its role in the world,” adding that “Gene’s thinking supports the self-determination of nations rather than imperial domination.”  Furthermore, the Albert Einstein Institution has funded research and educational activities for scores of left-leaning scholars and activists, including Palestinian feminist Souad Dajani, Rutgers sociologist Kurt Schock, Common Courage press co-founder Greg Bates, Israeli human rights activist Edy Kaufman, Kent State Peace Studies professor Patrick Coy, Nigerian human rights activist Uche Ewelukwa, Bradford University Peace Studies professor Paul Rogers, and Earlham Peace Studies professor Howard Clark, among others, all of whom have been outspoken critics of U.S. foreign policy.

International Center on Nonviolent Conflict (ICNC):  ICNC is a Washington-based independent, nonprofit educational foundation that promotes the study and utilization of nonmilitary strategies by civilian-based movements to establish and defend human rights, social justice and democracy.  ICNC has never received U.S. government funding (like the Albert Einstein Institution, its tax records are public) and has never coordinated its programs with any U.S. government entity.  Also, the ICNC has never provided funding or advice to any groups; the training and educational activities it has supported are limited to generic information regarding the history and dynamics of nonviolent struggle.  Like CANVAS and the Albert Einstein Institution, it has supported seminars for pro-democracy and social justice groups struggling against various governments regardless of their ideology or relations with the United States.  In fact, ICNC responded favorably to an inquiry by Medea Benjamin – co-founder of Global Exchange and Code Pink – about leading seminars for American anti-war activists.  

The personal political orientation of the diverse leadership of ICNC ranges from libertarian to liberal to leftist, but they share a commitment to advancing democracy and social justice through the strategic application of nonviolent action.  Their board of academic advisors includes some leading left-wing critics of U.S. foreign policy.
 ICNC’s director, Jack DuVall, who previously served as a speechwriter for some prominent liberal Democrats, has noted how the Iraq war, or any non-defensive war in the name of democracy, “cannot in fact be fully measured by the stated intentions of its proponents – it must also be judged by the manifest effect on those whose rights or whose lives are at issue.  Wars are just if they defend life, not if they take it for the political purposes of those who start the wars.” DuVall has also criticized the propensity of the political leadership of both major American political parties who believe that augmenting the war-fighting capability of the U.S. armed forces could enable supporters of freedom to “prevail in this ideological struggle, as if ideas could be promoted by shooting those who hate them.”

Though relatively well-endowed through a private family foundation, the ICNC – like these other groups that engage in workshops on nonviolent action – have a strict policy of not subsidizing any activist organizations or political movements.


 Nonviolence International (NI):  Nonviolence International is a decentralized network of resource centers promoting the use of nonviolent action.  It was founded in 1989 by Dr. Mubarak Awad, a Palestinian psychologist and human rights activist who was arrested and exiled by Israeli occupation authorities the previous year as a result of his advocacy of nonviolent resistance by Palestinians during the first intifada.  Based in Washington, NI supports resource centers and affiliates in Indonesia, Bangladesh, Palestine, Thailand and Russia.


NI’s principal trainer has been Michael Beer, a left-wing American Quaker who has been a prominent organizer against the Iraq War, in solidarity with Palestine and in support for GLBTQ rights.  Beer has been particularly active in organizing workshops for human rights activists in Burma, East Timor, Aceh and elsewhere in Southeast Asia.  In the Middle East, NI has worked with advocates of nonviolent resistance from Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Palestine and other countries.

Bob Helvey:  Raised in rural West Virginia, Helvey joined the U.S. Army as a young man and rose to the rank of colonel before recognizing that his knowledge of strategic conflict could be of best use if applied in the form of nonviolent struggle rather than through warfare.  Unlike military action, which has often forced people to become subservient to a foreign power, he also recognized that nonviolent action is rooted in the empowerment of ordinary people, a reflection of his upbringing in an activist pro-union family of mineworkers.


Helvey has been accused of having “created” the Serbian opposition group Otpor, even though the only contact he ever had with the Serbian opposition movement was when some Otpor activists met with him for less than a day in June 2000 in Budapest, well after Otpor had already become a powerful dissident organization.  He has also been falsely accused of plotting the overthrow of the Iranian government, though he has not had any involvement with the Iranian opposition.  Working with such groups as ICNC, the Albert Einstein Institution and Nonviolence International, he is committed to their policy of not engaging in political organizing, not giving strategic or tactical advice to local groups, and not providing anything more than generic thinking based upon empirical evidence from successful nonviolent struggles around the world over the past century.


Mostly retired and living in West Virginia to be close to his grandchildren, Helvey has occasionally engaged in consulting on strategic nonviolence, working with groups ranging from the democratic opposition to the Zimbabwean dictator Robert Mugabe to leaders of the nonviolent Palestinian resistance to the U.S.-backed Israeli occupation.  He has also worked closely with Sulak Sivaraksa, a leading Thai human rights and environmental activist and prominent critic of U.S. imperialism and has also engaged in trainings alongside left-wing American Quakers like George Lakey and Michael Beer.  

Peter Ackerman:  Dr. Ackerman has been a strong advocate of the utilization of nonviolent resistance since writing his doctoral dissertation from Tufts University’s Fletcher School for Law and Diplomacy on the nonviolent struggles against dictatorship and colonialism, utilizing examples from India, Poland, the Philippines and Chile.  That same ability to recognize ideas whose time has come led him to later become a successful venture capitalist, utilizing his wealth to help support the Albert Einstein Institution and, more recently, ICNC, where he served as founding director.  A political libertarian, he has consistently opposed the agenda of the Christian Right and has been an outspoken supporter of political freedom and individual liberty regardless of a given country’s relationship with the United States.


Ackerman recently became chair of the board of Freedom House, long seen as the pro-democracy advocacy organization of the Washington establishment.  His selection is widely viewed as a sign that the group is heading in a less political and more professional direction since – unlike previous directors – Ackerman has no partisan ties, has a relevant academic background, is strong intellectually and has proven to be more interested in promoting human rights than defending U.S. hegemony.  Given that Freedom House receives some financial support through the Congressionally-funded NED and still maintains some close ties with Washington’s foreign policy elites, Ackerman has suspended his involvement in the operational decision-making of ICNC and there is no collaboration between the two organizations.  His financial support for and links to the Albert Einstein Institution ended several years ago.

Despite the differences Ackerman and some others on the Freedom House board have with the Bush administration, President Bush was given the opportunity to give a speech at Freedom House a few months ago and – as a normal courtesy expected of the board chair when an organization is hosting prominent guest – Dr. Ackerman introduced him.  A photograph of when the two of them were briefly together on the podium has been circulated by the Iranian government and others to illustrate an alleged conspiracy between the Bush administration and the organizations and individuals with connections to Dr. Ackerman.


Though Dr. Ackerman is much closer to the Washington political establishment than probably any other individual active in supporting strategic nonviolence and is more open to the idea of the U.S. government playing a supportive role in pro-democracy struggles, he remains an independent thinker and can hardly be considered a backer of the Bush agenda.


George Soros and the Open Society Institute:  Hungarian-American financier and philanthropist George Soros and the Open Society Institute, for which he provides extensive financial support, have been visible proponents of democratic change, though their direct support for nonviolent action campaigns and trainings in strategic nonviolence has been quite limited.  Though a supporter of “enlightened capitalism” and “free markets,” Soros is no stooge of the Bush administration and OSI’s priorities are in promoting civil society, not U.S. policy.


OSI supports programs promoting independent media, women’s rights, minority rights and other progressive causes.   In Iran, their main project has been to help foster intellectual exchange between Iran and the outside world despite limitations resulting from U.S. sanctions.  The Iranian Intelligence Ministry, without any evidence, has alleged that this constitutes “an unofficial network … whose main objective is overthrowing the system.”  Elsewhere in the Middle East, OSI has focused on promoting greater civil rights for Palestinians in both Israel and the occupied territories, promoting the rule of law and cultural rights; Soros himself has been quite critical of U.S. support for the Israeli occupation.


Soros helped finance the trips and exchanges between CANVAS trainers and pro-democracy activists in Georgia in 2003 and OSI was the major funder of the exit poll for the parliamentary elections which revealed the extent of the election fraud that prompted the Rose Revolution.  Soros was not, however, behind the uprising itself, as supporters of the former Shevardnaze regime have since claimed.  

The country in which Soros has contributed the most money and effort to topple the incumbent government was in 2004 in the United States, when he contributed over $27.5 million to the unsuccessful effort to defeat President Bush.  Also within the United States, OSI initiatives focused on such liberal causes as after-school programs; political, educational and criminal justice reforms in the South; women’s reproductive rights; democracy participation initiatives; and, promotion of more humane drug laws and policies.  Soros’ most recent books, The Age of Fallibility: Consequences of the War on Terror (2006) and The Bubble of American Supremacy (2005) were both highly-critical of U.S. foreign policy.


My personal connection: My confidence in the integrity of these individuals and organizations stems in part from my personal involvement with many of them.  I have served as one of the leaders of more than a half dozen workshops sponsored by ICNC, CANVAS and Nonviolence International and have received some travel and research support from both ICNC and the Albert Einstein Institution.  My interest in strategic nonviolence is an outgrowth of my Christian pacifist upbringing, my memories of the civil rights struggle in my native South and my youthful activism against the Vietnam War, as well as my involvement as an activist and trainer with Movement for a New Society, the Clamshell Alliance and other nonviolent action groups in the late 1970s.  Those who are familiar with my critical analysis contained in my books and numerous articles regarding the role of the United States in the world as well as my personal political activism should recognize that I would never work for any organization receiving U.S. government funding or advancing U.S. imperialism.  


I currently serve as the chair of ICNC’s academic advisory board.  If, as has been alleged, that ICNC is really allied with the Bush administration’s foreign policy agenda, I would be a very unlikely candidate have been offered such a position.

 The Case of Venezuela

That someone like me and the reputable nonprofit organizations for which I have chosen to serve have become targets of such libel and slander appears to be yet another tragic case of the left attacking its own rather than uniting against the forces of militarism and imperialism.  And such actions can have unfortunate political consequences as well.  


For example, a series of articles by the left-wing French journalist Thierry Meyssan attacking these NGOs were apparently read by Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez, who – under increasing pressure from Washington-backed opposition groups – apparently accepted these charges as fact and repeated them in a televised address in June.  Further promoted in a series of articles by Venezuelan-American author and Chavez speechwriter Eva Grolinger, these charges have in turn been naively accepted by a disappointingly sizable number of Chavez supporters in the United States and elsewhere.


Reports by Grolinger and others regarding U.S. government efforts, through the NED, to destabilize Venezuela appear to be largely accurate, but they have gone on to falsely claim that the ICNC and other NGOs are part of this conspiracy as well.  In reality, the only time ICNC has ever paid anyone to go to Venezuela to give presentations on nonviolent action was early last year, when I – along with David Hartsough, the radical pacifist director of Peaceworkers – led a series of workshops at the World Social Forum in Caracas, where we showed a film ICNC helped develop on the pro-democracy movement in Chile against Pinochet and gave lectures and led discussions on the power of nonviolent resistance.  The only reference to Venezuela during those workshops, in response to questions from the floor, was how massive nonviolent action could be used to resist a possible coup against Chavez, not foment one.  (Ironically, the best academic study available on the application of nonviolent resistance against such a military overthrow of a democratically-elected government, The Anti-Coup, was published in 2003 by the Albert Einstein Institution, which Chavez himself has falsely accused of working with the Bush administration to destabilize his government.)  Indeed, anyone who knows Hartsough and I – who between us have been arrested more than three dozen times for participating in nonviolent actions protesting U.S. foreign policy – would recognize that it is totally ludicrous to think that we would ever take part in any Bush administration-funded effort to help carry out a destabilization plan against a progressive democratically-elected government.  

It is profoundly disturbing, however, that Chavez himself has falsely accused Gene Sharp and other nonviolent theorists and activists of working with the CIA to overthrow his government.  Given the ludicrous nature of these charges, it has only served to undermine his credibility as well as the credibility of his supporters just at a time when the Bush administration’s pressure on his government increases.  

Even if nonviolent activists in the United States and Europe really had suddenly abandoned all principles and enlisted in a Bush administration campaign to overthrow his government, Chavez would have little to worry about.  No government has ever been overthrown through such nonviolent civil resistance movements which had the support of the majority of its people.  While Chavez’ progressive economic policies have angered the old elites and his quasi-authoritarian initiatives and bombastic statements have alienated some progressive Venezuelans as well, he still maintains the support of the majority of the population, particularly when compared to the alternative of returning to the old elite-dominated political system. This is why the strike centered in the oil sector in 2002-2003 failed to bring down his government whereas similar shutdowns of key economic sectors in other countries under less popular governments have often succeeded.  


If Chavez ever does evolve into a dictator and lose the support of the Venezuelan people, he may indeed be subjected to a popular nonviolent civil insurrection like the people power movements which have toppled dictatorships elsewhere.  In such a case, however, it will be the Venezuelans themselves, not the U.S. government or foreign NGOs, who would make this happen.  As long as Chavez maintains the support of his people and allows democratic institutions to fully function, however, he needn’t fear nonviolent protests.

How “Leftist” Attacks on Nonviolent Activists Strengthen the Bush Agenda

The emergence of civil society organizations and the growing awareness of the power of nonviolent action in recent years has been one of most positive political developments in what has otherwise been largely depressing political times.  It is most unfortunate, then, that supposedly “progressive” voices have chosen to attack this populist grass roots phenomenon as some kind of Bush administration conspiracy.

It is also ironic that so many in the European and North American left, after years of romanticizing armed struggle as the only way to defeat dictatorships, disparaging the potential of nonviolent action to overthrow repressive regimes and dismissing the notion of a nonviolent revolution, are now expressing their alarm at how successful popular nonviolent insurrections can be, even to the point of naively thinking that nonviolent revolution is so easy to pull off that it could somehow be organized from foreign capitals.  In reality, every successful popular nonviolent insurrection has been a home grown movement rooted in the belief by the majority of the population that their rulers were illegitimate and the current political system was incapable of redressing injustice.  By contrast, no nonviolent insurrection has succeeded when the movement’s leadership and agenda did not have the backing of the majority of the population. 

“Leftist” critics of nonviolent pro-democracy movements parallel right-wing supporters of U.S. intervention in that both denigrate the power of individuals to overthrow oppressive institutions and instead appear to believe that such social and political change can only come through the manipulation of foreign powers.  

For example, despite President Ronald Reagan’s insistence that the popular armed insurgencies which challenged repressive military-backed dictatorships were the result of a Soviet “hit list,” the reality was that the revolutions in Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala were homegrown popular movements.  While the Soviets provided a limited amount of assistance and obviously wanted to take political advantage of toppling a pro-American regime and replacing it by a revolutionary movement that would be friendlier to its interests, the oppressed peasants and workers of those Central American countries were not following the dictates of Moscow but were struggling for basic rights and an end to repression.

Similar claims heard today that the United States is somehow a major force behind contemporary popular movements against dictatorships in Iran, Zimbabwe, and Belarus or that the United States was somehow responsible for the successes of previous movements in Serbia, Georgia or Ukraine are equally ludicrous.  This attitude parallels claims by those on the right who disingenuously credited Reagan’s dangerous and militaristic Cold War policies for the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe and tried to make the union activists, peasants, students, priests, and others martyred in the popular struggles in Central America appear to have simply been agents of the Soviet Union.

In addition, it is important to remember that the vast majority of successful nonviolent civil insurrections have not been against dictatorships opposed by the U.S. government, but right-wing dictatorships supported by the U.S. government, such as Marcos in the Philippines, Suharto in Indonesia, the Shah of Iran, Duvalier in Haiti, Pinochet in Chile, Chun in South Korea and Numeiry in Sudan, to name only a few.


The conspiratorial thinking and denigration of genuine popular movements which have been appearing increasingly in leftist circles serves to strengthen the hand of repressive regimes, weaken democratic forces, and bolster the argument of American neo-conservatives that only U.S. militarism and intervention – and not nonviolent struggle by oppressed peoples themselves – is capable of freeing people from repressive rule.


Another problem with this kind of simplistic reductionism is that when nonviolent civil insurrections do succeed in bringing democrats to power in countries previously under anti-American dictatorships, the new often-inexperienced leaders are faced with plaudits from the American right and suspicion from the European and North American left.  This could lead them to wonder who their friends really are and reinforce the myth that those of the right, rather than the left, are the real champions of freedom.
Is it Revolution?


Another critique by some leftists is that these nonviolent revolutions have tended to bring about liberal democracy, not the more radical changes that are so badly needed in so many societies.  It is true that free elections and political liberty do not guarantee a progressive government or a just society and that these movements which have toppled dictatorships through nonviolent action have oftentimes been led by individuals and coalitions whose political agenda is not as politically progressive as many of us would ideally like to see. However, without individual liberties and accountable government, building a just society becomes virtually impossible. Democracy affords a political opening whereby a democratic left stands a chance of challenging the excesses of national and global capitalism; of empowering local communities; of openly defending the rights of women, minorities, and the poor; and, of eventually gaining political power. 

Few in the Latin American left, for example, would argue that – despite the failure of democratic governance to alter the continent’s underlying social end economic inequality – things were somehow better under the U.S.-backed military dictatorships that once ruled those nations.  And, two decades since Latin America’s democratic opening, leftist parties are now winning elections throughout the region.  Political and civil rights do not automatically lead to social and economic equality, but such equality will be far more difficult to achieve without the establishment of democratic institutions and the guaranteed protection of individual liberties.


Conversely, while successful violent revolutions have often initially been more effective in overturning the power of traditional elites, reforming archaic social systems and establishing greater economic equality, the authoritarian structure and martial values which come to the fore during armed struggle have tended to result in simply establishing a new form of authoritarianism that creates its own brand of unaccountable elite rule and injustice.

The reality is that successful nonviolent revolutions, like successful armed revolutions, often take years or decades to develop and do so as part of an organic process within the body politic of a given country.  There is no standardized formula for success that a foreign government or a foreign NGO could put together, since the history, culture and political alignments of each country are unique.  No foreign government or NGO can recruit or mobilize the large numbers of ordinary civilians necessary to build a movement capable of effectively challenging the established political leadership, much less of toppling a government.  

There are certain tactics which trainers and workshop leaders emphasize that have been successful elsewhere in applying pressure on governments to change their policies and undermining the support and loyalty required for governments to successfully suppress the opposition.  In some cases, local activists may try to emulate some of them.  However, a regime will lose power only if it tries to forcibly maintain a system which the people oppose, not because a foreign trainer described to a small group of opposition activists certain tactics that had been used successfully in another country at another time.  While sustained nonviolent action campaigns can result in forcing major political reforms or even lead to the downfall of a repressive government, it is a very different phenomenon than a foreign-backed coup d’etat.  


In maintaining our steadfast opposition to U.S. intervention and exposing the hypocrisy and double-standards of the Bush administration’s rhetoric in support of democracy, we must also challenge those who slander reputable NGOs supporting pro-democracy activists with false accusations of collaboration with U.S. government agencies to advance the Bush agenda.  Both to maintain our credibility and because it is the right thing to do, it is also important that progressives support alternatives to U.S. interventionism and recognize that there are repressive regimes which indeed need to be challenged, but the way to such “regime change” comes not from bombing, coups, and invasions, but through the power of nonviolent action.  
