Non-violent protest

They shall overcome—but perhaps not always
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In many places, non-violent protest is the only kind that has any hope of succeeding. But it can still fail
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IT SEEMS a very long way from the grimy neo-classical buildings of downtown Belgrade to the Maldives, an Indian Ocean archipelago best known as an attractive holiday destination.

But for campaigners against Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, who has ruled the 1,200 islets for nearly 30 years, the distance is not as great as it seems. Mr Gayoom's critics say they have taken heart from Serbia's October 2000 uprising, in which hundreds of thousands of people converged on the centre of the capital and forced Slobodan Milosevic to admit electoral defeat. “Comparisons can be drawn between Milosevic's Serbia and the current political situation in the Maldives.” That, at any rate, is the eager claim of an anti-Gayoom activist on an opposition website. He argues that in both cases, harsh, unaccountable rule led to miserable living standards.

The contrasts are also obvious: Milosevic was a globally infamous warmonger, whereas the politics of the islands are little known. Then take logistics: the Serbs who rose up against their leader could simply walk or drive to Belgrade; in the Maldives, many would-be rebels have to sail to their capital, Male.

For a growing community of activists and experts on the technique of non-violent action, the differences are secondary. The point, they say, is this: any authoritarian power can be shamed, discomfited, made to change course and ultimately overthrown if “people power” and shrewd tactics are combined. If this idea has had one big success, it is the “orange revolution” in Ukraine, where protests (see above) continue to be colourful.

In an electronic age, it is easy for opposition movements around the world to compare notes without help from others. But if protesters of many hues are meeting and cross-fertilising, that is in large part thanks to two groups based in Washington, DC, which help and publicise the work of non-violent campaigners.

One is Freedom House, best known for an annual index that classifies countries as “free”, “partly free” or “not free”. Its core concern is liberty—defined as elected, accountable government, the rule of law and human rights—rather than the means by which liberty advances. More narrowly focused on peaceful campaigns for change (including boycotts and strikes) is the International Centre on Non-Violent Conflict (ICNC), whose books, seminars, films and other products—including a game in which players test their wits against an imaginary tyrant—have provided tips for protest movements (and, presumably, for their oppressors) in many countries.

As their output is translated into more languages, the two institutions are in many ways at the peak of their influence. But in authoritarian countries—from Russia to Iran to Venezuela—whose leaders trade on xenophobia, protest movements with an American input (however indirect) are denounced as traitors; and their American advisers as ill-disguised agents for their country's government.

That is an over-simplification, putting it mildly. Freedom House began as a movement against Nazism; Eleanor Roosevelt was a co-founder. In the cold war, it was a foe of communism but also deplored the “non-freedom” of pro-Western regimes, from Chile to South Africa. Trustees have ranged from staunch Republicans to blue-collar Democrats like Lane Kirkland. ICNC is the creation of Peter Ackerman, an investment banker-cum-scholar who made a fortune in the 1980s' bond market and used it to indulge his intellectual passion: the dynamics of non-violent action.

The two institutions overlap: Mr Ackerman is now chairman of Freedom House; he became involved through his co-author (of a study showing that non-violent action was decisive in 50 out of 67 transitions to freer regimes), Adrian Karatnycky. Mr Karatnycky joined Freedom House in the early 1990s, later becoming president, after working for America's labour movement.

To understand why America's labour unions know something about non-violent protest, delve a bit further into political history. The transmitter of the flame was Bayard Rustin, a campaigner for African-American (and gay) rights who was adviser to Martin Luther King. Mr Rustin was an admirer of Mahatma Gandhi's campaign against British rule in India. 
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In Papua, too, peace needs a chance
These days, Freedom House seems a little closer than ICNC to the establishment. George Bush chose the former institution as the venue for a big foreign-policy speech last year. That, combined with the president's use of Freedom House, and similar organisations, to channel some of his annual spending of $75m on “democracy” and “civil society” in Iran, has sent Tehran's rulers into a frenzy of suspicion. Indeed some Iran-watchers believe the president's efforts to promote change have helped the regime to quash even those reformers who have no foreign links. “It puts a target on the back of every dissident,” says Afshin Molavi, a writer on Iran.

Freedom House is no administration mouthpiece; it has irked conservatives by opining that civil liberties have been in better shape since Democrats took control of Congress. Still, its trustees say they are “united in the view that American leadership in international affairs is essential to the cause of human rights and freedom.”

As a spreader of news about non-violent campaigns of all kinds, ICNC spans an even broader ideological spectrum. “We are not interested in outcomes of left or right,” says ICNC's director, Jack DuVall. Nor will it offer specific advice to any of the movements with which it is in touch, ranging from Palestinian discontents to bitter exiles from Belarus. It just tells people which tactics have worked elsewhere.

One of the ICNC's strongest beliefs is that in places where a protest movement must choose between violence and non-violence, the latter works best. As cases where both ways have been tried, they cite opposition to Moroccan rule over Western Sahara, and the campaign against Indonesian rule over western Papua. Apart from the well-known “colour revolutions” against post-communist regimes, ICNC disseminates news about groups on the political left, like Brazil's Rural Workers' Movement (MST) which campaigns to take over “underused” land from big proprietors, citing the Brazilian constitution.

From Belgrade or Kiev to rural Brazil is a big leap. Leaders of the MST oppose “neo-liberal economics” and blame many of Brazil's woes on the global trading system. The Serbian uprising, and the “orange” and “rose” revolutions of Ukraine and Georgia brought those countries closer to the Western world, both politically and economically, and also to the global trading system. Some MST leaders prefer the autarkic ways of Venezuela and Cuba.

But at its purest, the doctrine of non-violence insists that the method is nearly as important as the message. It also claims that there is no regime or foe, however brutal, that cannot be weakened by non-violent means. Is that claim justified? 

No tyrant lasts for ever, and the statement that any brute can be defied can't be disproved. But the experience of ex-Soviet republics suggests that mass protest by a courageous crowd won't always work. In two republics—Belarus and Azerbaijan—rallies have been dispersed and opposition neutralised. Brave souls like Alyaksandr Kazulin, a critic of the regime in Belarus, and Eynulla Fatullaev, an Azeri editor, languish in jail on phoney charges. And in both places, numbers, money and geopolitics have made a difference. The Azeri elite is riding high on surging oil prices; that makes it easier to buy off groups or individuals. In Belarus, there were protests over election fraud in March 2006 which resembled the mass protests that had prevailed in Ukraine 14 months earlier. But in Belarus (despite the solidarity offered by colour-revolution veterans from Georgia and Ukraine), the rallies attracted little over 10,000 at most. Those in Kiev had involved hundreds of thousands.

Regardless of the short-term outcome, non-violence theory is certainly relevant to many post-Soviet states. In most of them, even the mildest resort to force by protesters would be suicidal: it would give the authorities their excuse to portray their foes as “terrorists” against whom almost any measure could be justified. Russia is a case in point. Given that Vladimir Putin has shown no hesitation in violently dispersing, and tarring as traitors, small groups whose protests are fairly restrained, who knows what the president would do to people who fired so much as a popgun in anger?

